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Events in the Middle East often 
dominate the news, but it is the 

stories of war, sectarian violence 
and western military intervention 
which grab the headlines. 

Middle East Solidarity  shows a 
different side to the region. 

We report on resistance to 
repression and imperialism from 
Morocco to Yemen, covering the 
strikes and protests which are 
missed by the mainstream media. 

We hope to carry the voices and 
stories of the women and men who 
are still fighting for bread, freedom 
and social justice to new audiences. 

Our practical guides to 
campaigning and resources for 
activists aim to build a stronger 
solidarity movement.

Middle East Solidarity is a 
joint project of MENA Solidarity 
Network, Egypt Solidarity 
Initiative and Bahrain Watch, and 
is supported by funding from UCU, 
PCS, NUT and a number of Trades 
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“No gods, no masters” is the title of a journal published by the 19th century revolutionary Auguste Blanqui. It has subsequently become a common slogan among anarchist groups.
Mouneer al-Shaarani is a Syrian master of Arabic calligraphy. Based in Damascus, his work has been shown at exhibitions around the world.Although his work is rooted in ancient traditions, he translates classical scripts into modern forms and has developed several new typefaces.

More of his work can be seen on the facebook page ‘Mouneer Alshaarani’.

No gods, no masters 
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Abuses cost 
Bahrain 
the FIFA 
presidency
Luke G.G. 
Bhatia

A hotly contested election 
for the top job in 

world football, president 
of the sport’s international 
governing body FIFA, has 
thrown a spotlight on human 
rights abuses in Bahrain. 

Sheikh Salman al-Khalifa 
was tipped as a potential 
successor to Sepp Blatter, 
but a concerted campaign 
by Bahraini human rights 
activists played a key role in 
undermining his campaign. 
After two rounds of voting, 
the Bahraini royal was beaten 
by Gianni Infantino.

It was the stories of 
athletes such as Ala’a Hubail, 
former player for the Bahrain 
national football team, which 
dogged Sheikh Salman’s 
claims to represent a fresh 
start for scandal-hit FIFA. 

On 21 February 2011, he 
participated in a protest in 
Bahrain. Not longer after he 
recalled the demonstration:

“I served my country with 
love and will continue as 
much as I can, but I won’t 
forget the experience that I 
went through, for all my life. 
What happened to me was a 
cost of fame. Participating in 
the athletes’ rally was not a 
crime.” 

One hundred and fifty 
athletes gathered during the 
wider pro-democracy protests 
that were put down one 
month later with assistance 
from the Saudi Arabian 
military. 

Sheikh Salman bin 
Ibrahim al-Khalifa, Chairman 
of the Bahrain Football 
Federation, is alleged to have 
chaired a committee in 2011 
which identified 150 athletes, 

coaches and referees from 
photographs of the protests. 

Those identified were 
subsequently arrested and 
imprisoned. 

Sheikh Salman admits 
that the committee existed, 
but disputes its purpose and 
denies that it ever met.

In November 2015, Sheikh 
Salman’s nomination as 
one of five candidates for 
the FIFA presidency was 
accepted. 

In the wake of this 
controversy Ala’a Hubail 
released a very different 
statement, denying that 
Sheikh Salman played any 
part in the repression of the 
athletes protests in 2011:

“I have known Sheikh 
Salman for a while. I don’t 
think he did this and I am 
sure of it. We didn’t want 
to harm anyone or offend 
anybody. Unfortunately they 
mixed everything up. 

“On Bahrain television, 
some people wanted to take 
advantage of the situation 
and use the players for their 
own good... so I was arrested 

for about three months and 
then I was released.”

After attending the 2011 
protests Ala’a Hubail was 
interrogated live on Bahrain 
television show “al-Rashad”, 
and accused of being a traitor 
to the regime. 

Prince Nasser bin Hamad 
al-Khalifa, son of the King, 
stated live on air: “anyone 
who called for the fall of the 
regime, may a wall fall on 
his head. Whether he is an 
athlete, socialite or politician 
— whatever he is — he 
will be held accountable... 
Bahrain is an island and 
there is nowhere to escape.” 

He later tweeted that he 
felt that all of the detained 
athletes should receive life in 
prison. 

Prince Nasser is the 
President of the Bahrain 
Olympic Committee, and 
is accused of personally 
torturing pro-democracy 
protesters. 

During this period, 
while Sheikh Salman 
was chair of the Bahrain 
Football Federation, six 
footballers were arrested 
for participating in pro-
democracy protests, 
including Ala’a Hubail’s 
brother Mohammed and 
Sayed Adnan, both members 
of the national team. 

FIFA assisted in 

legitimising the Bahrain 
government’s narrative that 
the players were imprisoned 
for criminal offences.

Sheikh Salman’s 
emergence as a front-runner 
in the presidential race 
sparked protests inside and 
outside FIFA. 

Mark Pieth, employed 
to oversee internal FIFA 
reforms, told The Guardian: 
“We need an outcry from the 
209 FAs. They should ask: Is 
this what we want? Really? 
Is Salman a credible agent of 
democracy and a fresh start? 
Is he suitable?” 

Bahrain Institute for 
Rights and Democracy 
(BIRD) wrote a letter 
to sponsors Coca-Cola, 
McDonald’s, Visa, Adidas, 
Budweiser, Gazprom and 
Kia outlining Salman’s 
involvement in suspending 
and punishing athletes 
and clubs on politically 
motivated grounds. 

Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei 
of BIRD said “Sheikh 
Salman led the politicised 
punishment of clubs and 
denies the torture Bahraini 
players underwent. Coca-
Cola have called for an 
accountable FIFA. What 
happened in Bahrain was 
a black mark on its history 
and Sheikh Salman must be 
held accountable for the part 
he played.”

Salman’s presidency would 
have assisted the Bahraini 
government in rehabilitating 
its image at a time when 
international NGOs such 
as Amnesty International 
and Human Rights Watch 
are highlighting continuing 
allegations of torture 
of detainees, politically 
motivated trials, and 
sentencing of political and 
human rights activists.

On the night of 
the election, however, 
commentators were clear that 
Sheikh Salman’s tarnished 
image and the stain of human 
rights abuses clinging to the 
Bahraini regime as a whole, 
had helped to sway the vote 
in favour of his rival. 

Sheikh Salman bin Ibrahim al-Khalifa | Photo: Wikimedia Commons

Britain teaches 
our government 
how to cover up

First person | Bahrain

Farida Ismail is a leading figure in 
Bahrain’s opposition al-Wa’ad Party. 
Her husband Ebrahim Sharif, the 
party’s secretary-general, was jailed for 
a year in February for a political speech 
he made in 2015. 

Al-Wa’ad is a modern political organisation, 
believing in equal citizenship and justice 

for all. We are against discrimination, we want 
a modern judicial system and fair electoral law. 
Our organisation is secular, not sectarian and we 
campaign for women’s rights. 

We are considered to be the second biggest party 
in Bahrain, with a membership which is split 50-
50 between Sunnis and Shi’a. Some of our women 
members wear hijab, others don’t. There is no 
discrimination between women on that issue in our 
association. Youth and women feel comfortable.

In the past Sunni and Shi’a worked together on 
shared political demands. But the sectarian card is 
easy to play, and those who were not educated fell into 
the trap. 

The government has always claimed that an 
“Iranian agenda” lies behind Shi’a protests, while also 
claiming that all Sunnis are behind the royal family. 
Yet Ebrahim Sharif is a Sunni, and I am Shi’a. Our key 
demands are political.

Despite being in control of oil revenues, poverty 
is still a problem in Bahrain. There is a huge housing 
shortage, with some people waiting 19 years to be 
housed. Shi’as who are with the government are in 
very good shape, but mostly Shi’a are poorer than 
Sunnis, although some Sunnis are poor.

After 2011, the government launched a big social 
re-engineering project: everyone on the Shi’a 
side was punished by dismissals from work 
and arrests, while Sunnis who showed loyalty 
were promoted. 

The government has created its own 
Human Rights organisations alongside 
the genuine HR orgs. The Doctors’ 
Association was emptied of Shi’a and 
oppositionists, and filled with  
pro-government people.

The government is not willing to negotiate. They 
say “democracy needs time”. We say “we are ready”. We 
want the Al Khalifas to remain in office, but at least we 
should have a British-style constitutional monarchy, 
where the monarch reigns but does not rule, with some 
transparency and accountability.

Ebrahim was rearrested after a speech at the 
commemoration for a 16 year old boy killed by police 
using birdshot at close range. 

He gave a speech and one day later they came to our 
house. There were 30 of them at 2.30 in the morning, 
and four videotaping everything.

He has been accused of “inciting hatred” and 
“inciting contempt”, and “inciting people to change the 
system via violent and illegal means”. He said there 
must be bridges between all components of Bahraini 
society. He said “I forgive my torturers”.

Genuine reform is the only path to save our 
government. We will do everything peacefully, we have 
no strength in violence. The government has the police, 
courts and judiciary. We have nothing, only our true 
cause and our peacefulness. But still the embers are 
burning. Sorrows run deep. When the right time comes, 
change will happen.

It is very important that people pose questions to 
the government. They don’t care about what we say, you 
need to speak out. 

The British government for example is very helpful 
to the regime through “technical cooperation”, which 
covers the judiciary, Ministry of the Interior and 
government human rights bodies. 

They are involved in training judges, but it isn’t 
working. They claim that prison conditions are better 
but torture is still ongoing. The British are getting 
thousands of pounds on account of the misery of 
Bahrainis. This is “business human rights”.

They have detailed information but chose to present 
the point of view of the Bahraini government. They use 
the term “terrorist” heavily against angry protesters, 
and have taught the Ministry of Interior personnel very 
well how to present their operations. 

They have taught them how to document and what 
to say, in other words how to cover up and how to act 
with impunity.

Ebrahim Sharif ’s trial took place on 24 February 2016. 
Turn to p26 to find out how you can help the campaign. 
Farida was speaking to Anne Alexander.  

The President of the 
Bahrain Olympic 
Committee is 
accused of torturing 
protesters. 
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Doctors 
strike 
against 
police 
violence
Anne 
Alexander

Doctors at Al-Mattariyya 
Hospital in Cairo walked 

out on strike for a week in 
defence of colleagues who 
were assaulted by policemen 
for refusing to write false 
reports about a patient’s 
injuries. 

The strike began after a 
van of policemen arrived at 
the hospital on 28 January, 
Doctor’s Union secretary-
general Mona Mina told 
Egyptian news site, Mada 
Masr. 

They told doctors to 
falsify medical reports, and 
then seized two doctors, 
who “were abducted from 
the hospital by policemen 
and dragged into the 
microbus, where they were 
handcuffed and transported 
to Al-Mattariyya Police 
Station”, Mina said. 

In response to the 
incident, medical staff 
walked out on strike, closing 
the hospital for a week. 

Although the two doctors 
were reportedly forced to 
drop individual complaints 
about police intimidation, 
following pressure from the 
Interior Ministry, they won 
strong support from the 
Egyptian Doctors’ Union. 

Thousands of doctors 
crowded into the street 
outside the union’s 
headquarters in central 
Cairo for an emergency 
general assembly on 12 
February. 

The assembly called 
on the minister of health 
to resign, demanded the 
prosecution of police 

officers guilty of violence 
towards health workers and 
agreed an escalating plan of 
protests and strikes. 

Hospitals and clinics 
across Egypt saw protests on 
20 February as part of a day 
of action under the slogan 
“Dignity for Doctors”. 

Banners and posters 
on the pickets also called 
for the prosecution of the 
Al-Mattariyya doctors’ 
assailants, and condemned 
the lack of security in 
hospitals. 

“How can we treat 
our patients in hospitals 
which are not safe?” asked 
one banner, according to 
a report on the Doctors’ 
Union website. 

The doctors’ strike also 
won widespread support 
outside the health service, 
with messages of support 
from the Journalists’ Union, 
the Engineers’ Union, the 
Lawyers’ union and from 
media personalities such 
as the broadcaster Bassem 
Yousef. 

