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The apparent bolstering of relations comes as the
United States pushes tighter sanctions on Iran and,
like Israel, holds firm to its demand that Tehran have
no say in the reconstruction of Syria. In parallel, US
President Donald Trump has made no secret of his
ties to - and views on - Saudi Arabia, which had
cooled during the Obama administration. Trump also
refused to take a firm stand on the murder of Saudi
journalist Jamal Khashoggi. Saudi Arabia has not
officially reacted to the Israeli visits. 

And while Israel’s attempt to woo this region has
been a long time in the making, analysts say, the tus-
sle between Iran on the one hand and the United
States, Israel and Gulf on the other has propelled the
talks to new, and public, heights. Gulf states have held
clandestine talks with Israel for decades, going back
to at least the early 1980s. Arab leaders have not,
however, historically publicized talks over fears of a
public backlash over the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Broader policy alignment, primarily on the need to
contain Iran, may have emboldened both sides to
now make those talks public as Israel vows to pre-
vent Tehran from entrenching itself militarily in Syria,
where Iran backs President Bashar Al-Assad in the
civil war. “Policy alignment is bringing them closer, if
not yet together,” said Elizabeth Dickinson, senior
analyst at the International Crisis Group. “Pressuring
Iran and squeezing its regional activity is a first
order priority in Israel and also in certain Gulf capi-
tals. Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, and separately Tel Aviv, all
feel it is imperative to seize the current window of
opportunity - in which the US administration is also
prioritizing Iran.” 

The Gulf initiatives also comes ahead of possible
Israeli elections early next year, and improved rela-
tions with Arab states could boost Netanyahu’s
standing at home. “Israel was always inclined to make
such meetings public. It was the Arabs who were
very sensitive to photo-ops of the sort because of
public opinion” and the Palestinian issue, said Yoel

Guzansky, senior fellow at the Institute for National
Security Studies and former head of the Gulf depart-
ment for Israel’s National Security Council. The pub-
lic rapprochement could also aim “to acquaint the
Gulf street, public opinion, to ties with Israel, so that
when something happens it won’t be a total surprise,
and the public will understand the rationale - that
Israel is not the enemy. Someone else is the enemy.
And this someone else is Iran.”

Israel has full diplomatic relations with only two
Arab states, Egypt and Jordan. Qatar has informal ties
to both Israel and rival Iran, with which it shares a gas
field. Until 2000, the emirate was home to an Israeli
trade representative office. Doha also provides human-
itarian assistance - and fuel - to the Gaza Strip, under
an agreement with Israel backed by United States. 

At a regional defense conference in the Bahraini
capital on Friday, Omani Foreign Minister Youssef bin
Alawi bin Abdullah said it might be “time for Israel to
be treated the same (as states in the Middle East)
and also bear the same obligations” - a statement
endorsed by Bahrain. The Omani statement, accord-
ing to the forum’s official blog, aims to “move the
Israel-Palestine narrative on from past intractability
to a new focus on pragmatism”. 

Alawi met Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas
yesterday and delivered a letter about Netanyahu’s
surprise visit to the sultanate last week, official
Palestinian media said. The minister gave Abbas the
letter from Oman’s Sultan Qaboos, official Palestinian
news agency WAFA said. It gave no further details
on their discussions in Ramallah, in the occupied
West Bank. Abbas had also visited Oman in the days
before Netanyahu’s trip.

Oman’s posit ion has sparked fears of  what
Palestinian presidential advisor Mohammad Shtayyeh
called “the start of a public normalization and the
end of the Arab peace initiative”, a 2002 proposal for
Arab states to restore ties with Israel in return for
the creation of a Palestinian state. “(They) are cozy-
ing up to Israel’s apartheid regime to curry favor
with the Trump administration,” said Omar Barghouti,
co-founder of the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
movement (BDS). “Palestinians are counting on the
peoples of the Arab region, including the Gulf...to
stand with us in our struggle for freedom, justice and
equality.” — AFP 
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by different governments, the ruling BJP (Bharatiya
Janata Party) is repeating it again. I am not against
Sardar, but what is the use of the statue if the people on
the land have to suffer and are moved from their
homes?”

