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Washington

F
acing a series of crises in 
its relations with the West 
and increasing isolation in 
the Middle East, Turkey is 
seeking ties further afield. 

It has extended military and politi-
cal associations to Africa in a sign 
that Ankara is determined to ex-
pand its zone of influence.

After establishing a foothold in 
Sudan and reinforcing his presence 
in the Horn of Africa, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan turned 
his sights on North Africa and the 
Sahel region when he embarked on 
a visit to Algeria and three West Af-
rican countries on February 26.

Turkey’s ties with the West 
dimmed over the refusal by the 
Czech Republic to extradite Salih 
Muslim, a leader of a Syrian-Kurd-
ish group that Ankara views as a 
terrorist organisation. Turkish gov-
ernment spokesman Bekir Bozdag 
accused the West of ignoring ter-
rorism if victims were “Turks or 
Muslims.”

Turkey also rejected calls by 
France and the United States to ex-
tend a UN-ordered ceasefire in Syr-
ia to Afrin. Ankara is at odds with 

the United States over Washing-
ton’s support for Syria’s Kurds and 
is facing growing criticism from 
Europe over Erdogan’s crackdown 
on dissent and a standoff with Cy-
prus over hydrocarbon rights in the 
eastern Mediterranean.

“Instead of turning East, Turkey 
is going it alone,” Nicholas Dan-
forth, a senior political analyst 
at the Bipartisan Policy Centre, a 
Washington think-tank, wrote in 
an analysis for War on the Rocks, a 
website on security matters. “The 
West is in real danger of losing Tur-
key but this has not resulted from, 
or been accompanied by, improved 
relations between Turkey and any 
of its Eastern neighbours,” Dan-
forth added.

Erdogan’s action in Afrin shows 
a Turkish leader ready to use mili-
tary means to achieve his objec-
tives, a fact that is hardly reas-
suring to the West and regional 
powers. Only three months ago, 
Turkey increased its military pres-
ence overseas when it reached an 
agreement with Sudan to modern-
ise a former Ottoman fort on the 
Red Sea to include new naval base 
facilities. Turkey already has bases 
in Somalia and Qatar.

Turkey’s military ambitions 
are stoking tensions between An-
kara and Cairo. The two countries 
downgraded diplomatic ties fol-
lowing the ousting of Egyptian Is-
lamist President Muhammad Morsi 
in 2013. Erdogan has avoided all 
contact with Morsi’s successor, 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, and has been 
greeting supporters at rallies with 
the four-fingered Rabia sign, used 
by the Muslim Brotherhood to pro-

test Morsi’s overthrow.
“The Turkish presence in the 

ports of the Red Sea is bad news not 
only for Egypt but also for Saudi 
Arabia,” analyst Einat Elazari wrote 
in a report for Global Risk Insights, 
a UK-based risk analysis publica-
tion.

Elazari said Qatar’s posture in the 
Gulf region combined with Tur-
key’s activity in the Red Sea “rep-
resent a potential foundation for a 
new Turkey-Sudan-Qatar alliance,” 
especially considering “their mu-

tual support for the Muslim Broth-
erhood and relations with Iran.”

Elazari added: “It is clear that the 
Turkish president intends to pur-
sue opportunities for partnerships 
in Africa that will strengthen the 
country as a regional and interna-
tional actor.”

Turkey also sees huge economic 
dividends to be reaped in Africa. 
“Over the last 15 years, the trade 
volume between Turkey and Afri-
can countries rose six-fold to $17.5 
billion,” the Turkish news agency 

Anadolu reported.
Much like China, Turkey is selling 

its economic ambitions as beneficial 
to Africa. “Turkish entrepreneurs 
generated 78,000 jobs in Africa and 
the value of projects undertaken by 
Turkish construction firms topped 
$55 billion,” Anadolu said.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Erdogan moves to expand arc of 
influence in North Africa, Sahel
Thomas Seibert
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London

“M 

ohamed Salah is 
so good, he’s even 
usurped ‘God’ at 
Liverpool” read 
a headline in the 

Liverpool Echo, the city’s most 
popular daily newspaper.

The ‘God’ here is veteran Liv-
erpool striker Robbie Fowler who 
scored more than 180 goals in 350 
appearances for the Merseyside 
club and whose nickname perhaps 
demonstrates how serious Liver-
pool fans take their football.

On February 24, Salah broke 
Fowler’s record in scoring 20 Pre-
mier League goals in the shortest 
period of time. Egyptians are hop-
ing that Mo Salah, as English com-
mentators and fans have taken to 
calling him, can replicate that form 
at the World Cup this summer.

With half the season to go, Salah 
has 31 goals in all competitions; Liv-
erpool’s top scorer last season had 
13 goals. If the Egyptian maestro 
secures Liverpool some silverware, 
he will go down as an Anfield leg-
end. For many Egyptians like my-
self, Salah already has that status.

“He is a great positive example of 
an Arab and Muslim and this sum-
mer he will do that on the world 
stage alongside other Arab and 

Muslim players,” said Britain-based 
Egyptian expat and football fan 
Ashraf Taha.

For the first time, four Arab teams 
— Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and 
Morocco — have qualified for the 

World Cup. Unlike previous tour-
naments, Arab players now mix it 
up in the best leagues in the world, 
from the English Premier League to 
Italy’s Serie A and Spain’s La Liga.

Arab teams rarely make it past 

the group stages at the World Cup 
but many are hoping that Russia 
2018 will see a few Arab teams ad-
vance. The World Cup is tradition-
ally a place to showcase talents, 
with many other Arab players hop-
ing to attract transfer requests to 
Europe’s big clubs.

Salah’s effect is felt not just on the 
pitch but also on the terraces. He 
has, almost overnight, become one 
of the most prominent Arab and 
Muslim representatives in Europe. 
Although he does most of his talk-
ing on the pitch and one would be 
hard-pressed to find a post-match 
interview of Salah breaking out of 
the confines of the stereotypical 
footballer talking about heeding 
“the gaffer” and the importance of 
securing three points, he is more 
than eloquent with his feet.

Football chants are a staple of the 
English game. In addition to the old 
chestnuts about this team being on 
the road to Wembley or that player 
running down the wing, there are 
the more comedic or risque ver-
sions that seem to emerge sponta-
neously and live long in the mem-
ory.

A recent chant by Liverpool fans 
about Salah — it went viral on social 
media — belongs in this category 
and contains perhaps the only posi-
tive representation of Islam on the 
football terrace. Sung to the tune 
of 1990s Britpop band Dodgy’s 
“Good Enough,” the chant contains 

the lines: “If he’s good enough for 
you/He’s good enough for me/If 
he scores another few/Then I’ll be 
Muslim too,” and ends with the line 
“He’s sitting in the mosque/That’s 
where I want to be.”

Salah is not the only Arab or 
Muslim footballer in the Premier 
League. His teammates Sadio Mane 
of Senegal and Emre Can of Turkish 
descent are Muslim. There are Man-
chester United’s French midfielder 
Paul Pogba, Leicester’s tricky Al-
gerian winger Riyad Mahrez and 
Arsenal’s German midfield maestro 
Mesut Ozil, to name a few. How-
ever, it is Salah who has caught the 
imagination in a way that nobody 
before has.

“We are all mad for Mo across the 
mosques of Liverpool. This chant-
ing has brought a huge change in 
perception about the Muslim faith. 
It has done so much to break down 
hatred and fear, showing we are all 
one nation,” said Mumin Khan, CEO 
of Liverpool’s Abdullah Quilliam 
Society Mosque, in comments car-
ried by Britain’s the Sun newspaper.

The World Cup begins June 14, 
with the first game featuring the 
host Russia against Saudi Arabia. 
Many across the region are hoping 
that Russia 2018 will finally be the 
tournament where the Arab teams 
cut loose.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Mohamed Salah, a football player with impact beyond stadiums

African ambitions. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan reviews a Senegalese honour guard 
during ceremonies in Dakar, on March 1.                             (AP)

Ready for Moscow. Liverpool's Mohamed Salah (R) goes past FC 
Porto's Jose Sa before scoring the team's second goal, on February 14.             
                      (Reuters)
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S 

eeking to expand its re-
gional political and mili-
tary influence, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan embarked on a 5-day 

swing through Algeria, Mauritania, 
Senegal and Mali, a move bound to 
antagonise other actors in the re-
gion. In late 2017 Erdogan toured 
Sudan, Chad and Tunisia.

Turkey’s row with the West over 
Syria has deepened as Ankara an-
grily criticised France and the 
United States for demanding that 
Turkey halt its offensive in the 
north-west Syrian region of Afrin.

Erdogan’s effort to widen  
Turkey’s military network gener-
ated concern in parts of the region. 
During his trip to Khartoum in De-
cember, Sudan and Turkey agreed 
that Ankara would rebuild a for-
mer Ottoman port city on Sudan’s 
Red Sea coast and construct a dock 
to maintain civilian and military 
vessels, triggering criticism from 
Cairo. Ankara also plans to build a 
military base in Djibouti to add to 
its military installations in Somalia 
and in Qatar, which have riled Arab 
Gulf countries.

“[Erdogan] needs a new space 
because he’s out of manoeuvring 
space,” said Selim Sazak, a non-res-
ident fellow at the Delma Institute, 
a think-tank in Abu Dhabi. “Turkey 
is on the wrong side of almost eve-
ryone” in the region.

During his visit to Mauritania, 
Erdogan offered to “share our ex-
perience in the field of defence,” 
Turkish news reports said. He an-
nounced that Turkey would donate 
$5 million to a regional force bat-
tling terrorism and trafficking in 
the Sahel.

With the Turkish pledge, a total 
of $515 million has been offered by 
several countries, including Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and the United States, to back the 
G5 Sahel effort spearheaded by 
France.

In Africa, the Turkish leader con-
trasted his approach with that of 
Europe’s former colonial powers, 
saying Turkey is not out for one-
sided gains but for mutual benefits.

“We want to march side by 
side with Africa,” Erdogan said in  
Mauritania. He repeated his criti-
cism of the US decision to recognise 

Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, part of 
a narrative aimed at bolstering his 
leadership stature in the Muslim 
world by acting as a defender of the 
faith.

In a speech in Mauritania,  
Erdogan called the host country 
“a land of Quranic schools, a land 
of the learned and the hafiz,” refer-
ring to Muslims who have learned 
the Quran by heart.

Emre Caliskan, of Oxford Univer-
sity in the United Kingdom, noted 
in an interview with Voice of Amer-
ica that “50% of African countries 
come from Muslim backgrounds 
and this gives leverage to Turkey 
in the eyes of Europe, in the eyes of 
the West and in the eyes of Africa.”

In the Maghreb, Turkey is inter-
ested in the potential back-channel 
role of Algeria, said William Law-
rence, a former US diplomat who 
teaches at George Washington Uni-
versity. In recent years, Algiers has 

served as a quiet mediator between 
Turkey and the government of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad. “I’m 
sure Algeria will continue to medi-
ate,” Lawrence said.

Turkey and Algeria share a com-
mon concern over Egypt’s role and 
a willingness to engage Islamists in 
Libya and neither is enthusiastic 
about France’s active anti-terror-
ism strategy in the Sahel.

Turkey has been systemati-
cally expanding ties with Africa 
for years. The number of Turkish 
embassies in Africa has increased 
from 12 to 41 since 2003. Flag-car-

rier Turkish Airlines has 52 connec-
tions on the continent. Erdogan has 
visited about 30 countries there,  
Turkey’s official Anadolu news 
agency reported.

Economic relations were another 
goal of the Turkish leader, who was 
accompanied in Africa by a large 
Turkish business delegation. “Tur-
key’s foreign direct investment in 
the continent skyrocketed from 
$100 million in 2003 to $6.5 billion 
in 2017,” noted Anadolu.

Turkey has no oil or gas resourc-
es and is keen to diversify imports 
to ease dependence on Russia and 
Iran. Algeria’s role as a supplier 
could grow, especially because 
Turkey has started to operate two 
ships that serve as floating stor-
age and regasification units for 
liquefied natural gas. Turkey is 
also looking for new markets for 
its food and construction industry, 
Sazak said.

Erdogan praised Algeria as “an is-
land of political and economic sta-
bility in the region” and as Turkey’s 
“first trading partner in Africa.” 
He said both countries wanted to 
boost their bilateral trade volume 
to $10 billion, from $4 billion at 
present.

Another goal for Erdogan was 
to persuade African countries to 
close schools run by the network 
of Fethullah Gulen, a US-based Is-
lamic cleric accused by Ankara of 
being the mastermind behind the 
attempted coup in Turkey in 2016. 
Gulen denies the accusation.

“Thanks to our efforts, many 
countries have now shut down FE-
TO-affiliated schools and handed 
them over to the Maarif Founda-
tion,” Erdogan said before leav-
ing on his visit. He was referring 
to the Gulen movement and an 
educational foundation created by  
Ankara in 2016.

Tunis

T 

unisian authorities im-
pounded a Turkish-op-
erated ship transport-
ing military vehicles, 
uniforms, transmission 

equipment and other supplies that 
would furnish a “camp of irregular 
military forces,” a spokesman for 
Tunisian Customs said.

The vessel, belonging to Turkish 
company Akdeniz RoRo Limited, 
was seized February 14 off the Tu-
nisian coast. It was among a se-
ries of Turkish ships transporting 
weapons in the southern Mediter-
ranean in recent years.

A ship described as a “moving 
bomb” was intercepted by the 
Greek Coast Guard in January. It 
was reportedly en route to conflict-
torn Libya with 29 containers of 
explosives onboard. In 2015, Greek 
authorities intercepted a Turkish 
ship off Crete on the way to Libya 
with 500,000 bullets hidden under 
support equipment.

In a statement on the recent 
seizure in Tunisia, Commander 
Haythem Zanned, spokesman of 

Tunisia’s customs service, said: 
“The ship is being impounded be-
cause there are suspicions of a link 
to terrorism. The ship violated the 
customs laws of Tunisia and inter-
national maritime law.”

Zanned said “after a thorough 
inspection” it was confirmed that 
the ship, berthed at Sfax on Febru-
ary 14, was not carrying weapons. 
However, he said: “We found 66 
military trucks of various types, 
300 transmitter devices and two 
satellite transmission units, ar-
moured vehicles, including two 
cars of the type usually used by 
military commanders.”

Zanned said Tunisian Army ex-
perts who inspected the cargo re-
ported that “the equipment and 
items were suitable for a camp of 
irregular military forces.”

Tunisian Customs referred the 
case to the criminal court in Sfax, 
south of Tunis, for suspicions of 
a terrorist connection and viola-
tions of the Tunisian Customs law 
and maritime rules. The ship’s 
operators allegedly failed to fully 
disclose the military nature of the 
cargo in its mandatory listing of 
the goods it was transporting.

Tunisian authorities were sus-
picious of the vessel even before 

customs officers boarded it for in-
spection after its captain asked for 
authorisation to berth at Sfax for 
repairs after an unspecified break-
down after crossing Libyan waters.

The Russian Embassy in Tunis 
said in a statement that the ship 
had sailed from the southern Rus-

sian port of Novorossiysk destined 
for Douala, Cameroon.

The Turkish-operated and Pana-
manian-flagged ship was in Turk-
ish territorial waters for several 
days before reaching the Mediter-
ranean, where it spent days near 
the Italian coast before returning 
to Libyan territorial waters be-
tween Benghazi and Tripoli.

“If Douala was its true destina-
tion, the ship would have crossed 
the Gibraltar Strait instead of stay-
ing in Libyan waters,” Zanned 
said.

Tunisian authorities are con-
stantly looking for jihadist threats 
from Tunisia’s land and sea bor-
ders with Libya. Libyan officials in 
Benghazi and Tobruk have repeat-
edly accused Turkey of supplying 
Islamist militias with weapons.

Abdullah al-Thani, prime min-
ister of the Tobruk-based govern-
ment in eastern Libya, alleged that 
Turkey sent weapons to Islamist 
militias allied with the Muslim 
Brotherhood to help them take 
control of Tripoli in 2014 after they 
were defeated in elections by sec-
ularist and nationalist factions.

“Turkey was not being honest 
with us,” Thani said in a recent 
interview. “It exports weapons to 

the Libyans to kill each other.”
Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa 

Haftar, the self-styled anti-Islam-
ist strongman in eastern Libya, ac-
cused Turkey and Qatar, another 
supporter of Islamists in the Arab 
region, of providing weapons to Is-
lamists in Libya, including power-
ful militias of Misrata.

In August 2014, Haftar ordered 
his forces to shell a ship trans-
porting weapons from Turkey and 
heading to the Libyan port of Der-
na, a stronghold of Libyan jihad-
ists allied with al-Qaeda.

Libya plunged into chaos after 
NATO-backed, Islamist-dominat-
ed rebels toppled and killed dicta-
tor Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.

Libya’s neighbours Algeria 
and Tunisia — as well as most  
Libyans — charge that regional 
interference and meddling by for-
eign powers in Libya hinder efforts 
by the United Nations and others 
to broker a political solution to 
Libya’s civil war.

The United Nations imposed an 
arms embargo on Libya in 2011 to 
quell violence in the North African 
country.

 Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.

Turkey seeks larger footprint in Africa as 
tensions with West and region’s countries rise

The strange cases of Turkish ships off North Africa
Lamine Ghanmi

Thomas Seibert

The other arc. Turkish Chief of Staff General Hulusi Akar (R) hands a flag to a Somali soldier at the new Turkish-Somali military training 
centre in Mogadishu, last September.                                               (AP)

Turkey was not being 
honest with us.

Abdullah al-Thani, 
prime minister of the 
Tobruk-based government 

Erdogan’s effort to 
widen Turkey’s 
military network 
generated concern in 
parts of the region.
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“W 

ishful think-
ing” is probably 
the best way 
to describe the 
30-day Syrian 

ceasefire adopted by the United 
Nations. It will be no better or 
more binding than all other cease-
fires reached and breached in the 
Syria war since 2012, all of which 
failed.

None of the major stakeholders 
were serious about UN Resolution 
2401. They waited three days to 
put it in place while the death toll 
in Eastern Ghouta and Damascus 
totalled more than 500 people, 
Doctors Without Borders said.

Planes continued to pound 
towns and cities in the Damascus 
suburbs while, in the Syrian capi-
tal, 35-60 mortar shells landed on 
civilian neighbourhoods daily, 
with a non-combatant death toll 
as high as 11 a day.

Resolution 2401 was stillborn, 
with no clear timetable for im-
plementation, no information 
on what to do with any violation 
should it happen and no commit-
tee for its technical supervision.

The Syrian opposition said it 
had a big loophole as the ceasefire 
excluded the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and al-Qaeda-linked Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham (HTS), giving the Rus-
sians a legal pretext to strike at 
anybody on the ground, accused 
or suspected of either being a past 
or present member of ISIS.

As a result, hours after the 
ceasefire was announced, Turkey 
said it did not apply to its military 
operations in Afrin, west of the 
Euphrates River. An aerial blitz 
was conducted against Eastern 
Ghouta early February 25, killing 
20 people, and mortars were fired 
at Damascus.

Neither the Assad regime nor 
the opposition were very enthusi-
astic about the ceasefire, explain-
ing why it collapsed so rapidly.

The armed opposition had de-
cided to fight, refusing a negoti-
ated settlement with the regime 
that ended on February 21. The 
Russians played along under 
pressure from the international 

community, more interested in a 
peace process than actual peace 
on the battlefield.

By excluding ISIS and HTS, 
Moscow was giving itself ammu-
nition needed to play along with 
the presumed ceasefire, arguing 
it had abided by the will of the in-
ternational community, with good 
intentions.

The fight for Eastern Ghouta, 
the last enclave still fully in the 
hands of the armed opposition, 
was floated as the last battle of  
Syria. Approximately 11,000 
troops have been shipped to East-
ern Ghouta and Russian and Syri-
an media termed it as the “Mother 
of all Battles.”

The Syrian regime started 
a ground invasion of Eastern  
Ghouta, surrounding the town of 
al-Nashabiya, near Damascus In-
ternational Airport. From there 
they hope to lay siege to Douma, 
the principal town in Eastern  
Ghouta, which is held by Jaysh al-
Islam led by Mohammad Alloush.

The plan is to lay siege to Douma 
and force its militants to surrender 
or die. The belief is that should 
Douma fall, the rest of Eastern  
Ghouta would crumble.

Damascus-based analyst Amer 
Elias, a member of the Ba’ath 
Party, said: “The ceasefire is not 
a surrender — far from it — and 
a military victory is not an easy 
task, achievable within days. In 

politics, there are colours differ-
ent from black and white. The 
ceasefire doesn’t mean that the 
mortars (fired at Damascus) will 
stop nor will the military opera-
tions (in Eastern Ghouta). It will 
lead to defections among the 
military groups of Eastern Ghouta 
and quarantine its middle sector 
(where the militants are heavily 
placed).”

Jennifer Cafarella, a senior in-
telligence planner at the Institute 
for the Study of War in Washing-
ton, disagreed, saying: “The As-
sad regime and its backers have 
shifted their main military ef-
fort from Idlib (in north-western 
Syria) to Damascus after Turkey 
intervened in Idlib to block their 
offensive. The goal of the pro-
regime forces is likely to force the 
surrender and withdrawal of civil-
ians and opposition groups in the 
besieged Eastern Ghouta area.

“The absence of significant in-
ternational condemnation of the 
pro-regime campaign reflects the 
absence of coherent policies to-
wards Syria in the West. It also 
reflects the naivety of the US ap-
proach to ‘de-escalation’ in Syria, 
which has always provided the 
regime and it backers with time 
and space to prepare and conduct 
their next military operation.”

She was referring to the “de-
conflict zones” agreement 
reached last May, which called 
for a ceasefire in the countryside 
of Damascus and Homs, Idlib and 
throughout southern Syria to the 
border with Jordan.

Cafarella warned: “The US 
should expect a major violation of 
the de-escalation zone in Daraa, 
south of Damascus, next.”

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

Sami Moubayed

Scorched earth strategy. Members of Syrian government forces stand at the Wafideen checkpoint on the 
outskirts of Damascus near the rebel-held Eastern Ghouta region, on February 27.                                                                    (AFP)

Neither the Assad 
regime nor the 
opposition were very 
enthusiastic about 
the ceasefire, 
explaining why it 
collapsed so rapidly.

T
he city of Manbij in 
northern Syria is a 
source of severe po-
litical tension between 
the United States 
and Turkey. It might, 
however, be the key to 

normalising relations.
The regime of Bashar Assad 

withdrew from Manbij in July 2012, 
making it one of the first large cities 
in Syria freed from the rule of the 
government in Damascus. Over 
the next months, the population of 
Manbij engaged in one of the more 
notable rebel efforts: an attempt at 
self-government.

However, in late 2013, under 
pressure from the regime’s annihi-
lation tactics and Manbij officials’ 
mismanagement, space opened for 
the Islamic State (ISIS). In January 
2014, as the rebellion went on the 
offensive against ISIS, the jihadists 
consolidated in eastern Aleppo and 
took over Manbij.

The US-led coalition intervened 
in Syria against ISIS in September 
2014. By early 2016 the United 
States and its partner force, the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), had cleared ISIS from north-
ern Raqqa province and were at the 
gates of Manbij.

Turkey was furious at US support 
for the YPG because the group is, as 
US intelligence has conceded, the 
Syrian department of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), a designated 
terrorist organisation that has been 
at war with Turkey since 1984.

This is the equivalent, as Faysal 
Itani, a senior fellow at the Atlantic 
Council, phrased it, of asking Israel 
to accept the United States fighting 
ISIS by installing Hezbollah on the 
Israeli border.

Still, Turkey supported the May 
2016 US-YPG operation to take 
Manbij from ISIS. Ankara had been 
promised that the YPG would with-
draw east of the Euphrates once it 
was over and the Arab inhabitants 
of the city (helped by Turkey-
aligned rebels) would be able to 
govern in the aftermath.

This was, the Wall Street Jour-
nal noted, a “meaningful shift for 
Turkey,” which had “previously 
threatened to shell [the YPG] if it 
advanced close to Manbij.” A threat 
Turkey had followed through on 
before.

The YPG did not withdraw 
from Manbij after it fell in August. 
Instead, it established the Manbij 
Military Council (MMC) and moved 
west to link with Afrin, triggering 
Turkey’s Euphrates Shield  
operation.

Almost immediately upon the 
YPG capturing Manbij, “the regime 
took over the schools and paid the 
salaries of civil servants,” resident 
Muhammad Noor said in an open 
letter to the Daily Beast. In ex-
change, the regime was allowed to 
target those who had risen against 
it.

This model, in which Assad pays 
for public services and in exchange 
controls key security nodes, is seen 
elsewhere in the Rojava territory 
and is part of a broader trend of 
increasing integration between the 
YPG-held areas and Assad’s system.

In March 2017, the YPG openly 
handed over a belt of territory 
west of Manbij to pro-Assad forces 
to protect the YPG from Turkey. 
Days later, the United States very 
publicly deployed troops to Manbij 
to deter Turkey, setting up an odd 
situation in which one NATO coun-
try jointly deployed with Russia to 
protect a listed terrorist group from 
another NATO member.

The United States’ reliance on the 
YPG has been problematic and the 
situation has established Manbij as 
a running sore in US-Turkish rela-
tions.

The US attempt to run a narrow 
counterterrorism war without get-
ting entangled in Syria’s broader 
war failed and created a fragile, 
potentially explosive, situation. 
All others focused on the post-ISIS 
order and the United States’ bet 
on the YPG left it in the untenable 
position of being opposed by Iran, 
Russia and Turkey.

To normalise relations with 
Turkey, the United States would 
have to rebalance relations with 
the YPG, starting with some kind of 
joint oversight of Manbij, which US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson has 
offered Ankara, as well as support 
for Turkey controlling the Afrin bor-
der, the Washington Post reported.

Will the US follow through and 
would it reset relations?

Michael Stephens, a research 
fellow at the Royal United Services 
Institute, and Robert Ford, a former 
US ambassador to Syria, agreed the 
United States acceding to Turkish 
demands over Manbij would signifi-
cantly improve relations but that it 
was unlikely to occur.

Stephens said Manbij “wouldn’t 
be the end of the story” and Ford 
said a “buffer strip” in Manbij 
would go a long way to mollifying 
the Turks. “I don’t think the Turks 
insist on all of Rojova being disman-
tled, at least not right now,” said 
Ford, noting he has not heard that 
from Turkish officials.

Manbij offers US 
and Turkey division 
and resolution

Syria’s truce likely to go 
the way of other ceasefires

Uniforms and a smile. US Army Major-General Jamie Jarrard (L) and 
Manbij Military Council Commander Muhammed Abu Adeel shake 
hands during a visit to a small outpost near Manbij, last February.     (AP)

Kyle Orton
 is a Middle East analyst. Follow him on 

Twitter @KyleWOrton.

Viewpoint

The goal of the  
pro-regime forces 
is likely to force 
the surrender and 
withdrawal of civilians 
and opposition groups  
in the besieged 
Eastern Ghouta area.
Jennifer Cafarella, a senior 
intelligence planner at the 
Institute for the Study of 
War in Washington
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I  

raq’s parliament passed a 
resolution calling for the gov-
ernment to draw up a plan 
for the withdrawal of foreign 
troops from the country.