As their demands for the 
resignation of the Minister 
and the prosecution of 
police officers were not 
met, doctors took nation-
wide strike action on 27 
February. 

TUNISIA

Fight for 
jobs sparks 
mass 
protests
Jaouhar Tonsi

The reasons which led 
to the outbreak of the 

revolution on 17 December 
2010 have not gone away, 
and the revolutionary 
slogan “the people want the 
overthrow of the regime” is 
still remembered. 

Despite the failure of 
the revolutionary road, 
there remains the memory 
of the defeat of the regime 
which forced the deposed 
president Ben Ali to flee on 
14 January 2011. 

Although the regime 
has managed to restore its 
state, it has achieved little 
else, except aggravating the 
social and economic crisis. 

It has been unable to 
escape from the trap of its 
own inability to carry out 
reforms without triggering 
a revolution which would 
lead to its downfall. 

This time the spark was 
lit in Kasserine, on 16 
January. 

It spread rapidly over the 
following days, sparking 
dozens of demonstrations 
in many provinces in 
solidarity with Kasserine 
– and protesting at the 
policies of impoverishment, 
marginalisation and 
corruption in the allocation 
of jobs. 

The pace of protests 
accelerated after the suicide 
of Ridha Yahyaoui. 

His name had been 
deleted from the list 
of candidates for a 
government job, and 
local officials insisted 
on prolonging his 
unemployment. 

The state of tension 
increased, prompting 
hundreds of local people 

to join a sit-in outside 
the local municipal 
headquarters.

They were demanding 
accountability from local 
officials and the governor 
for fixing the lists of 
candidates for work. 

The list included the 
names of 75 people who 
had been promised work six 
months ago. 

Repression was the 
first response of the state, 
leading protests to develop 
into clashes with the police. 
Some of these scenes were 
reminiscent of the protests 
in late 2010, when a police 
crackdown on protesters 
demanding jobs spiralled into 
revolution in January 2011.

Within hours, violent 
confrontations with the 
security forces developed 
as the police violently 
intervened to disperse the 
protesters and prevent 
them from gathering  in 
front of the headquarters of 
the state. 

Despite the declaration 
of a curfew on the evening 
of Tuesday 19th January, 

Grafitti in Tunis 
by Zoo Project

clashes continued in 
Kasserine’s neighborhoods 
and streets that day, leaving 
at least 14 injured. 

Protests moved to a 
number of towns across 
the country the next day, 
including Meknassy, Menzel 
Bouzaiane, Regueb, and the 
cities of Sidi Bouzid, Siliana, 
Sousse, El Fahs, Beja, 
Kairouan and Dahmani in 
the province of Kef.

The General Union of 
Tunisian Students, which is 
considered to be on the left, 
organised a protest march 
in support of the youth of 
Kasserine.

Participants included 
the Union of Unemployed 
Workers with Higher 
Certificates and hundreds 
of young people and a 
number of trade unionists. 

Several marches in 
other provinces were 
also organized from the 

local offices of General 
Federation of Tunisian 
Workers (UGTT). 

As in many other towns 
across Tunisia, unemployed 
graduates and workers 
employed on government 
direct labour schemes 
have been at the heart 
of organising protests in 
Jebiniana, in the province 
of Sfax. 

Women made up the 
majority of protesters 
outside the local 
government offices, 
according to Tunisian 
news website Nawaat.org. 
“Of course there are more 
women, as women are the 
first victims of poverty,” 
Wassila, one of the 
protesters, told Nawaat. 

“Who worries about 
unpaid electricity bills? 
Who worries that their sons 
can’t replace their worn-out 
shoes? Who worries about 
not being able to put food 
on the table for their kids? 
Women, of course!”, added 
Selma, another protester. 

Activists in towns 
at the epicentre of the 
current wave of protests 
report on Facebook that 
they are facing constant 
harassment from the 
authorities, including 
arrests of those who take 
on roles as negotiators 
with the authorities during 
demonstrations. 

Nevertheless, the 
movement is still throwing 
up all kinds of initiatives. 

Activists from the 
mining town of Gafsa 
announced on 2 February 
that they would march 330 
km to the capital Tunis 
to bring their demands 
for jobs to the seat of 
government. 

Dozens of groups of 
protesters launched hunger 
strikes. 

Meanwhile a new wave 
of strikes began in the 
towns and villages around 
Kasserine, calling on the 
government to guarantee 
employment for at least one 
person in every family.

Rather than walking 
out, instead they pledged 
to provide treatment for 
free, refusing to collect 
the fees which patients 
would normally pay 
throughout the public 
health system as a result 
of years of neoliberal 
“reforms”, corruption and 
mismanagement. 

“Free treatment is 
not something which 
the doctors’ union has 
invented”, Dr Mona Mina, 
the union’s secretary-
general explained in a 
Youtube video addressed 
to patients and the public, 
“it is a right for Egyptian 
citizens according to our 
laws which remain in force 
today.” 

Photos: Egyptian Medical Syndicate

The movement is 
still throwing up all 
kinds of initiatives 

Rather than 
walking out, they 
pledged to provide 
treatment for free
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support for the armed Islamic groups 
in Syria in an attempt to disturb the 
balance of power on the ground and, 
at a later stage, in politics, against the 
regime and its allies. 

In the meantime, the United States 
and western countries use the latest 
ISIS-led terrorist attacks in the West 
as an excuse to initiate direct military 
intervention in an attempt to restore 
their economic and geopolitical 
interests which have been significantly 
shaken by their loss in Iraq, as well as 
the recent Arab revolts that threatened 
western-backed regimes.

In this context of shaping a new 
regional and even world order, and 
while armed conflict sweeps across 
several countries in the Middle East, 
the balance of power has not settled 
yet among regional and international 
powers. Consequently, their diplomatic 
initiatives reflect the changes on the 
ground. 

And because the Russian and Iranian 
direct intervention turned the tides, 
albeit temporarily, in favour of the 
regime, the ongoing negotiations lean 
towards accepting some of Russia’s 
demands by the West, until the 

western countries reinforce themselves 
militarily, while assuming that this 
reinforcement will advance their 
conditions in any diplomatic agreement. 

It’s a vicious episode of imperialist 
war that will produce, in the midst of 
destruction, social collapse, and in the 
absence of revolutionary and popular 
political organisations, more extremism 
and terrorism.

It’s clear from the statements of 
western officials that they have started 
to reconsider their stance regarding 
Assad. I would also like to assure you 
that none of the western governments 
wanted initially the fall of the Syrian 
regime anyway. 

So the United States, Britain, and 
France now see a possible role for 
Assad, the tyrant responsible for some 
of the biggest massacres, as long as he 
leaves office at the end of a transitional 
period. 

This is a significant change in 
the public stance of western leaders 
compared to what they used to say 
about the inability to begin a transition 
while Assad remains in power.

Therefore, the possibility of Assad 
leading or taking part in the transitional 
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BDS Egypt 
activists 
join global 
action 
Anne 
Alexander

Egypt’s campaign for 
Boycott, Divestment 

and Sanctions (BDS) defied 
the military regime of 
Abdelfattah al-Sisi to join 
the global wave of solidarity 
with the Palestinian 
resistance last autumn. 

Despite heavy repression, 
students in Cairo, 
Alexandria, Zagazig and 
other Egyptian universities 
organised vigils, poster 
displays and impromptu 
meetings. 

Writer Ahdaf Soueif 
and campaigning 
lawyer Khaled Ali were 
among the speakers at 
a major conference in 
the Journalists’ Union 
headquarters organised by 
the Popular Campaign to 
Boycott Israel (BDS-Egypt) 
on 18 October, followed by 
a protest rally outside. 

We spoke to Ramy 
Shaath and Haitham 
Mohamedain from BDS-
Egypt about the impact of 
the campaign so far. 

BDS-Egypt launched 
in April 2015, on the 
anniversary of a massacre 
of Egyptian schoolchildren 
by Israeli warplanes in 
1970. 

“The date was picked 
to remind people of 
Israeli crimes and 
atrocities against Egypt 
and Egyptians, not only 
Palestine”, explains Ramy. 

Holding the founding 
conference at all was a 
major achievement in itself. 

“We were unable 
to hire a hall for our 
founding meeting, and 
we spent more than a 

month in negotiations 
with the Doctors’ Union, 
the Lawyers’ Union and 
the Journalists’ Unions 
before eventually reaching 
an agreement with the 
Journalists’ Union to host 
the event, on condition that 
there would be no chanting 
against the military regime 
inside the building,” 
Haitham says.

Even the simplest forms 
of political activity are 
highly risky for BDS-Egypt 
supporters. 

“The campaign faces 
difficulties in distributing 
leaflets,” he adds, “as the 
security services have told 
printers to inform them 
of anyone attempting to 
print political materials. 
Activists from the campaign 
face arrest if they distribute 
leaflets to the public.” 

“The latest assaults 
on activists took place at 
Cairo University, where a 
display of campaign posters 
which the Revolutionary 
Socialist students had put 
up was torn down and men 
and women students were 
beaten up on the orders of 
the University president in 
his office. 

“Protests and human 

chains or poster displays 
in the streets are also 
very difficult to organise 
because of the anti-protest 
law which bans all kinds of 
movements.”

A hostile media makes 
it difficult to get the 
campaign’s message across, 
Haitham explains. 

“The Palestinian cause 
and the Palestinian 
people have faced a huge 
smear campaign since the 
military coup, accusing 
the Palestinian resistance 
of being behind terrorist 
bombings in Egypt, and 
of supporting the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 

“These and other 
accusations are churned out 
day and night by private 
and state media channels in 
Egypt. 

“This has had a negative 
effect on Egyptians’ 
solidarity and sympathy 
with the Palestinian cause, 
increasing the difficulties 
faced by the campaign, 
which relies fundamentally 
on direct action by ordinary 
people.” 

Media hostility has made 
the campaign’s work more 
difficult, says Ramy. “State 
and private media which 
is owned by pro-regime 
businessmen have been 
boycotting us as much as we 
have boycotted Israel.” 

Despite the difficulties, 
the movement has attracted 
a wide range of support, 

Students at Cairo University organised a public display 
in solidarity with Palestine | Photo: Revsoc.me

Ceasefire talks involving 
opposition and regime forces 
in Syria will be driven by 
imperialist competition to 
dominate the country from 
without, not by the needs of 
its people, warns Ghayath 
Naisse. Translation by 
Ibrahim Halawi.

including ten political 
parties, four movements, 
six student unions, six 
trade unions including 
the Doctors’ Union, and 
many independent union 
branches. 

“We were certainly late 
in starting BDS-Egypt,” 
Ramy adds, “but late is 
better than never. With 
the rise of Israeli racial 
cleansing in Gaza and other 
parts of Occupied Palestine, 
we could no longer keep 
on only giving moral 
support to the Palestinians, 
or just donating aid and 
medication. 

“We must take a stand 
which stops those crimes 
rather than just denouncing 
them.”

The movement can 
already claim some 

important successes. 
“We started with a 

campaign against Orange - 
Mobinil that caused Orange 
to clash with the Israeli 
government and eventually 
leave the Israeli market”, 
Ramy explains.  

A varied programme 
of activities, including 
exhibitions, seminars, 
conferences and book 
readings is bringing the 
message of BDS to a 
broader audience. 

Giving Egypt’s hard-
pressed activists a small 
space to breathe is 
crucially important, as the 
dictatorship continues to 
tighten its grip. 

“The campaign is an 
important initiative at this 
time because it opens up 
spaces for political action 
in the streets,” argues 
Haitham, “following blow 
after blow by the regime. 

“The Palestinian issue 
has a big echo, particularly 
among young people and 
students, despite the 
frustrations many have 
experienced 
since the 
military 
seized 
power.”

Giving Egypt’s 
activists a small 
space to breathe is 
crucially important 

The military balance of power 
in Syria has tilted in favour of 

Assad’s regime, particularly with the 
Russian direct intervention that was 
announced in late September 2015 
and the intensive Russian airstrikes 
on positions of the armed opposition 
groups in general and, to a lesser 
extent, ISIS.  