The Gujarat government said the 185 families moved
to make way for the statue had been compensated and
given 1,200 acres of land. More than 80 percent of the
local population is from tribal groups with special pro-
tected status. In the largely tribal town of Dediapada,
roughly 60 km from the statue, villagers shuttered shops
and closed the main market for the day in protest. “We
are still facing problems of water, health infrastructure
and employment,” one resident, Vikram Vasava, told a
local broadcaster. “How will the statue help us?” “You
would surely ask, on whose land would this statue
stand? Whose plan was this?” social activist Medha
Patkar wrote in what she called an open letter to Patel.
“This land, river, forest that your avatar is going to stand
on, belongs to adivasis.” 

Patel was a deputy prime minister in India’s first
post-independence government. He became known as
“the Iron Man” by convincing feuding states - some-

times with a threat of force - to join the new united
country. His name had been largely overshadowed by
the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty that has dominated Indian
politics since 1947. But Modi-inspired nationalists have
sought to put him back in the forefront, with critics
accusing them of appropriating his legacy.

The BJP says Congress has deliberately ignored
leaders such as Patel, B R Ambedkar, who led the draft-
ing of the constitution, and freedom fighter Subhas
Chandra Bose. The accusations are a distortion of histo-
ry, says Congress, which ruled India for much of its
independence history and is now led by Rahul Gandhi,
the great-grandson of Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first
prime minister. “Ironic that a statue of Sardar Patel is
being inaugurated, but every institution he helped build
is being smashed,” Gandhi said on social network
Twitter. “The systematic destruction of India’s institu-
tions is nothing short of treason.”

The statue is more than twice the size of New York’s
Statue of Liberty and also dwarfs the 128-m-high
Spring Temple Buddha in China, the world’s next-
biggest statue. It is made up of nearly 100,000 tonnes
of concrete and steel. Online booking to visit the Statue
of Unity has opened with a 350 rupee ($4.75) admis-
sion fee for the 153-metre-high observation deck.
Indian authorities hope the statue will attract 15,000
visitors a day. India is also working on a giant statue of
17th-century warrior king Shivaji, riding a horse and
brandishing a sword, which should dominate the
Mumbai shoreline from 2021. The current design would
make it 212 m high. — Agencies 
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The expected electoral milestone is in stark contrast
to the rise in anti-Muslim sentiment around the country.
The Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR)
reported a 21 percent increase in anti-Muslim hate
crimes in the first six months of 2018.

Both Tlaib and Omar have positioned themselves as
polar opposites of President Donald Trump and his
Republican Party. They oppose Trump’s restrictive
immigration policies, support a universal health care
system which Republicans oppose, and want to abol-
ish US Immigration and Customs Enforcement. ICE
has conducted raids throughout the country, leaving
immigrant communities terrified of deportations -
including longtime Iraqi refugees in Michigan. “The
election of Donald Trump was a wake-up call,” Colin
Christopher of the Islamic Society of North America
told AFP. “Now we’re seeing communities that were
once absent from public conversations... all of a sud-
den are really engaged.”

The two women are part of a historically diverse
crop of candidates - by race, gender, and sexuality -
challenging Republican incumbents. They reflect a
Trump era in which race and women’s rights and
empowerment have emerged as flashpoint issues for
Democrats, and identity politics are increasingly impor-
tant. Polls indicate next week’s election will likely hand
Democrats control of the lower house of Congress in a
rebuke of Trump’s administration. The Senate is seen as
more likely to stay in Republican majority control. 

Tlaib was born and raised in Detroit - the eldest of
14 children. In 2008, she became the first Muslim
woman to serve in the Michigan state legislature. The
42-year-old has positioned herself as a champion of the
working class and strongly anti-Trump. During the
2016 presidential campaign, she heckled then-candi-
date Trump during a speech in Detroit. Tlaib won the

Democratic party’s primary election in August in a pre-
dominantly African American district. “Her district does
not have many Muslims in it,” said Dawud Walid, exec-
utive director of CAIR’s Michigan chapter. “I don’t
believe that her ethnic or religious identity has had
much of a part to play in her victory nor any opposition
against her.”