“The Iraqi parliament expresses 
its gratitude to all countries that 
supported Iraq in its fight against 
Daesh (the Islamic State) and calls 
for the government to draw up a 
timetable for the withdrawal of 
foreign troops,” it said in a state-
ment.

Washington in October 2014 
forged a 74-country coalition to 
assist Iraqi forces in a fightback 
against ISIS, which had seized 
large parts of Iraq and posed a 
military threat to Baghdad.

The coalition announced in Feb-
ruary that it was “adjusting” its 
force levels in Iraq downward as it 
shifted from combat operations 
following ISIS’s expulsion from 
all Iraqi urban centres.

US Army Brigadier-General 
Jonathan Braga, the coali-

tion’s director of opera-
tions, said “an appropriate 
amount of capabilities” 
would be kept in Iraq in 
addition to the forces 
needed to train, advise 
and equip the Iraqis.

Such a presence 
would be coordi-

nated with the Iraqi 
government, said the coa-

lition, whose main force is 
made up of 5,000 US soldiers 

in Iraq.
US forces occupied Iraq 

for eight years, between 
a 2003 invasion that 

toppled President 
Saddam Hussein and 
their withdrawal in 
December 2011. Three 
years later, ISIS seized 

one-third of Iraq, 
sweeping aside Iraqi se-

curity forces.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-

Abadi said coalition force num-
bers were “very limited” and 
stressed it was “out of the ques-
tion to give them a base on our 
territory.”

“There is no base or airport 
controlled by foreign forces… No 

aircraft lands or takes off without 
our authorisation,” he said at a 
news conference.

Abadi declared victory over ISIS 
in December but the militants 
have reverted to a guerrilla-style 
insurgency and attacks on select-
ed targets.

The Iraqi parliament’s demand 
underscores the balancing act 
Abadi must conduct between the 
United States and Iran, his two 
biggest military allies who are 
themselves adversaries.

There are no Iranian regular 
forces in Iraq but there are Iran-
backed Shia militias allied with 
Abadi’s government.

In October, Abadi strongly de-
fended the Shia militias, after 
comments from US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson that foreign 
fighters and Iranian militias in 
Iraq should “go home.” Abadi said 
they were Iraqi volunteer fighters 
who had played a major role in the 
military defeat of ISIS.

The parliament vote, backed by 
all but a handful of the 177 law-
makers present, was sponsored 
by lawmakers from the ruling Shia 
Muslim bloc in parliament.

“The timing of the vote, right 
before the election, is a message 
from pro-Iran parties that they do 
not want American troops in Iraq 
forever,” political analyst Ahmed 
Younis told Reuters. “They are 
achieving two things — pressure 
on Abadi’s government to expel 
foreign troops, as well as scoring 
political points before the elec-
tion.”

Abadi is seeking a second term 
in parliamentary elections sched-
uled for May.

A spokesman for the coalition 
told Reuters the presence of its 
troops hinged on Iraqi govern-
ment approval.

“Our continued presence in Iraq 

will be conditions-based, propor-
tional to need, in coordination 
with and by the approval of the 
Iraqi government,” said US Army 
Colonel Ryan Dillon.

The coalition said it was switch-
ing from focusing on retaking ter-
ritory to consolidating gains. It 
has trained 125,000 members of 
the Iraqi security forces, including 
22,000 Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers who helped retake Iraqi terri-
tory from ISIS.

The coalition has drawn criti-
cism for the number of civil-
ian casualties resulting from air 
strikes. At least 841 civilians had 
been killed as of January 2018. 
The coalition said it goes to great 
lengths to avoid civilian casual-
ties.

A report by refugee aid groups 
accused Iraqi authorities of forc-
ing thousands of displaced people 
to return to their home areas de-
spite the risk of death from booby-
traps or acts of vigilantism.

The Danish Refugee Council, 
the International Rescue Commit-
tee and the Norwegian Refugee 
Council said the drive came as Ira-
qi officials suggested they would 
like to see people move back to 
vote in the May 12 elections be-
cause it was not possible to vote 
in displacement camps.

The report said many of the re-
turns “are premature and do not 
meet international standards of 
safety, dignity and voluntariness.”

The war with ISIS displaced 
nearly 6 million people and about 
2.6 million people are still uproot-
ed.

The Iraqi government denies 
forcing internally displaced fami-
lies to return against their will.

“Though the government policy 
and main goal is to encourage a 
quick return of displaced families 
to their areas of origin, this must 
be voluntarily and not by forc-
ing them to do so,” government 
spokesman Saad al-Hadithi told 
the Associated Press.

Abadi said that some forced re-
turns may have taken place but 
that they were “individual cases” 
and the result of decisions by 
specific provincial governors as 
opposed to federal government 
policy.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Iraq seeks timetable for 
foreign troop pullout

The Arab Weekly staff

P
rolonged drought condi-
tions left Iraq dealing 
with a water crisis, which 
was interrupted by heavy 
rainfall in late February. 
Overjoyed spectators ar-
gued that water reserves, 

bled dry by upstream irrigation 
schemes and irregular rainfall, had 
been replenished — or perhaps this 
was merely an illusion of drought 
recovery.

Behind the mirage lurks the recent 
memory of parched earth cracking 
because of a lack of moisture, par-
ticularly for its cultivators, farmers 
and a population dependent on the 
replenishment of its twin rivers. The 
loving words of late Iraqi poet Mu-
hammad Mahdi al-Jawahiri: “Tigris 
of abundance,” “mother of orchards” 
sharpen the contrast.

“The Tigris has resigned in its 
capacity as one of Iraq’s twin rivers,” 
wrote Mustafa al-Awsi on Facebook, 
days before a downpour transformed 
Iraq into a temporary Venice of the 
Arab world.

Dry conditions, water abstraction 
activities and man-made regulation 
schemes by riparian states — Turkey, 
Iran and Syria — with which Iraq 
shares its water, have devastated 
agricultural and aquatic life and 
the rural economy, which employs 
20% of Iraq’s workforce. The crisis is 
not new but has grown in the years 
following the US-led invasion of 
resource-rich Iraq.

Blame has been assigned to nu-
merous actors. Activists uphold the 
ruling elite’s demonstrable lack of ex-
pertise and mismanagement as one 
cause. Others accuse the hydraulic 
diversions led by Iraq’s neighbours.

Levels remain low, despite assur-
ances from Iraqi Minister of Water 
Resources Hassan al-Janabi. In an 
interview with Al-Baghdadia TV, 
Janabi explained that four consecu-
tive days of heavy rainfall compen-
sated the country for “the depletion 
of strategic summer reserves” to 
remedy crop failure. Despite Janabi’s 
optimism, there is no quick fix.

While fingers of blame criss-cross 
the Iraqi Twittersphere, explanations 
appear confused at best. However, 
no rain god can reverse the damage 
wrought by a crippling blend of po-
litical mismanagement and stubborn 
ecological factors.

Drought episodes in Iraq are recur-
rent and vary in magnitude from 
one year to the next. Particu-
larly severe are the drought 
conditions in Diyala Basin, 
shared with Iran, during the 
June-September dry season.

The worst spell struck in 
2008, settling “heavily 
over the fertile crescent re-
gion,” NASA, the US space 
agency, at the time wrote, 
due to climatic changes, re-
duced rainfall, searing sum-
mers and land degradation. 
The recent torrential rain may 
have temporarily reversed 
the deficit threatening future 
water wars but offers no blue-
print for how to manage Iraq’s 
impaired river flow.

A more insidious force at  
play — dam construction by coun-
tries whose geographic placement 
allows them to control the headwa-
ters of shared water basins — must 
first be overcome. The twin rivers 
from which Iraq derives its ancient 
moniker are shared systems extend-
ing beyond its territory. Iraq, as de-
noted by the term “Meso” for middle 
and “Potamia” for rivers, is the land 
in between. This fact encouraged the 
cultivation of sophisticated 1,000 
year-old irrigation systems.

The completion of Ilisu, the $1.46 
billion dam project in southern  

Turkey, is exacerbating water scarci-
ty. Although 15 dams have been built 
in the country, the effects of Ilisu on 
biodiverse lands, the ancient city 
of Hasankeyf and its 3,700 largely 
Kurdish inhabitants will be the most 
significant.

The flow of water has fallen 40%, 
Janabi told Reuters in December.

Hydroelectric dams are but one 
piece of the riverine puzzle.

The unsanctioned digging of wells 
by farmers and the Iraqi government 
added a layer of complexity. It has 
sucked difficult-to-replenish ground-
water reserves dry.

Water infrastructure battered 
in the last decade has strained the 
operating capacity of facilities and 
services, resulting in the near total 
failure of Iraq’s sewage systems.

The situation is complex and the 
need for a resolution cannot be over-
stated. Article 110 of the Iraqi Con-
stitution reads: “The federal govern-
ment shall have exclusive authority 
in planning policies relating to water 
sources from outside Iraq.” However, 
calculated deception by Iraq and its 
neighbours is not being adequately 
addressed.

Frustrations have been expressed 
in articles published by activists 
aligned with the “Save the Tigris” 
campaign. One piece argued that 
“postponement of Ilisu Dam Reser-
voir is not a success!” Turkey, they 
said, “continues to suggest falsely 
that the dam’s work is being delayed” 
and that “the Iraqi government is 
aware of this deception… but contin-
ues to mislead” its people.

Denial of the scale and magni-
tude of Iraq’s water crisis works 
against the vested interests of those 
in power. Given that 80% of Iraq’s 
water is at the mercy of upstream 
neighbours, the risks are known but 
left to fester as populations remain 
unshielded from the dam-building 
sprees of co-riparian states.

Water deficit-inspired disputes 
between tribal communities that 
dot vegetated lands are set to rise if 
deception, inaction and irresponsible 
spending persist.

Precious commodity. An Iraqi 
girl carries water at a camp for 
internally displaced people in 
Hammam al-Alil, last year.      (AFP)

‘Adjustment’ ahead. A US Army soldier is seen in rural Anbar, on January 27.                                           (AP)

The Iraqi parliament’s 
demand underscores 
the balancing act Abadi 
must conduct 
between the United 
States and Iran.

Iraq’s chronic water crisis 
won’t be fixed by rain gods

Nazli Tarzi
is an independent journalist whose writings and films focus on 

Iraq’s ancient history and contemporary political scene.
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J 

ordanian King Abdullah II 
has approved a cabinet re-
shuffle, replacing ministers 
in key domestic portfolios 
such as interior, labour and 

the economy at a time of contin-
ued economic downturn.

King Abdullah has the final say 
on key policies but frequent cabi-
net personnel changes are consid-
ered a way of deflecting frustration 
among Jordanians over rising pric-
es and unemployment.

Jordanian Prime Minister Hani 
Mulki, who retained his post, ap-
pointed the king’s chief of staff as 
special deputy for economic affairs 
in an apparent bid to soothe wide-
spread anger over flagging growth.

Mulki’s reshuffle, the sixth since 
he became prime minister in May 
2016, comes three days after hun-
dreds of protesters in Salt, 30km 
west of Amman, demanded his 
resignation and called for King Ab-
dullah to force the government to 
roll back price increases and end 
high-level corruption.

King Abdullah issued a royal de-
cree approving the appointment of 
Major-General Fadel al-Hamoud as 
police chief in a shake-up that two 
officials tied to events in Salt and 
recent law and order lapses.

Mulki avoided a vote of no-con-
fidence in parliament after depu-
ties sought to bring down the gov-
ernment over the price hikes that 
raised taxes on most consumer 
and food products and some fuel 
items. That was followed by a dou-
bling of the prices of subsidised 
bread.

Jafar Hassan, chief of staff of the 
office of King Abdullah, was placed 
in the post of deputy prime minis-
ter for economic affairs, a role that 
had been vacant in Mulki’s previ-
ous cabinet.

Hassan, a former planning min-
ister, will be leading a ministe-
rial team overseeing a tough 3-year 
programme agreed with the Inter-

national Monetary Fund (IMF) of 
long-delayed structural reforms to 
cut public debt to 77% of GDP by 
2021 from 94% now.

Mulki imposed steep IMF-man-
dated tax hikes to cut rising public 
debt that has hit the incomes of 
ordinary Jordanians, causing his 
popularity to plummet.

Finance Minister Omar Malhas 
kept his position in the reshuffle.

Ayman Safadi, a long-time ad-
viser to the royal family remained 
foreign minister. He has been lead-
ing the kingdom’s talks with Wash-
ington over its Middle East policy.

Politicians and economists said 
tough fiscal consolidation plan 
and price hikes are worsening the 
plight of poorer Jordanians. Re-
moving subsidies triggered civil 
unrest in the past. Unlike previous 
hikes, only a few scattered protests 
have taken place but slogans car-
ried by demonstrators in the rally 
in Salt were the most critical so far.

“We will wage an intifada (upris-
ing) until prices go down. There 
are limits to our patience,” pro-
testers chanted. Some indirectly 
blamed King Abdullah. Authorities 
sent gendarmerie reinforcements 
to Salt.

The government said cash trans-
fers to low-income citizens have 
mitigated the effect of price rises.

Jordan’s economic growth has 
been affected by regional conflicts 
weighing on investor sentiment 
and as consumer demand gener-
ated by Syrian refugees staying in 
Jordan has receded, the IMF said.

Real GDP growth was revised 
to 2% in 2017, about 1 percentage 
point lower than anticipated at the 
start of the IMF programme, and 
was expected to be approximately 
3% this year, almost half the level it 
attained a decade ago.

Jordan is struggling with a heavy 
debt burden and is expected by in-
ternational lenders to stick to an 
economic reform programme in-
cluding subsidy cuts.

Mulki said the government 
achieved a “huge success” in its 
financial reform process over the 
past two years, the state's official 

Petra news agency said.
The reshuffle is also meant to ad-

dress issues other than the econo-
my.

“The prime minister said that 
the second focus of the govern-
ment will be enhancing the rule 
of law, noting that the cabinet fi-
nalised laws related to developing 
the judiciary,” reported the Jordan 
Times.

“The government’s agenda will 
also focus on youth as a main pil-
lar of the Jordanian society’s cohe-
sion, as they comprise a majority of 
the population. This necessitates 
developing youth programmes 
that have to include political  
and economic education and not 
only sports,” added the newspa-

per, citing Mulki.
The reshuffle involved security 

officials, highlighting the country’s 
exposure to terror threats. West-
ern allies view Jordan’s stability 
as key to fighting extremism and 
the United States recently pledged 
more than $6 billion in aid through 
2022.

Jordan, however, appears to be 
hoping for more aid from other 
countries.

“Many, especially the G20 coun-
tries, should follow suit and sign 
agreements like the Jordanian-
US deal. Incidentally, the G20 ac-
counts for 85% of the global GDP,” 
wrote Khalid Dalal in an opinion 
article in the Jordan Times.

“If the world loves Jordan and 
admires its stances, as it says, 
it must prove it in deeds, not in 
words only,” he added.

Critics of the cabinet reshuffle 
noted the absence of female min-
isters among the new appointees.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Jordan reshuffles cabinet as it faces economic, security challenges
The Arab Weekly staff
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Final say. Jordanian King Abdullah II arriving for a meeting at the Jordanian Royal Palace in Amman, 
last year.                  (AP)

T
he defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq resulted 
in a decline of the 
jihadi threat across 
the region. In Jordan, 
where the jihadi scene 

has been shaped by the Syrian 
conflict, authorities will continue to 
struggle with the issue of low-level 
terrorism in the long run.

Since the 1980s, Jordanians 
have joined jihadist organisa-
tions around the world, first in 
Afghanistan with Abdullah Azzam, 
al-Qaeda’s ideologue, and then in 
Iraq with Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, 
a former criminal turned zealot, 
and finally in Syria which, along 
with Iraq, has attracted more than 
2,000 fighters since 2011, Jordanian 
Islamist expert Hassan Abu Haniya 
said.

A case in point is the former al-
Nusra Front, an al-Qaeda affiliate 
whose leadership was dominated 
by Jordanians such as Abu Julaybib, 
Belal Khrisat and Sami Oraidi.

The Syrian war has been an 
important inflection point for Jor-
danian jihadists. Abu Haniya said 
there are about 10,000 jihadists in 
Jordan. The researcher noted a gen-
erational gap in terms of allegiance, 
with younger jihadis more likely to 
support the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
older figures being more drawn to 
al-Qaeda organisations. “Around 
80% of jihadists in Jordan support 
ISIS,” he pointed out.

Another trend marking the jihadi 
scene has been the appeal of ter-
ror organisations to Jordanians of 
Palestinian origin and increasingly 

to trans-Jordanians, with main 
flashpoints around Zarqa, Irbid, 

Salt and Maan.

The background of contempo-
rary Jordanian jihadists has also 
changed. Most are believed to be 
under-employed and hailing from 
impoverished backgrounds, with 
exceptions including the sons of 
Jordanian parliamentarians and of 
army commanders.

Abu Haniya noted, nonetheless, 
that Jordan is witnessing a radicali-
sation of members of lower-middle-
class families, a phenomenon that 
could be partially explained by the 
worsening economic conditions 
that have resulted in a change in 
status of members of that particular 
social class.

The changes have translated into 
several terror attacks on Jordanian 
soil. In March 2016, Jordan wit-
nessed an extended battle in the 
city of Irbid, following an operation 

to take down an ISIS cell plotting 
terror attacks.

In June 2016, five Jordanian 
intelligence officers were shot in 
another terrorist attack near the 
Al-Baqaa Palestinian refugee camp, 
the previous residence of jihadist 
Abu Muhammad al-Tahawi.

Also in June 2016, six Jordanian 
soldiers were killed and several 
others wounded when a car bomb 
exploded near the Syrian refu-
gee camp of al-Rukban, an attack 
claimed by ISIS.

In December 2016, four gunmen 
attacked a police patrol and over-
took the Crusaders castle in Karak, 
where several tourists were trapped 
during the attack, also claimed by 
ISIS.

In January this year, Jordan said 
it had foiled a massive terror plot 

and dismantled an ISIS terror cell of 
17 people.

“The cells that have been disman-
tled recently were not connected 
to one another,” said Abu Haniya, 
who added that Jordan was not the 
“land of confrontation” for jihadist 
groups but more of “support.”

Jordan has severely cracked 
down on people suspected of 
jihadist inclinations. Jordan forbids 
foreign fighters from returning and 
more than 300 of those who have 
returned have been prosecuted 
and imprisoned. This means those 
remaining in conflict zones could 
be significantly deterred from 
returning.

Despite this policy yielding suc-
cessful results and a significant 
drop in attacks, Jordan will con-
tinue to struggle with the jihadist 
threat. Worsening economic condi-
tions, unemployment and frustra-
tion all contribute to radicalisation.

More importantly, drivers such as 
community support and exposure 
are also present in Jordan. A 2016 
study by Anne Speckhard, Fares 
Braizat, Ardian Shajkovci and Amer 
Sabaileh on Jordanian youth stated 
that 4.5% of young people in Zarqa 
said ISIS was close to their personal 
convictions and 2.7% said al-Qaeda 
represented their personal convic-
tions. In Irbid 1.5% endorsed ISIS 
and another 1.5% al-Qaeda.

Like in other Arab countries, 
young marginalised Jordanians 
are facing an identity crisis that is 
exacerbated by perceived injustice 
and a lack of political life. These 
factors, combined with bad eco-
nomic conditions and a conducive 
environment, mean that jihad will 
continue to appeal to a portion of 
young Jordanians.

Jordanians continue to struggle with jihadist threats

Jordan forbids 
foreign fighters 
from returning and 
more than 300 of 
those who have 
returned have 
been prosecuted 
and imprisoned.

Uncompromising approach. A terror suspect stands behind a 
Jordanian security officer at the state security court in Amman, 
last December.                     (AFP)

Jordan is struggling 
with a heavy debt 
burden and is expected 
by international 
lenders to stick to an 
economic reform 
programme including 
subsidy cuts.

Viewpoint

Mona Alami
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a fellow at the Rafik Hariri Centre 
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Council. She lives in Beirut.
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R
eports that Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime recently carried out a 
chlorine attack in the besieged enclave 
of Eastern Ghouta are cause for 
serious concern.

If confirmed, this would be at least 
the ninth instance since December 23, 2012, that 
the international community has been alerted to 
alleged chemical weapons use by the Damascus 
regime.

The world’s chemical weapons watchdog, the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons (OPCW), is said to have opened an 
investigation into the alleged recent chlorine 
attack in Eastern Ghouta.

As has happened many times in the past, the 
Syrian government and its Russian allies vehe-
mently denied chemical weapons use. Even as he 
described the accusations as “false,” Syrian 
Ambassador to the United Nations Hussam Edin 
Aala said his country “cannot possibly be using 
chemical weapons because it very simply has 
none in its possession.”

Under a 2013 deal between the United States 
and Russia, Assad’s government was supposed to 
have shipped out of the country its stockpile of 
chemical weapons. However, the agreement did 
not include chlorine because of its industrial 
uses.

In September 2014, just weeks after Syria 
dispatched the last of its chemical arsenal 
overseas, the OPCW confirmed that chlorine gas 
was being used in Syria.

Four years on, Damascus still claims its 
innocence. As before, its government has shifted 
blame for the alleged chlorine attack on Eastern 
Ghouta to “terrorist groups.”

It’s true that extremist groups fighting in Syria 
have been accused of chemical weapons use and 
are likely to have been involved in such activi-
ties. In November 2015, for instance, an OPCW 
fact-finding team determined with “the utmost 
confidence” that people were exposed to sulphur 
mustard in an attack in Marea, in northern Syria, 
where the Islamic State (ISIS) was fighting 
another rebel group.

That said, almost every neutral inquiry has 
found much to dispute in the systematic denials 
put out by Damascus (and Moscow) regarding 
chemical weapons use by Syrian government 
troops. An investigation by the United Nations 
and OPCW concluded in 2016 that Syrian govern-
ment forces used chlorine gas on several occa-
sions. The investigative report accused Syrian 
government forces of perpetrating a sarin nerve 
gas attack that killed more than 80 people.

Some media outlets recently said the United 
Nations is examining a report, yet to be released, 
according to which Syria may have found a 
source for stockpiling chemical weapons all over 
again. The New York Times and the Associated 
Press said the report contains “substantial new 
evidence” about cooperation between Syria and 
North Korea on ballistic missile and chemical 
warfare since 2008.

Amnesty International said the United Nations 
should publish its report. Lynn Maalouf, Amnes-
ty’s director of research for the Middle East, said 
the report would be “an ominous marker,” if 
accurate, of the suspected crimes of the Syrian 
government and of its suppliers. To help “replen-
ish its supplies would be a particularly egregious 
betrayal of humanity,” she said.

Several Western countries warned they will 
consider evidence of the use of chemical weap-
ons as ample reason for military retaliation 
against the Syrian regime.

The issue of weapons of mass destruction has, 
of course, become overly politicised. It was the 
pretext for the US-led military invasion of Iraq in 
2003, with all its disastrous consequences.

However, if chemical weapons are proved to 
have been used in Syria by the regime or by any 
other party, further escalation of an already-
bloody conflict is to be expected.

Region's children shouldn’t 
serve as political props

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Yemen needs a project for the 
future built on culture of life

E 

verybody in Yemen 
wants to go back to the 
past with one notable 
exception: the “legiti-
mate” government rep-
resented by President 

Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
Hadi does not have any past to 

go back to, except perhaps when 
it comes to reviving the times of 
former Yemeni President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh and playing his 
role. Hadi needs to get over his 
Saleh complex and ensure 
Yemen’s transition to a new era 
and relinquish his fantasy of 
becoming president of a unified 
Yemen.

One of the major problems in 
Yemen is the lack of a clear 
project for the country’s political 
future. None of the power-shar-
ing schemes, which were in place 
from 1962-90 and then 1990-2011 
when the Muslim Brotherhood 
was doing its best to bring down 
Saleh and his heirs, has suc-
ceeded.

For all practical purposes, 2011 
marked the demise of Sana’a and 
the central power in Yemen. 
Saleh’s demise was carried out in 
stages and culminated in his 
assassination last December. It 
would be pointless to expect 
Saleh’s party, the General 
People’s Congress (GPC), to play 
any significant role in Yemen’s 
future.

The first political stab in 
Saleh’s back came in 2007 at the 
hands of the Islamist party 
Al-Islah. Following the death of 
its founder, Sheikh Abdullah 
al-Ahmar, Al-Islah joined the 
Muslim Brotherhood in its 
struggle to wrench power from 
Saleh.

Taking advantage of the end of 
the old coalition and the instabil-
ity that followed an alleged 
assassination attempt on Saleh 
by the Muslim Brotherhood in 
June 2011, the Houthis made a 
muscled entrance onto the 
political scene.

Despite the many mistakes 
Saleh has made, including 
helping the Houthis and hooking 
them up with Iran, he was the 

best authority on Yemeni affairs. 
Without him, however, the GPC 
is practically dead. The party has 
a great past but does not have a 
future despite its large popular 
base and its moderate ideology.

The Yemeni Muslim Brother-
hood is in no better position than 
the GPC. It is part of the “legiti-
macy” coalition but is much 
divided. Some Brotherhood 
members have rallied the 
Houthis and are undoubtedly 
nostalgic of the days when they 
were blackmailing Saleh. They 
shared power and fortune 
because many lucrative projects 
in telecommunications, oil and 
fishing went to some of their 
leadership.

Abdelmalik al-Houthi also 
wants to go back to the old days 
— to the old days of the Imamat. 
Immediately after seizing Sana’a, 
he announced the birth of a new 
“legitimacy” in Yemen, that of 
the “revolutionary legitimacy.”  
On September 26, 1962, a revolu-
tion and a military coup put an 
end to the Imamat era in Yemen 
and the Houthi revolution of 
September 2014 put an end to 
that revolution.

What Yemen needs is a political 

project synced first and foremost 
with the culture of life and not the 
culture of death imported from 
Iran. The Houthis should forget 
about reviving the Imamat era 
because they have no political, 
economic or educational project 
for Yemen. Their only project is to 
be part of Iran’s expansionist plan 
in the Arabian Peninsula.

Southern Yemen is also 
dreaming of the old days, the 
pre-unification days, that is. It’s a 
legitimate dream except that 
experience has shown that South 
Yemen cannot stand as an 
independent state.

The big question is: Can the 
“legitimate” government offer a 
project for Yemen’s future? It has 
no past to hark back to unless 
there is someone dreaming about 
being another Saleh. It’s best to 
forget that dream.

In its struggle for self-defence, 
the Arab coalition involved in 
Yemen might need the “legiti-
macy” front in Yemen. That 
should not prevent this “legiti-
macy” front from reforming itself 
and formulating a project for 
Yemen that goes beyond just 
fighting disease, hunger and 
poverty.

It should be a project that takes 
into consideration the fact that 
Yemen is part of a regional 
security system that extends 
from the Arabian Gulf to the Horn 
of Africa. This is the reality that 
must be internalised by the 
“legitimacy” front that seems to 
be preoccupied by deciding who 
should be in charge of the 
duty-free zone in Aden’s airport.