Also, this was preceded by further 
military involvement of Iran, Hezbollah, 
and other sectarian Iraqi militias in 
support of the regime. 

At the same time, other regional 
powers, and I mean by that Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, increased their 

Opinion | SyriaOpinion | Syria
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government (which is supposed to 
include opposition and regime figures) 
is possible, according to most of the 
western governments as well as Russia 
and several regional powers. 

Assad and his allies seek, through 
turning the tides of the battle, to make 
the participation of the opposition in 
the transitional government merely 
symbolic, while the West, Saudi Arabia, 
and Turkey want their allies in Syria to 
have a greater role in the government. 
It’s a contest on how to slice the cake. 

For that matter, there’s no serious 
proposal to change the structures of the 
regime on the table. 

So this is not relevant to the interests 
and needs of the Syrian masses that have 
been paying a heavy price in their pursuit 
of freedom, equality, and social justice.

The situation now in Syria is tragic 
on every level. The popular uprising 
has been crushed, and the role of the 
revolutionary groups has dwindled to 
a large extent, in favour of reactionary 
terrorist groups like Daesh, al-Nusra, and 
reactionary fundamentalist groups like 
Ahrar al-Sham and other groups which 
are largely funded and armed by Turkey, 
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia. 

In addition to this political opposition 
in the form of the national assembly has 
been divided among these governments 
as well. 

On the other hand, the severe 
weakness that regime forces faced last 
year, reaching the verge of collapse, 
triggered the direct involvement of 

its allies, Russia and Iran, as well as 
Hezbollah. 

With the direct intervention of 
Russia, the regime became under a form 
of mandate. So there are opposition 
groups (armed and political) operating 
under regional mandates, and a ruling 
regime also under another mandate, 
while revolutionary and democratic 
parties are at their weakest point. 

In this situation, it is realistic to say 
that if Russia and the United States 
arrived at what they refer to as a 
“political solution”, they will work on 
imposing it on regional powers while 
facing some difficulties restricting the 
policies of the regional powers that have 
been given some margin of autonomy in 
the region lately.

As for the liberal Syrian opposition 
and the armed groups affiliated with the 

Syria’s uprising was inspired by the 
wave of revolt sweeping the region, 

but the social and political tensions 
which exploded in March 2011 were 
homegrown. 

The year before the 2011 revolution, 
Bashar al-Assad marked his first decade 
in power. He inherited the presidency 
from his father, Hafez, who had ruled 
Syria for the previous thirty years. 

Al-Assad the father had already be-
gun a process of neoliberal reforms, 
Bashar accelerated the transition to a 
more open market economy, without 
releasing the grip of the ruling Ba’ath 
Party over political life. 

State officials and businessmen close 
to the regime made their fortunes while 
the mass of ordinary Syrians saw their 
living standards plummet. 

A devastating drought in 2007 
brought waves of impoverished rural 

migrants into the cities. 
The spark which detonated the 2011 

uprising was lit in the southern town of 
Dera’a. 

A routine act of police brutality on 
6 March – the arrest of teenagers for 
writing anti-regime graffiti – triggered 
mass protests which quickly mobilised 
thousands. 

The success of popular mobilisations 
in Tunisia and Egypt inspired the tac-
tics of the protesters – they organised 
mass marches on Fridays and adopted 
or adapted key slogans and demands of 
the other revolutionary uprisings. 

Demonstrators called for the release 
of prisoners, the lifting of the emergen-
cy law and curbs on the powers of the 
hated secret police. 

The regime claimed it was facing a 
sectarian Islamist-inspired conspiracy, 
but protesters in many cities made a 

point of calling for unity across Syria’s 
different religious communities. 

The regime’s extreme brutality trans-
formed the largely peaceful popular up-
rising into an armed insurrection. 

Towns which rebelled were besieged 
and shelled in an attempt to quell the 
movement. 

By July 2011 officers and soldiers 
were beginning to defect from the Syri-
an army and the first armed opposition 
groups formed. 

Over the following years regional 
powers such as Turkey, Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar began to fund and arm oppo-
sition fighters, while the regime called 
on its allies in Iran, Iraq and Lebanon 
for support. 

What had begun as a popular upris-
ing was fast becoming a regional con-
flict, setting the scene for the entry of 
Russia, the USA, France and the UK. 

BACKSTORY: FROM REVOLUTION TO INTERVENTION

regional powers, they will comply with 
what they are asked to do based on the 
political solution. 

This has been hinted at in a 
conference of the armed and civilian 
Syrian opposition groups that Saudi 
Arabia hosted on 8 January 2015. The 
fate of the Syrian people is no longer in 
their hands. 

Regaining the right to self-
determination for the Syrian people 
in the face of regional and imperialist 
domination becomes one of the 
revolutionary groups’ demands in 
Syria, as well as the pursuit of freedom, 
equality, and social justice. 

It won’t be long before the popular 
masses continue their revolutionary 
struggle after the artilleries and the 
roar of warplanes are silenced and the 
refugees go back to their lands.

Like other countries in the region 
since 2011, Morocco witnessed the 

rise of a strong political mobilisation. 
Led by the 20 February Movement, 
which drew in all of the opposition 
forces from the left, to the Islamists 
and the liberals, it demanded the fall of 
tyranny and corruption, and fought for 
dignity and social justice. 

The monarchy responded to this 
movement with moderate repression and 
political manoeuvres, such as reforms to 
the constitution, official recognition of 
the Amazigh (Berber) language and early 
parliamentary elections. 

It also made social concessions 
including finding jobs for around 5,000 
university graduates, providing extra 
funds to help cover rising living costs, 
and met a number of workers’ demands 
by agreeing a general wage rise. 

This led to a retreat of the movement 
in the absence of political forces capable 
of mobilising the anger of workers and 
the people in an organised way in order 
to win fundamental reforms on the road 
to winning power. 

As this enormous wave of struggle 
receded, the regime was able, taking 
advantage of the regional context of 
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February’s general strike over 
pension cuts was only the 
latest round in a long-running 
battle for social justice, 
Mohamed Boutayeb 
reports from Morocco.

Meanwhile the misfortunes of 
ordinary people have grown. 

They face rampant unemployment 
and vulnerability, the deterioration of 
social services and purchasing power, 
and the growing oppression of women. 

The Finance Act of 2016, includes 
directives aimed at reducing what the 
IMF calls the “public deficit”, through 
“accelerating the pace of major and 
priority structural reforms”. 

The most important of these 
“reforms” targets the pension system 
by reducing wages, raising the 
retirement age from 60 to 65 and 
reducing pension rates. 

It also has the funds which support 
cost-of-living allowances in its sights, 
with the aim of making savings in 
addition to the more than 2 billion Euros 
reduction between 2012 and 2014. 

The government claims this is directed 

the rise of counter-revolutions, to 
continue with its policies of economic 
crisis management and debt (which is 
more than 75 percent of GDP), in order 
to increase the burdens of the popular 
classes. 

The regime has implemented 
destructive neoliberal policies under 
the guidance of the international 
financial institutions and the EU, using 
the political forces, led by the Islamist 
Justice and Development Party as a 
buffer in order to contain expected 
popular anger and to diffuse it when it 
explodes. 

Despite deteriorating social 
conditions for workers and the vast 
majority of the people, political and 
economic priorities remain focussed 
on servicing the debt and shaping the 
economy in the interests of imperialist 
capital and its local allies. 

 Medical students protest outside the health ministry

Morocco: 

A funeral for a revolutionary killed by Assad’s forces | Photo: Nasser Nouri

Sparks of 
resistance 
to austerity 
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towards “productive investment”, 
while it continues to adjust the wage 
bill by imposing a wage freeze on civil 
servants and breaking up the social 
security system.

Morocco has witnessed recently the 
outbreak of battles by workers and 
young people to confront austerity 
policies which aim to “cure” the state’s 
budget deficit, which is in reality a result 
of the exemption of big business from 
taxes, as well as capital flight, and the 
fact that the country is drowning in debt. 

During October and September, 
medical faculties in Morocco witnessed 
a the rise of a strong student movement 
organised through national and local 
coordinating committees. 

It enforced a complete boycott 
of theoretical and practical 
classes, accompanied by a national 
demonstration in which 15,000 
students took part, as well as protests 
and self-organised sit-ins. 

The movement forced the government 
to retreat from its plans to force medical 
students to work for two years in remote 
locations without the provision of a job 
in the public health service. 

The draft “national health service 
under contract” law meant that the state 
was evading its role in directing public 
services, instead seeking to make up 
for the gaps in health care provision by 
imposing flexibility and insecurity on 
health workers while raising the meagre 
compensation offered to trainee doctors 
from an estimated 11 to 16 Euros per 
month. 

The medical students’ coordinating 
committees mobilised protests against 
the draft law which the government put 
forward in order to impose compulsory 
work for newly-qualified doctors. 

The law would have forced new 
graduates in medicine, after 7 years of 
study, to work in isolated rural areas for 
two years under a limited contract which 
would not give doctors permanent posts 
in the public health service. 

This was an attempt to solve the 
problem of an incredible shortfall of 
graduates in medicine. Only 15 of every 
1,000 Moroccan students graduated in 
medicine in 2014. 

It also reflected an attempt 
by the state to avoid finding jobs 
for unemployed doctors who find 
themselves vulnerable to work in terrible 
conditions of exploitation in private 
clinics in the private health sector. 

Since 1983, a package of reforms 
implemented in response to the dictates 
of the International Monetary Fund and 

the World Bank in order to reduce public 
spending on health, has been destroying 
public hospital services. 

These policies aim to provide funds 
from the general budget to service the 
accumulated debt rather than recruit 
more doctors and nurses.

Figures from the World Health 
Organisation for 2013 point to the 
large shortfall in the Moroccan health 
service, which only provides 6 doctors 
and 9 nurses per 10,000 citizens, in 
comparison with much higher levels in 
other countries with similar levels of 
economic development, such as Tunisia 
which employs 12 doctors and 33 nurses 
per 10,000 citizens. In Algeria, the figure 
is 12 doctors and 19 nurses while in 
Egypt it is 28 doctors and 35 nurses. 

The complexity of this situation is 
increased by the state’s preference for 
expanding employment in the security 
services. Between 2007 and 2013 there 
were 40,480 jobs allocated in the security 
sector compared to less than 12,800 in 
the health sector. 

Police repression and a media 
blackout greeted the battle of the 
student doctors. 

The official media peddled false 
accusations by the Minister of Health 
about the strike, claiming that the 
student doctors “refused to serve 
Moroccans in remote areas”. 

Despite these false claims, the student 
doctors were able to win public support 
and eventually forced the government 
to withdraw its project and to raise the 
medical students bursary from 16 Euros 
per month to 80 Euros. 

The battles by medical students 
stimulated the emergence of 

struggles among trainee teachers in 
the regional training centres for the 
teaching professions. 

They organised against two 
government decisions to deny trainee 
teachers an automatic progression to 
employment after qualifying, and to 
reduce the grant by more than half, 
from 250 Euros to 120 Euros. 

The battle of the teacher trainees 
saw a march in the capital Rabat which 
was attended by more than 9,000 
teachers. 

This government policy aims to hit 
hard at secure and permanent work. 
According to a trainee teacher, it opens 
“the appetite of the aspirant private 
sector to widen the exploitation of a 
cheap and qualified workforce as the 
regional teaching training centres will 
now produce unemployed instead of 
employed graduates. 

“They will find the only solution 
to the hell of unemployment will be 
working in the private sector, with all 
its problems and lack of structure.”

Trainee teachers formed a national 
coordinating committee in October 
2015, leading to the flourishing of 
local struggles under the framework of 
a national council which is organised 
democratically, with delegates from all 
the local coordinating committees, the 
general committee and professional 
committees participating. 