Tlaib has been mindful of the historic nature of her
candidacy. During her tearful primary election victory
speech in August, with her mother by her side, she
said relatives in the West Bank were watching her
success. “It just shows how incredibly wonderful our
country can be,” she said. “All the ugliness and the
hatred that you hear out there, it’s not who we are.”
With no Republican opposing Tlaib, she will be elect-
ed next week to a two-year term to replace longtime
Congressman John Conyers who stepped down in
December amid sexual harassment allegations and
failing health.

Ilhan Omar also has forged a progressive political
identity. She supports free college education, housing
for all, and criminal justice reform. The hijab-wearing
Minnesota state lawmaker’s personal identity has
played a big role in her campaign. She is the first
Somali-American legislator in the US. Omar fled her
native country’s civil war at the age of eight, and later
immigrated with her family to the US. She was inspired
by politics early on, when accompanying her grandfa-
ther to his first election vote. 

“I just fell in love with politics and with what it could
do,” she told Elle magazine in September. “I decided to
run because I was one of many people I knew who
really wanted to demonstrate what representative
democracies are supposed to be.” In 2016, the 36-year-
old won an uncontested seat in the legislature of her
Midwestern home state, where there is a sizable Somali
population. Running for a congressional seat in a heavi-
ly-Democratic district that includes the city of
Minneapolis, she is expected to easily defeat her
Republican challenger. She would replace Keith Ellison,
who was the first Muslim elected to Congress in 2006.
He gave up his seat to run for the state’s attorney gen-
eral’s office. — AFP 

US voters poised 
to elect 2 Muslim...

SAN DIEGO: Omar Qudrat denies any con-
tradiction in his being both a Muslim and a
Republican in the era of President Donald
Trump. In fact, he is so convinced that his
party is still one of diversity, despite the
president’s rhetoric, that he is running for
Congress in California’s 52nd District on a
Republican ticket. “I’m American period. I
was born and raised in this country,” Qudrat,
whose parents were immigrants from
Afghanistan, told AFP. “We have a very
diverse party. We just don’t talk about it and
make it like the number one talking point
about us,” he said. “I was endorsed by
numerous sitting senior members of
Congress and it had nothing to do with my
ethnicity and religion.”

The reality is, however, that if he wins his
race, the 37-year-old would be the first
Muslim Republican to take a seat in
Congress. There are currently two Muslims in
the House of Representatives - Keith Ellison
and Andre Carson. Both are Democrats. But
the label barely matters for Qudrat. “My run
for Congress has to do with reality. And real
issues,” he said, dismissing what he called
“identity politics”. “I don’t think that ethnicity
is a qualification,” he said.

That is why he did not rush to denounce
Trump’s ban on people from a number of
Muslim-majority countries from entering the
country, instead arguing that as former
Defense Department worker, he was aware of
national security issues. At the same time, he
avoids talking about scandal-plagued fellow
California Republican Duncan Hunter, who is
running against a Democrat of mixed
Palestinian and Mexican heritage and who
has warned that “radical Muslims are trying
to infiltrate the US government”, even though
his opponent is a Christian. “I’ve got to talk
about the issues in my district and that’s it,”
Qudrat said.

Qudrat grew up in a violent neighborhood

of Los Angeles, where gangs ruled the streets
and shoot-outs were common. He was in the
fifth grade when a gang tried to recruit him
for the first time, and a year later he was
offered a gun for sale: A 25mm pistol for $25.
“I’ll tell you why I am Republican,” he recent-
ly told a gathering of students organized by
the University of San Diego. “I don’t believe
in government, I believe in people.” He
blames the Democrats for “not delivering”
and making “false promises”, something he
attributes to his Democrat rival Scott Peters,
whom he is currently trailing in polls. 