It is time for Yemen to move 
past the psychological block of a 
unified Yemen. It is time to start 
thinking of a Yemen that repre-
sents a strategic security zone 
that shares borders with Saudi 
Arabia and Oman and whose 
southern coast extends from the 
Arabian Gulf to the Red Sea. 
Smack in the middle of this coast, 
the Bab el Mandeb Strait is crucial 
to navigation in the Suez Canal.

Is there a “legitimacy” in 
Yemen capable of shaping a 
vision for the future of Yemen?

Editorial
Reports of chemical weapons 
use in Syria are worrying

 What Yemen needs is a political project synced first and foremost with the 
culture of life and not the culture of death imported from Iran. 

T
here is an unfortunate tradition in the 
Middle East of drafting children to serve 
as extras at political and military rallies.

Children celebrating adult belliger-
ence are often seen on the streets of 
Beirut, Baghdad, Sana’a and other 

regional capitals.
The most recent example of using children as 

political props came when Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan put a 6-year-old girl on 
stage, a few days ago, to illustrate his patriotic 
narrative during a ruling party meeting in the city 
of Kahramanmaras.

His words to the child predictably provoked a 
wave of international criticism.

“Her Turkish flag is in her pocket,” Erdogan said 
of the weeping girl. “If she becomes a martyr, God 
willing, she will be wrapped with it. She is ready 
for everything, aren’t you?”

Such displays of muscular nationalism have 
become frequent since Turkey began its military 
incursion into the Kurdish-controlled Syrian 
enclave of Afrin but the use of a child is reprehen-
sible.

Children are already victims of the conflicts that 
beset the region.

For leaders to glorify children’s “martyrdom” is 
a step too far.

 It is time for 
Yemen to 
move past 
the psycho-
logical block 
of a unified 
Yemen. 

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

Daily struggle. Displaced Yemeni children attend 
a class inside a tent at a camp in the northern 
district of Abs in Yemen’s Hajjah province, on 
February 24.                 (AFP)
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Three facts on Syria that 
are best said aloud

T 

here are many ways to 
respond to a war that 
brings death to life 
on television screens 
but the one chosen by 
UNICEF to address the 

continuing onslaught on Eastern 
Ghouta in Syria should not be an 
option.

The UN children’s agency 
refused to describe civilian 
suffering as the result of the 
Syrian regime’s bombardment of 
the Damascus suburb and simply 
released a blank statement. It 
was saying it had no words, that 
the hideous truth lies beyond 
language.

The gimmick drew some 
attention but said nothing of 
what needed desperately to be 
said. As Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate Elie Wiesel said, words 
can sometimes attain the quality 
of deeds. Silence is not an 
acceptable statement. Far better 
to speak to the facts. For Syria, 
these are plain and come in the 
form of a doleful musical triad of 
dispiritingly harmonic notes.

First, this is Moscow’s war.
When Russian President 

Vladimir Putin designated a daily 
5-hour “humanitarian pause” in 
Eastern Ghouta to begin Febru-
ary 27, it was a roar of raw power. 

Putin could loftily undermine UN 
efforts for a 30-day ceasefire and 
set his own conditions.

Within days of the supposed 
halt, a Kremlin spokesman could 
blandly dismiss the reality in 
Eastern Ghouta — that there has 
been no ceasefire and no human-
itarian pause. Unchallenged, 
unblinking and unashamed, 
Moscow could put the blame 
squarely on the rebels.

Second, the Assads aren’t going 
anywhere.

Bashar Assad’s regime is still 
ensconced in Damascus. This has 
been true since the fall of 
rebellious Aleppo, Syria’s second 
city, more than a year ago. Now, 
the regime appears even more 
comfortable and unlikely to soon 
be displaced.

In February, it was able even to 
devote mindspace and military 
planning to Turkey’s Afrin 
incursion. In this context, 
Washington’s proposed approach 
to Syria sounds out of time and 
ridiculous. The approach has 
been described by some Trump 
administration officials as 
“return of the state, not return of 
the regime.”

Is that even realistic?
How does one achieve that?
Would the United States really 

go to war with Russia for the 
right to bring down the Syrian 
regime?

Third, no one wants another 
Libya.

There is a strong argument for 
preventing the collapse of the 
Syrian state. Both Syria and the 
wider world would not benefit 
from the creation of another 
Libya, where the strongman is 
hounded out as part of a foreign-
supported plan and chaos rules 
for years afterward.

Pulling down the regime, even 
one so brutal and unrepresenta-
tive, would only make sense if 
there were a viable, progressive 
alternative acceptable to the 
Syrian people. So far, that hasn’t 
been the case.

Those are the three hard facts 
and they’re better said aloud 
than any blank statement or even 
the international lament over 
Syria’s suffering. The caterwaul-
ing would sound a truer note if 
there were any move to properly 
examine UN human rights chief 
Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein’s recent 
observation on who is responsi-
ble for continuing carnage.

Eastern Ghouta, Yemen, areas 
of Burundi, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Myanmar, 
Hussein said, had become “some 

of the most prolific slaughter-
houses of humans in recent 
times” because of the five perma-
nent members of the UN Security 
Council.

He slammed their “pernicious 
use of the veto.” Over and over, 
they have used the veto power to 
allow multiple conflicts to 
continue across the planet, 
permitting thousands to be 
maimed and killed. In Syria (and 
Yemen), the Russians will not 
allow the world to censure or 
restrain their allies of conveni-
ence, the Assad regime and Iran. 
With respect to the Palestinian 
territories, the United States will 
not allow Israel to be rebuked for 
its brutality.

Hussein is right to press the 
French initiative, which seeks to 
prevent the use of veto power in 
situations in which a mass 
atrocity has occurred. Britain is 
on board with that (along with 
115 other UN members) but most 
of the permanent members of the 
Security Council — Russia, the 
United States and China — are 
not.

That is the shocking reality of 
the Syrian situation. Rather than 
blank statements, it is better 
addressed by words that urge 
action.
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Rashmee Roshan Lall

W 

ill the new 
millennial 
generation of 
Saudi leader-
ship transcend 
the legacy of 

the country’s founders?
Are we witnessing the birth of a 

new Saudi model, more modern 
and up-to-date?

Is 20th-century Saudi Arabia 
over the hill and is the birth of a 
stronger, more vigorous and en-
during Saudi Arabia unavoidable?

The answer to these questions 
is: Yes. This is the dawn of the 
fourth Saudi kingdom.

The change within the Saudi 
military aims to give the kingdom 
a new military reality away from 
the traditions of a conservative 
society. The reshuffle of the lead-
ership was needed so the quiet 
and gradual changes in Saudi 
military society could be imple-
mented.

There seems to be in motion a 
plan to secularise military institu-
tions and prepare them to accept 
modernisation programmes. 
More concretely, the military 
should accept and respond to 
the new plans for a local military 
industry and, therefore, needs to 
be open to new technologies.

It won’t be possible to free the 
Saudi military from extremist 
religious ideas except through a 
greater role for women. That Sau-
di women are allowed to join the 
armed forces will help transform 
Saudi society in much the same 
way as having mixed-gender 
schools. Starting with the army, 
Saudi Arabia is moving towards 
the required level of normalisa-
tion of male-female relations.

This normalisation remains 
incomplete and insufficient to 

introduce a social revolution. 
Political and economic reforms 
are not always sufficient to bring 
about fundamental changes in 
a country’s capacities. The real 
engine for social change is social 
reforms. These reforms are in 
their infancy in Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia will find it hard to 
achieve the qualitative changes 
that it seeks without getting rid 
of religious extremism, for it is 
through religious extremism that 
the world knows Saudi Arabia 
and it is through exactly this 
prism that Saudis identify their 
country.

For decades, Saudi Arabia was 
the beacon of the most conserva-
tive and traditionalist forms of 
Islamic jurisprudence. During the 
1970s, a strong wave of religious 

conservatism known as the  
“Islamic renaissance” swept 
through the kingdom unchecked 
and uncontrolled. It became im-
possible to control the spread of 
the wave in the Muslim world and 
the non-Muslim world alike. Its 
intellectual charge was not clear 
then, which perhaps accounted 
for its non-political flavour, but 
its effects were devastating.

Saudi religious conservatism 
ebbed and waned and affected 
the region in an inconsistent 
way. When it gained strength, 
Saudi monarchs, such as King 
Fahd, tried to confront it and clip 
its wings. Such confrontations, 
however, were mostly carried out 
through advancing alternative 
views and interpretations with no 
real effect on Saudi reality.

Salafist groups use religion 
to control the society at large. 
They survived and protected 
themselves by accommodating 
the mood of local authorities, so 
much so that no Islamic country 
was free of Salafist strongholds. 
These strongholds were real 
ambassadors for Saudi Salafist 
dogmas. Such was the world’s 
view of Saudi Arabia.

Now, the winds of change 
are blowing over Saudi Arabia. 
There is a real determination to 
face problems rather than sweep 
them under the rug. Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz was wise enough to 
realise the nature of his role and 
its momentous fatality to take 
Saudi Arabia out of the culture of 
the 1930s, when it was founded, 
and into a different world.

Saudi Arabia of the previous 
millennium is giving way to 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s new 
Saudi Arabia where the role 
of women looms large.

Those revolutionary decisions 
— to allow women to drive, attend 
football games, concerts,  
festivals and national  
celebrations — will remain at the 
embryonic stage unless religious 
extremists are confronted and 
called to order. Some Salafist 
extremists and Muslim Brothers 
are media stars and are active in 
mosques and social media. Others 
remain hidden under the cover of 
official religious institutions.

Changes in the Saudi military 
were timely. The war in Yemen 
has become long-drawn-out with 
no sign of a clear victory over 
Iran-supported Houthis.

However, a shift towards 
moderate Islam would constitute 
Saudi Arabia’s biggest victory.

Moderate interpretation. A Saudi man and a child read a copy of 
the Quran, Islam's holy book, inside a mosque.                                  (AFP)

A shift to moderate Islam would 
be Saudi Arabia's biggest victory

Saudi Arabia will find it hard to achieve the qualitative changes that 
it seeks without getting rid of religious extremism.

is an Egyptian writer.
Ahmed Abou Douh
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L 

ebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri travelled to 
Saudi Arabia for talks with 
Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, his first 

trip to the kingdom since his shock 
resignation announcement, which 
was later recanted, from there last 
November.

Hariri also met with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz and Saudi Ambassador to 
the United States Prince Khalid bin 
Salman.

Official statements in Saudi and 
Lebanese media said bilateral rela-
tions and recent political develop-
ments in Lebanon were discussed 
during the meetings, which were 
described as “excellent” by sources 
in attendance.

The new round of Riyadh talks 
comes at a crucial time for both 
states.

For Hariri, the meeting is seen as 
a sign of support from Saudi Arabia, 
the leading Sunni Muslim country 
and a major regional powerhouse, as 
Lebanon gears up for parliamentary 
elections on May 6, in which Hariri’s 
Sunni bloc will compete for seats 
and political influence.

The Lebanese also hope to mobi-
lise Saudi support for a donor con-
ference April 6 in Paris. The con-
ference aims to raise $16 billion in 
investments for the ailing Lebanese 
economy. Saudi Arabia, which sup-
ported Lebanon after its 15-year civil 
war, has scaled down its contribu-
tions in recent years.

“The visit is a step by Saudi Arabia 

in a positive direction,” Mohammad 
Qabbani, a Lebanese lawmaker with 
Hariri’s Future Movement told the 
Wall Street Journal.

“It has the potential — and we 
hope it does — to return to the his-
torically intimate relationship be-
tween the two countries.”

Ahead of Hariri’s visit, a Saudi 
delegation to Beirut, led by adviser 
to the royal court Nizar al-Aloula 
and accompanied by Saudi Ambas-
sador to Lebanon Walid al-Yaacoub, 
met with high-ranking Lebanese of-
ficials, including President Michel 
Aoun and Parliamentary Speaker 
Nabih Berri.

Aloula delivered a message to 
Aoun in support of Lebanon’s sover-
eignty from King Salman.

Saudi Arabia’s invitation to Hariri 
was extended during a meeting be-
tween him and Aloula, which the 
Lebanese prime minister described 
as “excellent.”

Hariri announced he was resign-
ing last November in a speech from 
Riyadh, leading to speculation in 
Lebanese media and political circles.

Pro-Hezbollah media claimed 
Hariri was being held in Riyadh 
against his will as part of the Saudi 
anti-corruption campaign. That 
theory was refuted when Hariri trav-
elled to the United Arab Emirates 
and France before returning to Leba-
non. He withdrew his resignation in 
early December.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
told the Washington Post he had 
been unfairly criticised over Hariri’s 
resignation. Crown Prince Moham-
med said Hariri is now “in a better 
position” in Lebanon regarding Iran-
backed Hezbollah.

Relations between Riyadh and 
Beirut soured in 2016 after Lebanese 

Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, a 
Hezbollah political ally, refused to 
vote on a joint Arab statement con-
demning an attack on the Saudi dip-
lomatic mission in Iran.

Some Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members banned their citi-
zens from travelling to Lebanon and 
reduced their diplomatic presence 
in Beirut. All six GCC members des-
ignated Hezbollah a terrorist organi-
sation and Riyadh suspended a $3 
billion aid package intended for the 
Lebanese military.

Relations improved after a deal 

was brokered in which Aoun, who 
is aligned with Hezbollah, became 
president of Lebanon in October 
2016 under the condition that Hariri 
would return as prime minister.

Saudi Arabia appointed an ambas-
sador to Lebanon in February 2017.

Sami Nader, head of the Beirut-
based Levant Institute for Strategic 
Affairs, told Bloomberg News that 
“it is in Lebanon’s interest to main-
tain good ties with Saudi Arabia for 
the sake of its economy given that 
it’s the major source of remittances.”

“Saudi Arabia cannot leave the 

scene empty for Iran to fill the gap 
and needs to counterbalance Iran’s 
increasing clout,” he said.

Walid al-Bukhari, charge d’affaires 
at the Saudi Embassy in Lebanon, 
who was part of the delegation that 
invited Hariri to Riyadh and at-
tended the meeting with Saudi King 
Salman, wrote on his official Twit-
ter account: “#Lebanon… No matter 
how long we stay apart, we will be 
together again.”

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

Hariri returns to Saudi Arabia, meets with King Salman

The Arab Weekly staff

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I 

n apparent reaction to the 
stagnating 3-year war in Yem-
en, Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud replaced 
several Saudi armed forces 

commanders, including the mili-
tary’s chief of staff.

The wide-ranging reshuffle in-
cluded the promotion of a younger 
generation of military officials, 
including new heads of the king-
dom’s land and air forces. The 
Saudi government also announced 
it would overhaul its Defence Min-
istry.

General Abdul Rahman bin 
Saleh al-Bunyan was replaced as 
chief of staff by General Fayyadh 
bin Hamid al-Rwaili, a former 
commander in the Royal Saudi Air 
Force, and Khaled bin Hussain al-
Biyari was appointed assistant de-
fence minister under Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, who serves as defence 
minister.

The shake-up at the Defence 
Ministry was reportedly meant 
to create a more efficient fighting 
force while “ridding the military 
of top-level leaders resistant to 
change,” RAND Corporation Policy 
Analyst Becca Wasser told the Wall 
Street Journal.

An official Saudi statement said 
King Salman had approved a docu-
ment addressing the modernisa-
tion of the Defence Ministry, “in-
cluding the vision and strategy 
of the ministry’s modernisation 
programme, the operational pat-
tern targeting its modernisation, 
the organisational structure, gov-
ernance and human resources re-
quirements.”

The change among Saudi mili-
tary leaders comes when the coun-
try is entangled in the war in Yem-

en, where it is leading a military 
coalition fighting in support of the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment against Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels.

The war has become more com-
plex with the Houthi rebels report-
edly upgrading their military ca-
pabilities courtesy of Iran, despite 
an arms embargo demanded by 
the UN Security Council. Evidence 
gathered after the firing of several 
ballistic missiles towards Riyadh 
indicated Iranian involvement in 
supplying the Houthis with the 
missiles.

A resolution introduced by the 
United Kingdom calling for re-

newed sanctions on Yemen be-
cause of Iran’s interference was 
vetoed by Russia; however, the 
council unanimously agreed to ex-
tend the Yemeni arms embargo.

Following the failure of the draft 
resolution, US Ambassador to the 
United Nations Nikki Haley re-
leased a statement blasting Russia 
for defending the “terrorist-spon-
soring regime in Iran.”

“In spite of a mountain of cred-
ible, independent evidence show-
ing Iran violated the Yemen arms 
embargo, resulting in a series of 
attacks on civilian targets, Rus-
sia prevented accountability and 
endangered the entire region,”  

Haley said.
Also affecting the stalemate in 

Yemen was infighting between 
the internationally recognised 
government of Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and the 
secessionist Southern Transition-
al Council (STC), which are both 
fighting the Houthi militia.

Fighting broke out between the 
two allies on January 28 after a 
deadline set by the STC for Hadi to 
dissolve the government over al-
legations of corruption and incom-
petence passed. This led to Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emir-
ates scrambling to send envoys for 
talks that resulted in a truce.

Another side effect of the war in 
Yemen has been fighting against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP), which are trying to ce-
ment their presence in the war-
torn country. The United Arab 
Emirates recently began an opera-
tion in southern Yemen targeting 
AQAP.

The UAE state news agency re-
ported that operation included 
Yemeni Shabwa Elite Forces, sup-
ported by the UAE, in Shabwa 
province. AQAP suffered “signifi-
cant losses” in Wadi Al-Masini in 
Hadramawt province.

The operation reportedly de-
stroyed al-Qaeda strongholds 
in Shabwa and several al-Qaeda 
fighters surrendered. Most of the 
area was secured by the Shabwa  
Elite Forces.

The Arab Weekly staff

London

A 

s Saudi Arabia restruc-
tures its Defence Minis-
try to reflect ever-grow-
ing regional challenges, 
there is also the king-

dom’s pledge to create an indig-
enous military defence industry.

The recent Armed Forces Exhibi-
tion for Diversity of Requirements 
and Capabilities (AFED 2018) in Ri-
yadh introduced some of the gov-
ernment’s defence objectives.

AFED 2018, under the banner 
“Our industry, Our strength,” in-
cluded the participation of more 
than 68 international companies 
looking to work with Saudi firms 
to support and develop a national 
defence industry in line with glob-
al standards and quality specifica-
tions.

Creating a home-grown mili-
tary industry serves domestic 
economic considerations. Saudi 
Major-General Attiya al-Maliki told 
Dubai-based Al Arabiya that the 
kingdom could save $8.8 billion by 
localising 50% of military spend-
ing, injecting the funds into the 
Saudi economy.

Maliki said AFED 2018 had 
80,000 manufacturing oppor-
tunities from international par-
ticipants, with 800 Saudi firms 
participating. However, he ac-
knowledged challenges facing 
Saudi Arabia in creating a military 
industry, particularly regarding 
the lack of human resources and 
technical abilities.

The Defence Ministry is still de-
termined to develop local indus-
try, he said.

“Our aim is to establish partner-
ships between foreign companies 
and Saudi factories, which trans-
lates into three levels: transferring 
technology and knowledge, reduc-
ing supply times and achieving fi-
nancial savings,” Maliki said.

AFED exhibition 
nurtures Saudi 
defence industry

Saudi Arabia restructures military 
hierarchy with Yemeni war in mind

Honing their edge. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz (L) receives a newly appointed military chief in 
Riyadh, on February 27.                                 (SPA)

The war has become 
more complex with 
the Houthi rebels 
reportedly 
upgrading their 
military capabilities 
courtesy of Iran.

Crucial time. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) receives Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri at the royal palace in Riyadh, on February 28.                                                                                         (SPA)
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P 

akistan and the Arab Gulf 
countries have long en-
joyed close relations, un-
derpinned by cultural affin-
ities and a sense of shared 

destiny as Sunni Muslims. Pakistan 
remains a largely poor and underde-
veloped country but with a popula-
tion growing to more than 215 mil-
lion, an advanced nuclear arsenal 
and powerful military, it is a country 
not easily ignored.

The Arab Gulf, on the other hand, 
has at least one-third of proven 
global oil reserves, two of Islam’s 
most sacred sites and likely the keys 
to the Middle East’s future.

Pakistan-Arab Gulf ties are largely 
based on unwritten rules. Strategic 
pacts, where they exist, do not delve 
into detail. For Pakistan, the Arab 
Gulf has been the only region of the 
world where it has enjoyed favour 
almost without question and, often, 
generous financial assistance. In re-
turn, Arab Gulf countries have main-
tained an expectation that Pakistan 
will lend its weight where and when 
their core interests are threatened.

Perhaps the most successful Paki-
stan-Arab Gulf effort was, together 
with the Americans, in forcing the 
Soviet retreat of Afghanistan in the 
1980s. Since then, Pakistani troops 
have manned Saudi borders with 
Iraq and its retired officers have 
helped quell unrest in Bahrain. Ear-
lier, oil-rich Arabs provided different 
kinds of support to Pakistan’s pur-
suit of nuclear weapons. Pakistan 
estimates it has trained some 10,000 
servicemen from Saudi Arabia.

Historically, the Pakistan-Arab 
Gulf relationship has indeed been 
special.

Recently, the Pakistan Army an-
nounced it would send a 1,000-per-

son contingent of trainers and ad-
visers to Saudi Arabia, joining at 
least 1,600 Pakistani servicemen de-
ployed there. The development fol-
lows the second visit in two months 
of General Qamar Bajwa, the Paki-
stan Army chief, to Saudi Arabia.

The rule of King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud and ascension of 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz have coincided 
with a revision of Saudi security pol-
icy generally but in particular with 
Pakistan. Saudi Arabia has rekindled 
ties with the Pakistan Army through 
sustained key leader engagements 
and largely pulled away from Nawaz 
Sharif, once Riyadh’s point man in 
Pakistan, who was ousted as prime 
minister.

As the Saudi-led intervention be-
gan in Yemen in 2015, Riyadh was 
upset by Pakistan’s reluctance to 
join the campaign. Pakistan instead 

offered itself as a mediator between 
Riyadh and Tehran, an offer that, as 
expected, garnered little interest.

Pakistan did, however, reiterate a 
commitment to protecting Saudi ter-
ritorial integrity and the security of 
the holy sites of Mecca and Medina. 
Since then General Raheel Sharif, 
formerly Pakistan’s Army chief, has 
become commander of the Islamic 
Military Counter-Terrorism Coali-
tion in Riyadh, one of King Salman’s 
most important initiatives.

The Arab Gulf’s hastening court-
ship of rival India, the Saudi-Iranian 
cold war, the Saudi-led quartet’s 
boycott of Qatar and the Saudi-led 
intervention into Yemen have cre-
ated new dynamics in Pakistan-Arab 
Gulf ties.

Pakistan continues to seek a bal-
ance. The announcement from Pa-
kistan came only after Bajwa took 
into confidence the envoys of Iran 

and Turkey and made a low-key vis-
it to meet with Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani. Three 
months ago, Bajwa became the first 
Pakistan Army chief to visit Iran in 
more than two decades, resulting in 
plans for deeper defence coopera-
tion.

Pakistan’s strategy to not take 
sides in the Middle East’s power 
competition while being attentive 
to important bilateral relationships 
has largely worked. To some extent, 
it may be Chinese influence rubbing 
off. Under the China-Pakistan eco-
nomic corridor programme, China 
will invest as much as $62 billion in 
Pakistan. An estimated $27 billion 
in projects are under way or com-
pleted.

In that context, deteriorating ties 
with India and a broken-again rela-
tionship with the United States pro-
vide no strategic rationale for Paki-

stan to change course.
Pakistan will continue pursuing 

its Middle East interests as an out-
sider but anticipates its strategic 
influence to grow naturally. There 
has been speculation for many years 
that China was seeking a naval base 
on Pakistan’s southern coast to 
project power. Recent reports sug-
gest China will develop its second 
overseas naval base at Jiwani, 80km 
from Gwadar port. A Chinese naval 
base in Jiwani could well be the clos-
est China can get to the oil-rich Arab 
Gulf and for monitoring some of the 
world’s most important maritime 
trade routes for energy supplies.

Pakistan remains as relevant as 
ever to Arab Gulf security but in a 
distinctly new emerging context.

Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Sabahat Khan

Pakistan’s renewed relevance to Arab Gulf security

T 

he Sahel belt of Africa, 
which separates North 
Africa from countries 
south of the Sahara 
Desert — Mauritania, 
Chad, Mali, Niger and 

Burkina Faso — remains very much 
off the international radar.

Soldiers die there virtually every 
week in what are often referred to 
as “mopping up” operations led by 
troops of the G5 group of countries 
that, under the military umbrella 
of France, is tasked with making 
this core region of north-western 
Africa safe from jihadi terrorism.

If the soldiers and officers killed 
are from a sub-Saharan country, 
their death usually goes unreport-
ed in the European media. If they 
are French, they will make it on 
French radio and TV news but not 
elsewhere in the European Union.

Four US special operations 
personnel were killed last Octo-
ber in western Niger. A report to 
the US Congress published soon 
after expressed concern about US 
military rules of engagement and 
force protection in what is a shad-
owy war with an unclear strategy 
and of which the American public 
knows nothing.

A small number of special Italian 
and British forces are deployed 
in Niger but all this is very hush-

No clear prospect for getting out of the Sahel quagmire

Francis Ghilès
is an associate fellow at 

the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Increasing 
cooperation. 
Saudi Crown 
Prince 
Mohammed 
bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz (C) 
and Pakistani 
Army chief 
General Raheel 
Sharif (L) 
review a guard 
of honour at 
the General 
Headquarters 
in Rawalpindi.  
       (AFP)

hush. Parliaments in Rome, Paris 
and London, let alone the US Con-
gress, have never debated a cancer 
that is quietly metastasising across 
borders that are difficult to patrol, 
into Nigeria — which has its own 
Boko Haram problem — Cameroon 
and Cote d’Ivoire. 

A series of attacks March 2 in 
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, illus-
trate the seriousness of this cancer 
spreading through the Sahel. The 
problem is fuelled by an ever-
growing weapons trade originat-
ing in Libya, Sudan and the Cote 
d’Ivoire, described in detail in the 
2016 report “Investigating cross-
border weapons transfer in the 
Sahel” published by the Conflict 
Armament Research.

French President Emmanuel 
Macron, on a visit to Algiers in 
December, tried to break the dead-
lock between France and Algeria 
on how to handle the situation in 
Mali. This matters to the French 
president because Operation 
Barkhane, begun in August 2014 
after January 2013’s Operation 
Serval, prevented the collapse 
of Mali and involved the deploy-
ment of French troops in the five 
aforementioned countries. Nearly 
half — 1,700 of 4,000 — of those 
soldiers are in Mali, by far France’s 
major military operation abroad.

The troops in Mali are centred 
in Gao but also operate out of two 
military bases further north 120km 
from the Algerian border. Quite 
apart from the cost of the opera-
tion, the reputation of the French 
Army is at stake. So is the broader 
security of a region as large as 
Europe where France has many 
economic interests, notably the 
mining of uranium at Arlit, Niger, 
which acts as a corridor for illegal 
immigration of Africans hoping for 
a better life in Europe. The region 
also boasts coltan, manganese, 
lithium and rare earths.