In addition to their steadfastness 
and their creativity in different forms 
of struggle, such as regional and 
national marches, the trainee teachers 
took part in a major trade union march 
on 29 November 2015, expressing 
a great sense of solidarity and their 
consciousness of the need for unity in 
the face of the austerity policy hatched 
by the government. 

The only answer of the state has 
been repression and siege tactics in 
order to try and break the backbone of 
the teachers’ protests. 

In the regional demonstrations 
organised on 3 December in Tangier, 
Quneitra and Taza protesters were 
besieged by the police, who also 
attacked rallies by trainee teachers in 
several cities on 8 January injuring 
dozens, some of them severely. 

The National Coordinating 
committee decided to call a national 
protest on 17 December in Rabat, 
in order to demand the repeal of the 
two government decrees separating 
training from employment and cutting 

the grant by more than half. 
Trainee teachers were supported for 

the first time since the start of their 
movement by qualified teachers from 
various quarters, as well as by their 
families. 

The protest brought around 20,000 
teachers onto the streets. Speaking 
beforehand, Mohamed Hakmoun, a 
member of the National Coordinating 
Committee of Trainee Teachers in 
Tangier said: “We will come out 
together with our mothers and fathers, 
brothers and sisters, side by side 
with qualified teachers, against the 
decisions of the government, which 
put education and training at risk and 
threaten the future of education in 
Morocco.” 

Meanwhile, rising electricity 
prices have sparked resistance in 

Tangier. Along with many other towns 
in Northern Morocco, Tangier saw 
mass protests in late October 2015, 
reminiscent of the strong protest 
momentum that the city witnessed 
during the mobilisation led by the 20 
February movement. 

Demonstrators demanded the 
withdrawal of the colonial company 
Amendis, a branch of French 
multinational Veolia, which has been 
responsible for looting from the 
pockets of citizens for years. 

Protesters carried candles in 
demonstrations which began in 
popular neighbourhoods hardest hit 
by rising electricity prices, before 
heading for a sit-in in Nations Square 
in the city centre, although the 
security forces erected barricades in 
different streets and arrested many 
activists. 

Tangier is now at the forefront of a 
wave of protests which stretches back 
several years through uprisings in 
Rabat and Marrakesh and elsewhere 
against spiralling prices of water and 
electricity. 

The root cause of the high cost of 
electricity is not a result of distortion 
and manipulation, but the fact that 
Morocco imports 90 percent of its 
energy needs. 

However, it is exacerbated by 
privatisation of water and electricity 
production. This led to the sidelining 
of the National Bureau for Water and 
Electricity to make way for companies 
looking to make a profit. 

In order to guarantee these profits, 
in the summer of 2014 the state 
proceeded with a series of price rises 

in water and electricity rates, which 
are set to continue until 2017. 

These price hikes aim to bring in 
1.4 billion Euros in order to save the 
National Bureau from bankruptcy, 
after the state pumped 2.2 billion 
Euros into the budget of the bureau 
to restore its “fiscal balance”, rather 
than bringing those responsible for 
corruption and mismanagement to 
trial. 

In the battle over electricity prices 
the popular movement has developed 
new tactics, such as a coordinated 
electricity ‘strike’ where protesters 
refuse to use electricity for two hours 
a day, as well as the refusal to pay 
electricity bills, and rallies outside the 
Amendis company offices, forcing the 
Minister of the Interior and the Prime 
Minister who promised to revise 
electricity tariffs. 

When we look at resistance to cuts 
and privatisation by the trade unions 
the picture is more contradictory. 

The last round of professional 
elections revealed the weakness of the 
trade union movement’s implantation 
in the ranks of the workers. 

Union organisation is besieged and 
shrinking in the private sector firstly 
because of the level of unemployment 
and the precarious nature of work, and 
secondly because of repression. 

The state has refused to lift Article 
288 of the criminal penal code which 
criminalises strikes, despite agreeing 
to amend it following a deal with the 
unions in 2003, for example. 

Thus the leaders of strikes which 
break out in the private sector have 
refrained from activating effective 
solidarity and from developing a 
genuine plan for mobilisation. 

Meanwhile, trade unionism in 
the public sector has become very 
sectional, a series of islands cut off 
from each other, and not linked 
together except during short strikes 
which are controlled from above and 
without horizons. 

Meanwhile the watchword for trade 
union leaders has been to promote 
the idea of “social stability” and “the 
supreme interests of the country”. 

It is in this context that trade union 
leaders have tried to mobilise from 
above, calling two giant marches in 
March 2013 and 2014 , and organising 
a warning strike on 29 October 2014, 
but without these mobilisations 
leading to tangible benefits for workers 
because they were convened from 
above and without a genuine plan for 
real mobilisation. 

The union leaders followed up with 
a mass protest on 29 November 2015 
in Casablanca, the city with the largest 
working class. However, turnout was 
weak compared to its predecessors. 

The protest was followed by a public 
service and municipalities strike on 
10 December, while the main union 
federations announced in January 
plans to mobilise for a future general 
strike. 

The present trade union struggles 
demand a general increase in wages, 
the relaxation of tax pressures on 
tax earners, respect for trade union 
freedom. 

They also call for a rejection of the 
state policies over pensions aimed at 
raising the retirement age to 65 and 
the adoption of the austerity policies 
outlined above. 

All of these struggles require 
maximum unity. 

We need to build bridges to connect 
with other working people, and with all 
victims of the repressive state. 

It is also vital that we put forward 
our alternative policies, based on the 
defence of public services, health and 
education. 

We need to ensure the right 
to housing, work for all, protect 
consumers from the greed of 
monopolies and increase wages. 

And in order to win these we need 
to fight for freedom to organise, to 
protest and to freely express our 
opinions.

The watchword for union 
leaders has been to 
promote the idea of “social 
stability” and “the supreme 
interests of the country”.

The battle of the teacher 
trainees saw a march in 
the capital Rabat which 
was attended by more than 
9,000 teachers. 

‘The revolution of the stethoscope’ Challenging Amendis over high energy prices
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Across Europe, governments 
are fuelling racism and 
Islamophobia through new 
counter-terrorism laws. 

Middle East Solidarity 
spoke to activists from 
Britain and France who 
are on the frontline of 
resistance to these tactics of 
divide and rule. 

Challenging the 
climate of fear

Photo: Josh Koonce @ Flickr
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Britain: education 
under threat 

Schools and colleges play a key role in 
the British government’s counter-

terrorism strategy (CONTEST), through 
the Prevent programme. 

According to the programme’s 
supporters, Prevent is an effective 
means to stop the process of 
“radicalisation”, which is assumed 
to lead some people directly towards 
committing or aiding acts of terrorism. 

CONTEST was first developed in 
2003 under the Labour government, 
but was “mainstreamed”, introducing 
Prevent following the 7/7 attacks on 
London in July 2005.

Malia Bouattia leads the Black 
Students campaign in the National 
Union of Students. She sees Prevent 
in very different terms: not as 
protecting citizens from harm, but 
rather as “bringing a climate of fear and 
censorship to spaces of learning.”

“The 2011 version of the strategy 

included the statement that there should 
be no ungoverned spaces where Prevent 
isn’t active,” she told us. “For the first 
time this brought universities amongst 
other places as a key site for Prevent. 
Since then, masses of teachers, lecturers 
and college staff have been trained on 
how to spot a ‘radical.’”

In 2015 the Counter-Terrorism 
and Security Act placed Prevent on a 
statutory basis for the first time, meaning 
that public institutions must implement 
the strategy as a legal requirement. 

Rob Ferguson is a teacher in East 
London and an officer of Newham 
National Union of Teachers. “Education is 
without question at the forefront of the 
new agenda”, he explained.

Within schools and colleges, the 
government inspections body Ofsted has 
become the tool used by the government 
to police the adoption of Prevent policies. 

“Ofsted have a very explicit agenda 
across Muslim areas to impose the 
Prevent agenda without allowing any 
room for questioning, discussion or 

debate,” Rob told us. “Whatever else you 
do, you cannot question Prevent. To do 
so risks failing an Ofsted inspection on 
those grounds alone.”

“Making Prevent statutory in the 
public sector marks an ideological shift 
in Britain’s counter-terrorism policy, 
reflecting the state’s role in promoting an 
Islamophobic narrative.”

“In teaching we’ve often been 
subjected to the idea that we have 
to promote a right wing agenda or a 
particular political view. The national 
curriculum, for example is an attempt to 
promote nationalist views,” Rob argued. 

However, by introducing an inherently 
Islamophobic and racist narrative into 
the education sector and suppressing 
discussion and open debate, the British 
state is creating a climate of fear for both 
Muslim and non-Muslim communities.

According to Malia, “what Prevent 
has done is cast a net of surveillance 
across society, criminalising everyone in 
the process and destroying the concept 
of  innocent until proven guilty. “Within 
education equality and diversity have 
been watered down to the point where 
the government identifies the sector as a 
soft entry point for racist legislation.”

Prevent effectively disciplines and 
silences the whole community, Rob 
argued. “It’s about undermining the unity 
between Muslims and non-Muslims,” he 
said. “People are increasingly afraid to 
go on demonstrations, for fear of being 
targeted or for fear of being accused of 
providing cover for extremism, or even 
worse terror.”

“This process has led to a high 
degree of self-policing in schools while 
the relationship between lecturers 
and students changes from partners 
in learning to that of suspects and 
informants.”

Meanwhile, colleges and universities, 
which should be areas of free debate and 
for envisioning a better society, instead 
find themselves clouded in a climate of 
censorship and suspicion. 

On university campuses Prevent 
has resulted in staff being trained 
to “spot” and report on “vulnerable” 
students to the police, the cancellation 
of student-organised speaker events and 
Muslim students being asked to become 
informants on their peers. 

For Malia, Prevent is a means for the 
government to shut down debate and 
stifle criticism: “The already suffocating 
restrictions on international students 
will be taken further as universities 
are expected to act as extensions of 
border control. This is shutting down 

universities as spaces of critical enquiry, 
because anything slightly subversive 
or challenging to the status quo runs 
the risk of being labelled as violently 
extremist.”

On a larger scale Prevent is 
normalising Islamophobia in British 
society, at a time when violent attacks on 
Muslims are increasing. 

According to Weyman Bennett of 
Stand up to Racism, Islamophobic attacks 
in the UK increased by 74 percent since 
the Paris attacks, and 50 percent directed 
towards women wearing hijabs. 

The spreading of Islamophobia and 
racism is also accelerated by the right-
wing media. The Sun, the Daily Mail, 
and the Telegraph publish racist articles 
and cartoons which perpetuate the idea 
throughout wider society that every 
Muslim is a potential terrorist.

Mohammed Kozbar is Vice-
President of the Muslim Association 
of Britain. He believes that Prevent, 
far from halting extremism, is likely to 
encourage it. 

“For a community of 2 to 3 million 
people to feel that they are targeted 
and they are guilty and they have to be 
proved innocent instead of the other 
way round is quite dangerous, and 
this will backfire especially in terms of 
young people,” he told us. 

“Racism in the UK is rising,” 
he warned, “Islamophobia and 
discrimination stop young Muslims from 
getting a job. All of these sorts of things 
make people angry, and especially young 
people, and give others like ISIS the 
tools to try and brainwash some of these 
people and try to use them, whether here 
in the UK or elsewhere.”

The government’s claim to be 
protecting “British values” through its 
counter-terrorism strategy sits uneasily 
with its foreign policy, particularly in 
the Middle East.

“There is a link between what’s 
happening for example in Syria and 
Iraq, in Palestine, and what affects us 
here in the UK,” Mohammed told us. 

David Cameron’s welcome for 
Egyptian dictator Sisi during an official 
visit to Downing Street last year shows 
the shallowness of the government’s 
commitment to democracy. 

Rather than break off links with 
a regime which overturned Egypt’s 
first democratically elected president 
in a military coup and threw tens of 
thousands in jail, Cameron chose to 
welcome the architect of the counter-
revolution. 

