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e The Palestinian's Dilemma: Resistance or moral persuasion — Dr.Riyad
Tabbarah - The Daily Star - June 7th 2021

In his “Fareed Takes” of May 24, recorded, that is, in the middle of the latest
confrontation between the Palestinians, led by Hamas, and Israel, Fareed Zakaria
argued that the Palestinians of Gaza and the occupied territories were wrong
using force against Israel. The reasons he gives are familiar and, at first sight,
reasonable: Israel’s economy (as measured by GDP and foreign reserves) is
stronger than that of any Arab country; Israel has a very advanced technology
sector; it is militarily strong and has a 100 atomic bombs in its arsenal; in 1967 it
defeated a combined Arab force in six days; in past military confrontations with
Gaza, the ratio of Palestinian to Israeli kids killed was 20 or 30 to one; and the
administration of Mahmoud Abbas is widely considered as corrupt. Since the
Palestinians cannot get their legitimate rights through the use of force, ends the
Zakaria argument, the only way for them is to resort to the admittedly remote
goal of “moral persuasion.” This position, it must be added, is held by many
Western observers, particularly in the United States.

But to begin with, the facts, as presented, are eclectic and tend to obscure reality.
For example, while it is true that in 1967 the Israeli army defeated a combined
Arab force in six days, six years later, during the Yom Kippur War in 1973, that
same army nearly collapsed against the coordinated assault from the armies of
Egypt and Syria, were it not for the last minute strategic US airlift, the operation
Nickel Grass, that delivered weapons and supplies to Israel ensuring its survival.
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Furthermore, while it is also true that the Palestinian administration of Abbas, a
rival of Hamas, is considered corrupt, the Israeli administrations have not always
been known for their high ethical standards either. Ehud Olmert, who conducted
the war against Lebanon in 2006, and ordered a ground invasion of Gaza in 2009,
was later indicted on charges of corruption and bribery and was sentenced to
prison in 2015. The present prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, is under trial,
accused of bribery and fraud, and widely expected to go to jail if he loses his
immunity as prime minister.

Let’s go back to the main Zakaria proposition: Israel is economically and militarily
so strong as to make military Palestinian resistance futile. The Palestinians should
await a change of leadership in Israel that will realize that it is in Israel’s national
interest to give the Palestinians their basic rights, a remote possibility as Zakaria
admits.

This Israeli military superiority argument holds true, of course, if the war that is
being waged by the Palestinians against Israel was a classic war of two regular
armies in combat. But this is not the case. This is not a classical war but an
asymmetric one. The latest confrontation has to be seen in this light, a link in a
chain of the asymmetric warfare between the Palestinians and the Israelis.
“Against a superior foe,” wrote naval historian Louis Arthur Norton in US Naval
Institute’s Naval History Magazine in 2017, “modern History has shown [that]
asymmetric warfare can be quite effective.”

The asymmetric war of liberation is known throughout history. Americans know it
from their own experience in the wars of independence, and of 1812, when they
defeated the British who had an overwhelming superiority on the economic,
technological and military fronts. They also know it, in reverse if you will, from
their war in Vietnam. The US GDP, at that time, was probably more than 1,000
times that of Vietnam, the US had thousands of atomic bombs and deployed, at
one time, more than half a million soldiers equipped with the latest and most
lethal weapons known. But America lost the war, nevertheless. The Arabs have
also similar experiences in their recent history. The Algerian war of independence
(1954-1962), for example, pitted a scantily financed and primitively equipped
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National Liberation Front (NFL) against France, an economically advanced country
and a major colonial power that had colonized Algeria since 1830. The men and
women of the NFL, after almost 8 years of untold sacrifices, succeeded in “morally
persuading” the French administration, then under de Gaulle, to agree to Algerian
independence.

Asymmetric warfare may be long and particularly costly to the weaker side. The
wars of independence and of 1812 together lasted over 10 years and the number
of dead among Americans was four to five times that among the British. The
Vietnam War lasted 20 years and was incredibly devastating to the Viethamese
resistance and its supporters. The defeat of the Americans was humiliating and
enduring.

The American death toll in the two wars was probably three times that of the
British. The Vietnamese death toll in the Vietnam War was more than 20 times
that of the Americans, however it is calculated. The Algerian death toll in their
war of independence was 100 to 300 times that of the French. Nevertheless,
Americans, Vietnamese and Algerians overwhelmingly agree that the results were
well worth the sacrifice.