Last October, Chairman of the 

US Joint Chiefs of Staff Joseph 
Dunford said his services were 
convinced that Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters, defeated in Syria and 
Iraq, were intent on moving to the 
Sahel. Hundreds — or thousands 
depending on the source — of ISIS 
soldiers are from Libya, Tunisia, 
Morocco and countries south of 
the Sahara.

Africacom, the US military com-
mand for Africa, has defined its 
mission in narrow security terms. 
Reducing long-standing social, 
economic and tribal conflicts 
hardly allows for a nuanced un-
derstanding of their complexity. 
If the problem is defined as a bed 
of nails, as the United States and 
France seem intent on defining it, 
the only answer is a hammer.

This explains why Algeria and 
France are at loggerheads over 
how to bring greater security to 
the Sahel. The French complain 
that the peace protocol signed in 
Algiers in 2015 between Mali and 
the Azawad, an unwieldy coalition 
of Tuareg, Arab and Peul groups, 
has never really worked.

The ceasefire is regularly broken 
as troops of the UN Multidimen-
sional Integrated Stabilisation 
Mission in Mali (Minusma), the 
force that guarantees the security 
of Mali, are ambushed. Coordina-
tion between the forces that are 
fighting Azawad is problematic: 
They include Minusma, French 
troops operating in the framework 
of Barkhane, US special forces and 
the G5 set up under French author-
ity.

This is a recipe for confusion 
because attackers surge from 
nowhere to occupy a village or a 
town for a few hours, kidnap or kill 
a Mali official and disappear into 
the bush or the desert. The attack-
ers have perfected the art of the 
chameleon as they morph from 
Islamist terrorists to smugglers 
of people or weapons and drugs. 

Huge amounts of money offer a 
basic income to impoverished 
communities.

Macron insists Algeria should 
commit troops — the Algerian 
Army is 400,000 strong and very 
well equipped — and money. 
France is short of the $500 million 
needed every year to keep the 
G5 military operation running. 
It contributes $2.5 million to the 
operation and is heavily commit-
ted militarily in Africa, a continent 
that accounts for approximately 
$1.2 billion out of the $1.5 billion 
Paris spends on military opera-
tions overseas, the balance going 
to operations in Syria and Iraq.

A meeting February 23 in Brus-
sels failed to raise additional finds 
for the G5 operation and those 
who participated did not com-
mit to any multiyear programme, 
which means the French must 
spend much time every year 
drumming up international sup-
port for their policy.  

It is surely of more than sym-
bolic importance that a visit to the 
Mediterranean by Nikolai Petrov,  
the very influential secretary-gen-
eral of the Russian Security Coun-
cil, included Tel Aviv and Algiers. 
As it was not a coincidence that 
the Algerian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs  Abdelkader Messahel 
recently visited Moscow.

Algeria has been adamant that 
international forces deployed 

in the Sahel be put under the 
command of the African Union, 
an organisation to which neither 
France nor the United States, 
belongs. Algeria will not commit 
troops outside its borders except 
to ensure its immediate security. 
Its troops have reportedly inter-
vened in Tunisia with the agree-
ment of the Tunisian government 
to help fight jihadist groups in 
2012-17, well before the Europeans 
appreciated the threat to North 
Africa’s smallest country posed by 
the chaos in Libya. They are said 
to have crossed the border into 
Libya in the wake of the terrorist 
attack on the country’s gas field of 
Tiguentourine in January 2013.

However, senior Algerian 
security officials and diplomats 
hold firm to the argument that the 
challenges in the Sahel cannot be 
solved by using a hammer. They 
insist that it was the French-led 
and NATO-supported operation 
in Libya in 2011 that destroyed the 
Libyan Army, thousands of whose 
troops were long-standing Tuareg 
refugees from northern Mali and 
opened the floodgates of Muam-
mar Qaddafi’s weapons dumps to 
terrorist groups.

In a speech to the Tunisian  
Assembly of the Representatives 
of the People in February, Macron 
conceded as much, criticising his 
predecessor, Nicolas Sarkozy, in no 
uncertain terms.

The policy of Algeria is compli-
cated by another factor. Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
has been dogged by ill-health for 
years. Despite being all but invis-
ible to his people, he is considering 
standing for a fifth term next year.

While the key principles of Al-
gerian security and foreign affairs 
are well-established, the battle 
that rages around his succession 

makes the country’s foreign 
policy decisions difficult to read 

for outsiders.

Reducing long-
standing social, 
economic and 
tribal conflicts 
hardly allows for a 
nuanced 
understanding of 
their complexity.
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Tunisia, battling rough 
economy, looks to 
expand ties with Spain

Tunis

T 

here have been increas-
ingly bitter clashes in the 
southern Libyan city of 
Sebha between the Tebu 
community and a mili-

tary unit composed largely of mem-
bers of the major Arab tribe in the 
area, Awlad Suleiman, and which 
is linked to the Tripoli-based gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Fayez 
al-Sarraj.

There are no reliable figures on 
casualties but fighting has intensi-
fied recently, notably in Sebha’s 
Tayuri district, which is home to 
both Tebu and Tuareg communities 
worried they could be sucked into 
the conflict. Municipal authorities 
opened two schools to provide shel-
ter to more than 1,200 people who 
fled from Tayuri.

Since the toppling of the regime 
of Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, in-
ter-communal violence, as well as 
crimes such as kidnappings and 
robberies, have soared in Sebha.

There were “wars” in 2012 and 
2014 between the Tebus and  
Awlad Suleiman, as well as nu-
merous brief clashes and fighting 
between Awlad Suleiman and the 
Qaddadfa tribe.

There was fighting in the city 
between the Tebus and the  
Tuareg, part of a wider regional 
conflict between them. A peace 
deal between them, mediated by  
Qatar in 2015, was implemented last 
year. A deal between the Tebu and  
Awlad Suleiman, mediated by Italy 
and Presidency Council member 
Abdulsalam Kajman, was sealed in 
Rome in March 2017.

Now, however, the deals seem to 
be in tatters, destabilising what lit-
tle security exists in southern Libya, 
an area where there is widespread 
sympathy for the Qaddafi regime 
and where, recent reports said, the 
Islamic State is making inroads.

Fighting between the Sixth 
Force, the military unit of Awlad  
Suleiman, and the Tebus started 
over a common occurrence in the 
crime-troubled city — a shooting. 
Usually, it would have been con-
tained; however, the deep hostility 
between the two sides caused the 
incident to spiral into what is being 
referred to locally as the “Third Aw-
lad Suleiman-Tebu War.”

Efforts to end the fighting have 
made matters worse. Mediators 
from eastern Libya were accused 
of using their position to bring the 
Sixth Force and the Sebha area un-
der the control of Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar and his Libyan Na-
tional Army (LNA).

The eastern elders tried to win 
over the Awlad Suleiman tribe by 
offering the Sixth Force legitimacy 
as an LNA unit, after which the LNA 
announced the force was under its 
control.

Awlad Suleiman rejected this, 

however, saying the force remained 
under the control of the Defence 
Ministry in Tripoli. In response, 
the LNA announced it replaced the 
force’s leader with his deputy. Noth-
ing, however, had changed: Ahmed 
al-Ataibi remains in charge.

There has been talk in Tripoli 
about Tebus from Chad invad-
ing to take over Sebha. The Sarraj 
government issued a statement 
that claimed mercenaries attacked 
the Sixth Force and warned that  
Libya’s sovereignty was at stake.

There are certainly Tebus from 
Chad involved in and around Sebha, 
as well as local Tebus, but Tripoli’s 
support for the Sixth Force and at-
tempts by the LNA to bring the force 
to its side increased Tebu fears that 
they are being pushed out of the 
area. They say Tripoli and Benghazi 
are biased towards Awlad Suleiman 
and warn of further unspecified ac-
tion if there is no change.

Political activists in southern 
Libya said the issue was also “about 
money.”

“Neither the Tebus nor the Sixth 
Force are really interested in Haftar 
or Sarraj. They are interested in who 
is going to pay them,” one analyst 
said.

Additionally, there is the matter 
of compensation. After the Awlad 
Suleiman-Tebu war in 2015, me-
diation efforts that resulted in an 
agreement in March 2017 stated that 
both sides would be compensated 
by the Libyan state. The southern 
activists said the bulk of the money 
has not been paid, which is a source 
of friction between the two sides.

There is also the checkpoint 
17km south of Sebha, manned 
by Tebu fighters, many Chadian. 
Tebus say that everything to the 
south of it is Tebu territory and 
that the checkpoint is necessary to 
control entry into it but it is also a 
source of revenue. Goods trucks 
and many other vehicles passing 
through are required to pay 50-
100 dinars ($37-$75) — sometimes  
more — to guards.

Tebu forces also control the Sebha 
airport, which is closed but which 
the local municipality and most 
people in Sebha want to reopen. 
The local municipality wants the 
Tebus out but they have no inten-
tion of going. They claim they need 
to remain at the airport to protect 
the nearby Tayuri district.

The conflict is not going to go 
away. The divisions run deep. Other 
Arab tribes in the region have stayed 
on the sidelines but the Awlad Sulei-
man are reported to be building alli-
ances with other tribes in the area 
— the Magarha, the Hassauna and 
possibly even the Qaddadfa, which 
had supported the Tebu, having a 
common enemy in Awlad Suleiman.

In this inflammatory situation, 
the rivalry between Tripoli and 
Benghazi is turning a local drama 
into a national crisis.

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

Tunis

S 
pain and Tunisia 
pledged to strengthen 
economic and military 
ties during a visit by 
Spanish Prime Minister 

Mariano Rajoy to Tunis.
The official visit, the first by a 

Spanish prime minister to Tunisia 
since the “Arab spring” uprisings 
in 2011, saw the two countries sign 
eight memorandums and agree-
ments on economic, cultural and 
educational matters. Spain also 
announced a $30.8 million line of 
credit for small and medium-sized 
businesses in Tunisia.

Rajoy, accompanied by numer-
ous ministers and high-level of-
ficials, expressed support for Tu-
nisia’s democratic transition and 
urged for economic operators to 
increase investment in the coun-
try.

“The Tunisian economy is at a 
crucial moment…” Rajoy said at 
the closing of a Tunisian-Span-
ish business forum February 26. 
“Structural reforms are always dif-
ficult and take time to give their 
first fruit.”

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed, also speaking at the event, 
said Tunisia could look to Spain as 
a model for “structural reform” as 
it battles a sluggish economy, and 
that closer ties would benefit both 
coutries.

Tunisia has struggled to recover 
from years of worsening inflation, 
debt, unemployment and poverty. 
Its economy was further hit when 
the European Union, a close part-
ner, blacklisted the country as be-
ing at high risk of money launder-
ing and terror financing.

Spain has been a consistent, 
if modest, investor in Tunisia’s 
economy. There are 67 Spanish 
companies operating in the North 
African country, creating approxi-
mately $1.3 billion in investment 
and more than 6,000 jobs. Trade 
volume between the two countries 
totalled $1.5 billion last year. Spain 
is Tunisia’s fifth largest exporter, 
behind France, Italy, Germany and 
Algeria.

Samir Majoul, president of the 
Tunisian Confederation of Indus-
try, Trade and Handicraft, said 

that, while relations between the 
two countries are solid, Tunisian 
and Spanish companies should 
move their cooperation from “sim-
ple operations to a strategic part-
nership.”

“Although Spain is a major play-
er in the European Union, its im-
ports from Tunisia represent only 
3.8% of Tunisia’s exports to the EU 
and its exports are only 4.5% of Tu-
nisia’s imports from Europe,” said 
Majoul.

“Similarly, Spanish investments 
in Tunisia remain focused on the 
construction materials industry 
and deserve to be diversified in 
sectors with high added value.”

Also high on the agenda during 
Rajoy’s visit was the fight against 
terror, which the two countries re-
solved to engage in with enhanced 
military and security ties.

Spanish Defence Minister Maria 
Dolores de Cospedal, in a meet-
ing with her Tunisian counterpart, 
stressed that Tunisia is a key mili-
tary ally for Spain and reaffirmed 
Spain’s willingness to develop its 
military partnership with Tunisia, 
the Tunisian Press Agency reported.

Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-
delkrim Zbidi praised “excellent 
cooperation between the two 
countries” in the areas of “Spe-
cial Forces, mine clearance and 
sharing of expertise” and called 
for closer collaboration within the 
“5+5 Defence” and “G7+6″ initia-
tives.

The calls for increased security 
cooperation come at a time when 
both countries are facing a jihad-
ist threat.

Last August, Spain suffered ter-
ror attacks in Barcelona, Cambrils 
and Alcanar, in which 15 people 
were killed. Most of the suspects 
of the attacks were Moroccan na-
tionals or of Moroccan origin.

Tunisia was hit by terror attacks 
at tourist sites, including the Bar-
do National Museum, in 2015 dur-
ing which 60 people, mostly Euro-
pean tourists, died. During his trip 
to Tunis, Rajoy placed a wreath in 
honour of the museum attack’s 21 
victims.

While Tunisia has not had a ter-
ror attack at home in nearly two 
years, security services are on 
alert for suspected jihadists at-
tempting to infiltrate from neigh-
bouring Libya and Algeria.

In 2017, security forces carried 
out 122,000 raids on safe houses 
and other locations suspected of 
being used by jihadists, detaining 
1,456 suspects, Interior Minister 
Lotfi Brahem said at a parliamen-
tary hearing.

Tunisian forces also work close-
ly with NATO, as well as European 
and US forces, conducting joint 
training missions and knowledge-
sharing exercises.

Spain and Tunisia are long-
standing allies. Former Tunisian 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
and former Spanish Prime Min-
ister Felipe Gonzalez signed a bi-
lateral Treaty of Friendship, Good 
Neighbourliness and Cooperation 
in 1995, leading to a ten-fold in-
crease in bilateral trade.

While there were plans to fur-
ther expand the two countries’ 
economic relationship, large-
scale trade and investment failed 
to materialise after Tunisia went 
through years of political instabil-
ity and tumult following the top-
pling of the Ben Ali regime in 2011.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.

Michel Cousins

Stephen Quillen

Standing ground. A Tebu fighter poses on the back of a pickup truck in 
the Tayuri district in the southern Libyan city of Sebha.                  (Reuters)

Mounting strife in 
southern Libya adds to 
the country’s instability

Modest investor. Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy (L) listens to his Tunisian counterpart 
Youssef Chahed after their meeting in Tunis, on February 26.           (AFP)

Although Spain is a 
major player in the 
European Union, its 
imports from Tunisia 
represent only 3.8% 
of Tunisia’s exports 
to the EU.

Samir Majoul, president of 
the Tunisian Confederation 
of Industry, Trade and 
Handicraft
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T 

he Egyptian Army has 
asked for additional time 
to complete its offensive 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in the Sinai Penin-

sula amid fears the militant group 
could retaliate during the country’s 
presidential elections.

“The mission of the troops is dif-
ficult by all means,” said retired 
General Sameh Abu Hashima. 
“They are unearthing the sands 
and the stones inch by inch to end 
the terrorist presence altogether.”

The request for additional time 
was made February 25 by army 
Chief of Staff Mohamed Farid He-
gazy, who told Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi that it would 
not be easy for his troops to com-
plete Operation Sinai 2018 on 
schedule.

Sisi in November gave the Egyp-
tian armed forces until the end of 
February to completely eradicate 
ISIS from Sinai.

ISIS militants, Hegazy said, have 
maintained a presence in Sinai for 
years and have prepared against 
a full-scale military operation. 
ISIS’s preparations include un-
derground tunnels, hideouts and 
arms and explosives cashes across  
the peninsula.

The rugged terrain in Sinai — 
mostly mountains and desert — 
makes it easy for ISIS fighters to 
hide and wait for military opera-
tions to pass. The group has also 
established ties with local tribes.

“This is why rooting them out 
will take time,” Abu Hashima said.

Although Sisi set the 3-month 
time frame for completion of the 
offensive in late November, Opera-
tion Sinai 2018 did not begin until 
February 9. Observers said the first 
two months had likely involved 
gathering intelligence and logisti-
cal preparation.

The army said it has killed doz-
ens of suspected militants and 
arrested hundreds of others. It 
destroyed dozens of vehicles and 
motorcycles and defused or deto-
nated hundreds of improvised ex-
plosive devices.

Hegazy said 42,000 troops were 
part of the operation. They were 
using 800 military vehicles and 230 
aircraft, making it the largest mili-
tary operation in Sinai since the 
1979 peace treaty with Israel that 
limited Egypt’s military presence 
on the peninsula.

Another 18,000 troops, Hegazy 
said, were handling security opera-
tions in other parts of Egypt, espe-
cially near the western border with 
Libya and the southern border with 
Sudan, to address the presence of 
militants.

The Egyptian Navy was man-

dated to secure the coast near the 
North Sinai city of El Arish to pre-
vent supplies from reaching mili-
tants from the sea.

Eradicating the ISIS militants 
will require more than just military 
power, analysts warned, particu-
larly given their years-long pres-

ence on the Sinai Peninsula.
One of the challenges remains 

Cairo’s ambiguous ties with the Si-
nai tribes, which have complained 
of decades of neglect. The Egyp-
tian government needs to win over 
the tribes to limit their cooperation 
with militants.

“The role the Sinai tribes can 
play in this battle is very important 
and decisive,” said Samir Ghattas, 
the head the Middle East Forum 
for Strategic Studies, an Egyptian 
think-tank. “They have the infor-
mation and know who the terror-
ists are.”

Sinai tribes initially sought not to 
get involved in the battle, allowing 
ISIS to increase its presence on the 
peninsula. The tribes entered the 
fight last year when ISIS threatened 
their economic interests and killed 
and kidnapped tribal members. 
ISIS killed several tribesmen af-
ter accusing them of collaborating 
with the Egyptian Army.

Tribal militias are cooperating 
with the military. Sinai tribes post 
videos on social media that show 
operations against ISIS positions.

The Tarabin Bedouins, with as 
many as 40,000 members, make 
up one of the largest tribes in the 
area. They are working with the 
army as guides and militia. Other 
tribes remain neutral or could be  
assisting ISIS.

The requested time extension for 
finishing off ISIS Sinai will have in-

ternal political and security conse-
quences, political analysts said.

They said Sisi’s optimistic 
3-month time frame was set to end 
the operations before the March 
26-28 presidential election, which 
Sisi is expected to win easily.

“He would have used the success 
in eradicating ISIS as a campaign-
ing tool,” said Hassan Nafaa, a po-
litical science professor at Cairo 
University. “However, the delay in 
announcing the final defeat of ISIS 
will deprive him of this moment of 
victory.”

There are fears that ISIS could 
threaten the presidential vote to 
embarrass the government. In a 
video released February 11, ISIS 
threatened to target polling sta-
tions, labelling elections as a form 
of polytheism.

“We hereby warn the Muslim 
public in Egypt and Sinai during 
these polytheistic days not to come 
near the polling stations and the 
courts and to avoid large gather-
ings, for they are a target for us,” an 
ISIS fighter going by Abu Muham-
mad Al-Masri says on the video.

“There are enough reasons to 
worry about the prospect of at-
tacks,” Ghattas said. “This is a ven-
omous group that will brook no 
delay in attacking, even innocent 
civilians if it has the chance to.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

Egyptian Army requests more time to complete anti-ISIS offensive

Cairo

C 

ampaigning in Egypt’s pres-
idential race has officially 
kicked off but few expect 
a heated contest with just 
two candidates, including 

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi, who is expected to easily win re-
election, competing.

Banners and photos of the candi-
dates, Sisi and Moussa Mostafa Mous-
sa, chairman of the centrist al-Ghad 
(Tomorrow) Party, appeared over-
night, with pro-Sisi posters easily out-
numbering those of his last-minute 
challenger.

Sisi’s re-election campaign an-
nounced it would have a series of 
public rallies and conferences in sev-
eral provinces to present a record of 
the president’s first term in office.

“The president worked on solving 
most of the problems facing Egyp-
tians during his first term at one and 
the same time,” Karim Mahmud, a 
former diplomat and coordinator of 
Sisi’s campaign, said. “We will work 
in the coming days to make achieve-
ments in this regard clear to every-
body.”

When Sisi took office in June 2014, 
Egypt was facing many major chal-
lenges, including a weak economy 
and deteriorating relations with once 
staunch allies. The former army chief 
of staff has stabilised the economy 
and initiated several large national 
projects.

“I think these are all facts or-
dinary people can see,” Mahmud 
said. “This makes for a promis-
ing prospect for our candidate  
in the election.”

Campaigning will continue un-
til March 23 and voting begins  

March 26. There is little visible excite-
ment among Egyptians ahead of the 
vote, with few expecting an upset.

However, staff members at Mous-
sa’s campaign centre in Cairo’s Talaat 
Harb Square, said they are optimistic. 
The Moussa campaign is a swirl of 
activity organising ten public rallies 
in different provinces to get the word 
out about Moussa.

Adel Esmat, spokesman of the 
Moussa campaign, said the aim is to 
engage directly with the Egyptian 
electorate.

“We will make direct contact with 
voters to present our candidate’s plat-
form,” Esmat said. “Our candidate has 
a strong record as party chief and we 
want to make this record clear to eve-
rybody.”

One of the problems facing Moussa 
is that few Egyptians know his name, 
let alone recognise his face. Al-Ghad 
has no members in parliament and 
has been largely sidelined in recent 
years.

Moussa became party leader in 
2005, winning a leadership contest 
over former presidential candidate 
Ayman Nour, a liberal opposition fig-
ure in voluntary exile in Turkey.

Moussa, a civil engineer and a sup-
porter of Sisi before declaring his 
election bid, is depending on backing 
from relatives, party members and 
the Federation of Arab Tribes, a union 
headed by Moussa that includes tens 
of thousands of tribesmen across the 
country.

Sisi is a popular figure in Egypt, 
despite international criticism over 
Cairo’s heavy-handed crackdown on 
the opposition which has seen better-
known opposition candidates back a 
boycott of the elections.

Those potential Sisi challengers 
included former Chief of Staff Sami 
Anan and former leading Muslim 
Brotherhood figure Abdel Moneim 
Aboul Fotouh, who were detained 
before candidacies were formalised. 
Former MP Anwar Esmat Sadat and 
popular human rights lawyer Khalid 
Ali withdrew their presidential can-
didacies, citing alleged unfair condi-
tions.

Security remains a major issue, 
with Egypt involved in a large mili-
tary operation against the Islamic 

State (ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula and 
elsewhere in the country. ISIS threat-
ened to retaliate by targeting polling 
stations and voters.

Sisi has not explicitly campaigned 
for re-election but his appearances on 
television and in public as president, 
inaugurating projects and opening 
facilities, served to bolster his image.

National television broadcast foot-
age of Sisi’s inauguration of a Sinai 
army command centre, east of the 
Suez Canal on February 25 showed 

the president using the ceremonies to 
warn against terrorist groups trying to 
divide and destroy Egypt.

“The terrorists and their back-
ers have been planning for this  
for a long time,” Sisi, dressed in mili-
tary fatigues, said. “We will not allow 
anybody to destabilise our country 
again.”

Inside research centres and in-
tellectual circles, analysts said 
Sisi, a former army chief of staff, 
is considered a bulwark against  

Islamist terrorism.
“Almost everybody knows the re-

sult of the elections beforehand,” said 
Ahmed Youssef, a political science 
professor at Cairo University. “Sisi has 
a record difficult to beat, not only for 
Moussa but for any other candidate, 
particularly now when most of the 
people want security and a function-
ing economy.”

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

Amr Emam

A settled race? Posters of Egypt’s presidential candidates Moussa Mostafa Moussa (L) and Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi for the upcoming election in Cairo, on March 1.                                                                   (Reuters)

Egypt’s presidential campaign starts, 
Sisi's challenger faces uphill battle 

There is little visible 
excitement among 
Egyptians ahead of the 
vote, with few 
expecting an upset.

The mission of the 
troops is difficult 
by all means.

Retired General 
Sameh Abu Hashima



12 March 4, 2018

London

T 

he dispute between Pales-
tinian and Israeli officials 
over the future status of 
Jerusalem rekindled ten-
sions between the Jewish 

state and the city’s Christian com-
munity.

Officials of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, a site that many consider 
among the holiest in Christianity, 
made the rare decision to shut the 
church’s door to tourists and pil-
grims for three days to protest an 
Israeli effort to tax church proper-
ties. The church was reopened after 
Israel suspended the decision.

The church is in Israeli-annexed 
East Jerusalem, which the Palestin-
ians see as the capital of their future 
state. Israelis view the entire city as 
their undivided capital. The church 
is built where Christians believe Je-
sus was crucified, buried and resur-
rected. Custody of it is shared by the 
Greek Orthodox, Armenian and Ro-
man Catholic denominations.

An Israeli committee led by cabi-
net minister Tzachi Hanegbi is ex-
pected to negotiate with church 
representatives to resolve the tax 
dispute.

“After the constructive inter-
vention of the prime minister, the 
churches look forward to engage 
with Minister Hanegbi and with all 
those who love Jerusalem to ensure 
that our holy city, where our Chris-
tian presence continues to face 
challenges, remains a place where 
the three monotheistic faiths (Ju-
daism, Islam and Christianity) may 
live and thrive together,” church 
leaders said in a statement.

Israel suspended legislation in 
parliament that would allow au-
thorities to expropriate land in 
Jerusalem that churches sold to 
private real estate firms. Churches 
are major landowners in Jerusalem 
and church officials say such a law 
would make it harder for them to 
find buyers for their land, sales that 
help to cover operating costs.

The Israeli moves were viewed 
by Christians in Jerusalem, who are 
overwhelmingly Palestinian, as po-
litically motivated.

In a speech to foreign ambassa-
dors in Ramallah, Palestine Libera-
tion Organisation Secretary-Gener-
al Saeb Erekat accused the United 
States of ignoring Israel’s actions 
against Christian institutions.

Referring to US Vice-President 
Mike Pence’s January visit to the re-

gion, Erekat said it was “ironic” that 
“he said he was here to consolidate 
and strengthen Christian presence 
in the Middle East.”

In September, the leading church-
es in Jerusalem issued a rare joint 
statement condemning what they 
called “systematic” Israeli attempts 
to “weaken the Christian presence” 
in the city.

The churches condemned an Is-
raeli court decision allowing a pro-
settlement group to take control of 
church land in a mainly Palestinian 
area in Jerusalem, as well as a bill 
in the Israeli parliament relating to 
church land.

“We see in these actions a system-
atic attempt to undermine the in-
tegrity of the Holy City of Jerusalem 
and the Holy Land, and to weaken 
the Christian presence,” the state-
ment said.

The Greek Orthodox church 
called the Israeli ruling “politically 
motivated.”

The September statement said 
the two measures — the court ruling 
and the bill — threatened a decades-
old agreement between religions 
about the governing of sites in Jeru-
salem.

“We cannot stress strongly 
enough the very serious situation 
that this recent systematic assault 
on the status quo has had on the 
integrity of Jerusalem and on the 
well-being of the Christian commu-
nities of the Holy Land,” it said.

Separately, Israel barred Palestin-
ian Education Minister Sabri Said-
am from visiting a school in the Old 
City of Jerusalem.

“The minister entered Jerusalem 
but was prevented from entering 
the school. Israeli security banned 
him at the door of the school,” min-
istry spokesman Sadiq al-Khadour 
told Agence France-Presse, saying it 
was the third such incident.