“The government unfortunately 

preferred to go on selling selling arms 
and having oil contracts with the 
Gulf countries, especially UAE and 
Saudi Arabia instead of respecting the 
principles of human rights, democracy 
and free speech,” said Mohammed. “They 
teach us a lot about these principles but 
when it comes to practicing them it is a 
different story.”

Despite the pressures from the 
government, there are encouraging signs 
of resistance. According to Rob, fighting 
for territory in education is key to 
bringing down the Prevent agenda. 

Initiatives such as Islamophobia 
Awareness Month already take place 
within the Muslim community, however 
there is a need to spread these further. 

In the wider community too, 
resistance to the Counter Terrorism and 
Security Act is growing. 

A statement to Newham Council 
opposing Prevent was signed by over 
40 people including leading imams 
in Newham, trade unionists from 
the University of East London and 
the National Union of Teachers. “The 
statement marks a really important 
staging post in the rise of resistance 
to state sponsored Islamophobia,” Rob 
told us. “I think it’s a really important 
signal, and something that hopefully 
will be mirrored and replicated across 
other areas.”

“In February 2015 well over 500 
academics put their names to a letter 
condemning Prevent, and over 250 
academic staff wrote a strong letter in 
September the same year. And in almost 
every incident that hit the press, we 
have seen resistance. 

“What is still worrying, of course, is 
all those individuals who have nowhere 
to turn and who we do not hear about, 
but the counter to Prevent is to build 
opposition and resistance”.

France: deepening 
Islamophobia

The murder of 12 people following an 
attack on Charlie Hebdo magazine 

in January 2015 triggered a global 
wave of messages adopting the slogan 
“Je suis Charlie” in sympathy with the 
victims. Eleven months later, the killing 
of another 130 people in similar attacks 
saw the widespread use of the French 
flag on social media as a sign of respect 
and camaraderie. 

Yet, there has been much less 
recognition of the long history of 
racism and Islamophobia in France. 

Selma, an activist with the New 
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Anticapitalist Party (NPA) in France, told 
us that counter-terrorism laws rushed 
through in the wake of the attacks are 
making these problems worse. 

“The laws of exception that came 
after Charlie Hebdo and 13 November 
attacks only marginalised Muslims 
further,” she explained. “The CCIF 
(Collective Against Islamophobia in 
France) has documented this summer a 
500 percent increase in verbal assaults 
and 100 percent increase in physical 
assaults.”

The French state has a long history of 
difficulty in fully accepting its Muslim 
community as French citizens. 

Despite allowing the inward 
migration of many people from its 
former colonies, France continues to 
implement racist and Islamophobic 
policies to exclude Muslims. 

The result of this is that some poorer 
areas around the outskirts of Paris 
for example, are predominantly made 
up of lower class Muslim families, 
systematically portrayed as dangerous 
and threatening to French values by the 
media and mainstream politicians. 

“Excluding Muslims from citizenship 
has also increased repression 
of migrants,” Selma noted. “So 
Islamophobia is the forefront of racist 
politics in France, the rhetoric of “our 
values” against “their values” has 
terrible consequences for migrants.”

Muslim youth demonstrating against 
increasing austerity and privatisation 
in France have also been denounced by 
the state. 

This was the case after 
demonstrations against a controversial 
bill named “First Employment Contract” 
which made it easier for young workers 
to be fired were followed by suburban 
riots in 2005. “National consensus 
could only be found with an enemy 
to fight against,” argued Selma. “This 
consensus turned universal values into 
nationalist values,” she continued.

The 2010 ban on the niqab in the 
name of French secularism is evidence 
of how French Islamophobia and sexism 
intersect to target Muslim women 
specifically. 

“They pushed the ban so far, they 
banned the niqab from all public spaces” 
says Selma. “All these laws allowed 
public abuse, but also racists to attack 
veiled women, who now face racist and 
sexist violence alike.”

Islamophobia allows and encourages 
the policing of Muslims, which often is 
carried out through attacks targeting 
cultural difference. 

“After the November attacks, many 
mosques and halal restaurants have 
been raided by the police, despite the 
fact they knew that perpetrators of the 
attacks have no links with the Muslim 
community,” Selma told us. 

Such sentiments are at play within 
mainstream politics, too, she added. 
“We are suffering a lot from the political 
marginalisation of veiled women, as 
the voice of those who are the most 
concerned by Islamophobia, racism, 
sexism and class hatred are not allowed 
to speak in public spaces. 

“At the same time, mainstream 
politics considers the word 
‘Islamophobia’ to be Islamist 
propaganda. This is a way not to 
recognise there are laws of exception 
applied to Muslims. 

“So today, every time a story comes 
to the fore on the media involving a 
veiled women, it is to put the blame on 
her personal choices.”

Other French forms of policing 
in the name of counter-terrorism 
include internet censorship through 
shutting down websites the state deems 
extremist, the closure of mosques, and 
the new campaign “Stop Djihadisme”. 

Similar to the British campaign 
Prevent, Stop Djihadisme encourages 
communities to self-police, and uses 
racist stereotyping as a method for 
targeting the entire Muslim community. 
“Now that any Muslim can be a 
terrorist, any Muslim worker can be 
sacked for no reason,” Selma told us. 
“Republican ideology has been used 
to prevent new generations of Muslim 
migrants accessing jobs, and a better 
life for their families.”

As in other western states, French 
Islamophobia is concentrated within 
spaces of education. 

“Schools have been especially 
targeted because they are known as a 

left bastion, and by winning there, the 
state achieved national consensus,” 
Selma said. 

An article published directly after 
the Charlie Hebdo attacks documents 
the reactions to the attacks by school 
students of different backgrounds. 

Henri Astier notes that many lower 
class Muslim students felt increasingly 
marginalised by their peers and 
teachers after the attacks, with student 
from a north Parisian school contending 
that “now people look at you as if you 
were a terrorist”. 

Despite the state’s Islamophobic 
rhetoric, the anti-racist movement is 
making its voice heard nationally and 
globally. 

In France, the CCIF and the CRI 
(Coordination Against Islamophobia) 
do invaluable work with victims of 
Islamophobia: “they collect the stories, 
file complaints, support the victims. 
They recently managed to raise concerns 
about this specific kind of violence,” 
Selma explained. 

Local collectives are also combating 
gendered and racialised violence and 
marginalisation such as Le Collectif 
Mamans Toutes Égales (Mothers are all 
equal). 

“There are huge opportunities, as we 
saw on the demonstration organised 
for equality and dignity on 31 October 
which united thousands people on the 
streets,” Selma continued. 

A rally against the war and 
Islamophobia united more than 700 
people in the Paris suburbs. Much is 
being done to raise awareness of how 
Islamophobia is structured into French 
society, yet as Selma argued, “a lot has 
not been done yet, and must be done if 
we want to be effective.” 

Reporting by Alice Finden, Sara Olsson 
and Anne Alexander 

The march ‘for dignity and against racism’ in Paris, October 2015

Centre for 
torture victims 
shut down
Egypt Solidarity

The Egyptian government has 
targeted one of the country’s most 

important NGOs – the El Nadeem 
Center for the Management and 
Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence. 

Founded in 1993, El Nadeem has 
supported thousands of victims of 
torture and abuse at the hands of 
Egypt’s police and security agencies. 

It has also provided advice and support 
for many victims of domestic violence.

On 17 February police visited the 
offices of El Nadeem in central Cairo 
with an order to close the centre 
apparently issued by a body affiliated 
to Egypt’s Health Ministry. This cited 
unspecified violations of the centre’s 
licence to operate.

Al-Nadeem’s director, Dr Seif 
al-Dawla, said: “If what they want 
to say is that we are a human rights 
organization, if this is their accusation, 
let them say it clearly – that this is why 
they are closing us.”

Amnesty International condemned 
the move against El Nadeem. It 
said that the centre gives a lifeline 

to victims of torture and families 
of people subject to enforced 
disappearance.

In a statement, the centre said it 
believes El Nadeem is being targeted as 
part of an ongoing security campaign: 
“We believe that this attempt at closing 
the center is part of the security policy”. 

Aida Seif al-Dawla said the group 
had vowed to defy the order to close the 
centre. “Unless they arrest us all, we will 
continue to work,” she told the BBC.

Take action: send a message of protest 
about the closure El Nadeem to the 
Egyptian authorities. Turn to page 26 
for more on the campaign for justice 
for Giulio and Egypt’s disappeared..

Italian student 
murdered 
amid security 
crackdown
Egypt Solidarity

The issue of enforced disappearances 
in Egypt hit the global headlines 

in February, with the discovery of 
the body of missing Italian doctoral 
student Giulio Regeni, who vanished in 
Cairo on 25 January. 

Giulio was a doctoral researcher 
at the University of Cambridge who 
was doing fieldwork in Egypt for his 
dissertation on independent trade 
unions. 

An autopsy carried out in Italy 
showed that he had been tortured to 
death. Egyptian prosecutors initially 
also confirmed that there were 
extensive signs of torture on his body, 
but other official sources in Cairo put 
out conflicting statements claiming 
that Giulio died in a traffic accident. 

Although Giulio’s horrific 
death threw a spotlight on 
disappearances and torture in Egypt 
for the international media, such 
experiences are all too common for 
Egyptian activists and human rights 
campaigners. 

The Egyptian Commission 
for Rights and Freedoms (ECRF) 
documented 340 cases of enforced 
disappearance between August and 
November 2015 alone. In many cases 
victims reappeared in police custody, 
although some were found dead. 

The ECRF identified the National 
Security Agency, which reports to 
the Ministry of the Interior, and the 
Military Intelligence Department of 
the Armed Forces, as being involved in 
many cases of abduction and torture. 

El Nadeem Centre, a well-known 
Egyptian human rights NGO which 
supports victims of torture, is also 
involved in documenting cases of 
forced disappearance, torture and 
deaths in detention. 

For January 2016 the Centre 
reported on 195 deaths, 42 cases of 
torture, including 8 people who were 
tortured to death, 60 cases of medical 
neglect, 20 cases of group violence by 
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the police, 66 forced disappearances, 
while 32 people were reported to 
have reappeared in various places of 
detention, in some cases months after 
they vanished. 

Amnesty International’s work has 
highlighted many horrific examples of 
torture in Egyptian police stations. 

The police station in the Cairo 
district of Al-Mattariyya has a 
particularly violent track record: three 
detainees died there from torture and 
neglect in the space of a single week in 
late February 2015. 

According to El Nadeem Centre 
a total of 7 detainees died in Al-
Mattariyya during 2015. 

‘Disappeared’ who emerge in police 
detention or in prison are not safe 
from abuse. El Nadeem’s figures for 
January 2016 include 11 cases of death 
in prisons and police stations as a 
result of medical neglect. 

Amnesty has highlighted 
many horrific examples of 
torture in police stations

A mural for martyrs of the revolution in Cairo | Photo: Gigi Ibrahim
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Academics who 
signed Kurdish 
peace call jailed  
Alice Finden

Students and staff from a number 
of different UK universities have 

launched a campaign to mobilise 
support for a call by Turkish and 
Kurdish Academics for Peace in 
Kurdistan. 

They also aim to organise practical 
solidarity for their colleagues in 
Turkey who are facing repression by 
the Turkish government for speaking 
out. Earlier this year 1,128 Turkish 
and Kurdish academics signed a 
statement titled “We will not be a 
party to this crime”. 

The Turkish authorities have 
begun to prosecute academics 
who signed the statement, while 
others have been sacked by their 
universities. 

Esra Mungan, Kivanc Ersoy 
and Muzaffer Kaya were detained 
by an Istanbul court on 15 March 
on charges of “promoting a terror 
organisation” after they reiterated 
their call for peace.

The letter called on Turkish 
government to cease hostilities 
against the Kurdish population which 
have only increased since the Turkish 
election in June of last year. 

An electoral breakthrough by the 
HDP party, which is led by Kurdish 
activists with the support of the 
radical left, prompted a backlash from 
both the ruling Islamist AKP party 
and the secular far-right. 