The life of Palestinians in the occupied territories (OPT) and Gaza is indescribably
bad and has been documented by the international media and by visitors of all
persuasions, including those who are political supporters of Israel. Demolition of
Palestinian homes by Israeli authorities, about 850 last year alone, as well as
arbitrary confiscation of Palestinian property, have been documented by the
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).
Movement in OPT area is extremely restricted. Amnesty International, in its 2020
report, counted 593 checkpoints in the occupied territories that “heavily restrict
the movement of Palestinians” living there, including those going to hospitals,
schools and work. The humiliation of Palestinians at these checkpoints is blatant,
unconscionable and systemic.

One of the worst things facing Palestinians living in OPT, is the Israeli detention
system. At the end of last year, according to Amnesty International, the number
of Palestinian prisoners from the OTP was 4,300, including 157 children. Most
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were “administrative detainees” that, under Israeli law, can be held, without
charges, indefinitely. Torture and ill treatment are commonly committed by the
Israeli prison authorities, including beating, sleep deprivation and prolonged
solitary confinement. The “knock at the door,” in the middle of the night, is not an
uncommon feature of Palestinian life.

In Gaza, though not occupied territory, the situation is much worse. In addition to
the four devastating Israeli bombardments in the past 15 years, Gaza is under
complete sea, air and land blockades by Israel (land blockade also by Egypt) that
restrict movement of persons and goods to and from the area. Shortages are a
way of life, including building material, fuel and other essential commodities. Half
of the labor force is unemployed, and more than half of the population lives
under the poverty line. The blockade limited the spread of COVID-19 at first, but
the disease has now spread to the point that lead the local health authorities to
declare the entire area “red zone,” meaning that community transmission is high.
Shortages of equipment (testing, respirators) and needed infrastructure
(electricity, backup generators) due to the blockade is threatening a health
disaster, according to the Lancet.

As for the Israeli Arabs, finally, many observers, as well as international human
rights organizations (lately Human Rights Watch and the leading Israeli human
rights organization, B’Tselem ), have called the Israeli regime “Apartheid.” This
was openly declared in a recent tweet by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu himself: “Israel is not a state of all its citizens,” he tweeted. “According
to the basic nationality law we passed, Israel is the nation state of the Jewish
people —and only it.”

And this is only a snapshot of reality. To live under these conditions, whether in
the occupied Palestinian Territories, Gaza or inside Israel, is not bearable. Fighting
to change them and offering painful sacrifices in the process, is not surprising.
And, as we learned from the Apartheid experience of South Africa and other
asymmetric wars of liberation, changing them is not impossible.

Riad Tabbarah is a former Lebanese ambassador to the United States.
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e Abu Dhabi plans $6bn culture spending to diversify from oil - Simeon
Kerr — Financial Times - June 7th 2021

Abu Dhabi is pledging to invest S6bn in the cultural and creative industries as the
Gulf emirate seeks to increase its post-coronavirus stimulus spending and
diversify away from oil.

Having already committed $2.3bn to projects in the sector, the government will
over the next five years plough another S6bn into building museums, as well as
making investments in sectors ranging from media, gaming and music to cultural
heritage, architecture and the arts. “In terms of growth, we know creative
industries are going to be a major contributor to GDP here in Abu Dhabi,” said
Mohamed Al Mubarak, chair of the emirate’s department of culture and tourism,
in an interview.

The oil-rich capital of the United Arab Emirates launched a separate $13.6bn
stimulus package in 2019 to prepare the emirate for a post-oil future. It is
accelerating diversification plans as it emerges from the coronavirus pandemic
with a renewed focus on economic development.

A “substantial portion” of these new funds is earmarked for building cultural
institutions on Abu Dhabi’s Saadiyat Island, already home to an outpost of the
Louvre, a big tourist attraction.

The Zayed National Museum, showcasing the life of founding father Sheikh Zayed,
is under construction. Preparatory work for the much-anticipated, long-delayed
Guggenheim Abu Dhabi had been awarded, said Mubarak, with the main contract
for the Frank Gehry-designed museum expected “soon”. Two other new
museums are planned.
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The cultural district is expected to be largely completed by 2025. It will include
the Abrahamic Family House, a facility for interfaith dialogue comprising a
mosque, church and synagogue.