“This ban comes in the context of 
escalation against Palestinian edu-
cation in Jerusalem.”

Palestinian official media said 
Tourism Minister Rula Maaya had 
been scheduled to visit the private 
school with Saidam.

Israeli Interior Minister Gilad 
Erdan confirmed the ban, saying 
it was his right “to prohibit any of-
ficial political activity of the Pal-
estinian Authority in the territories 
under the sovereignty of the state of 
Israel.”

“The struggle for our sovereignty 
in Jerusalem is not over. The Pales-
tinian Authority and other elements 
are trying to weaken it,” he added.

Israel seized control of predomi-

nantly Palestinian East Jerusalem in 
the 1967 Middle East war, in a move 
never recognised by the interna-
tional community.

Many schools in East Jerusalem 
refuse to adopt the Israeli curricu-
lum and consider themselves Pal-
estinian.

Israel controls access to and from 
Jerusalem and can prevent Pales-
tinian ministers from entering the 
city.

Tensions escalated between Pal-
estinians and Israelis following an 
announcement by the Trump ad-
ministration in December to recog-
nise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.

In a move that is likely to further 
sour Palestinian-American rela-
tions, the United States recently 
said it would open its embassy to 
Israel in Jerusalem in May to coin-
cide with Israel’s 70th anniversary.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

The Arab Weekly staff

Cross to bear. A man carries wooden crosses near the entrance to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem’s Old City, on February 28. 
(Reuters)

Jerusalem row rekindles tensions over Christian holy sites

T 

here is something 
spectacularly surreal 
about the way Israeli 
authorities are deal-
ing with the Pales-
tinian Tamimi family 
in the occupied West 

Bank village of Nabi Saleh. Moral-
ity issues aside, it has become 
a never-ending public relations 
disaster for Israel.

Israel arrested Ahed Tamimi, 
then 16, on December 19 for slap-
ping and kicking armed Israeli sol-
diers in the driveway of her home, 
while calling on them to leave four 
days earlier.

The Israeli soldiers, seeing that 
the angry young girl did not pose 
a threat to them, ignored her. That 
was a wise move.

However, video of the inci-
dent, taken and shared on social 
media by Ahed’s family, sparked 
anger among members of Israel’s 
right-wing, leading for calls on 
the government to punish Ahed 
like a terrorist for humiliating the 
military.

With apparent political, not se-
curity, motivations in mind, Israel 
arrested Ahed on several charges, 

including one that dates to 2016, 
and denied her bail. If found 

guilty by the military court trying 

her, she could face 14 years in jail.
Ahed’s detention brought Israel 

unwanted international attention 
and criticism from human rights 
groups. It renewed focus on how 
Palestinian minors were often 
mistreated by the Israeli authori-
ties.

“Yet again, the Israeli authori-
ties have responded to acts of 
defiance by a Palestinian child 
with measures that are entirely 
disproportionate to the incident in 
question,” Magdalena Mughrabi, 
Amnesty International’s Middle 
East and Africa deputy director, 
said in a statement.

To quell further international in-
terest, the judge handling Ahed’s 
case ordered the courtroom 
emptied, ruling the hearing would 
no longer be open to the public. 
His decision came after journal-
ists, European diplomats and 
NGO representatives had packed 
the courtroom. Kicking them out 
could only cause further damage 
to Israel’s reputation.

Ahed’s arrest brought interna-
tional media attention to another, 
more disturbing incident. In ad-
dition to the daily humiliation of 
living under occupation, Ahed 
said she was particularly enraged 
on the day of the alleged assault 

after learning that her 15-year-
old cousin, Mohammed Tamimi, 
had been shot in the head with 
a rubber-coated Israeli bullet. 
Part of the boy’s skull had to be 
removed.

Israeli authorities did not stop 
there. The Israeli military raided 
the home of Mohammed at 3 
o’clock one morning and took the 
disfigured child for interrogation.

“The mystery as to why Israel 
would inflict such an obvious blow 
to its own image, by arresting a 
boy with severe head trauma, 
was resolved… in a Facebook post 
from Major-General Yoav Morde-
chai, the senior Israeli official who 
oversees the military rule of Pal-
estinian civilians in the occupied 
West Bank,” wrote Robert Mackey 
on the Intercept website.

“Mordechai revealed that during 
Mohammed’s interrogation by the 
military… without the presence 
of a parent or lawyer, the boy had 
‘confessed’ that ‘he was injured 
while he was riding his bicycle and 
fell off it’.”

Mohammed, who is to undergo 
more surgery soon, was released 
but his confession, predictably, 
brought about more public out-
rage. He said that he lied in his 
confession statement out of fear 

he would be jailed.
“When the detainees are mi-

nors, their jailers have a greater 
ability — with the help of a few 
slaps, painful positions during 
questioning and psychological 
pressure — to extract false  
incriminations,” Israeli columnist 
Amira Hass wrote in Haaretz. “It 
is easy to manipulate and break 
them.”

Indeed, when the soldiers who 
shot away a part of your skull have 
you alone under their grip and ask 
you about your injury, it is highly 
unlikely that you — a 15-year-old — 
are going to look them in the eye 
and say: “Actually, it was you.”

Mohammed’s family, as well as 
Israeli rights activists, produced 
medical records to show that his 
injury was caused by a bullet, as 
initially reported and backed by 
witnesses, and hadn’t been chal-
lenged by the Israeli authorities 
until then.

Mordechai’s statement, which 
was welcomed by many right-
wing Israelis, literally added insult 
to injury for the Palestinians.

Internationally, it doesn’t look 
good for Israeli authorities to use 
the “fell off the bike” story. After 
so many years of exploitation and 
abuse, such excuses ring hollow.

Israel’s PR disaster in dealing with the Tamimi teens

Mamoon Alabbasi
is Deputy Managing Editor and 

Online Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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A 

n open letter from Eu-
ropean MPs calling for 
the European Union to 
designate Hezbollah a 
terrorist group is a “first 

step” in a broader process, one of 
the letter’s initiators said.

Sixty members of the European 
Parliament signed the letter to EU 
foreign affairs chief Federica Mogh-
erini.

“For us, this is certainly only a 
first step. The letter underlines 
that there is a growing recogni-
tion in Europe that Hezbollah and 
their Iranian masters pose a serious 
threat,” MEP Lars Adaktusson said.

The letter outlined the threat 
the writers said is represented by 
Hezbollah, including its role as an 
“accomplice” to Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s alleged crimes, as 
well as in international drug smug-
gling and money laundering.

The European Union designated 
Hezbollah’s military wing as a ter-
rorist group in 2013 following an 
attack on an Israeli tour bus in Bul-
garia in July 2012.

“We believe that making a dis-
tinction between Hezbollah’s ‘mili-
tary’ and ‘political’ wings is illogical 
as it is a notion Hezbollah’s senior 
leadership themselves consistently 
and publicly reject,” the letter said.

“Moreover, removing the distinc-
tion would put the EU more in line 
with international consensus as 
the United States, the Netherlands, 
Canada, Israel, the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council and the Arab League 
all have proscribed Hezbollah in its 
entirety.”

The letter was signed by 60 mem-
bers from across the European Par-
liament political divide. Adaktus-
son, a representative of Sweden’s 
Christian Democrats, hailed the let-
ter’s cross-party support.

“I believe it was extremely im-
portant that the letter was from 
the beginning a cross-party effort, 
showing that this is not just the 
concern of one particular political 
group but is seen across the politi-
cal families in Europe as a serious 
challenge,” he said. “Political ac-

tion is always much more likely in 
the EU if one can count on support 
from all relevant stakeholders.”

MEP Anders Vistisen, a repre-
sentative of the Danish People’s 
Party, who also co-wrote the letter, 
said it was past time that the Euro-
pean Union recognised the danger 
posed by Hezbollah.

“I find it outrageous that the EU 
still has not denounced Hezbollah 
in its entirety as a terrorist organi-
sation. Hezbollah’s growing arsenal 
and entanglement in regional con-
flicts severely destabilise certain 
countries and the wider Middle 
East,” he said.

The letter warned that Hezbol-
lah had amassed at least 150,000 
rockets in violation of UN Security 
Council Resolution 1701.

“I believe that it is high time to 
acknowledge that Islamist-inspired 
terrorism is not only a threat to 
the Middle East but is also the top 
threat to Europe’s security,” Visti-
sen said.

Adaktusson said the letter’s sig-
natories were awaiting a response 
from Mogherini.

“It’s too early to gauge the letter’s 
impact. We are expecting High Rep-
resentative Mogherini to respond to 

our initiative and start a serious dis-
cussion in the EU about the dangers 
Hezbollah poses not just to regional 
security but to safety of Europe,” he 
said.

“I will certainly continue my ef-
forts to protect European citizens 
from this threat and to show a unit-
ed Western front against terrorism, 
no matter where it comes from.”

It is traditional for the EU high 
representative to respond to open 
letters of this kind, although not 
obligatory. If Mogherini does not 
respond to the call to ban Hezbol-
lah, it is likely that an MEP would 
table an on-the-record question on 
the issue.

Given the increasing threat repre-
sented by Hezbollah, particularly in 
Europe, many observers clamoured 

for a change in the European Un-
ion’s policy towards the group.

“As the letter spells out, there 
are close to 950 Hezbollah mem-
bers alone in Germany and Ger-
man police have raided the  
homes of Iranian spies prepar-
ing potential terror attacks on  
Israeli and Jewish sites,” Adaktus-
son said. “So the dangerous Iran-
Hezbollah nexus is no longer ‘just’ 
a problem for the peoples of the 
Middle East but for us in Europe as 
well.”

Vistisen said he would continue 
campaigning against Hezbollah. “I 
will follow the cross-party initia-
tive by sustaining pressure during 
committee meetings and bilateral  
meetings with relevant stakehold-
ers,” he said.

Spotlight The West versus Hezbollah 

Mahmud el-Shafey

Feeling threatened. Members of the European Parliament take part in a voting session at the European Parliament in Strasbourg in 
eastern France, last October.                            (AFP)

Open letter calling for EU to ban 
Hezbollah a ‘first step,’ MEP says

Sixty members of the 
European Parliament 
signed the letter to EU 
foreign affairs chief 
Federica Mogherini.

I 

n recent visits to Lebanon, 
US State Department of-
ficials have reiterated sup-
port for Lebanese political 
and military institutions, 
despite Washington’s wider 
escalation in its conflict 

with Iran. Appointments at the 
State Department could, none-
theless, account for a bolder 
American stance on Iran’s Leba-
nese proxy, Hezbollah.

US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson’s visit contained a double 
message for Lebanon. While 
stressing that Washington re-
mained committed to supporting 
the Lebanese Army and internal 
security forces, Tillerson warned 
that “Hezbollah is not just a con-
cern for the United States. The 
people of Lebanon should also be 
concerned about how Hezbollah’s 
actions and its growing arsenal 
bring unwanted and unhelpful 
scrutiny on Lebanon.”

The Trump administration has 
been escalating its tone on Iran 
and its regional proxies. In Febru-
ary, the US Treasury Department 
targeted six people and seven 
businesses in Lebanon, Iraq and 
West Africa, with sanctions be-

lieved to be the first in a series 
of actions targeting Hezbollah’s 

licit and illicit financial networks.

The US administration’s target-
ing of Hezbollah is focused on 
its financing arm. “There were 
reports that Iran was financing 
its proxies in Syria via Lebanese 
banks that operate in Iraq and 
Syria. There will be more pres-
sure to curb such activity. In 
addition, geographical driven 
sanctions targeting Hezbollah 
areas are also under discussion,” 
former Syrian diplomat Bassam 
Barabandi said.

His opinion is shared by Ahmad 
Majidyar, a fellow at the Middle 
East Institute think-tank in Wash-
ington, who noted that “there is 
a lot of focus on isolating Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon.”

The newsletter Syrian Digest 
stated that legislation was intro-
duced by two Republican mem-
bers of the US Congress requiring 
a presidential determination on 
Hezbollah that could designate it 
as a foreign narcotics trafficker or 
a transnational criminal organisa-
tion.

The US war on Hezbollah has 
been limited, however, by the 
White House’s incoherent Mid-
dle East policy. Hussein Ibish, 
a senior resident scholar at the 
Arab Gulf States Institute in 
Washington, said Trump’s policy 
is based on several key principles, 

including keeping the United 
States out of avoidable conflicts 
and restricting the use of force to 
instances when it is necessary. 
When force is deemed necessary, 
Trump has resolved to use over-
whelming power.

“This means that, in fact, 
Trump’s Middle East policy looks 
surprisingly similar to that of 
former President Barack Obama,” 
Ibish said.

Obama’s critics said his disen-
gagement in the Middle East led 
to a resurgence of al-Qaeda in 
Iraq along with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and that his conciliatory 
foreign policy, specifically on 
Syria and foreign militias fight-
ing in Syria — such as Hezbol-
lah — allowed for the return of 
Russian influence in the region 
and created a power vacuum that 
benefited Iran.

Obscuring the issue is the 
division of power within the 
US system and even within the 
executive branch of the White 
House, the State Department and 
the Department of Defence. “This 
is complicating the emergence of 
a coherent foreign policy, espe-
cially for the Trump administra-
tion,” said Ibish.

Another challenge, Majidyar 
said, is the two schools of thought 

that prevail in Washington: One 
recommends tougher sanctions 
on Beirut and another does not 
want to see Lebanon fail.

“[Acting Assistant Secretary 
of State] David Satterfield was 
known for adopting more leni-
ent positions on Lebanon. He 
intervened personally during the 
November crisis triggered by the 
resignation of Prime Minister 
Rafik Hariri as he is primarily 
concerned with Lebanon’s stabil-
ity,” said Barabandi.

New appointments at the State 
Department could translate into 
a more aggressive policy on Iran 
and Hezbollah. David Schenker, a 
fellow at the Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy who is 
widely believed to be Trump’s 
nominee to replace Satterfield as 
assistant secretary of state, takes 
a harder line on Hezbollah.

Barabandi pointed out that 
most appointees in key State De-
partment positions responsible for 
the Levant file are known for their 
more hawkish positions on Iran 
and, consequently, on Hezbollah.

Whether or not their views 
translate into policies hinges on 
the multiple power centres in 
Washington and the Trump  
administration agreeing on a uni-
fied vision.

Incoherent views hamper clear US policy on HezbollahViewpoint

Two schools of 
thought prevail in 
Washington: One 
recommends 
tougher sanctions 
on Beirut and 
another does not 
want to see 
Lebanon fail.

Mona Alami
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Debate

O 

n the opening of 
the Valdai Club 
conference on Rus-
sia in the Middle 
East, representa-
tives from Russia, 
Iran and Syria de-

nounced US policy in Syria. They 
portrayed Russia and Iran  
as fighting terrorism while US  
actions were characterised as  
supporting it.

Speakers at the meetings in 
Moscow agreed on their criticism 
of the United States but there was 

an important difference among 
them regarding Turkey.

Bouthaina Shaaban, an adviser 
to Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
denounced Turkey’s intervention 
in Afrin in north-western Syria. 
She described Ankara’s actions as 
a violation of Syria’s sovereignty 
and accused Turkey of facilitat-
ing the infiltration of mercenaries 
across the Syrian-Turkish border. 
She accused Turkey of not imple-
menting the Astana agreement 
among Russia, Iran and Turkey on 
establishing de-escalation zones 

in Syria.
The view of Turkey’s role in Syr-

ia expressed by Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov and Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif, though, was quite dif-
ferent. Both portrayed Turkey as 
a partner in Syria.

Lavrov pointed out that US 
support for Syrian Kurdish forces 
alienated Turkey. Ankara fears 
that the more powerful the Syrian 
Kurds grow, the more powerful 
separatist Kurds in Turkey will 
become. Zarif described Turkey’s 
anxiety about US support for  
Syrian Kurdish forces as “under-
standable.”

Moscow and Tehran, however, 
are reported to be apprehensive 
about Turkey’s intervention in 
Syria. There have been reports 
that Russian forces in Syria helped 
transport Kurdish fighters oppos-
ing the Turkish incursion to the 
battlefield. However, if Moscow 
and Tehran share Damascus’s 
anxiety about Turkish policy, even 
if not to the same degree, why 
would Lavrov and Zarif downplay 
their differences with Ankara?

One possibility is that, whatever 
their discomfort with Turkey’s 
military action in Afrin, Moscow 
and Tehran may see the oppor-
tunity to promote a wider rift 
between Turkey and the United 
States as too tempting to forego. 
Because US support for the Syr-
ian Kurds is promoting Turkish 
hostility towards Washington, 
neither Moscow nor Tehran wants 
to discourage this dynamic by di-

rectly confronting Turkish policy 
in Syria. To achieve this “greater 
good,” Moscow and Tehran are 
quite willing to ignore Damascus’s 
denunciation of Turkey’s inter-
vention.

Yet Moscow’s policy has another 
layer of complexity, as the session 
on the Kurds at the conference 
made clear. While not directly 
opposing Turkey’s intervention 
against them, Moscow appears 
to be competing with the United 
States for influence with the Syr-
ian Kurds by arguing that they 
would be better protected from 
Turkey through allying with the 
Damascus regime. This, they 
argue, would afford Syrian Kurds 
better protection than relying 
only on US support, which they 
see Washington as unwilling to 
sustain in the long run.

Can Russia really hope to get 
closer to Ankara by exploiting 
Turkish-American differences 
over the Syrian Kurds while lur-
ing the Syrian Kurds away from 
Washington through offering them 
a “better” means for resisting 
Turkey? These aims seem contra-
dictory.

However, as contradictory as 
these aims may be, it is the United 
States’ Syria policy that has en-
couraged Russian hopes of achiev-
ing them. This is because the Unit-
ed States has supported the Syrian 
Kurds enough to alienate Turkey 
but not enough to protect them 
from it, thus giving both Turkey 
and the Syrian Kurds incentive to 
cooperate with Moscow.

A 

fter a series of hesi-
tant moves since 
the declaration 
of the emergency 
rule in Turkey, the 
European Court 
of Human Rights 

(ECHR) seems to have started to 
come to terms with the severe 
breaches of law.

The ECHR evaluated the 
situation of two of Turkey’s most 
prominent left-liberal, reformist 
writers, Sahin Alpay and Mehmet 
Altan, who have been in detention 
for their critical commentary.

I am told by sources that the 
ECHR addressed these two politi-
cal prisoners’ complaints about 
the breach of their rights. The 
court on February 20 ruled that 
Turkey’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (PKK) government was 
“guilty” of keeping both men in 
prison illegally.

Alpay has spent more than 18 
months in prison, charged with 
“terrorist activity” and sentenced 
to “aggravated lifetime imprison-
ment.” Altan has been behind bars 
since September 2016. He was also 
given an “aggravated” sentence 
for similar charges.

Both cases symbolise the depth 
of the Turkish government’s hos-
tility towards civilised dissent to 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
increasingly autocratic policies.

The ECHR ruling is not yet 
public but it is expected to soon be 
announced. The only dissenting 
voice on the ECHR panel was that 
of a Turkish judge. He is serving 
on the panel temporarily, having 
been scandalously appointed to 
the position despite his day job as 
an under-secretary at the Ministry 
of Justice.

The ECHR ruling states what was 
obvious from the beginning — that 
there has been a severe breach of 
the law. The question is whether 
the ruling will have any effect.

In the case of Altan, the ECHR’s 
opinion has shamefully come too 
late. Ankara can claim it is null and 
void because Altan is no longer a 
detainee. Since mid-February, he 
has been a convict, condemned to 
a lifetime in prison with no chance 
of parole.

In the case of Alpay, however, 
there may be a flicker of hope. 
His trial continues, with the next 
court hearing scheduled for April 
5. This means there is a chance 
of securing his release. That’s if 
quiescent international opinion 
and concerned friends of Turkey’s 
peaceful fighters for democracy 

and rule of law mobilise. They 
need to put pressure on hypocriti-
cal EU governments to seriously 
talk the language of law with 
Ankara.

Anyone with even the most 
minimal understanding of the rule 
of law is aware of the situation in 
Turkey. It is a grotesque parody of 
the trial process and it has played 
out over and over against hun-
dreds of intellectuals and demo-
cratic opponents to the AKP.

Alpay’s and Altan’s cases have 
shown one further dismal truth 
about Turkey. The Turkish con-
stitutional court can be ignored, 

considering its ruling in favour of 
Altan and Alpay was defied by the 
lower courts. This development 
is the final nail in the coffin that 
bears the rule of law.

Turkey is not alone in its dismal 
plight. Across Europe, defiant 
strongmen are challenging key in-
stitutions, including the ECHR and 
the Council of Europe. It is high 
time we took a stance, in support 
of such bodies as well as the right 
of people to disagree with hard-
line regimes.

High time, too, to speak bluntly 
to Turkey’s AKP government. Ap-
peasement only emboldens it.

Divergences over Turkish incursion 
reflected at conference in Moscow

Europe’s human rights court will 
slam Turkey — about time, too

is a professor of government 
and politics at George Mason 
University in the United States 
and a Fulbright Scholar at the 
School of Oriental and African 
Studies, University of London.

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

Anyone with even the 
most minimal 
understanding of the 
rule of law is aware 
of the situation 
in Turkey. 

Moscow and Tehran 
may see the 
opportunity to 
promote a wider 
rift between 
Turkey and the 
United 
States as too 
tempting 
to forego.

Blank words. A Turkish woman poses with a blank copy of the opposition Sozcu newspaper in protest 
against detentions, last May.                 (AP)

Expert dialogue. Director of the Institute of Oriental Studies of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences Vitaly Naumkin (L) and Chairman of the 
Board of the Foundation for Development and Support of the Valdai 
Discussion Club Andrey Bystritskiy attend the Valdai Club conference 
on Russia in the Middle East.                                                  (Valdai Discussion Club) 
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read riots, hijab 
protests and now Sufi 
skirmishes. Indi-
vidually, they don’t 
threaten Iran’s leaders 
but, occurring in con-
secutive waves, they 

appear to erode the foundations 
of the country. Iran comes across 
as either unwilling or incapable of 
providing bread, personal or spir-
itual freedom to its citizens.

The latest round of unrest in 
Tehran began February 19 when 
uniformed officers of the Law 
Enforcement Forces (NAJA) sur-
rounded the house of Nour-Ali 
Tabandeh, 90, the Qutb — spiritual 
leader — of the Sufis of the Gon-
abadi order. It is the largest Sufi 
order in Iran and the Qutb’s devout 
followers from all over the coun-
try rushed to the rescue of their 
leader, who they feared could be 
arrested by police.

In the ensuing skirmishes, the 
police indiscriminately attacked 
people near Tabandeh’s residence. 
Horrific video footage of hospital-
ised men and women of all ages 
circulated in the Persian-language 
blogosphere. Tabandeh remains 
in his house but 300 of his follow-
ers were arrested by the police 
and remain incarcerated at Evin, 
Fashafouyeh and Qarchak prisons.

Three riot police were killed 
when a bus was driven into their 
ranks. A member of the Basij, 
which is one of the five forces of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps, was run over by a car. An-
other was stabbed.

This accelerated the government 

propaganda machinery’s virulent 
attacks against the Sufis. The 
Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcast-
ing, which previously referred to 
the Sufis as “a deviant sect” is us-
ing the derogatory term “Darvish-e 
Daeshi” — “Islamic State Sufis.” 
Kayhan, a conservative newspaper 
in Tehran, calls them “Satanist” 
and various other authorities ac-
cuse the Sufis of criminal acts as 
diverse as “car theft” and “raping 
women” to “freemasonry” and 
“acting as the lackeys of foreign 
enemies.”

One of the few government of-
ficials deviating from the hateful 
chorus against the Sufis is Interior 
Minister Abdolreza Rahmani Fazli. 
In support of the Sufis, he said: 
“We consider the dervish currents 
in the country as a wise, rational 
and balanced current.”

Iran has a tumultuous history in 
dealing with the Sufis, suppress-
ing them with various degrees of 
violence, which peaked during  
the presidency of Mahmoud  
Ahmadinejad.

In January 2006, authorities 
bulldozed the hussainiya (congre-
gation hall) of the Gonabadi order 
in Qom, provoking large protests. 
More than 1,000 Sufis were ar-
rested and 200 people, including 
the Qom deputy police chief, were 
wounded in the skirmishes. Grand 
Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri, 
then one of the country’s most sen-
ior clerics, who was under house 
arrest in Qom, and Mehdi Karroubi, 
at the time chairman of the Na-
tional Trust Party, declared support 
for the Sufis but in vain.

Other Gonabadi hussainiyas were 
bulldozed in Tehran and Isfahan in 
2007 and 2008, each time provok-
ing large protests and leading to the 
arrest of followers. This, despite 
the Sufis being one of the country’s 
most peaceful communities.

Why does the Tehran regime 
provoke conflict with peaceful and 
largely apolitical Sufi orders?

Why doesn’t it tolerate them 
instead?

Why radicalise a group of believ-
ers?

The answer has much to do with 
the nature of the Islamic Republic 

of Iran. It does not tolerate the 
existence of non-governmental 
organisations or interpretations of 
religion that aren’t sanctioned by 
the government. The very exist-
ence of charismatic leaders such as 
Tabandeh provides an alternative 
to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. This is intolerable to the 
regime.

The Sufis, in a February 23, 2014, 
open letter to Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani warned: “Don’t 
transform [our] shouts [for justice] 
into hatred.” There is little indica-
tion the regime is listening.

A 

s Iran celebrated 
the 39th anniver-
sary of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomei-
ni’s revolution, 
which installed 
the region’s most 

brutal Islamist regime into power, 
its most notorious general, Qassem 
Soleimani, decided to do more to 
further the cause of conflict rather 
than peace.

Soleimani said Saudi Arabia and 
its allies had “sold everything they 
have to America,” suggesting Arab 
regimes had sold their souls to the 
United States.

Surely those who live in glass 
houses ought to not throw rocks. 
Look at Iran’s record collaborating 
with Western powers and sowing 
suffering and misery across the 
Middle East.

Soleimani, the commander of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps’ al-Quds Force, claimed the 
regime he serves had achieved vic-
tory in the region, saying Tehran 
“uprooted the Ba’ath [in Iraq]… 
and defeated the Islamic State 
[ISIS].”

Ironic, then, that it is Iran that 
is propping up the Syrian Ba’ath 
regime of Bashar Assad, which is 
openly using chemical weapons 
against its civilian population and 
has an ideology that Khomeini 
described as “heretical.”

Without Iranian sponsorship 
of fundamentalist Shia Islamist 
sectarianism in Iraq, ISIS would 
not have been the threat that it has 
been over the past four years.

Staying in the tragedy of Syria, 
does Soleimani not find it absurd 
that he and his force of US-listed 
terrorists are working hand in 
glove with a resurgent Russia? Teh-
ran’s mullahs have berated every 
government in the region for work-
ing with “imperialists,” yet see no 
problem with assisting Russia, a 
country that once colonised parts 
of Iran, to carve up and eviscerate 
the Syrian people.

Soleimani also conveniently 
forgot just how much of that de-
plorable American airpower he and 
his sectarian Shia jihadists needed 
to turn the tide against ISIS, an 
enemy with no airpower or signifi-
cant heavy armoured units.