For the first time, the HDP 
crossed the 10 percent threshold 
for representation in parliament, 
representing a significant shift in 
Turkey’s electoral landscape.

Since the letter’s publication, the 
signatories both inside and outside 
of Turkey have been targeted by 
the Turkish state in a crackdown on 
academic freedoms. 

The state has started demanding 
that universities investigate and 
single out their academics who signed 
the statement, and is threatening 
academics within Turkey with the 
loss of their jobs and imprisonment. 

Academics and PhD students 
working in universities outside of 

territories was to let neighbouring 
Morocco and Mauritania partition the 
country. 

Although the International Court 
of Justice upheld the Sahrawis’ right 
to self-determination, King Hassan II 
of Morocco moved to seize control of 
Western Sahara. 

In November 1975, he ordered 
300,000 Moroccans into the territory 
in the “Green March”. Negotiations 
in Madrid ended in a deal on 14 
November leaving Western Sahara 
under the control of Morocco and 
Mauretania, and excluding Polisario.

The Moroccan invasion was 
a catastrophe for the Sahrawi 
population. Upon entering Western 
Sahara, Moroccan air forces bombed 
local settlements with napalm, and the 
majority of the indigenous Sahrawis 
were forced to leave their homes. 

They fled to the Algerian desert, 
where large parts of the population, 
like Senia and Brahim’s families, still 
live in refugee camps under Polisario’s 

control with the support of the 
Algerian government.  

Polisario’s fighters now took up 
arms against the new occupiers. 
Mauretania eventually abandoned 
its claims to Western Sahara, but 
Polisario fought the Moroccan army 
for 16 years, reclaiming approximately 
a fifth of their country. 

The Front declared the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (SADR) in 1976. 
Both Senia’s grandfathers died in the 
war and her grandmother still tells 
stories about life in a home country 
she has never seen. 

Morocco built a 2,700 km long wall, 
heavily fortified and mined, which 
divides the Sahrawi refugees from 
those who still live under Moroccan 
control. 

Mines and unexploded ammunition 
can be found in large quantities on the 
liberated side of the wall.

In 1991 the United Nations 
brokered a ceasefire and agreed to 
organise a referendum in which the 
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Frustrations over the lack 
of progress in the struggle 
for freedom in ‘Africa’s last 
colony’ are reaching boiling 
point, Sahrawi activists tell 
Alice Finden and  
Sara Olsson

Celebrations after a Sahrawi rights activist is released from prison | Photo: SaharaUaik @ Flickr

Africa’s last colony...

Western Sahara 
at the crossroads

Senia Bachir and Brahim Buhaia 
were born in the refugee camps 

in the Algerian desert which still 
house over half of Western Sahara’s 
population. 

They are fighting for their people’s 
right to independence in a conflict 
that the world has forgotten about. 

Forty years after the Moroccan 
occupation, approximately 165,000 
refugees still live in refugee camps 
in the desert across the border from 
Algeria. 

Young people make up 60 percent 
of the population in the camps, 
many of them born after the 1991 
ceasefire ended the long-running 
armed struggle between the Sahrawi 
liberation movement under the 
leadership of the Polisario Front, and 
the Moroccan army. 

Senia and Brahim are part of that 
generation. Unlike many others they 
have managed to leave the refugee 
camps and move abroad. Now living 
in Ethiopia and the UK respectively, 
they continue to actively resist the 
occupation.

Rich in mineral resources, Western 
Sahara was captured by Spain in 
1884, becoming a Spanish province 
fifty years later. By the 1970s, Spain’s 
colonial ambitions in Africa had 
withered, however. Facing an armed 
insurgency led by the Polisario Front 
which was set up in 1973 to wage a 
guerrilla war for independence, Spain’s 
solution to the crisis in its Saharan 

Turkey risk losing their funding 
which comes from a centralised 
source from the Turkish state, and 
being prevented from re-entering the 
country.

Academics for Peace in universities 
in Turkey have also been targeted by 
right wing students and colleagues, 
some of whom have “marked” their 
office doors with crosses and hostile 
words. 

These students have also begun 
campaigns to force signatories to 
remove their names from the letter, 
threatening job losses and violence. 

Signatories being questioned by 
police are facing charges of violating 
article 301 of the Turkish penal code 
by “overtly insulting the Turkish 
nation, the State of the Republic of 
Turkey, Grand National Assembly of 
Turkey, the Government of Republic 
of Turkey and the judicial organs of 
the state” and “propagandising for a 
terrorist organization”. 

They could face up to 5 years in 
prison if convicted. 

On Friday 22 January SOAS UCU, 
SOAS UNISON and SOAS Students’ 
Union co-hosted an open meeting 

which discussed the crackdown on 
signatories of the “Academics for 
Peace” letter by the Turkish state and 
the impact of repression on Kurdish 
areas. 

Lecturer and PhD student Ceylan 
Begum Yildiz explained how curfews 
put in place by the Turkish state are 
very different to those understood in 
Britain. 

“Turkish curfews take place around 
the clock, and since curfews are 
legally attached to state of emergency 
laws, they come hand in hand with 
military operations,” she said. 

Dr Latif Tas, Professor Nadje Al-
Ali, and Dr Kerem Nisancioglu gave 
an update on the current situation 
and background into the Kurdish 
political movement and Turkish state 
violence towards it. 

Solidarity actions discussed 
included the setting up of a support 
fund for Turkish and Kurdish 
academics based in the UK, lobbying 
UK universities to protect academic 
freedoms, a zero tolerance policy 
on threats to cut funding to PhD 
students and a possible academic 
boycott of Turkish institutions.

The campaign has also won support 
at other universities and from the 
lecturers’ union UCU. Activists are 
planning to raise the issue at UCU’s 
annual congress in June.  

Find out more online via “Solidarity 
with Academics for Peace” on Facebook 

A protest in Istanbul against the curfew imposed on the town of Silvan

The state is threatening 
academics who signed 
the statement with the 
loss of their jobs and 
imprisonment. 
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Sahrawi people could vote on whether 
they wanted to be an independent 
nation or remain under Moroccan rule. 

Senia, even though she was just 
a few years old, remembers the 
festivities on the day of the ceasefire. 
“People were singing and dancing, 
celebrating the end of war and a 
solution to the conflict. 

“Everyone started making boxes, we 
call them ‘boxes of return’, to put their 
belongings for the travel back home,” 
she says.

Nearly quarter of a century later 
the Sahrawis are still waiting for the 
referendum to take place. 

Morocco’s rulers have done 
everything in their power to stop 
the referendum and since 1991 
international media coverage has been 
scarce. 

Many Sahrawis now worry that 
without a return to armed conflict, the 
referendum will never happen.

Senia remembers growing up in the 
camps, receiving clothes and food from 
international humanitarian aid donors, 
but also playing with her brothers in 
the sand dunes. 

“I grew up there, at the time it was 
all I knew. It was not until I went 
abroad to a school in Norway that I 
became politically conscious because 
I realised that no one knew about my 
people’s struggle.” 

Senia thinks that the sentiment 
of her grandparents and her parents 
differs from her own because they have 
lived in Western Sahara and know the 
homeland they are fighting for.

“I have never been there. I have 
never seen Western Sahara, except in 
images from my foreign friends who 
have been able to travel there.” 

However, she does not believe that 
the will to fight for freedom is dying 
out in her generation, but that the 
perceptions might be changing. 

“We understand Western Sahara 
from a different perspective than our 
grandparents and parents. It is not 
about the physical homeland as such. 
For us our freedom is a basic right that 
should be respected.”

Similarly, Brahim’s experience of 
a summer camp to Spain led him to 
realise how it could be to “live in a real 
country”. 

He explains that many people who 
were born in the camps have lived 
there their whole lives: “you would 
think that after so many generations 
being away from our country the 
bond would disappear, but it has only 

got stronger. I think it is because the 
longer you live in the camps the more 
frustrated you get.”

The anger of Sahrawis living 
under Moroccan rule exploded in 
mass protests in October 2010. The 
following month Moroccan forces used 
teargas and water cannons to crush 
a protest camp near Laayoune where 
up to 12,000 Sahrawis gathered to 
demonstrate over a range of social and 
economic demands. Two protesters 
were killed, including a 14-year old boy 
shot dead by the police.

The lives and activities of Sahrawis 
are severely constricted by Morocco. 
Inside the occupied territories the 
Sahrawi flag is banned and speaking 
out for an independent state is illegal. 

Over 500 Sahrawi have 
“disappeared” in Moroccan custody, 
possibly surviving as political 
prisoners. Many have not been heard 
from for over 30 years. Relatives have 
been imprisoned and tortured for 
running solidarity campaigns.

Despite the poverty of its 
population, Western Sahara is rich 
in natural resources. The country has 
one of the world’s largest phosphate 
deposits, and its coastline is perhaps 
one of the African continent’s richest 
fishing waters. 

For years, the illegal exploitation 
of these resources has been condoned 
by the European Union through deals 
giving produce labelled as 
Moroccan preferential 
access to the EU 
market. 

The recent decision 
by the EU’s General 

Court to annul a 2012 trade agreement 
between the EU and Morocco, has 
raised campaigners’ hopes, however. 
The court argued that the EU had 
failed to consider the impact of the 
agreement on the Sahrawi people. The 
EU is appealing the decision.

In the Sahrawi refugee camps in 
Algeria, activists are finding new ways 
to tell the world about their demands 
and struggle. 

Brahim says that people used to just 
wait for the international community 
to fulfill its promises, but now they 
protest against the plundering of 
natural resources, and are using social 
media and the internet in order to 
raise awareness globally as well as 
getting in contact with international 
organisations. 

“By bringing organisations, 
filmmakers and photographers to 
the camp we want to show the world 
our struggle”. Brahim continues: 
“yesterday we were in a war of arms 
and war strategies, but now we are in a 
war of media.”

Forms of cultural resistance are also 
important for the Sahrawi struggle, 
with storytelling always playing a 
central role. Brahim explains how 
poetry and songs are used as weapons 
in the struggle.  

During the war artists had a 
particular job to encourage and uplift 
the soldiers. The music produced 
during that time continues to be an 
important influence on the Sahrawi 
resistance movement, alongside the 
hip hop produced by the younger 
generation. 

Senia sees Sahrawi music as defined 
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by the fight for freedom: “it is full 
of hopefulness for an independent 
country and it is very driven by our 
suffering.”

Now living in the UK, Brahim 
works with Sandblast, an NGO which 
focuses on facilitating international 
support for the Sahrawis’ resistance. 
Sandblast’s director Danielle Smith 
told us that culture plays a central role 
in the organisation’s work. 

“When you are talking about 
solidarity, you are talking about 
relationships, and that is central to 
the power of solidarity. I think if you 
engage in a creative process with other 
people it is a relationship that has a 
certain depth.”

Despite the political activism in the 
refugee camps and among Sahrawi 
activists abroad Senia cannot see much 
progress. 

She says frustration is growing 
among Sahrawi youth in the camps. 

Pressure is building, especially 
amongst the youth who are too young 
to remember the war. “It is like one of 
those things that are just boiling under 
the surface and could explode any 
minute,” says Senia.

“Eventually we will have to channel 
our frustration somewhere. Right now 
the Polisario is trying very hard to 
keep us calm,  but I do not think they 
can do that for long,” she continues. 
Many believe that the armed struggle 
will begin again. “And maybe rightfully 
so,” argues Senia. 

“We have been waiting for 24 years 
now fighting peacefully. What has 
happened? The only reward we have 
got back is that the world has forgotten 
about us!”

Brahim takes a more positive 
view: “We are not in the same place 
as we were 24 years ago. Today we 
are recognised by 80 United Nations 
member countries. 

“I can travel with a Sahrawi passport 
to Venezuela, South Africa, Ecuador, 
and Mexico. Things are happening in a 
way, but it is too slow.” 

Senia, who now works for the 
African Union agrees to a certain 
extent. “We are a founding member of 
the African Union. This is the first time 
in my lifetime that I can travel and 
work as a Sahrawi, with my Sahrawi 
passport. I am very very proud of that.”