With 20,000 people already employed in the creative and cultural sector, Abu
Dhabi hopes that its investment in infrastructure and partnerships will create
another 15,000 jobs over the next four years. At Yas Creative Hub, a new media
zone with tenants such as CNN, there are plans to welcome 8,000 workers by the
end of the year.

Expanding the creative sector, while aiming to create jobs for nationals, will also
require overseas talent. Abu Dhabi, along with other emirates, has launched a
special visa to facilitate the entry of skilled workers.

Residents of Middle Eastern countries often complain about the difficulty in
securing visas to the security-conscious UAE. But Mubarak said the authorities
were liaising to work on a “seamless” process with rapid checks, as well as
considering grants and other incentives to assist “every single income
demographic” thrive in the expensive city. “If you are an artist, you will have the
opportunity to flourish in the most economically effective way,” he said.

During the pandemic, the emirate invested $200m in film production, he said.
About 1,000 people were involved in the filming of Mission Impossible 7 in the
emirate earlier this year.

The oil-rich capital competes directly with Dubai, the country’s traditional hub for
the creative industries. The capital has previously launched its own financial
centre and technology start-up hub in competition with its oil-poor neighbour.
But Mubarak said the creative industry “pie” was big enough for both cities.
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He also shrugged off concerns about the impact of UAE’s tight restrictions on
freedom of expression. He pointed to broader reforms including the granting of
long-term visas and even nationality to some expatriates.

“We are an evolving state that is evolving with our times,” he said. “We have
already this year seen massive policy changes, so you can see how forward
thinking we are becoming.”

e A new capital in the Egyptian desert: Sisi’s military model for the
economy- Andrew England - Financial Times - June 6th 2021

Egyptian president Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has never been one to shy away from
making bold promises while vowing to revive the Arab world’s most populous
state. But in March, he delivered a prediction that was audacious even by his
standards. Speaking at a military event, he said the inauguration of a “New
Administrative Capital” covering a swath of desert equal to the size of Singapore,
would represent the “birth of a new state”. His words will soon be put to the test.
In August, civil servants will begin making the 45km transition from ministries in
downtown Cairo to the new capital, where construction workers are putting the
finishing touches to the $3bn “government district”. The aim is to have 55,000
staff operating out of more than 30 huge new ministries by the end of the year.
Ultimately, with private developments alongside military projects, the goal is to
have 6.5m people living in the city. The project — forecast to cost $45bn when it
was launched six years ago — embodies Sisi’s vision of development and how it
should be done: the military is unabashedly front and centre and it is being built
on a pharaonic scale. Sisi insists it represents the “declaration of a new republic”
even as sceptics consider it a vanity project a country with more urgent priorities
can ill-afford.
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The new capital east of Cairo is the flagship infrastructure project out of
thousands the military has taken charge of since the former army chief seized
power in a 2013 coup. As a result construction and real estate, along with energy,
have been key drivers in reviving the moribund economy. They have enabled
Egypt to boast the Middle East’s highest rates of growth in gross domestic
product — recording more than 5 per cent per annum in the two years before
Covid hit. But just as the administrative capital provokes contrasting reactions, so
too are some Egyptians asking whether the economic successes cheered by the
president’s supporters are more mirage than reality. “The economy looks healthy
from the outside, but if you poke around it’s all built on quicksand,” says an
Egyptian academic. ‘They have yielded results’ At the core of the concerns is that
the expansion of the military’s role in the state and the economy is crowding out
the private sector and scaring away foreign investors. “The real fear people have
is you go in and set up a project and the military replicates that project next door
and undercuts you,” says an Egyptian economist.

Yet Sisi and his loyalists make no apologies for his deployment of the military —
Egypt’s most powerful institution and the one entity the president trusts — into
all aspects of the economy. “The army can enhance the economy . .. they are very
disciplined, less corrupt,” says Khaled el-Husseiny Soliman, a retired brigadier
general who is spokesman for the Administrative Capital for Urban Development,
a company majority owned by the military and in charge of the new capital
project. “In the Egyptian military we all say the battalion or platoon equals the
commander. The state reflects the leadership . . . | believe now we have a leader.”
Some Egyptians say they understand why Sisi turned to the military after taking
power, following three years of tumult in the wake of the 2011 uprising that
ended Hosni Mubarak’s 30-year rule. He inherited an economy broken by political
upheaval, civil strife and terrorist attacks that spooked domestic and foreign
investors into inertia. By 2016, dwindling foreign reserves and dollar shortages
forced Cairo to turn to the IMF for a $12bn loan. As part of the package, the
regime allowed the Egyptian pound to devalue, causing the currency’s value to
halve, further damaging confidence and eroding purchasing power. Soaring
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inflation and sky-high interest rates have been additional impediments to private
investment.