Imagine the scene: The so-called 
sworn enemy of the United States, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran and 
its horde of hardcore Shia Islamist 
militants who carry out the decree 
of Allah on Earth advancing under 
the air cover of the “Great Satan” 
itself. Were it not for the war 
crimes, crimes against humanity 
and tremendous loss of civilian life 
in Iraq because of this most unholy 
alliance, it would be hilarious for 
its sheer hypocrisy.

In case anyone wanted to argue 
that Iran is acting pragmatically 
and making necessary and tempo-
rary alliances of convenience in a 
highly complicated modern stra-
tegic environment, this is not the 
first time since Khomeini’s republic 
was founded that it has worked 
with Washington and its allies.

In its infant years and during 
the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war, Tehran 
cut deals with not only the United 
States but with a country that it has 
incessantly reminded us needs to 
be wiped off the face of the Earth 
— Israel. In the infamous Irangate 
scandal that rocked the Reagan ad-
ministration, Iran received weap-
ons from Israel while the United 
States resupplied the Israelis and 

received payments from them.
All of this is quite apart from 

Iran’s active assistance in the 
United States’ global war on terror 
and the dual disastrous invasions 
of Afghanistan and Iraq. A casual 
look behind the curtain of Iranian 
propaganda reveals the ugly hy-
pocrisy lurking in the shadows.

Iran is in no position to be taking 
Saudi Arabia and its allies to task 
over working with Washington 
when Tehran itself has a storied 
history of collaborating with a 
country it makes a song and dance 
about opposing but spends its time 
trying to ingratiate itself to.

Soleimani had better take a long, 
hard look in the mirror before 
blasting his regional opponents.

Violence against Sufis reflects 
intolerance of Islamic Republic

Iran sold its soul to the devil, not just America

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

is a researcher at the University 
of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
Institute in England.
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Why does the 
regime provoke 
conflict with 
peaceful and 
largely apolitical 
Sufi orders? Why 
doesn’t it tolerate 
them instead? Why 
radicalise a group 
of believers?

A casual look 
behind the curtain 
of Iranian 
propaganda reveals 
the ugly hypocrisy 
lurking in the 
shadows.

Apolitical current. Nour-Ali Tabandeh, the spiritual leader of the 
Sufis of the Gonabadi order.               (Twitter)

Many faces of the problem. Iraqis hold portraits of Houthi rebels’ leader Abdulmalik al-Houthi (R) 
and Commander of Iran’s al-Quds Force Qassem Soleimani during a rally in Baghdad.                         (AFP)
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A 

White House meeting 
between US President 
Donald Trump and Is-
raeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu is 

expected to be a US-Israeli “love-
fest” celebrating the close bond 
between the two countries and 
giving a boost to the embattled 
Israeli leader. However, expecta-
tions of any progress to solve the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict are low.

Netanyahu, in Washington to 
attend the annual conference of 
the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), a pro-Israel 
lobby group, was to have his fifth 
meeting with the US president 
since Trump took office in January 
2017. It is the second face-to-face 
get-together of the two leaders 
since Trump formally recognised 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in De-
cember.

The Israeli prime minister has 
praised the Trump administra-
tion’s decision to move the US Em-
bassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem as 
of May 14, the 70th anniversary of 
Israel’s independence. Israeli news 
reports say it is likely that Netan-
yahu will invite Trump to visit Is-
rael for the occasion. Speaking at a 
cabinet meeting before travelling 
to Washington, Netanyahu called 
Trump “a great friend of the state 
of Israel.”

The affection is mutual.
“The White House will go out of 

its way to extend a warm welcome 

to Netanyahu and roll out the red 
carpet,” Dan Arbell, a non-resident 
senior fellow at the Brookings In-
stitution’s Centre for Middle East 
Policy in Washington, said in an in-
terview. Asked to describe the like-
ly atmosphere of the White House 
meeting, he said: “’Love fest’ is ac-
curate.”

Arbell said the decision to move 
the US Embassy to Jerusalem as 
soon as May had “a lot to do with 
Israeli politics.” Israeli police have 
recommended that Netanyahu be 
charged with bribery, fraud and 
breach of trust. That is why Trump 
wanted to show support for the 
embattled prime minister. Arbell 
said: “The White House is signal-
ling: Bibi is our man.” “Bibi” is a 
nickname for Netanyahu.

Domestic US politics is another 
factor behind the plan to move 
the embassy this spring. The step 
offers Trump a chance to satisfy 
evangelical Christian voters, for 
whom the Jerusalem question is 
an important issue, before con-
gressional elections in November. 
“It helps him with his base,” Arbell 
said about the president.

Trump, who has been plagued 
by a special counsel investigation 

into suspected Russian interfer-
ence in the 2016 US presidential 
election and possible links be-
tween his campaign and the Rus-
sian government, is keen to show 
his determination to move things 
forward in the Middle East.

Both Trump and Netanyahu 
wanted to offer a peace plan “so 
they can say, ‘Look, if you charge 
us, you will be throwing away the 
possibility of peace’,” Hady Amr, a 
former US State Department offi-
cial who also works for Brookings, 
said in e-mailed comments.

However, Trump’s Jerusalem de-
cision has deeply angered the Pal-
estinians, who declared they won’t 
sit down with the United States for 
talks. In addition, Trump’s Middle 
East envoy and son-in law, Jared 
Kushner, lost his access to highly 
sensitive documents after his secu-
rity clearance was downgraded by 
Trump’s chief of staff, John Kelly. 
It is unclear how effective Kushner, 
who has been working on a Middle 
East peace plan for months, can be 
in covering the issue from now on.

The outlines of Kushner’s plan to 
end the long-running Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict are unknown. Re-
ports say the blueprint stays true 
to the long sought after two-state 
solution in that it offers a separate 
state to the Palestinians to exist 
side by side with Israel. That state, 
however, would have limited sov-
ereignty and would remain with-
out East Jerusalem as its capital 
and without a right of Palestinian 
refugees to return.

Kushner has been working close-
ly with the Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-

dulaziz, who is to visit Washington 
on March 19.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas called for an international 
conference to jump-start the Mid-
dle East peace process on a mul-
tilateral level, to effectively end 
the United States’ exclusive role as 
peace broker. Abbas says negotia-
tions could only begin if the United 
States freezes its Jerusalem deci-
sion and if Israel stops Jewish set-
tlement programmes in the West 
Bank and in East Jerusalem.

Given Palestinians’ deep distrust 
of the Trump administration, there 
is little chance for a breakthrough. 
“Even if there is a plan, it’s dead on 

arrival,” Arbell said.
Amr said: “It is highly unlikely 

that Trump would offer a proposal 
that even partially meets minimal-
ist Palestinian needs, so any pro-
posed plan is even less likely to 
succeed than the past.”

Trump and Netanyahu are ex-
pected to talk about the situation 
in Syria, where risks of a direct 
confrontation between Israel and 
Iran have been rising, and about 
the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran, 
which has been rejected by both 
leaders. Trump says he will reim-
pose US sanctions on Iran by May if 
“serious flaws” of the accord have 
not been addressed.

Thomas Seibert

Airtight. US President Donald Trump (L) and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu shake hands after Trump delivered a speech at 
the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, last May.                          (AFP) 

East   West

Trump-Netanyahu ‘love fest’ 
expected in Washington

U
S President Don-
ald Trump may be 
just the president 
who the Palestin-
ian people — if not 
the Palestinian 
Authority — most 

needed. Historians may look back 
and declare that the Trump presi-
dency freed the Palestinian people 
to pursue their national, civil and 
human rights.

In the short term, Trump has been 
a disaster for the Palestinians. 
He entered office pledging 
to use his supposed 
deal-making skills 
to bring about 
peace 
between 

Israelis and Palestinians. He then 
appointed a negotiating team that 
consisted of his son-in-law, Jared 
Kushner, and two lawyers who had 
worked for the Trump organisation, 
one of whom he selected to be US 
ambassador to Israel.

The men shared three things: a 
history of supporting the Israeli 
settler movement, no diplomatic 
experience and deep personal devo-
tion to Trump.

Trump met with Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and 
Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas. Nice words were said by all 
and Trump announced that his crack 
negotiating team had started work 
on a comprehensive peace proposal.

In December, Trump announced 

that he was moving the US Embassy 
to Jerusalem and recognising the city 
as Israel’s capital. Jerusalem, he said, 
was “off the table” and no longer an 
item for negotiation. Palestinians 
responded with justified outrage 
and said Washington no longer was 
a reliable and impartial mediator. 
Abbas desperately tried to secure 
support from Brussels, Moscow and 
the United Nations.

On his swing through the Middle 
East in February, US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, who has had no 
discernible role in the process, said 
the US peace proposal was well along 
and soon would be unveiled.

Rumours about the Trump plan 
vary widely and wildly. One is that 
Trump will propose that a new 
Palestinian state be carved out of 
Egypt’s northern Sinai with Gaza 
tacked on. Presumably, Palestinians 
in the occupied West Bank would 
relocate there.

There has been no confirmation 
that this is what Trump’s team 
will propose but its essence is very 
Trumpian: The New York billionaire 
deals in real estate. Land is land, a 
building is a building. Why not just 
move the Palestinians from their 
West Bank condo into a new condo 
in the Sinai? What’s the difference?

Whatever the US plan consists of 
— assuming one exists — this much 
is certain: It will be embraced by 
Israelis, who probably have drafted 
most of it, and rejected by Palestin-
ians. Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia 
will be loath to insult Trump but are 
unlikely to openly support any plan 
rolled out by Kushner’s team.

Consider this: Kushner is under 
investigation for a range of sus-
pected wrongdoings and CNN has 
reported that White House Chief of 
Staff John Kelly stripped Kushner of 
access to top secret information.

Add to this the fact that the three 
national leaders involved — Trump, 
Netanyahu and Abbas — have dismal 
approval ratings among their own 
people and Netanyahu may soon be 
ushered out the door.

If Las Vegas oddsmakers have 

established a line for whether the 
peace process will be revived, I am 
betting my life savings against it. 
That is why this moment is good 
news for the Palestinian people.

The peace process charade is 
over. Since the signing of the Oslo 
Accords, the Palestinian Authority 
has put all its eggs in the American 
basket and what it has received in 
return is metastasising Israeli set-
tlements in the West Bank, facts on 
the ground designed to render a Pal-
estinian state an impossibility. The 
world screamed in outrage when 
Trump recognised Jerusalem as Is-
rael’s capital but for years Israel has 
been systematically choking off East 
Jerusalem with nary a complaint.

The end of the charade will be 
celebrated by right-wing Israelis but 
they will be foolish to do so. For the 
charade, which included security 
cooperation between the Palestin-
ian Authority and Israel, made it 
possible for them to carry out their 
strategy in a remarkably peaceful 
environment.

If the charade ends, Israel will 
have to confront a harsh reality: 
About half of the population west of 
the Jordan River is Palestinian and 
their proportion is growing. They 
are not moving away — least of all to 
northern Sinai.

Israel has no vision for dealing 
with this reality that is neither com-
patible with any criteria of justice, 
civil rights or human dignity nor 
acceptable to the Palestinian people. 
This is why Trump’s imminent im-
molation of the peace process offers 
the Palestinians an opportunity, a 
ripe moment to create their own 
vision of how the land west of the 
Jordan should be organised — politi-
cally, socially and economically.

The Palestinian people live under 
brutal occupation but this is their 
moment to put forth an enlightened 
vision of how two traumatised 
peoples can peacefully share one 
cherished land. Sound impossible? 
Remember: It was Nelson Mandela, 
not the Afrikaner government, who 
led South Africa out of Apartheid.

Trump may be a good thing for Palestinians

Mark Habeeb
is East-West Editor of The Arab 

Weekly and adjunct professor 
of Global Politics and Security 

at Georgetown University in 
Washington.

Viewpoint

Given Palestinians’ 
deep distrust of the 
Trump 
administration, 
there is little chance 
for a breakthrough.

Ongoing struggle. A Palestinian demonstrator reacts as tear gas is fired by Israeli troops during a protest 
against Jewish settlements near Tubas in the occupied West Bank, February 25.                       (Reuters)
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A 

s Saudi Arabia enters 
a nuclear energy era, 
the Trump administra-
tion is hoping to secure 
lucrative nuclear reac-

tor contracts from Riyadh to help 
resuscitate an American firm and 
waning US nuclear industry.

However, a civilian nuclear co-
operation pact between the United 
States and Saudi Arabia could cre-
ate volatility in the Gulf region 
should Washington concede to 
Saudi demands for national sover-
eignty.

The Trump administration is 
pressing the government of Sau-
di King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud to award contracts for the 
construction of two nuclear power 
reactors to a consortium led by US 
firm Westinghouse Electric and its 
South Korean partners.

The Saudis are weighing submis-
sions from five bidders from the 
United States, France, South Ko-
rea, Russia and China “to perform 
the engineering, procurement and 
construction work on two nuclear 
reactors.” Riyadh plans to qualify 
two or three bidders by May and 
award final contracts at the end of 
the year.

The nuclear reactors will be able 
to produce 2.2-3.3 gigawatts (GW) 
each and will be combined into one 
power station to be operational by 
2027.

The Trump administration and 
the Saudi government are firmly 
aligned in wanting to contain Iran 
in its hegemonic reach and abil-
ity to develop nuclear weaponry 
but a civilian nuclear cooperation 
agreement between Washington 
and Riyadh allowing the kingdom 
leeway in uranium enrichment to 
counter potential threats from Teh-
ran could result in a free-for-all in 
regional nuclear proliferation.

The United States tradition-
ally requires a country to sign 
a civilian nuclear cooperation  
agreement — referred to as “a 123 
Agreement” — that allows par-
ticipation by US firms in a nuclear 
project and transfer of US nuclear 
technology only if the foreign 
country accepts specific limits on 
uranium enrichment and spent 
fuel reprocessing. Washington has 
123 Agreements with 23 countries 
as well as Taiwan and Euratom, a 
group of 27 nations.

Eager to lock in a 123 Agreement 
that would allow Westinghouse 

and other US firms to formally par-
ticipate in bidding on the Saudi 
reactors, the Trump administra-
tion dispatched US Energy Sec-
retary Rick Perry to London for 
talks with Saudi Energy Minister 
Khalid al-Falih just ahead of Sau-
di Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz’s visit to 
Washington. Perry visited Saudi 
Arabia in December for nuclear  
cooperation discussions.

The 123 Agreements vary de-
pending on the country, with the 
United Arab Emirates having ac-
cepted the toughest restrictions, 
including forging nuclear enrich-
ment or reprocessing. The agree-
ment between Washington and 

Abu Dhabi, signed in 2009, is con-
sidered the gold standard for fu-
ture 123 Agreements to be signed in 
the region.

The United Arab Emirates, which 
is testing operations at the first of 
four nuclear reactors under con-
struction, plans to buy uranium 
from the United States and ship its 
spent fuel to the United Kingdom 
or France for reprocessing. The 
UAE agreement enables it to rene-
gotiate terms should Washington 
make a less binding deal with an-
other country in the region.

Riyadh has insisted that its pur-
suit of nuclear power is strictly for 
meeting domestic electricity de-
mand and freeing up more crude 
for export. Its plan is to construct 
as many as 16 nuclear reactors by 
2032 to produce 17.6 GW at a cost 
of $80 billion. However, Riyadh 
has not ruled out enriching its 
own uranium for “self-sufficiency” 
purposes. Falih has said that the 
kingdom’s uranium resources were 
being explored and were proving 
promising.

Riyadh objects to accepting a 
gold standard 123 Agreement and 
argues that uranium enrichment 
is an issue of national sovereignty. 
In December, former Saudi Intel-
ligence Chief Prince Turki al-Faisal 
said: “The world community that 
supports the nuclear deal between 
the P5+1 and Iran told Iran you can 
enrich, although the NPT [global 
Non-Proliferation Treaty] tells us 
all we can enrich…. So the king-
dom from that point of view will 
have the same right as the other 
members of the NPT, including 
Iran.”

The 2015 agreement between 
world powers and Iran partially lift-
ed economic sanctions on Tehran 
and allowed Iran to enrich a limited 
amount of uranium for commercial 
use while subject to intrusive in-
spections.

Just how much the Trump ad-
ministration is willing to bend in 
reaching a 123 Agreement with 
Saudi Arabia that balances prolif-
eration concerns with political and 
economic ties with a key regional 

ally remains to be seen. The admin-
istration hopes that the Saudi reac-
tors project will help turn around 
the fortunes of Westinghouse, 
which is in bankruptcy and in the 
process of being sold by its par-
ent company Toshiba to Canada’s 
Brookfield Business Partners.

Whatever terms are reached 
between the administration and 
Riyadh must be approved by the 
US Congress, which has 90 days 
to weigh in after the agreement is 
signed.

US Senator Ed Markey, a Massa-
chusetts Democrat has sent a letter 
to Perry and US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson saying: “Congress 
remains in the dark about what ex-
actly is considered, why we may be 
re-evaluating our non-proliferation 
objectives and standards and how 
and when this information is being 
conveyed to Saudi Arabia and other 
countries around the world.”

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues 
for The Arab Weekly.

Jareer Elass

Eager for business. The Vogtle Unit 3 and 4 nuclear power site, being constructed by primary contactor Westinghouse Electric, near 
Waynesboro in Georgia.                                                                                      (Reuters)
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Trump administration weighs considerations 
in nuclear power agreement with Saudi Arabia

The Saudis are 
weighing submissions 
from five bidders from 
the United States, 
France, South Korea, 
Russia and China.

W 

hen US presi-
dents face a 
wave of prob-
lems on the 
domestic front, 
they sometimes 

turn their attention to foreign 
affairs. After all, a victory is still a 
victory.

President Donald Trump has 
turned his attention to the conflict 
involving Qatar and countries such 
as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain. The dispute 
over Qatar’s close ties to Iran and 
accusations regarding Doha’s ties 
to Islamist groups came into the 
open last June but has shown no 
sign of being resolved.

Facing a tsunami of problems 
on the domestic front, Trump 
decided to reinvigorate his role 
as peacemaker. He called Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz and UAE 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 

Zayed al-Nahyan. He thanked 
them for suggesting methods for 

Gulf countries to “better counter 

Iranian destabilising activities and 
defeat terrorists and extremists,” 
a White House release stated. (In 
plain-speak that’s known as but-
tering them up.)

Trump invited both men and 
Qatari Emir Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani to Washington for bilateral 
meetings. Finally, there will be a 
peace conference, also in Washing-
ton, this spring.

It’s a nice idea but so what? On 
this issue, Trump is truly between 
a rock and a hard place. On the 
one hand, he wants help from the 
Saudis and other Gulf countries to 
force the Palestinians to agree to 
the peace plan he puts forward. On 
the other hand, the largest US mili-
tary base in this strategic region is 
in Qatar, just outside Doha.

Is Trump trying to leverage his 
personal relationship with these 
leaders to cajole them into settling 
their dispute? After all, he hasn’t 
really offered any other solutions 
to the Arab countries’ 13 demands 
of Qatar. In fact, Trump has sent 
fairly mixed signals.

Last summer, he and US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson sent 
conflicting messages. Tillerson 
signed a counterterrorism agree-
ment with Qatar even as Trump 
was blasting Doha for its ties to 
Iran. Tillerson’s remarks on his 
hopes for a solution to the conflict 
were greeted by an angry Twitter 
storm from the UAE state minister 
for foreign affairs.

Trump undermined his sec-
retary of defence, James Mattis, 
who said the Al Udeid Airbase in 
Qatar was in no danger of being 
moved. The US president publicly 
speculated that it should be easy 
to move and that there were ten 
other countries in the region that 
would jump at the chance to host 
it.

There are other complicating 
factors as well. Under Trump, 
some believe the United States has 
become a bit player in the region. 
This continues a trend that began 
under the Obama administration. 
The reduced role has allowed Rus-
sia to step boldly into the fray and 

to assume the role of the region’s 
major outside mediator.

Another potential problem, 
though it’s purely domestic for 
Trump, is the announcement that 
his son-in-law Jared Kushner’s 
top-secret security clearance 
has been revoked. Kushner had 
been Trump’s point man on the 
Palestinian-Israeli peace initiative 
and Kushner has met with almost 
every major leader in the region. 
It will be much more difficult for 
Kushner to contribute in a mean-
ingful way now that he will not 
have access to top-secret intelli-
gence reports.

All of this makes for a confusing 
picture. How is any Gulf leader 
supposed to know exactly what 
the Americans are thinking? Or 
whom to believe?

This is why almost no expert 
on the region believes anything 
positive will come of Trump’s 
Gulf peace initiative. Instead, the 
experts say, the dispute between 
Qatar and its neighbours will con-
tinue for many months.

Tom Regan

Under Trump, 
some believe the 
United States has 
become a bit player 
in the region.

is a regular contributor to The 
Arab Weekly and a columnist at 

factsandopinion.com.

Viewpoint
Does Trump really have a plan to end the Gulf crisis?
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Amman

A 

bout two dozen applica-
tions from foreign in-
vestors have been sub-
mitted to a Jordanian 
programme that would 

grant them citizenship or perma-
nent residency. The move won raves 
from investors but received objec-
tions from members of parliament 
who want Israeli investors excluded.

During a February 19 news con-
ference, Jordanian State Minister 
for Media Affairs and Government 
spokesman Mohammad al-Momani 
announced the programme, which 
allows several ways for investors to 
be granted citizenship.

The options include “a zero-in-
terest, 5-year, $1.5 million deposit 
at the Central Bank of Jordan (CBJ),” 
“buying treasury bonds valued at 
$1.5 million at an interest rate to be 
decided by CBJ and for a period not 
less than ten years,” “buying securi-
ties, at $1.5 million, from an active 
investment portfolio, while inves-
tors can invest $1 million in SMEs 
(small and medium-sized enterpris-
es) for five years,” or a “$2 million 
investment in any location in the 
country or $1.5 million investment 
in any governorate other than Am-
man.”

Businesses that foreigners invest 
in must create at least 20 jobs and 
stay in operation for at least three 
years. To be eligible for permanent 
residency, foreign investors must 
invest in a property worth no less 
than $282,000 for ten years without 
selling it.

An investor’s spouse, single, wid-
owed or divorced dependent daugh-
ters, children under the age of 18 
years and parents who are depend-
ent are also eligible.

Amman Chamber of Commerce 
President Issa Murad said there are 
many foreign investors who are 
seeking Jordanian citizenship and 
to settle in the kingdom due to its 
stability and security at a time when 
turmoil is inflicting neighbouring 
countries.

“Encouraging investors to come 
and stay in Jordan will have a posi-
tive effect on all sectors such as 
industrial and real-estate and will 
double the investment projects,” 

Murad said.
Investors would have to go 

through a security clearance and fi-
nancial adequacy check. If they are 
found to have violated any condi-
tions, their citizenship would be 
revoked and their residency status 
cancelled.

Approximately 9.5 million people 
— 6.6 million Jordanians — live in 
Jordan. About 1.23 million are Syr-
ians, including refugees, followed 
by Egyptians, totalling 636,270. 
There are 634,182 Palestinians who 
do not have Jordanian national ID 
numbers.

Many Iraqi investors consider 
Jordan to be the perfect location 
for investments because of its se-
curity, geographic proximity and 
infrastructure. The Iraqi Business 
Council in Jordan said there is ap-

proximately $17 billion in Iraqi 
investments in Jordan covering 
tourism, banking, agriculture and 
industry.

“It is a good tool to increase in-
vestment in the kingdom. We saw 
several investors leaving Jordan due 
to taxes but with this move I think 
will be a great opportunity for many 
who have already established their 
businesses here away from their 
war-torn countries,” said Jamal 
Tabaza, a Jordanian trader.

“This decision will solve many 
issues facing investors such as resi-
dency, freedom of movement and 
security issues, which will lead to 
making investment easier and will 
serve as an open door for more in-
vestments.”

Syrian Mohammed Ashami, 49, 
who opened a pastry shop in Am-

man, said the investment-citizen-
ship decision comes at the perfect 
time.

“I came here in 2015 with my 
family and opened a shop, which is 
doing fine despite the fierce compe-
tition but we need to face any chal-
lenges as we don’t have any other 
option,” he said. “Jordan is very se-
cure and we like it here and I think 
this decision in which investors are 
allowed to have the citizenship is a 
positive one.”

Akram Karmool, head of the Na-
tional Association for Investor Pro-
tection, has long been calling for a 
better environment for investment 
in the kingdom.

“The latest decision by the gov-
ernment will strengthen the invest-
ment environment in the kingdom 
and attract more foreign investors, 
which will have a positive impact on 
all sectors,” he was quoted by local 
media as saying.

MP Saleh Armouti said he felt the 
decision placed “Jordanian citizen-
ship for sale” and was a “crime.”  
MP Ahmed Ruqub raised an objec-
tion, which was signed by about 16 
MPs, requesting that the govern-
ment exclude Israelis from the plan.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Waiting for a boost. A Jordanian vendor displays traditional Arabian headdresses while waiting for customers at his shop in Amman.          (Reuters) 

Jordan lures foreign investors with citizenship offer

L
ebanon’s resilience 
is famous. Since the 
civil war ended in 1990, 
Lebanon has survived 
Israeli onslaughts in 
1996 and 2006, as well 
as the 2005 assassi-

nation of former Prime Minister 
Rafik Hariri. Since 2011, Lebanon’s 
population has absorbed more than 
1 million Syrian refugees.

Some attribute such resilience 
to a political system based on 
compromises between sects, even 
when politicians are allied to rival 
regional powers. Others say Leba-
non has survived due to its banking 
system.

In a country with intermittent 
electricity and rampant nepotism, 
Lebanon’s banking sector excels. 
The regulatory framework imposed 
by the Central Bank, led since 1993 
by Riad Salameh, showed its resil-
ience in 2009. The world financial 
crisis barely rattled Lebanon’s 
banks.

At the end of 2017, the banks’ 
assets in the domestic market were 
$220 billion. The six banks listed on 
the Beirut Stock Exchange have as-
sets, including foreign operations, 
of $125 billion. The banks’ overall 
assets represent approximately four 
times Lebanon’s gross domestic 
product.

The banks’ importance is 
twofold. First, their earnings and 

receipt of remittances from Leba-
nese abroad mitigate a balance-

of-trade deficit of $20.3 billion in 

2017. Along with tourism receipts 
and foreign direct investment (FDI), 
this has resulted in a balance of 
payments deficit of just $156 mil-
lion. This represents a deterioration 
on 2016’s $1.2 billion surplus but it 
is better news than it might have 
been.

Second, the banks have financed 
government borrowing that took 
public debt to $78.15 billion in Sep-
tember 2017, up 4.6% year-on-year 
and 149% of GDP. Borrowing has 
financed a bloated public sector: 
From 2000-16, the International 
Monetary Fund said, 34.7% of pub-
lic spending went to salaries. In the 
past three years, the government 
has appointed 26,000 extra staff.

Bankers want reform. Some 
detect positive signs. A recent gov-
ernment circular called for a 20% 
reduction in non-salary spending. 
Ahead of April’s elections, there is 
newfound government efficiency in 
planning cabinet ratification of the 
2018 budget.

“Lebanon needs drastic struc-
tural adjustment, such as fighting 
fiscal evasion, which is $4.2 billion 
a year in a country with a $5 billion 
deficit,” said Marwan Barakat, chief 
economist at Banque Audi. “The 
deficit has to be reduced to ensure a 
soft landing.”