However, none of them are willing 
to give up their struggle. Brahim says: 
“We can never give up, because we 
would be failing those who gave their 
lives, those who died, those who are 
still today being tortured in Moroccan 
prisons. 

“We would be failing those people 
who gave everything they had. We 
would be failing our grandparents 
who came to the camps as young 
people, hoping to return to their home 
country, but are still in refugee camps.”

A revolutionary 
socialist activist 
from Marrakesh 
speaks out against 
the monarchy’s 
nationalist claims to 
Western Sahara. 

Since the Spanish 
pulled out in 1976, 

the Moroccan regime has 
continued to benefit from 
the conflict in the Western 
Sahara by demanding 
“National Consensus” 
against the “foreign 
enemy”. Meanwhile the 
political opposition has 
been repressed: 138 
activists from Marxist 
organisations were arrested 
and sentenced to harsh jail 
terms. 

Jewish Moroccan activist 
Abraham Serfaty and five 
others were jailed for life in 
1977 because they refused 
to recognise the “National 

Consensus” which Hassan 
II announced in 1975 
following the outbreak of 
war in Western Sahara, and 
because of their support 
for the Sahrawis’ right to 
decide their own fate. 

The Moroccan regime 
also benefits from 
stockpiling the enormous 
resources of Western 
Sahara at the expense of 
the people who live a life 
of increasing misery and 
marginalisation. 

In addition, the regime 
prevents any form of free 
or democratic expression 
about the issue, considering 
it one of the ‘sacred pillars’ 
of the Moroccan state, 
along with Sunni Islam and 
the monarchy.

The regime exploits the 
Sahara issue to strengthen 
itself and the ruling classes. 

Since the military coups 
in the early 1970s, the 
regime has used the Sahara 
issue to build a “consensus” 
around it, which has 

allowed it to draw the 
traditional opposition 
forces into a “democratic 
soap opera”, which it 
controls fully in order to 
maintain its authoritarian 
essence. 

The Sahara issue 
continues to be a safety 
valve for the ruling class 
in moments of crisis, as 
it allows their costs to be 
offloaded onto ordinary 
citizens. 

The Sahara issue has 
opened up amazing 
possibilities for looting by 
the regime’s mafia, through 
the agreement of imaginary 
budgets, particularly for 
the army, without any 
accounting or oversight. 

The Sahara issue has 
been employed to justify 
increasing political 
concessions to imperialism 
such as semi-official 
normalisation with Israel 
and support of US plans in 
the region, the Free Trade 
Agreement with the EU, 

security deals which leave 
Morocco doing the dirty 
work of the US by torturing 
alleged terrorists, military 
joint exercises and the 
granting of a military base 
to the US at Cap Draa.  

The Sahara issue has 
been a real catastrophe 
for the Moroccan people, 
as it has contributed to 
the deterioration of living 
conditions through the vast 
sums of money looted or 
spent, particularly on the 
army. 

It has increased 
dependency on imperialism 
which has led in turn to 
the imposition of the most 
brutal neoliberal policies. 

In addition, dozens 
have been killed, injured, 
kidnapped and arrested.

This is an edited excerpt 
from an article in Arabic, 
for security reasons the 
author wishes to remain 
anonymous. Translator: 
Anne Alexander

 ‘The Sahara issue has been a 
catastrophe for the Moroccan people’

Map by Google
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Hundreds rally 
in protest at  
Sisi visit
Egypt Solidarity

Hundreds joined lively protests in 
November against the visit of 

Egyptian president Abdelfattah al-Sisi 
to the UK. 

Cameron’s red carpet welcome for 
Egypt’s military dictator sparked two 
days of demonstrations on 4 and 5 
November, uniting trade unionists, 
arms trade campaigners, students 
and Egyptian activists in opposition 
to the visit.

Student activists kicked off the 
action on 4 November, as campaigners 
from Egypt Solidarity Initiative and 
Stop Sisi joined the national march for 
free education. 

Protesters marched through central 
London shouting slogans such as “No 
ifs, no buts, no education cuts” and 
“down with student debt”, highlighting 
the anger felt at £9,000 a year fees.

Egypt Solidarity activists handed 
out leaflets and held a banner that 
highlighted cases of students and 

academics held in Egyptian prisons 
without trial by the current military 
regime. 

Many UK students and activists 
were aware of Sisi’s crackdown on 
education rights and freedoms in 
Egypt, and were enthusiastic about 
joining the demonstration later that 
day at Downing Street.

At 5pm, a 400-strong 
demonstration outside Downing 
Street brought together a wide range 
of groups opposed to the Sisi visit. 

Speakers at the rally included 
Andrew Murray, Chief of Staff at 
Unite the Union, the UK’s largest 
trade union, Lindsey German 
from Stop the War Coalition, Anne 
Alexander from Egypt Solidarity 
Initiative, Ann Feltham from 
Campaign Against Arms Trade and 
Somaia Halawa, whose brother 
Ibrahim has been imprisoned in Egypt 
for over two years.

News that Sisi was due to meet 
Cameron on the morning of 5 
November prompted an emergency 
mobilisation for the following day. 

Hundreds rallied outside Downing 
Street for hours, separated from a 
pro-Sisi protest by a line a of police 
officers and a van. 

Pro-Sisi double decker buses and 
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Global unions 
back Bahrain 
campaign
MENA Solidarity

UK and global trade unions 
launched a campaign on 24 

September 2015 highlighting 
“widespread and systematic” 
human rights abuses in Bahrain and 
calling for an independent audit 
of UK government aid to the Gulf 
monarchy.

The University and College Union 
(UCU), initiated an open letter 
condemning British failure to act 
over repression in Bahrain, signed 
by the largest trade unions in Britain 
– including UNITE, UNISON, GMB, 
CWU, NASUWT, RMT, NUT, NUJ, 
RCN, PCS, USDAW and BFAWU.

It also gained the backing of 
Trade Union Congress (TUC), which 
represents 52 unions across the UK 
with a combined membership of 5.5 
million, and Education International, 
the world’s largest trade union 
federation, which represents over 30 
million education employees across 
400 organisations worldwide. 

Union officials launched a drive 
for further signatures at the Labour 
Party conference in September.

The statement highlights the 
continued detention and torture 
of opposition leaders, unionists, 
teachers, medics and students, 
despite rising levels of UK financial 
assistance aimed at supporting the 
Bahraini government. 

Signatories condemned the lack 
of transparency surrounding the 
spending, noting their shock “that 
there has been no independent 
assessment made of this expenditure 
of public money despite a clear 
deterioration in Bahrain’s human 
rights record”.

The statement demands an 
independent assessment of the FCO’s 
assistance spending to Bahrain, 
urging that “any military, diplomatic 
and security ties are handled with a 
view to ending human rights abuses”. 

These calls came in the wake 
of criticism from the House of 
Commons Foreign Affairs Select 
Committee, which stated in 2014 
that the FCO should have “bitten the 
bullet and listed Bahrain as a country 
of concern” as there was “little or 
no evidence that Bahrain has made 

Campaign reports | Bahrain

a convoy of sports cars repeatedly 
buzzed past the chanting crowds.

Six protesters were arrested after 
taking part in a symbolic die-in to 
highlight repression in Egypt. 

Dressed in red shirts to symbolise 
the prison uniform of inmates on 
death row, and white jumpsuits 
spattered with blood and marked with 
the names of political prisoners such 
as Esraa al-Taweel, Alaa Abdelfattah 
and Mahienour el-Masry, they blocked 
the gates of Downing Street before 
being dragged away by the police.

enough progress in implementing 
political reform and safeguarding 
human rights”.

Elizabeth Lawrence, President of 
the University and College Union 
(UCU) said:

“UCU welcomes the fact that the 
TUC, Education International and so 
many trade unions have signed the 
letter concerning human rights in 
Bahrain. 

“We salute the work of all those 
seeking an end to human rights 
abuses in Bahrain and send our best 
wishes to trade unions and human 
rights defenders in Bahrain. 

“We also call upon the British 
government to take a much tougher 
stance with this oppressive regime. 
UCU members are actively engaged 
in Bahrain solidarity work and our 
annual Congress passed its latest 
resolution on Bahrain in May 2015.”

In 2015, the UCU congress 
passed a motion condemning 
the construction of a new British 
naval base in Bahrain, and ongoing 
UK government support for the 
monarchy in the midst of human 
rights violations such as the 
imprisonment of Bahraini teachers’ 
union leader Mahdi Abu Dheeb.

The Bahrain Institute for Rights 
and Democracy said:

“This is a landmark stance by trade 
unions in the UK who are standing in 
unity against human rights abuses in 
Bahrain. 

“We thank all of the signatories 
for their work in sending a clear 
message to the government that 
their support for the government of 
Bahrain will not go unnoticed by the 
British public.”

British government aid 
to the Bahraini monarchy 
is rising, despite the 
detention and torture of 
opposition leaders 

Graffiti calling for Formula 1 to boycott Bahrain

Amnesty protest the attack on the Bahraini 
teachers’ union | Photo: NASUWT
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Academics 
back Palestine 
commitment 
MENA Solidarity

Over 700 UK academics have 
pledged not to work with Israeli 

universities in protest at Israel’s 
violations of international law. 

Over 340 academics signed 
a statement declaring their 
commitment to the rights 
Palestinians in October last year. 

The Academic Commitment was 
launched with a full-page advert 
in The Guardian, and since its 
appearance numbers have swelled to 
over 700. 

The campaign follows the call by 
Palestinian civil society organisations 
for an academic and cultural 
boycott of Israel, and highlights the 
complicity of Israeli higher education 
institutions in Israel’s apartheid 
state. 

For example, Technicon, the Israel 
Institute of Technology, developed 
the remote controlled armoured 
Caterpillar D-9 bulldozer which the 
Israeli Committee Against House 
Demolitions says have been used to 
demolish 25,000 Palestinian homes 
since 1967. 

The Academic Commitment 
follows a similar initiative by 1,000 
artists and cultural producers from a 
wide range of fields who launched a 
Cultural Boycott Pledge in February 
2015. 

Conor Gearty, Professor of Human 
Rights Law at London School of 
Economics explained why he backs 
the Academic Commitment: 

“As a state that aspires to live by 
the values of democracy, the rule of 
law and respect for human rights, 
Israel needs urgently to change its 
behavior so far as its Palestinian 
citizens and those Palestinians under 
its control are concerned.  

“This boycott is a small way of 
saying a big thing: that fairness and 
justice should be for real and not just 
for show, that all international laws 
must be respected, not only those 
that happen to be convenient”.

Go to www.commitment4p.com  
to sign the statement

Israel boycott 
ban sparks 
anger
MENA Solidarity

Agovernment announcement 
condemning “divisive town hall 

boycotts” for “fuelling anti-Semitism” 
has been condemned as an attack on 
local democracy by BDS campaigners. 

Guidance for local councils and 
other bodies receiving public funding 
was issued by the government on 
17 February, along with a statement 
claiming that discrimination against 
Israeli suppliers would breach World 
Trade Organisation rules. 

A coalition bringing together the 
BDS movement, anti-arms trade 
groups and climate activists mobilised 
a campaign against the government’s 
plans to stop local councils taking 
democratic decisions to reject 
investment in companies which are 
complicit in human rights abuses. 

BDS campaigners challenged the 
government’s claim that the new 
guidance had in fact imposed the 
threatened ban on local boycotts. 

Riya Hassan, Europe Campaigns 
Officer with the Palestinian BDS 
National Committee, the coalition of 

Palestinian organisations that leads 
the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 
(BDS) movement, said:

“The tone and language in 
the documents published by the 
government is intended as a gift 
to Israel and is clearly designed 
to intimidate councils into falsely 
thinking that they are no longer 
allowed to exclude companies that 
violate human rights from tender 
exercises, making this a particularly 
underhand attack on local democracy.”

The government’s guidance was 
based on existing WTO rules, and did 
appear to impose new legal obligations, 
Hassan said. 