“[The military] have tackled areas never tackled and yielded some results,” says
an Egyptian banker. “The fact they can do anything any time in your area does
stop people investing. But the market is bigger than any single entity.” But eight
years after Sisi seized power, there is a growing fear that the military’s muscular
economic expansion will prove irreversible. Economists say the activity is not
generating sufficient productive jobs to tackle rampant youth unemployment and
poverty in the nation of 100m people. The employment rate has fallen from 44.2
per cent among working age Egyptians in 2010 to 35 per cent in the second
quarter of last year, even as an estimated 800,000 graduates annually enter the
jobs market, according to a report by the World Bank’s International Finance
Corporation. And the demographic and social pressures are only going to build as
the fertility rate of 3.5 children per Egyptian woman means the population will
swell by 20m people over the next decade. “We have growth of 5 per cent, but
2.5 per cent comes from minerals [0il and gas] which brings in money but doesn’t
create employment, which is the only thing that’s going to save us,” the academic
says. “The other 2.5 per cent is real estate [and construction], which is fictitious
employment. Once you stop building, there are no jobs.”

The World Bank says private investment picked up slightly in 2019, but adds that
its weighting in the economy was still below historical averages and “considerably
lower” than peer countries such as Jordan and the Philippines. Even staunch Sisi
supporters murmur doubts as businesses are forced to contend, or even
compete, with the military, which controls much of Egypt’s land, can use conscript
labour, is exempt from income and real estate taxes and answers only to Sisi, the
commander-in-chief. “Sisi is loved by everybody, including myself, and he’s a
nationalist who does what he thinks is best for the country. But that does not
mean he’s right all the time,” says an Egyptian investment banker. “He should
consult others; he’s ill-advised.” He laments that the myriad structural problems
that long hindered private sector growth, from corruption and red tape to poor
logistics, still deter investment. And “now there’s crowding out by the state — it’s
the army and the government in every single sector”, he says. “You name it.”
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Check on executives Most in the business community welcomed the new regime
after Sisi ended the brief, divisive reign of the democratically elected Muslim
Brotherhood government. The chaotic period reinforced many Egyptians’ belief
that stability came above all else. Three years after the coup, executives, western
bankers and the IMF also applauded when Sisi pushed through tough monetary
and fiscal reforms, including cutting subsidies and the state’s wage bill, while
increasing VAT to secure the $12bn loan.

But Sisi never reciprocated the welcome he received from business. At an early
meeting with Egyptian executives, the president told them they had benefited
under Mubarak and needed to give back — and donate E£100bn to the regime,
according to businessmen who donated. Many suspect Sisi entered the
presidency distrusting the private sector and disgusted by the cronyism rife during
the Mubarak era. He is also wary of businessmen becoming too powerful and
politically influential, viewing it as one of the ingredients that fuelled the 2011
uprising, analysts say. “From the outset he wanted to use the military in project
management and as a tool for large infrastructure projects. My instinct tells me
he would rather have left it like that,” says an Egyptian businessman. “But then he
felt snubbed by the old, large private sector, which he thought couldn’t be trusted
and may constitute some form of political opposition. Then comes the push for
the military to invest across all industries.” The military has been the bedrock of
the state since Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 1952 coup. Its business interests deepened
after the 1979 peace accord with Israel redefined the army’s role. But, until Sisi, it
remained largely in the shadows.

After initially surrounding himself with military advisers, Mubarak, a former air
force officer, gradually courted civilians who began liberalising the economy.
Under Sisi, Egypt has transitioned from a police state to a military-led state,
analysts say. “You always had generals in ministries, but in Mubarak’s time they
were in the basement,” the academic says. “Now the one who decides whether
you stamp this piece of paper is a general.” The army’s tentacles stretch across
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the economy, from steel and cement to agriculture, fisheries, energy, healthcare,
food and beverages. Not even the media has been spared, as entities related to
state security agencies have taken over newspapers, TV channels and production
houses. A lack of transparency makes it difficult to determine the full scale of the
army’s economic role. Last June, prime minister Mostafa Madbouly said Egypt
had completed projects worth E£4.5tn (5287bn) over six years. The army’s
engineering authority commander, lhab al-Far, said the funds were spent on
20,000 projects, adding that the military invested a further E£1.1tn on 2,800
schemes built by the army. Sisi told the FT in 2016 that the army’s businesses
were to ensure the country’s self-sufficiency, not compete with the private sector.
There are 60 companies affiliated to military entities operating in 19 of the 24
industries of the Global Industry Classification Standards, an industry taxonomy
body, according to the World Bank report. The military’s National Service Projects
Organisation (NSPO) controls 32, a third of which were established after 2015.