The politicians assume the banks 
will forever rescue them, bankers 
say, thereby threatening not just 
the country’s banks but its entire 
economy.

“The banking sector faces chal-

lenges,” said Nassib Ghobril, chief 
economist at Byblos Bank. “The 
first is the decline in lending oppor-
tunities in the private sector, due 
to the expanding public sector. Sec-
ond, there are the continuing bor-
rowing needs of the government. 
While the banking system — the 
Central Bank and the commercial 
banks — finances the deficit, we see 
no political will to reduce the fiscal 
deficit and implement reforms.”

Lebanon and political risk are 
long-term partners but regional 
tensions are growing and there is 
speculation of new Israeli attacks 
targeting not just Hezbollah’s 
missile capacity but Lebanon’s 
infrastructure. After playing a sup-
portive role since the 1990s, Saudi 
Arabia’s new assertive foreign poli-
cies mean Riyadh’s support is not 
automatic.

Riyadh is alarmed by Hezbol-
lah, the Shia group closely allied to 
Iran and active in Syria. Along with 
other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries, the Saudis have 
discouraged their nationals from 
visiting Lebanon, affecting not just 
tourism but real estate.

“In 2008-10, Gulf visitors were 
the biggest spenders and the largest 
share of Arab tourists in the coun-
try but the numbers have declined 
since 2011. Investments have also 
fallen,” said Ghobril. “They have 
been selling personal real estate 
holdings, land, apartments, villas.”

Riyadh’s worry over Hezbollah 
is not entirely new. “In 2013, Saudi 

Arabia promised the Lebanese 
Army and security $4 billion in as-
sistance, only to suspend payment 
in 2016 because of Hezbollah’s 
influence,” said Michael Young, a 
Lebanese author and analyst.

Young said cutting military aid 
— also being discussed in Washing-
ton — is self-defeating. “The Saudi 
reversal may have disturbed the 
army but it did absolutely nothing 
to Hezbollah,” he said. “A cut in US 
military assistance would do much 
the same — harm the army and 
leave Hezbollah intact.”

Barakat said the importance of 
Saudi support for Lebanon should 
not be exaggerated. “In 2006 [the 
Israel-Hezbollah war], they trans-
ferred $1 billion to the Lebanese 
Central Bank [to maintain confi-
dence] but over the past decade 
this has been repaid in full. Today 
there are zero Saudi deposits at the 
Central Bank.”

Private deposits are relatively 
low, said Barakat: “GCC deposits in 
banks are $4 billion-$5 billion; $1.5 
billion are Saudi, out of a deposit 
base of $170 billion. FDI from the 
Gulf is almost negligible.”

In a crisis, Lebanon’s greater vul-
nerability would be its remittances, 
with 20% ($1.5 billion a year) 
coming from Saudi Arabia, said 
Barakat. He said he did not believe 
in “a doomsday scenario, where the 
Saudis lay off the 300,000 Lebanese 
workers there. Perhaps they would 
send a political message laying off, 
in the worse case, hundreds.”

Lebanon’s banks are real reason for country’s resilience

The politicians 
assume the banks 
will forever rescue 
them, bankers say, 
thereby 
threatening not 
just the country’s 
banks but its 
entire economy.

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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Businesses that 
foreigners invest in 
must create at least 
20 jobs and stay in 
operation for at least 
three years.
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here have been increas-
ing calls in Egypt for 
a boycott of Turkish 
goods amid increasing 
tensions between Cairo 

and Ankara. Public and social 
media initiatives began in recent 
weeks asking Egyptian consumers 
to stop buying Turkish products.

“Turkey acts against Egypt’s po-
litical interests everywhere,” said 
Hisham Baker, a legal expert who, 
with friends, initiated a boycott 
campaign against Turkish goods. 
“This is why Egyptians have a na-
tional and moral obligation to stop 
buying its products.”

Trade between Egypt and Tur-
key reached $5 billion last year; 
however, the balance of trade tilts 
dramatically in Turkey’s favour. 
Egypt imports a range of goods 
from Turkey, from foodstuffs and 
clothes to detergents and me-
chanical equipment.

The Turkish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs said the country’s main ex-
ports to Egypt included mineral 
fuels, iron and steel and transport 
vehicles.

Egypt has used legal channels to 
prevent Turkish goods from over-
stimulating local markets and 
causing unfair competition with 
domestic products. Cairo, for ex-
ample, maintains anti-trust meas-
ures against Turkish construction 
steel, citing unfair competition 
with locally manufactured steel.

The government, economists 
said, cannot do more because of 
international trade regulations. 
However, this does not prohibit 
social campaigns asking Egyp-
tians to boycott Turkish goods.

Baker is using social media to 
publicise his campaign. He pub-
lished a list of Turkish brands and 
the outlets that sell them on his 
Facebook page. The post received 
12,000 likes.

“There is huge interaction with 
the campaign and I am sure it will 
translate into wonderful figures,” 

Baker said. “There will be a mas-
sive boycott of Turkish goods.”

Relations between Cairo and 
Ankara became strained after the 
Egyptian Army backed a public 
uprising against Egypt’s Islamist 
President Muhammad Morsi in 
2013. Turkey’s backing of his Mus-
lim Brotherhood, which was out-
lawed in Egypt in 2014, led Cairo 
to accuse Turkey of intervening in 
its affairs.

Tensions between Cairo and An-
kara have been on the rise, partic-
ularly with Turkey’s questioning 
Egypt’s presence in the gas-rich 
eastern Mediterranean. Turkey 
has expressed opposition to mari-
time boundaries agreed between 
Egypt and Cyprus in 2015 in a po-
tential struggle over resources in 
the region.

Egypt has stated concern about 
Turkey’s move to increase its ties 
with Sudan, particularly after 
Khartoum signed a deal with An-
kara giving Turkey control of the 
strategic Red Sea island of Suakin.

Egypt has been increasingly 
seeking to revive and protect its 
national industries and produc-
tions, reducing reliance on im-
ports. Cairo raised customs duties 
on many imported goods to pro-
tect foreign currency reserves and 
stimulate national production. 
Analysts said the policy was pay-
ing off.

In 2017, imports dropped 14% to 
$56.8 billion, compared to 2016, 
the Egyptian Trade and Industry 
Ministry said. Egypt’s exports rose 
10% last year to $22.4 billion over 
2016.

There are potential downsides 
to a boycott of Turkish goods, par-
ticularly for Egyptians in the trade 
industry or who rely on Turkish 
imports.

“The other problem is that some 
of the goods imported from this 
country do not have local substi-
tutes, including the spare parts 
for cars manufactured in Turkey,” 
said Ahmed Shiha, head of the 
Importers Section at the Cairo 
Chamber of Commerce. “This 
means that we cannot do without  

these goods.”
This is not the first time that 

Egyptian consumers tried a boy-
cott of foreign goods. In 2006, 
many Egyptians boycotted Danish 
goods following the publication of 
cartoons that were seen as offen-
sive of the Prophet Mohammad, in 
a Danish newspaper.

Turkish goods are much more 
vital to the Egyptian economy, 
however. Observers warned that 

the boycott could harm the North 
African country.

Turkish businessmen invest 
nearly $2 billion in Egypt, while 
there are approximately 300 
Turkish companies operating in 
Egypt employing close to 75,000 
Egyptians, said Atilla Ataseven, 
president of the Turkish-Egyptian 
Businessmen Association.

This is why Egyptian econo-
mists warned against letting poli-
tics spoil economic and business 
relations between Cairo and An-
kara.

“There is public anger against 
the actions of the Turkish gov-
ernment but we should not let 
this anger to cause losses to the 
national economy,” said Salah al-
Guindy, an economics professor at 
Mansoura University. “Boycotting 
Turkish goods will cause losses to 
Egyptian companies and workers 
working in the import sector and 
raise the prices of local alterna-
tives to Turkish goods because of 
increasing demand.”

Economy

Abu Dhabi awards 
Japan’s INPEX 
stake in oil 
concession

Erdogan hails 
Algeria trade deals 
on Africa tour

Lebanese 
government likely 
to approve budget 
by mid-March

US imposes 
sanctions on 
Libya’s oil 
smugglers

Abu Dhabi’s state energy compa-
ny ADNOC said it awarded Japan’s 
INPEX a 10% stake in an offshore 
oil concession, in a deal worth $600 
million.

The concession, at the offshore 
Lower Zakum oil field, is for 40 
years, ADNOC said in a statement.

The company said it extended IN-
PEX’s 40% stakes in Abu Dhabi’s Sa-
tah and Umm Al-Dalkh concessions 
for 25 years.

(Agence France-Presse)

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan welcomed the signing of 
trade deals with Algeria as he visited 
the country on the first leg of a tour 
of Africa.

Erdogan said the agreements 
would allow Ankara and Algiers to 
diversify trade pending the signing 
of “an agreement on the protection 
of investments as soon as possible.”

The Turkish president had in-
sisted, in an interview published in 
the Algerian daily Echorouk, on a 
bilateral agreement to be finalised to 
“protect investments.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Lebanon’s 2018 budget will likely 
be approved by the cabinet before 
mid-March, Finance Minister Ali 
Hassan Khalil said, as the heavily 
indebted country seeks to agree its 
spending plans before an April 6 
economic conference in Paris.

Khalil previously said Lebanon 
will not be able to ask international 
donors for support unless it passes 
the 2018 budget to show backers 
Beirut is serious about economic re-
form.

(Reuters)

The United States acted against 
several Maltese, Libyan and Egyp-
tian firms, traders and ships alleg-
edly involved in smuggling oil out of 
Libya in violation of UN sanctions.

Part of the international response 
has been to crack down on the illicit 
export of oil by factions other than 
the UN-backed unity government 
struggling to assert control from 
Tripoli.

The US Treasury alleges that a 
Malta-based network earned more 
than $36 million in 2016 shipping oil 
out of the western Libyan port of Zu-
wara to Europe.

(Agence France-Presse)

Ahmed Megahid

In Egypt, calls 
grow for boycott 
of Turkish goods

Algeria must reckon with distortions of 
undiversified economy after import ban

Briefs

Cairo maintains 
anti-trust measures 
against Turkish 
construction steel, 
citing unfair 
competition 
with locally 
manufactured steel.

Lamine Ghanmi
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lgeria reduced its trade 
deficit 62.2% in January 
after halting imports of 
851 products. Its trade 
shortfall dropped to 

$410 million from a deficit of $1.1 
billion in January 2017, official fig-
ures indicated.

The value of total imports in Jan-
uary fell 6.8% to $3.8 billion com-
pared to the same month a year 
ago and import bills of non-food 
consumer products declined 20% 
to $631 million.

The import ban and a 30% rise 
in taxes and customs duties were 
imposed on some goods January 1. 
The government’s ban of imports 
of various non-essential products 
was designed to cut the value of to-
tal imports to $30 billion this year 
from $45 billion last year and $46.7 
billion in 2016.

However, food imports rose $838 
million in January, 12.2% more 
than in the same month last year.

The total value of exports — 

$3.4 billion — was 13.3% higher 
in January compared to the same 
month in 2017. Earnings from oil 
and gas sales abroad accounted for 
94% of exports, figures from the 
Customs Department said.

Temporary restrictions on im-
ports, including meat, cheese, veg-
etables, cell phones and household 
appliances, are part of the govern-
ment’s efforts to cut spending and 
preserve foreign currency reserves.

Algeria’s Central Bank said for-
eign currency reserves shrank to 
$97.3 billion at the end of Decem-
ber from $114.4 billion in the same 
month in 2016.

Algerian analysts said the restric-
tions of imports might help the 
government trim the trade and cur-
rent account deficits and protect 
foreign currency reserves in the 
short term if it withstands pressure 
from businesspeople and consum-
ers.

However, they said such restric-
tions caused price hikes for con-
sumers and disrupted the supply 
chain for most non-farming indus-
tries.

Algeria’s reliance on oil and gas 
exports made its economy not 

diversified enough to be able to 
quickly offer local substitutes for 
banned imports to supply busi-
nesses and satisfy the needs of 41 
million people.

“More than 80% of the turno-
ver of the industries are imports,” 
Trade Minister Mohamed Benmer-
adi told Algerian state radio.

“The market has experienced a 
shortage in the supply of goods and 
the rise of prices as well as disrup-
tion in the activities of businesses 
but we have nonetheless to pursue 
the efforts in cutting imports,” he 
added.

Benmeradi blamed “the import 
barons in the private sector who 
control import businesses worth 
$50 billion” for causing market 
disruptions to derail government 
efforts to reducing imports.

Walid Allouni, manager of a mall 

in Algiers, told Reuters: “The im-
port suspension is a problem for us 
but this measure has affected only 
about 20% of the products we sell 
here.

“Some prices have risen be-
cause demand exceeds supply. I 
think this is a good opportunity to 
strengthen and encourage domes-
tic output.”

Analysts said import restrictions 
could add another layer of bureau-
cracy, hindering efforts to develop 
and diversify the economy.

“Algeria has one of the highest 
investment rates but, with an av-
erage investment rate of 40% of 
the gross domestic product per 
year since the 1970s, the country 
did not succeed in diversifying its 
economy,” said Abdelatif Kerzabi, 
an economics faculty member at 
the University of Tlemcen.

“The double monopoly of pub-
lic contracts and imports had pro-
duced a bureaucracy that forged an 
alliance with privileged business-
people who had access to public 
contracts and hard currency for 
imports. That alliance is getting in 
the way of economic development 
and diversification,” he added.

The value of total 
imports in January fell 
6.8% to $3.8 billion 
compared to the same 
month a year ago.

Heavy burden. An Egyptian worker carries imported goods at a 
popular market in Cairo.                                                                            (AP)
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unisian authorities are 
raising the alarm about 
an online self-harm game 
that continues to claim 
victims in the Maghreb.

Known as the Blue Whale Chal-
lenge, the game consists of a series 
of tasks that players must complete 
during a 50-day period, with the 
final challenge being the player’s 
suicide. The game has been linked 
to more than 100 suicides around 
the world since 2016.

In Algeria, at least four teens 
have killed themselves while play-
ing the game and experts warn the 
effect could be far-reaching.

“The mind of a teenager can 
become totally under the control 
of his online tutor,” said Algerian 
clinical psychologist Hamid Ma-
brouk. “He follows orders until the 
ultimate challenge: his suicide.”

In December, two schoolboys, 15 
and 16, from the small town of Sidi 
Aiche, Algeria, committed suicide 
while following the game’s instruc-
tions, health and security officials 
said. In February, a 14-year-old girl 
was found dead by her younger 
brother.

Hospitals reportedly treated oth-
ers who injured themselves play-
ing the game, including a 9-year 
old boy who drank petrol.

“Unfortunately, another boy 
aged 8 died before he was brought 
to the hospital,” said Dr Taoufik el-
Hadi, director of the main hospital 
in Setif, Algeria. “He hanged him-
self using his mother’s scarf.”

In Tunisia, a 12-year-old boy 
from Zaghouan committed suicide 
on February 11. Since then, more 
than ten cases of suicide among 
children and teenagers were re-
ported, the latest February 26.

While many suicide reports have 
not been conclusively linked to 
the Blue Whale Challenge, parents 

have called on authorities to ban 
the game, which psychologists say 
manipulates vulnerable children 
and teens.

“These games target children 
and early teens as (those in) these 
age categories are emotionally and 
psychologically fragile, making 
them easy prey,” said psychologist 
Salma Ben Abdallah. “These games 
clearly target children with certain 
psychological tenuousness, teens 
who are vulnerable and especially 
those who have troubles or who 
have depressive tendencies.”

When the game started to make 
headlines in Algeria, Tunisian au-
thorities asked parents to be more 
vigilant in monitoring their chil-
dren’s online activity, warning that 
some games could “destroy the 
psyche of children.”

Such was the case with Maissa, 
a Tunisian girl who was a casualty 

of the game. Her father, Hatem 
Samoud, told Tunisian media his 
daughter went along with the 
challenge for fear that her parents 
would be hurt.

“I wanted my children to learn 
about the world around and use 
technology but I didn’t know the 
game was in the phone,” said 
Samoud, referring to the Blue 
Whale Challenge. “I didn’t think 
this game would make her kill her-
self. She was a bright child.”

“My son later told me she was 

scared that they would kill me and 
her mother if she didn’t do the 
tasks they asked. I call on every 
parent to protect their children 
from all this and for the govern-
ment to restrict these dangers so 
I can protect my other children. I 
won’t allow my children to use the 
internet or any phone,” he added.

In Kairouan, in central Tunisia, 
two girls were admitted to hospi-
tal after attempting suicide. One of 
the girls’ mother told Tunisian me-
dia that her daughter tried to kill 
herself after completing 25 of the 
game’s 50 steps.

Sabri Bhibah, delegate for the 
protection of children in Kairouan, 
said an awareness campaign on the 
dangers of internet use was under 
way in schools across the country.

“As an immediate response, re-
gional committees of psycholo-
gists, doctors, and educators were 

formed to assess and deal with the 
issue,” Bhibah said. “The ministry 
has also launched an awareness 
campaign, sending text messages 
to parents to (raise awareness on) 
the danger of online games and the 
importance of supervising their 
children.”

Bhibah added: “We are trying to 
provide support for the children 
and trying to get them to speak 
about this app and not to be afraid 
of it. We will be visiting the schools 
and all educational institutions 
with the guidance of specialists 
who can advise on the right dis-
course to address the issue with 
children and teenagers.”

While there are growing calls to 
ban the online challenge, Ben Ab-
dallah said that was not necessar-
ily the solution, as adolescents can 
be even more drawn to activities 
that are taboo or restricted.

Instead, she called for a national 
project in schools that involves 
parents, teachers and psycholo-
gists.

“This actually sheds light on the 
role of the parents and the issues 
of our educational system as well,” 
Ben Abdallah said. “The educa-
tional system is supposed to pro-
vide guidance, education and sup-
port but of course all these have 
been undermined lately.

“There should be a project on 
the national level to help fight the 
dangers of the cyber-world. Pre-
teens and teenagers, who often 
show psychological fragility, are 
easily manipulated. In our time, 
they have a predisposition. There 
is a fertile ground for manipulation 
and it doesn’t have to be the Blue 
Whale game. It could be anything 
and they would still be driven to 
commit suicide. We must address 
the reasons behind the existence 
of such a predisposition.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to The 
Arab Weekly. Lamine Ghanmi 
contributed to this report.

Baghdad

F 

rom outside, it looks like 
any other tailor’s shop 
straddling the popular al-
Shaab market in northern 
Baghdad. Once inside, 

however, there are no sewing ma-
chines or tailoring materials to be 
found. The sign at the entrance 
reading “Al Qumma Tailoring” is a 
front for the sorcery and witchery 
practices of the shop owner.

Ziad al-Saby is among hundreds 
of sorcerers and witchcraft practi-
tioners offering their services to Ira-
qis. He is known in the area for his 
trade and speaks confidently about 
his supernatural abilities, which he 
says are meant “to help people who 
experience exceptional and difficult 
conditions.”

“I can do anything… bring back 
the missing, exorcise bad spirits 
from the possessed, read one’s fu-
ture and dispel bad fortune, etc. 
Most visitors to the souq have heard 
about my abilities, which I inherit-
ed from my father and forefathers,” 
said Saby, who belongs to the Sabi-
an religion in southern Iraq, which 
is known for its witchcraft practices.

One client sought Saby’s services 
to preserve her faltering marriage, 
which she said had been cursed by 
her in-laws. “I turned to Ziad on 
the advice of a colleague of mine. 
I don’t care what people think. For 
me, the end justifies the means,” 
said the 30-year-old woman, who 
asked to remain anonymous.

To remove the spell, the sorcerer 
gave her a purse that she was asked 
to burn, as well as talismans and 
candles that she was to light for 
seven days to fulfil a certain ritual.

The phenomena of magic, super-
stition and belief in supernatural 
creatures — jinns — have become 
widespread and popular amid the 
lawlessness of post-2003 Iraq. The 
practitioners of the dark arts prey 
on people who have family, social or 
financial troubles with the promise 
of quick solutions.

“Oum Aya” claims to be a certi-
fied astrologist from a specialised 
Egyptian institute. She does not 
hide her activities, practising them 
at her luxurious home in Baghdad’s 
posh al-Waziriya neighbourhood. 
Her clients are from all different 
socio-economic backgrounds and 
include politicians and government 
officials.

“They (politicians) are mostly in-
terested in preserving their posts 
and seek (magic) assistance to stay 
in their (lucrative) functions as 
much as possible,” she said, noting 
that she was most solicited during 
election time with candidates visit-
ing her to increase their chances to 
win parliamentary seats.

The cost of Oum Aya’s services 
ranges from $20 for reading the 
lines of the hand to $20,000 de-
pending on the complexity of the 

case and the effort it entails. Re-
sponding to accusations of unethi-
cal doings, she said: “I don’t force 
anyone to come to me. Everyone is 
free to do what he wants and I offer 
my services to whoever can afford 
them and believe in them.”

Superstition, magic and sorcery 
are no longer limited to the modest 
and poor in Iraq but have perme-
ated other social circles as well.

“Ignorance and backwardness are 
spreading in Iraqi society due to un-
stable conditions, especially on the 
economic and social levels,” said 
Ibtisam Musawi, who holds a doc-
torate in psychology. “Violence and 
poverty, the collapse of educational 
institutions and the failure of con-
secutive governments have pushed 
people to embrace old superstitions 
and resort to witchcraft and sorcery 
to resolve their problems.”

Musawi said charlatans have 
opened “spiritual healing” centres 
where they practise magic and sor-
cery. “They are causing big prob-

lems in the society as they interfere 
in the privacy of families promising 
to bring back a spouse or install love 
in a couple through illogical and ir-
rational practices,” she said.

“The lack of social awareness 
and the absence of laws address-
ing this phenomenon have led to 
its unprecedented outspread,” she 
added.

The “spiritual healing” centres 
often claim to treat people with 
the help of the Quran, which ac-
knowledges the existence of jinns. 
The Quran states in several verses 
that jinns worship God just as peo-
ple do. There is a sura of the Quran 
called Surat al-Jinn.

“Regardless of what they claim, 
these are charlatans practising 
magic and sorcery under the guise 
of religion,” said General Khaled al-
Mahna, director of Baghdad’s com-
munity police. “We have detected 
some 65 sorcery centres operating 
openly but there are as many, if not 
more, operating clandestinely in 

the low-income popular areas.”
Mahna warned of the growing 

trend of witchcraft, which he said 
caused dissent and divorces within 
families and conflicts among tribes 
that led to legal cases.

“This growing phenomenon, no-
tably in southern governorates and 
Baghdad, requires government ac-
tion in addition to efforts to raise 
religious and cultural awareness,” 
he said, adding that “charlatans 
have been abusing Quranic verses 
about jinns and jealousy to extort 
money from people, including uni-
versity educated.”

Working in this field can be a lu-
crative trade. The cost of Saby’s 
services ranges from $300-$5,000. 
The price increases if the case ne-
cessitates the intervention of spirits 
and jinns.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Oumayma Omar

Blue Whale Challenge claims lives of more teens in Maghreb

Witchcraft peddlers 
thrive in today’s Iraq

A challenge to parents. A little boy plays a game on his phone.      (Reuters)

False comfort. A so-called spiritual healing centre in Baghdad where sorcery and witchcraft are 
practised.                                                                       (Oumayma Omar)

Superstition, magic 
and sorcery are no 
longer limited to the 
modest and poor in 
Iraq but have 
permeated to other 
social circles as well.

In Tunisia more than 
ten cases of suicide 
among children and 
teenagers have been 
reported, the latest on 
February 26.
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Cairo

M 

illions of Egyptians 
are eagerly watching 
the progress of a par-
liamentary bill that, 
if enacted, could help 

them overcome financial problems 
that often stand in the way of mar-
riage.

The bill would give newly married 
couples interest-free loans, some-
thing that would help more Egyp-
tians get married in a culture where, 
in addition to the celebrations, a 
groom is expected to pay for hous-
ing, furniture, appliances and gifts 
of gold to the bride.

The loan, the legislators propos-
ing the bill said, would be repaid 
over 12.5 years after the marriage.

“We believe this will end financial 
problems facing marriage for mil-
lions of people,” said MP Mohamed 
Atta Selim, the author of the bill. 
“The loan will make marriage a lot 
easier.”

Egypt’s Central Agency for Pub-
lic Mobilisation and Statistics said 
marriage rates have decreased and 
many observers attributed that to 
financial pressures.

“Marriage costs are becoming so 
high with the rise in the prices of 
commodities,” said Samia Khedr, 
a sociology professor at Ain Shams 
University. “Together with the pres-
ence of many men and women who 
are not employed, these costs are a 
major impediment to marriage.”

The national unemployment rate 
dropped to 11.9% from 12.6% a year 
ago but issues such as rising hous-
ing costs and inflation mean that 
many Egyptians are finding it diffi-
cult to get married.

Mohamed Hassan, 42, said he 
has been incapable of meeting the 
financial requirements to marry. “I 

really want to get married but this is 
almost impossible,” Hassan said.

A civil servant with a salary of 
$142 per month, Hassan can just 
about afford to pay for transporta-
tion, food and clothes for himself. 
Buying an apartment or furniture is 
far outside of his budget.

To make marriage easier, some 
villages, especially in the Egyptian 
countryside, are seeking to change 
traditional marriage customs, par-
ticularly in relation to the shabka, 
the giving of jewellery to the bride.

Some village elders are absolv-
ing potential grooms of purchasing 
engagement jewellery. Others are 
requiring the brides’ families to give 
equal amounts towards the couple’s 
furniture and electrical appliances, 
even though a fatwa from al-Azhar, 
the leading Sunni institution of 
higher learning, ruled that the bride 
is not obligated to contribute any 
marriage costs.

If approved by parliament, the bill 
would offer men and women who 
want to get married $3,400 each in 
loans free of interest. Those who 
take out the loan would be required 
to pay $22.70 a month for 12.5 years. 
If both the bride and groom apply 
for the loan, that cost is doubled.

“Repaying the loan will not be a 
big problem for newlyweds,” Selim 
said.

Parliament’s Youth and Sports 
Committee has approved the bill 
and referred it to a legislative revi-
sion committee before it would go 
to the general session for final ap-
proval.

Selim said he is confident the bill 
will be enacted. He said everybody 
in the legislature agrees on the need 
for state institutions to play a role in 
helping men and women get mar-
ried, especially considering rising 
housing prices and marriage re-
quirements.

While the interest-free loans 
are welcome, they will not solve 

the wider problem, sociologists 
warned.

“Unemployment and low sala-
ries are the main problems,” said 
Nadia Radwan, a sociology profes-
sor at Port Said University. “How 
will unemployed couples repay  
the loans?”

A dearth of jobs means that 
many women have limited ac-
cess to work. They made up 23.1% 
of the employed workforce in 
the government and the private  
sectors in 2017, according to  

a World Bank report.
For the average Egyptian couple, 

$46 per month is a major outlay. For 

Mohamed Hassan, it is beyond his 
means.

Low salaries are also a major 
problem and this problem only gets 
worse when compared to rising 
commodity prices.