Companies which participate in 
Israeli violations of international law, 
such as G4S, are the target of BDS 
campaigns, she added. 

Excluding them from bidding for 
council contracts for “gross misconduct” 
would still be permissible under the EU 
law on which current public contracts 
regulations are based. 

The BDS campaign has gathered pace 
recently, with Tower Hamlets, Leicester, 
Swansea and Bristol councils passing 
motions in support. 

Giant French company Veolia pulled 
out of Israel’s illegal settlements after 
losing contracts with local councils 
and public bodies in London, Sheffield, 
Edinburgh, Canterbury, East Sussex and 
Winchester following BDS campaigns. 

Hunger strike 
spreads
Egypt Solidarity

Dozens of detainees as the Aqrab 
maximum security prison in Egypt 

were on hunger strike by the beginning 
of March 2016, according to relatives. 

The Association of Aqrab Detainees’ 
Families said in a statement on its 
Facebook page that prisoners at the 
jail, notorious for its brutal treatment 
of inmates, were demanding improved 
food and water, regular access to family 
visits and the right to leave their cells. 

According to the Association, 30 
detainees began an open-ended hunger 
strike on 28 February. 

Journalist Abdullah El-Shamy, 
himself a former political prisoner who 
went on hunger strike in protest at his 
detention for ten months without trial, 
issued a video message of support for 
the hunger strikers.

“Dozens of prisoners in Aqrab 
are dying slowly every day,” he said, 
“support their right to life, stand with 
them”. Nine journalists began the 
hunger strike campaign in Aqrab on 26 
February. 

Magdy Hussien, Hassan al-Qabani, 
Ahmed Sabea, Hany Salah Eddin, 
Khaled Shalaby, Ahmed Salah, 
Mohamed Nwareg, Hossam al-Sayed, 
and Hesham Gaafar wrote an open 
letter to the Egyptian Journalists’ 
Union calling on their colleagues to 
take action in protest at abuses and 
poor conditions in the prison. 

Khaled al-Balshy of the EJU told 
independent news site Mada Masr “We 
are really concerned about the prison 
conditions for all inmates at Aqrab 
Prison, not just the journalists.” 

The EJU had sent protest letters 
to the prison authorities condemning 
the “inhumane conditions” for 
inmates, he said. 

Egypt is now the second worst jailer 
of journalists worldwide, according 
to press freedom watchdog, the 
Committee to Protect Journalists. 

Photojournalist Shawkan 
(Mahmoud Abu Zeid) has been 
detained for over 900 days. 

His first court hearing was in 
December 2015, more than two and a 
half years after his arrest as he covered 
the Raba’a massacre in 2013. He is on 
trial in a case with 738 others. 

A 2014 solidarity rally in Milwaukee, USA | Photo: Light Brigading @ Flickr

Mohamed 
Soltan spent 
more than a year 
on hunger strike 
in while awaiting 
trial in Egypt. He 
spoke to Anne 
Alexander 
about why 
campaigns in 
solidarity with 
detainees matter. 

I am going to start 
off by thanking 

everyone who has 
worked on my case. 
So many different 
and diverse kinds of 
people came together 
in sympathy with this 
cause strictly out of 
humanity. They were 
disappointed once, 
twice, but they never 
gave up. 

“There is a story 
of resilience there. 
Everyone talks about: 

“Mohamed how did 
you keep going?” 
To me, what’s more 
mind-blowing is how 
people were getting 
disappointed so many 
times that I was not 
being released, but they 
kept up the hope. 

“How do they 
basically give off, I 
mean, hope to others 
around them to do 
more and to continue 
every single time? 

“That is a story of 
resilience that I think 
we also need to take 
and apply to Alaa 
Abdelfattah’s case, 
to Ahmed Maher, to 
Douma, to the 13 
journalists that are 
in my case Samhi, 
Fakharani, Adly, to 
Shawkan, Mahienour, 
Omar Malik. 

“Citizens in the 
UK and the US are 
able to talk to their 
representatives and 
their governments and 
raise issues in their own 
capacity, by going out 
and protesting, writing 

letters, writing articles, 
or raising issues in the 
media or social media 
campaigns. 

“We are going to 
continue fighting and 
struggling for Egypt’s 
freedom and essentially 
we are not going to 
give up. I met with 
EU officials and they 
asked whether I plan 
going back to Egypt. 
Yes, because the future 
belongs to us, the 
youth. Sixty percent of 
us are aged 30 or under, 
and we love freedom 
more than the regime 
loves power.

“When I was in jail I 
knew there were efforts 
to campaign for me. For 
sure I did not know the 
extent but even there 
that was one of the 
biggest things, the main 
factor that kept me 
going was knowing that 
there were people out 
there doing good things 
out of the goodness 
of their hearts. It 
essentially kept me 
level-headed and sane.”

INTERVIEW: ‘WE LOVE FREEDOM MORE THAN THEY LOVE POWER’

“
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Subscriptions & further reading

Disabled activists join a protest in Tunisia in 2011 | Photo: Nasser Nouri

Bahrain Watch
bahrainwatch.org
Bahrain Watch is an 
independent research and 
advocacy organisation 
formed in February 2012 
that seeks to promote 
effective, transparent and 
accountable governance in 
Bahrain.

MENA Solidarity
menasolidaritynetwork.com
MENA Solidarity is a network of 
activists from different unions in the 
UK engaged in building solidarity 
for struggle to win social justice and 
workers’ rights in the Middle East. 
We are supported by the UCU, PCS and 
NUT unions and a number of other 
trade union regions and branches.

Egypt Solidarity 
egyptsolidarityinitiative.org
Egypt Solidarity launched on 
11 February 2014, the third 
anniversary of the fall of 
Mubarak, in order to campaign in 
defence of democratic rights in 
Egypt. 

Liked what you just read? 
Order more copies online
To order extra copies for your trade union branch or student union  
go to www.menasolidaritynetwork.com/orderform 

Want to write for us? Get in touch. 
Contact us online if you have an idea for a story, want to contribute a 
translation or to share a photograph or illustration you have created. 
Go to www.menasolidaritynetwork.com/MEScontributors

Release 
Ebrahim 
Sharif 
Bahraini opposition politician 
Ebrahim Sharif has been sentenced to 
one year in prison, simply for calling 
for political reform in a speech. 

He was arrested in July 2015 only 
three weeks after being released 
from a previous sentence imposed 
following the crackdown on protests 
in 2011. Along with other leading 
figures in the Bahraini opposition, he 
spent four years in jail. 

“Ebrahim Sharif ’s conviction is a 
blatant attempt to punish him for 
speaking out, serving as a warning to 
all dissidents”, Amnesty International 
Middle East and North Africa Deputy 
Director James Lynch said in response 
to his conviction. 

Turn to page 5 to read Ebrahim’s 
wife Farida on the background to his 
sentence and Britain’s complicity in 
repression in Bahrain. 

What you can do:

• Write a letter of protest to the 
Bahraini authorities calling for 
Ebrahim’s immediate release and the 
quashing of his conviction

• Follow the campaign on Facebook: 
www.facebook.com/FreeSharif and 
Twitter @freesharif 

Justice for 
Giulio
The torture and murder of Giulio 
Regeni, an Italian doctoral student at 
the University of Cambridge, during 
a research visit to Cairo, has thrown a 
spotlight onto the hundreds of cases 
of forced disappearances and torture 
in Egypt. Thousands of people around 
the world have signed petitions and 
statements calling for justice, and 
more pressure will be needed to stop a 
cover-up by the Egyptian authorities. 

The lecturers’ union UCU, Cambridge 
University Students’ Union and 
Amnesty International are among the 
organisations backing the campaign. 

What you can do 

• Sign the petition to the UK 
government: petition.parliament.uk/
petitions/120832

• Send a letter to your local MP, 
model text is available online here: 
egyptsolidarityinitiative.org/justice-
for-giulio/

• Tweet, email and call individual MPs, 
asking them to support Early Day 
Motion 1169 

• Support the Truth for Giulio 
campaign launched by Amnesty 
International in Italy: www.amnesty.
it/egitto-Verita-per-Giulio-Regeni 

More resources and background 
here: egyptsolidarityinitiative.org/
justice-for-giulio/ 

Solidarity 
with 
Egyptian 
doctors
A leading activist in the Egyptian 
Doctors’ Union was snatched from his 
home in a dawn raid on 14 January. 

Dr Taher Mokhtar, a member of 
the union’s Rights and Freedoms 
Committee was arrested along with 
Ahmed Hassan and Hossam al-Din al-
Hamady. He has been detained in Tora 
prison since his arrest, and according 
to relatives has been beaten on several 
occasions by the prison guards. 

Meanwhile police violence against 
healthworkers provoked national 
strike action by the Egyptian Doctors’ 
Union in February. Turn to p6 for 
more background.

What you can do:

• Ask doctors and other healthworkers 
to sign the solidarity statement 
online 

• Send a solidarity picture from junior 
doctors’ picket lines 

•  Email a message of support to the 
Egyptian doctors’ union for their 
campaign against police violence 

Find links and resources here: 
egyptsolidarityinitiative.org/doctors

Back these campaigns...
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The Egyptian authorities have launched 
a new offensive against critical civil 
society groups, claiming that they are 
illegally receiving foreign funding. 
Khaled Abdelrahman analyses the 
hypocrisy behind the recent crackdown.

The Egyptian authorities’ hostility towards civil 
society organisations is inextricably connected to 

the rapid and uneven integration of the local economy 
into the global economy, which is dramatically 
accelerating under the rule of General Abdelfattah 
al-Sisi. 

The state knows that the road to neo-liberalism and 
the free market passes through many dangers. 

It is withdrawing from provision of social 
services, removing subsidies on basic consumer 
goods, expanding privatisation and taking austerity 
measures which could push millions of the poor and 
marginalised to move against it. 

In this context, the state’s animosity towards 
NGOs is far from absolute. In fact it uses all the tools 
at its disposal to promote the development of NGOs 
and civil society organisations involved in the delivery 
of basic services, including health and education, in 
order to partially bridge the gap left by the withdrawal 
of state provision, while turning a blind eye to their 
sources of internal and external funding. 

Yet the regime is fighting tooth and nail against 
those civil society organisations which reveal how 
these policies are causing suffering to millions, 
or expose the accompanying violations of human 
rights, or provide support for social movements of 
resistance.

This is precisely why the state has issued a 
decision to close down El Nadeem Centre for the 
Rehabilitation of Victims of Torture, in a new episode 
in a series of attacks on civil society organisations. 

The state is also renewing its efforts to pass a new 
NGO law, which will include severe restrictions on the 
formation of civil society organisations and on their 
funding and composition. 

It will create an arsenal of laws allowing 
the government to take action against those 
organisations if it wants to restrict them. 

It will allow representatives of the Ministry of the 
Interior and the National Security Agency to take seats 

in every meeting of the board of directors of these civil 
society organisations to ensure that they do not cross 
the red lines set down by the repressive state. 

The very same regime which attacks NGOs over 
their foreign funding, and pays lip service to deceptive 
ideas such as national sovereignty has received more 
than $30 billion from the Gulf states for Sisi’s coup 
and his inauguration as president. 

At the same time the Ministry of Social Solidarity 
and other institutions of the state are monitoring 
grants to civil society organisations from funders 
which have made a contract with them, despite the 
fact that these groups submit reports to the Egyptian 
tax authorities and can be audited by them, just like 
any other organisation in the country. 

The state’s promotion of the notion of NGOs being 
part of a “foreign conspiracy” is one aspect of its 
relentless efforts to take over and shut down all public 
spaces. 

These pseudo-nationalist slogans are smearing 
serious organisations with the aim of weakening their 
ability to resist. 

They are also part of the regime’s attempt to justify 
the repressive measures it has carried out under the 
banner of the “war on terror”. 

This is an edited translation of an article which first 
appeared on revsoc.me. Translation by Anne Alexander. 

Guest columnist

 A thorn in the 
regime’s side

Photo: Anne Alexander