Yezid Sayigh, a senior fellow at the Malcolm H Kerr Carnegie Middle East Center,
estimates that in 2019 military-affiliated entities generated income of $S6bn-$7bn.
But it is their reach across the economy that is critical. “The real questions are
what are the net impacts on public finances, on the private sector, on the volume
of foreign investment and where it goes,” he says. “The income is significant and
no doubt creates a stake the military will defend at almost any cost, but for now
it’s the role that’s most crucial.” The most visible example of the military’s impact
on the private sector has been in cement. The army opened a new $1.1bn plant in
2018 that added 12m tonnes of annual production capacity to the sector. It did so
even as demand for cement was on the slide and the sector was operating far
below capacity. The military now accounts for 24 per cent of production capacity,
industry officials say. Its intervention pushed several private sector players
towards collapse. It prompted some investors to consider selling, but no buyers
were willing to enter the oversupplied market, the officials say. The military’s
intervention appears to have been based on a false assumption that Egypt’s
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cement consumption would soar. It is a narrative that fits with what Michael
Wahid Hanna, an analyst at the International Crisis Group, describes as Sisi’s
“impulse” to turn to the military “to get things done”.

“It gathers a momentum of its own,” Hanna says. “It’s hard to say there’s a well-
conceived economic vision as opposed to an impulse and suspicion.” He believes
one reason for the phenomenon is the fact that Sisi - who leads the most
oppressive regime since Nasser - has no institutional base in society. “They don’t
have any sort of party structures, which is part of the reason why they are so
reliant on the military and the public sector,” Hanna adds. “Their project is to
cripple the civilian-led political order.” Investment cycle Ayman Soliman, chief
executive of The Sovereign Fund of Egypt, insists the government is cognisant of
investors’ concerns and is taking action to address them. The sovereign wealth
fund is overseeing the privatisation of two of 10 companies the military-owned
NSPO was willing to dispose of: Wataniya, which runs about 200 service stations,
and Safi, a water bottling and food company. “This is to open the space for the
private sector to come in, step up and acquire those assets if they want,” Soliman
says. “The economy needs to have the private sector dominate the investment
cycle. The government is paying so much to fuel growth, but this should not be
sustainable.” Egypt has been struggling to balance its books for years as it
grapples with yawning current account and budget deficits. Subsidies, public
sector wages and foreign interest payments account for 110 per cent of revenue,
according to Goldman Sachs.

As the coronavirus pandemic shuttered the vital tourism sector and investors
pulled at least $13bn from its debt and equity markets, Cairo was forced to turn
once more to the IMF last year. It secured more than $7bn in loans, raising Egypt’s
total outstanding credit to the fund to $19bn — the second largest amount after
Argentina. Economists say Egypt’s public finances displayed resilience during the
pandemic, and Cairo was able to tap capital markets in difficult times. But its
debt-to-GDP ratio is projected to rise to 93 per cent in the financial year 2020/21,
according to the IMF, while Cairo’s three key sources of foreign currency are all
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vulnerable to external factors — tourism, remittances and portfolio inflows into
local debt. The latter depends on high interest rates, which act as yet another
brake on private investment. “You cannot keep relying on short-term inflows and
betting on remittances and tourism,” says the economist, adding that the regime
must allow the private sector to breathe, incentivise industry and strengthen
exports. The Egyptian businessman hopes the cement debacle will be a lesson the
regime heeds: the government has been talking to cement companies about their
concerns in recent weeks after some threatened legal action. “There is going to
be a price of the legacy, and there will be an evolution, the question is how long
will it take and how expensive will it be,” he says. But Hanna says it is hard to
imagine Sisi unwinding the military’s role, given the vested interests. “He has his
detractors within the institution itself, he has purged people, he has favoured
military intelligence and so he clearly has to rely on some of this largesse and
patronage within the military,” he says. “Is this the fight he’s going to pick? One,
his world view doesn’t lead him to, and two, his sense of self-preservation doesn’t
either.”
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