Qudrat learned from his parents - big
supporters of Ronald Reagan, who armed
Afghanistan’s mujahedin to fight the Soviet
occupation - to have “belief in yourself and
self-determination”. “And that matched
more with the Republican political philoso-
phy,” said the young candidate, who says he
has never felt discriminated against in the
United States.

Ten years after the 9/11 terror attacks,
Qudrat, who speaks fluent Dari and has
degrees in law and international relations,
worked for the Department of Defense in
Afghanistan, trying to improve the country’s
judicial system. He then worked for the mili-
tary prosecutor’s office processing detainees
in the Guantanamo Bay prison. He thinks the
United States has to “end the war in
Afghanistan and do so in a responsible man-
ner that will ensure Afghanistan does not
again become a safe haven for terrorist net-
works that can plot and attack us with
impunity”. If he does win his seat, he hopes to
use his experience in Congress’s committees
on the armed forces and foreign relations.

‘We have laws’ 
Qudrat - who is pro-life and favors tax

cuts for the middle classes - said Trump
could do more to unite Americans, but at the
same time he defends his economic record.

“President Trump evokes feelings among
some people that really caused them to
oppose him,” he said. “Do you want to derail
the progress that’s being made right now?”
he argues, citing low unemployment, espe-
cially among minority groups, and rising
wages among blue collar workers. “There are
real lives that are improving,” he said. “I have

to support that.”
He agrees with the president on the need

to improve border security, but has avoided
commenting on whether he supports his plan
for a wall on the Mexico border. He also sup-
ports a legislative solution for the so-called
“dreamers,” children of migrant parents who
entered the country without documentation

and who now may face deportation them-
selves, despite having lived in the United
States their whole lives. “I do not believe a
two-year-old or a three-year-old could have
had criminal intent when they were brought
involuntarily into our country,” he said.
“Therefore we should not treat them as crim-
inals,” he said. — AFP
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SAN DIEGO: Omar Qudrat (center), who is running for congress in California’s 52nd district, speaks to a supporter at a Rock the Vote event at
San Diego State University on Oct 23, 2018. — AFP 

DHLAIL, Jordan: Syrian refugee Umm Mohammed fid-
geted in her chair in a breezy office in Dhlail city, north-
ern Jordan, before joking: “We don’t know how to sit
still.” Along with others who fled conflict in neighboring
Syria, she works with low-income Jordanians in this
industrial town famed for its dairy and textile factories.
But their work is different: retrofitting homes to make
them green. “We want to work - we don’t want to sit
around idly. We want to contribute,” she said of her fel-
low refugees’ motivation.

Umm Mohammed - she uses the moniker, which
means ‘mother of Mohammed’, to avoid potential diffi-
culties with Syrian officials - is from Deraa, a city close
to the Jordanian border. It was the scene in March 2011
of the first major peaceful protests against Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad. Umm Mohammed arrived in
Jordan later that year with her husband and four chil-
dren, carrying just a few pieces of luggage.

At first she worked from home, fermenting pickles
and making soap to sell in the local market, but she
soon became involved with a local women’s project to
hand-make straw shading devices that are fitted to
windows to keep homes cooler. Her work forms part of
a bigger effort - a pilot project to retrofit and build
affordable green homes, led by two non-profit organi-
zations: the Jordan Green Building Council (JoGBC)
and Habitat for Humanity.

The project involves retrofitting existing homes by
adding shading devices, solar-thermal water heaters
and rainwater collection tanks, and building new
homes using green techniques such as reflective paint
and double-block brick walls for better insulation. So
far, about 48 homes have been retrofitted, while
another half-dozen or so have been built from scratch
and have near-zero carbon emissions. The JoGBC is
hopeful that the project, which cuts emissions and
builds community cohesion, will spread to other parts
of the country.

Making the straw shades suits women who do not
want to work in factories with men or who need to work
from home due to childcare, Umm Mohammed told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. And doing so has also
allowed her to socialise with her Jordanian neighbors.
“This project has definitely helped community cohesion
in this area,” Umm Mohammed said. — Reuters 
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