“Those who do not have jobs can-
not repay the loans they will get to 
get married,” Radwan said. “Those 
working will also find it difficult 
to repay the loans because of their 
low salaries, which is why we need 
another approach for solving the 
problem.”

London

A 

fter decades of Arab 
Americans pushing for 
a “Middle Eastern or 
North African” category, 
the US Census will not, 

after all, have such an option for 
2020. But how important is it for 
Arab Americans to have their own 
category?

It matters a lot, said Samer Khalaf, 
president of the American-Arab  
Anti-Discrimination Committee, 
who has long worked on the issue.

“Federal, state and civil gov-
ernment divide their funding for 
various communities based on the 
census,” he said in a telephone in-
terview. “For example, the social 
service organisation is providing 
social care to the Arab-American 
community and [finds] it hard to 
find funding. [It has] no way of giv-
ing that government entity how 
many Arab Americans they will be 
servicing.”

He pointed out the census is used 
for the distribution of congressional 
seats. “Every ten years, each state 
divides up which areas congress-
men are going to represent. They 
look at racial numbers and ethnic 
numbers. By stating that Arabs are 
white and not distinct on their own, 
this causes great disparities in sta-
tistics,” Khalaf said.

What of the argument, from 
some white Americans, that addi-
tional racial categories further di-
vide America? Khalaf argued that 
the United States divides itself by 
refusing to recognise differences in 
the reality of various communities.

“It’s easier to say we are all Amer-

icans but the problem is we are not 
all treated the same,” he said. “It’s 
like a millionaire telling a poor per-
son, what’s the matter? You can’t af-
ford this or that? It’s easy for them 
to say because they already have 
the money.

“If we look back in history, peo-
ple always identified themselves as 
Irish Americans or Italian Ameri-
cans. All of a sudden, when people 
of colour are doing that, they are 
being criticised.”

Rashad al-Dabbagh, founder 
and executive director of the Arab 
American Civil Council, also speak-
ing via telephone, said he was 
shocked that the census category 
has not become a reality.

“We all thought this would hap-
pen in 2020,”’ he said. “We all saw 
it going in that direction. In 2010, 
the bureau hired Arab Americans 
to reach out to their communities. 
That wasn’t there in the 2000 cen-
sus. Perhaps if we had a different 
president it would have happened 
in 2020 but I think it’s a matter of 
time. I am confident it will happen 
for us in the next decade.”

Sections of the Arab-American 
community have been pushing 
for a separate census category for 
about 30 years.

“We are 95% of the way there,” 
Khalaf said. “It’s only with the new 
administration that this was put to 
a stop. The government spent mil-
lions of dollars studying this issue.”

In January, the Census Bureau 
said there had not been enough 
research and testing to consider 
MENA listed as a separate ethnic 
category.

Dabbagh raised the issue of fear 
that the Trump “administration 
does not want us to have an accu-
rate count and have the same ben-

efits other communities get.”
The problem is compounded by 

Arab Americans’ divergent views 
on the census category. Khalaf said 
there was a split with some Arab 
Americans considering themselves 
white while others do not.

“There is also the big question 
of whether we are an ethnicity or a 
race. I don’t consider myself from 
the white race even though my 
skin tone is light,” he said. “There 
is a consolation prize in that we can 
identify ourselves as ‘Egyptian’ or 
‘Lebanese’ but this is still not going 

to be very accurate.”
Tarek H. Abu Jabarah, national 

president of the Network of Arab-
American Professionals (NAAP), 
said working for the category was 

a chance to strengthen the Arab-
American community.

“Post 9/11, Arabs are self-con-
scious about their identity,” he said. 
“Although we must work for anoth-
er 12 years for our category, I expect 
to see our community working on 
this to grow and to have a bigger 
impact on the next census.”

NAAP has been working with 
organisations in favour of the cat-
egory.

“The Arab American Institute 
(AAI) is one of the most prominent 
ones that have been pushing so we 
have signed letters to the bureau 
along with AAI. We have called 
on our members to submit posi-
tive feedback, which the bureau 
has requested. We hope this em-
powers our community. We found 
there were many who were willing 
to comment on this issue,” Jabarah 
said.

“Part of me is shocked by the re-
jection because it was going in the 
right direction. However, part of 
me is not so shocked because of 
the political climate. Nothing really 
shocks me anymore after the presi-
dential election.”

Some Arab Americans said they 
were wary of the “Middle Eastern 
or North African” category because 
it might help the government sur-
veil the community.

“There have been instances in 
which our community was target-
ed,” Jabarah said. “The New York 
Police Department was surveilling 
the Arab-American and Muslim 
community as undercover police 
officers. However, the benefits of 
having our category are more than 
the risks.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Ahmed Megahid

Dunia El-Zobaidi

Costly endeavour. A bride and groom (C) are showered with money as they dance during a wedding in 
the Egyptian Nile Delta province of Monufia.                                                                                                      (AFP)

Increasingly self-conscious. An Arab woman holds American 
flags in Flint, Michigan, last June.                                                                                   (AP)

Parliamentary initiative seeks to help 
Egyptians overcome cost of marriage

How significant is rejection of MENA category from the 2020 US census?

Sections of the 
Arab-American 
community have been 
pushing for a separate 
census category for 
about 30 years.

If approved by 
parliament, the bill 
would offer men and 
women who want to 
get married $3,400 
each in loans free of 
interest.
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Dubai

K 

uwaiti photographer Fa-
rah Salem has spent five 
years roaming the back 
streets of Kuwait City to 
discover and capture the 

multicultural aspect of the capital 
through photos and video installa-
tions featured at her “In-Between 
the Skyline of Kuwait City” exhibi-
tion.

The exhibition, at La Galerie at 
the Alliance Francaise of Dubai, 
was the outcome of a journey that 
began when Salem was an under-
graduate student and resulted in a 
book with the same title that was 
published in June 2016.

Salem’s work invites viewers to a 
“dynamic meditative experience” 
and the video-and-sound instal-
lation offers an experience similar 
to a visual walking tour around the 
streets between the skylines of the 
city.

“I aim to allow people to see that 
there is more to Kuwait City’s urban 
life than the dazzling modern and 
luxurious buildings that somehow 
feel lifeless. Behind them are the 
most scenic streets and passages 
that tell a far more powerful story,” 
Salem said.

“I was an 18-year-old woman with 
dreams of travelling to explore new 
cultures and places. At that time, 
I had to focus on my education.  

I could not afford to travel. I had a 
car and a camera and I decided to 
use these tools every weekend to 
park somewhere in the city and go 
on walking adventures,” she said 
via e-mail from Chicago, where she 
is working towards a master’s de-
gree in art therapy and counselling.

Salem faced several obstacles in 
a country where women were often 
not expected to be roaming alone 
photographing backstreets.

“However, I made it work for 
me and I built honest human con-
nections with strangers on those 
streets. Often, I would return with 
a printed photograph to offer it to 
shop owners or craftsmen whom I 
had met on the street,” she said

Salem’s documentation of a 
5-year period of a city that is con-
stantly shifting generated great in-
terest inside and outside Kuwait.

“There was great feedback,” she 
said. “At one point a few individu-
als who were not happy with ‘this 
specific image’ of Kuwait asked me 
why I didn’t document any of the 
modern buildings or malls. Ironi-
cally, this was my very point from 
this project: not to show Kuwait’s 
modern architecture that can be 
easily found on a search engine but 
to capture the beauty that lies with-
in the rawness of the backstreets. 
To include all aspects of the city 
and those who reside in it.”

In her journey towards a full-time 
creative life Salem can count on the 
support and encouragement of her 
father, who is creative himself, and 

friends. “I also receive encourage-
ment from the creative community 
that I am surrounded by and deeply 
appreciate the support from view-
ers and art enthusiasts,” she said.

Salem started experimenting with 
photography when she was “14 go-
ing on 15,” with a digital camera she 
would carry in her pocket to capture 
moments of life around her.

“My father saw potential and 
bought me a (professional) camera 
when I was 17. I began learning on 
my own and then enrolled in a pho-
tography course. I continued prac-
tising and taking as many courses 

as I could,” she said.
“By the time I was 20, I was ex-

perimenting with film and instant 
photography. Eventually, I started 
attending both photography and 
other art practice programmes. Like 
every artist, it’s an ongoing practice 
of building your own aesthetic and 
conceptualisation of themes.”

The media Salem is currently 
working with are photography, vid-
eo, installation, performance and 
projection/light work.

“Through my artwork, I ques-
tion ways of erasing socio-cultural 
conditioning, through looking at 
the societal gendered trauma, par-
ticularly rooted within my experi-
ence as an Arab woman, as well as 
debating ways of defeating silence 
and overcoming boundaries of a 
restricting culture. Other themes 
such as existential questioning also 
appear in my work,” Salem said.

Salem said censorship is still 
a large issue in the Gulf region. 

“I don’t believe art should be re-
stricted by any kind of ideology,” 
she said. “It is often easier to cen-
sor women and keep their voices 
down. It is a part of the culture after 
all.”

Stressing the importance of ap-
plying feminist theories in the Gulf 
region, she said: “I don’t mean 
the Western version of feminism 
or simply the equality of gender 
but also taking into consideration 
class, race, religion, nationality and 
socio-cultural backgrounds. Femi-
nism is freedom of choice. Femi-
nism is about dismantling the sys-
tems of oppression.”

“Creating platforms that can act 
as safe spaces, finding new process-
es to empower our own choices and 
engaging all members of society in 
a just way is what is needed right 
now,” she added.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Fresh eye. A photo by Kuwaiti photographer Farah Salem on display at La Galerie at the Alliance 
Francaise of Dubai.                                                                                                                                             (Farah Salem)

Woman photographer 
daringly captures 
beauty of Kuwait 
City’s backstreets

S audi Arabia has always 
had its own writers, 
artists, directors, actors 
and musicians but for 
many years their talent 
was unwelcome in the 
kingdom. While Saudi 

artists gained critical acclaim in 
many Western and Arab capitals, 
their work went largely unrecog-
nised in their own country.

This paradox was due to restric-
tive policies on art and entertain-
ment in Saudi Arabia, which were 
justified — wrongly — on religious 
grounds. Such policies did not 
reflect the values of Saudi society 
and cut against its tradition of cre-
ativity and aesthetic sensitivity as 
well as its significant cultural con-
tributions, particularly in Nabati 
poetry, which has been a feature of 
life in the Arabian Peninsula since 
the 16th century.

Even while art did not 
find the ideal envi-

ronment to thrive 
in the kingdom, it 
never disappeared. 
Various Saudi art-

ists gained interna-
tional acclaim for their 

work in recent years, including 
director Ali Kalthami, director 
Mahmoud Sabbagh, film-maker 
Haifaa al-Mansour, contemporary 
artist Manal al-Dowayan, designer 
Samiah Khashoggi and visual artist 
Hend al-Mansour.

These artists, as well as younger 
aspiring talents, are likely to shine 
in the coming years.

This is because of a gentle breeze 
of change that has swept through 
the kingdom with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz’s Vision 2030, a daring 
national agenda aimed at modern-
ising the kingdom and diversifying 
the economy. Its goal is to free the 
kingdom from dependence on oil 
exports and build a prosperous 
and sustainable economic future.

The far-reaching project has 
already begun. Saudi Arabia has 
announced it will invest $64 bil-
lion over the next ten years in its 
entertainment industry, a move 
that was received warmly by inter-
national investors.

Earlier, British cinema operator 
Vue International and the Kuwait 
National Cinema Company both 
announced they would open cin-

ema multiplexes in Saudi Arabia 
before the end of this year. Con-
struction on the kingdom’s first 
opera house is to begin soon.

The kingdom is also to have 
5,000 entertainment events this 
year, including musicals, stand-
up comedy performances and 
other live shows from some of the 
biggest names in entertainment, 
including Cirque du Soleil, said 
the chairman of the Saudi General 
Entertainment Authority (GEA), 
Ahmed bin Aqeel al-Khatib.

He said 500 companies had reg-
istered to organise entertainment 
events in one year.

Faisal Bafarat, CEO of the GEA, 
added that 2018 entertainment 
programmes would create 224,000 
jobs, including 114,000 direct and 
110,000 indirect jobs in the sector 
by 2030.

“Families, young people and 
children will be able to enjoy 
live music performances, theatre 
shows, musicals, circus perfor-
mances, community festivals and 
much more across the kingdom,” 
Bafarat said.

These statements send a clear 
message to investors that op-
portunities are available in Saudi 
entertainment and that the GEA is 
willing to support investors who 
expand their business.

The development of this emerg-
ing sector will produce many jobs 
in the long term, as well as create 
an indirect economic return by ex-
panding investment opportunities 
and encouraging spending on local 
entertainment products.

The $64 billion that is projected 
to be earned in the Saudi enter-

tainment industry may sound 
astronomical to some but it is a 
small sum in the global entertain-
ment market. Professional service 
firm PricewaterhouseCoopers’ 
“Global Entertainment and Media 
Outlook 2015-2019” report stated 
that global spending on entertain-
ment and media was expected 
to increase from $1.74 trillion in 
2014 to $2.23 trillion in 2019. In the 
United States, the world’s largest 
entertainment and media market, 
spending will reach $723 billion in 
2019, up from $568 billion in 2014.

Saudi Arabia’s expected $64 bil-
lion, most of which is likely to be 
reinvested in infrastructure for the 
industry, is a small fraction of this 
number — 0.4% of global expendi-
ture.

Recent developments show that 
the Saudi Arabia of 2017 is not 
the Saudi Arabia of 30 years ago. 
Indeed, the kingdom is changing 
and, little by little, progress will 
be made in harmony with existing 
traditions.

Such changes should include in-
creased cooperation with Western 
and regional partners and efforts 
to strengthen cross-cultural dia-
logue to further develop various 
sectors of the Saudi economy.

Unfortunately, however, de-
velopments in Saudi Arabia have 
been largely overshadowed by the 
many conflicts in the wider Arab 
region and the threat of radical 
groups such as the Islamic State, 
al-Qaeda and the Houthi militia in 
Yemen.

For Saudi Arabia, the best way 
to counter such threats is to serve 
as a counter-narrative and model a 
peaceful society in which freedom 
and dignity are respected.

To this end, Saudis should reject 
false interpretations of religion 
that could be used by extremists to 
jeopardise the kingdom’s agenda 
and they should continue on the 
path of progress, innovation and 
cultural expression — values that 
will help ensure the kingdom’s 
success long down the road.

Promoting Saudi art and culture is central to modernisation drive

Gulf

Another side of reform. Members of circus troupe “Cirque Eloize” perform their show organised by 
the Saudi General Entertainment Authority in Riyadh, on January 18.                                                     (Reuters)

Iman Zayat
is the Managing Editor of 

The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Salem faced several 
obstacles in a country 
where women were 
often not expected to 
be roaming alone 
photographing 
backstreets.

Recent 
developments 
show that the 
Saudi Arabia of 
2017 is not the 
Saudi Arabia of 
30 years ago. 
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Culture

Beirut

“Y 

es, we are children, 
but we bear the bur-
den of grown men.” 
The words of Aisha 
Al-Mohamad, 13, 

from Raqqa, Syria, translated from 
Arabic, encapsulate “Haneen,” a 
new bilingual book-cum-exhibi-
tion from UNICEF Lebanon.

“Haneen,” which means “yearn-
ing” or “nostalgia,” brings together 
39 artists to interpret poems and 
stories by Syrian refugee children 
in the camps of Lebanon.

“We are the generation/whose 
laughter you took away /and 
sowed oppression,” writes Waad 
al-Zouhouri, 14, from Homs. “We 
are the generation/Who has grown 
old too soon.”

Accompanying Waad’s Arabic 
text is a painting by 24-year-old 
Lebanese Ivan Debs, depicting a 
dead or dying child whose blood 
forms a figure of defiance.

In another poem, Waad remem-
bers a doll she left behind when 
woken by her father and told they 
were leaving immediately. She 
asks: “Is my doll suffering from 
war like I suffer from being a refu-
gee? Did my doll grow up too early, 
like I did?”

The “longing” of Haneen is a 
nostalgia never associated with 
children. Some of the art depicts 
violence. For instance, Debs’ 
painting or one by Jad Saber of a 
child peering across a ruined city 

as jets come in for an attack.
Some simply reflect what 

is missed. A poem by Zohoor  
Haidar, 13, from Daraa, calls Syria 
and Lebanon “two Jasmines/filled 
with love and tenderness/helping 
one another.” It has inspired an in-
stallation from Aida Kawas, from 
Beirut, of a Damascene shell-work 
display-chest full of beloved items. 
These include pieces for barjees  

(a game popular in Syria played on 
a small cloth “board”), children’s 
blue bracelets to ward off the evil 
eye, buttons and a knitted Dama-
scene rose.

“Haneen” project manager Soha 
Bsat Boustani said the project 
evolved from work by NGO part-
ner Beyond Association in offering 
psychological support for children 
in camps through reading, writing, 
singing and dancing.

“As children began showing me 
their work, it was so overwhelm-
ing that something needed to be 
done,” said Boustani, who has 
worked for UNICEF for 35 years, 
most recently as a consultant. “A 
colleague, Salam al-Janabi, now 
in Syria, and I brainstormed and 
together with Chadi Aoun [pro-
ject curator] we decided to involve 
Lebanese and Syrian artists.”

The link between the 
“two jasmines” centred 
the project.

“From the begin-
ning, with the words 
of Syrian children, we 
wanted the artwork to 
be Syrian and Leba-
nese,” said Boustani. 
“Many of the Leba-
nese artists — not all 
of them, there are 25 
— had lived the war 
in Lebanon.”

Each artist was 
sent three poems 
or texts and asked 
to pick one. Once 
the book and ac-
companying 
postcards were 
printed, the ex-
hibition opened 
on February 20 
in Beit Beirut. 
The building 
has symbolic 
significance. It 
is used for ex-
hibitions by a 
municipality 
that was noto-
rious in the Leb-
anon war as a snipers’ nest at 
the Sodeco crossing on the green 

line that separated largely Mus-
lim western Beirut from Christian 
eastern sectors.

“We insisted on having Beit Bei-
rut because of what it symbolises,” 
said Boustani, “thereby putting 
the two generations of war, and 
two nationalities, speaking in one 
voice, in this landmark. The cru-
elty of war has affected Lebanese 
and Syrians alike.”

This cruelty and trauma are pal-
pable. Ola Mohamad, 11, loved to 
visit the seaside town of Latakia 
when she was little but came to 
hate the sea after the widely pic-
tured drowning of Alan Kurdi in 
2015 “chasing the dream of Eu-
rope.”

“I blame you Oh, sea/I no 
longer love you, I will never visit 
you again/Why did you swallow 

my friend?/Are you that hun-
gry that you had to take that  
beautiful child?”

Many poems depict daily strug-
gles in camps. Maryam al-Moham-
mad, 12, from Raqqa, describes a 
life “where the tent’s ceiling nearly 
touches our hair, we live inside ny-
lon bags and wooden frames, we 
are packaged goods with a missing 
‘MADE IN’ label.”

Abdelwakil al-Ibrahim, 11, from 
Aleppo, writes a poem of his uncle, 
killed when he was knocked down 
by car as he pushed his bicycle sell-
ing cotton candy to children. He 
found no grave because of crowds 
whose “sharp tongues and insults 
were harsher than death.”

Mohamad Omran, born in Da-
mascus in 1979, paints the uncle 
in his underwear with his “cotton 
candy bicycle.” The book’s text 
says Abdelwakil’s greatest fear is 

“dying in Lebanon and not get-
ting a proper burial place.”

Boustani said UNICEF has 
been overwhelmed by the 
response to the exhibition. 
“I’ve seen many people 
crying. Usually, artists pro-
duce a painting or sculp-
ture of their own percep-
tion. Here the children are in 
the artwork, this is what’s so 
strong.”

UNICEF will take the exhi-
bition on international tour, 
which is why it has purposely 
used light materials.

Meanwhile, Mohammad 
Nouri Ali, 12, dreams of going 
home to Aleppo, where he has 
left his football, bicycle, a gar-
den of roses and “morning.”

“Our morning never dies/One 
day, we will return to play/Our 
morning will be waiting for me/
And I will run towards it and kiss 

both its cheeks.”

Gareth Smyth

‘We are the generation/Who has grown 
old too soon’: The children of Syria speak

UNICEF will take the 
exhibition on 
international tour, 
which is why it has 
purposely used light 
materials.

Nostalgic mood. Mohamad Khayata, ink on wood, based on the 
poem “A Wish” by Yara al-Sofook.                                                                                       (Haneen)

Lost childhood. Noura Badran, watercolour, based on the poem “Childhood” by Aisha al-Mohamad.                                                                                                     (Haneen)

Palpable trauma. Maya 
Fidawi, acrylic on paper, 
based on the poem ‘My Doll’ 
by Waad al-Zouhouri.                                                                                                             
                                                                       (Haneen)
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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

Beirut:
Through March 21

Al Bustan International 
Festival of Music and the 
Performing Arts is a musical 
celebration in Beirut. With an 
emphasis on chamber music, 
the festival promotes music 
from all over the world and 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera 
and dance.

Amman:
Through May

As part of Friends of Jordan 
Festivals, Al Hussein Cultural 
Centre will host a Classical 
Concerts Cycle with acts from 
Japan, France, the Czech Re-
public and other countries.

Doha:
March 6-9                 

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

Tafraoute:
March 15-18

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every year in Mo-
rocco, sees villagers mark the 
almond harvest with Berber 
dancing, singing and almond 
tastings. International musi-
cians and actors mingle with 
local performers for live events 
based on Moroccan folklore.

Luxor:
March 16-22

The Luxor African Film Festi-
val is an annual event in Egypt. 
In its seventh year, the festival 
will screen films produced in 
African countries in Long Nar-
ratives, 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 par-
ties and enjoy traditional food.

Marrakech:
March 18-24

The 13th International Con-
temporary Dance Festival “On 
Marche” will include partici-
pants from around the world 
taking part in workshops, 
classes and conferences. Dance 
performances will be staged in 
the streets of Marrakech during 
the festival.

Haifa:
March 22-27

The third Haifa Independent 
Film Festival will take place in 
Palestinian venues, including 
Al Midan Theatre, Khashabi 
Theatre and Kabareet alterna-
tive pub. The festival, which 
focuses on local cinema. will 
screen newly released movies 
in addition to older films.

Dubai 

D 

ubai Safari is the latest, 
crowd-gathering attrac-
tion in the emirate.

A staff of 260 caters to 
the daily flow of 10,000 

visitors to the 119-hectare site, 
which opened in December. Safari-
goers have been spending 3-4 hours 
on average exploring the park and 
enjoying the immersive experiences 
and interactive activities.

“Dubai Municipality ex-
pects to welcome 3 million to  
5 million visitors at Dubai Safari by 
the end of 2018,” said Hussain Nasser 
Lootah, director-general of Dubai  
Municipality.

“It is a world-class wildlife park 
that is home to the most diverse ar-
ray of animals in the UAE with more 
than 2,500 animals representing 
more than 250 species from around 
the world. The park offers a range 
of wildlife experiences and edutain-
ment activities tailored for visitors 
of all ages.”

Featured are a wide range of ex-
hibits across Arabian, African, Asian 
and Safari villages, where visitors 
come face to face with ungulates, 
carnivores, birds, reptiles, 
primates and small 
mammals.

Dubai Safari is home 
to the United Arab 
Emirates’ larg-
est group of 
baboons, the larg-
est drive-through 
lion exhibit, the 
country’s only 
drive-through hip-
po and tiger exhib-
its and the world’s 
first drive-through 

crocodile exhibit. The park’s walk-
through aviary has birds from all 
around the world.

Visitors can view and learn about 
a wide variety of poisonous, non-
poisonous and endangered snakes, 
lizards, vipers and pythons.

Dubai Safari’s key attraction is 
the Safari Village drive-through that 
takes visitors on a bus ride of up to 2 

hours to explore the diverse 
wildlife of Africa and Asia. 

The trip allows visitors to 
enjoy close glimpses at 

“rhinoceros, spring-
boks, cape buffalos, 
giraffes, zebras, croc-

odiles, impalas, striped 
hyenas and more,” 

Lootah said.
For most visitors, the 

Dubai Safari experience 
starts at the Arabian Village 
with a 20-minute guided 
tour through the Arabian 
desert, encountering ani-

mals native to the Middle 

East such as oryx, gazelles, ibex, 
Arabian wolves, ostriches, saiga an-
telopes and mouflons.

The African Village enables visi-
tors to spot carnivores, including 
cape hunting dogs, spotted hyenas, 
cheetahs and meerkats, primates 
such as lemurs, monkeys, chacma 
baboons, chimpanzees and gorillas 
and ungulates such as the pygmy 
hippo, the bongo and antelopes. The 
African Village is also home to the 
park’s Reptile House and the aviary.

“Another highlight of the park is 
the Asian Village featuring a diverse 
group of animals native to the con-
tinent, including the orangutan, sil-
very and siamang 
gibbons, croco-
diles, snapping 
turtle, alliga-
tor gar, 
moon 

bears and more,” Lootah said.
Dubai Safari has incorporated 

many environmentally friendly fea-
tures that allow it to operate using 
minimum resources and leverages 
renewable energy.

“First, it is built on a former con-
struction waste landfill, which was 
levelled and reclaimed to provide 
a suitable site for wildlife,” Lootah 
said. “Inside the park premises, elec-
tric trams, cable cars, bicycles and e-
vehicles offer eco-friendly means of 
transport and all of the park’s park-
ing lots and the internal lighting are 
solar-powered.”

Dubai Safari offers interactive pro-
grammes to learn more about animal 
behaviour and physiology. “A range 
of interactive displays allow children 
to listen to various speeds of ani-
mal heartbeats and animal sounds 
through pushing buttons on interac-
tive exhibits or actively milk a cow or 
a goat,” said Lootah.

“The twice-daily bird show at the 
Small Theatre in the African Village 
presents an excellent opportunity to 
introduce kids to the lively world of 
flight.”

Visitors encounter and learn 
about a variety of birds including 
the predatory red-legged seriema, 
the colourful blue-and-gold macaw, 
crows, owls, the world’s tallest flying 
bird — the sarus crane, the rare horn-
bills, Moluccan cockatoos, which are 
native to Indonesia, and toucans, 
which are among the most popular 
birds in the world.

Entry at Dubai Safari is afford-
able. An all-access package costs 30 
dirhams ($8.16) for children and 85 
dirhams ($23.14) for adults while en-
try to the three villages, excluding 
Safari Village, is priced at 20 dirhams 
($5.44) for children and 50 dirhams 
($13.61) for adults. Children under 
3, those older than 60 and people of 
determination (the disabled) enjoy 
free access to the park.

Tickets can be purchased at the 
main entrance, online at www.
dubaisafari.ae or through the Dubai 
Safari mobile application.

Dubai Safari: an immersive 
wildlife experience for all ages
N.P. Krishna Kumar

A herd of zebras graze at the African Village of the 
Dubai Safari park.                                (Dubai Municipality)

A lion is seen at the Dubai Safari park.
          (Dubai Municipality)

The main entrance of the Dubai Safari park.        (Dubai Municipality)

A view at the 
Dubai Safari park. 
(Dubai Municipality)


