
THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

All articles appearing on these pages are
the personal opinion of the writers. Kuwait
Times takes no responsibility for views
expressed therein. Kuwait Times invites
readers to voice their opinions. Please send
submissions via email to: opinion@kuwait-
times.net or via snail mail to PO Box 1301
Safat, Kuwait. The editor reserves the right
to edit any submission as necessary.

ANALY S I S
SUNDAY, JULY 2, 2017

By Dr James J Zogby

Fred Rotondaro, an Italian American leader, died
on June 26. He was, by every measure, a remark-
able man. On hearing of his passing, my brother

John commented, “Fred was a creation God would be
proud of. He was a smart, elegant man who never for-
got where he came from”.  To this I would add that I
feel fortunate, because for nearly four decades Fred
was my friend and my mentor. 

When, in the 1970s and 1980s, many in Washington
refused to work with Arab Americans, Fred took me
under his wing and taught me, often by example, the
nuts and bolts of ethnic politics, he also provided me
with political access that would otherwise have been
denied to me.  

When I first came to Washington in the late ‘70s, I
was running the Palestinian Human Rights Campaign -
a cause that some found taboo. I remember being
invited to an ethnic leaders meeting at the White
House with Vice President Walter Mondale. Three days
after the meeting, I was called and told by the repre-
sentative at the White House, “I’m so sorry, but we’re
not going to be able to invite you back again. We had
objections that a pro-Palestinian Arab was at the
meeting.” 

She was a very good person, and later became a
close friend. She was also a friend of Fred’s and was
associated with his National Center for Urban Ethnic
Affairs (NCUEA). When Fred learned about this
episode, he was deeply troubled by the way I had
been treated and took it upon himself to include me in
efforts he organized - conferences, group meetings,
and, most importantly, lunches with leading writers,
activists, and politicians.

At one point, when he was working to build a mul-
ti-ethnic coalition Fred invited me, as a representative
of the Arab American community, to be a part of the
group. The coalition convened a special meeting on
the role media played in ethnic stereotyping and Fred
asked me, as the Executive Director of the American-
Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, to lead the ses-
sion. Once again, there were some who complained
about my involvement, saying “You can’t trust Zogby.
He’s an Arab with an agenda and doesn’t really care
about these issues. He’s trying to be disruptive.” Fred
defended my role, telling my detractors: “No, he knows
and cares about this stuff and his community has a lot
to offer to this discussion.” 

On another occasion, when Fred organized a con-
ference on the role played by immigration and the
children of immigrants in defining what it meant to be
an American, he made sure to invite me and other
Arab Americans to be a part of the discussion.  Quite
simply, Fred gave me and my community a boost at a
time when other people were not interested in includ-
ing Arab Americans.

Fred was also the master of the power lunch before
there was such a thing. He was a great convener and
he used it for good. Many of the restaurants in this city
had a table that was “Fred’s table,” and he would invite
us and just sit back and let conversation flow. He
brought together journalists, politicians, organization-
al heads, and religious leaders - four or five people, at
a time. It was a privilege and a great learning experi-
ence just to be a part of these luncheons. I used to
love being at the table and listening to the conversa-
tion and, then, being a part of it.

Empowering
What I didn’t realize, at the time, was that I wasn’t

just being invited as a witness. Fred actually saw me as
a part of the group. He normalized my role as an Arab
American who could be an equal participant in politi-
cal and policy discussions. It was empowering. 

Fred never sat me down and taught me lessons
about ethnic politics. Instead he taught by example.
From watching him operate, I learned how sharing a
common heritage mattered and how by coming
together to support one another, an ethnic group
could become a political force.

When we launched the Arab American Institute,
Fred came and led a panel discussion together with
Joe Ventura, who had been an Italian American city
councilman from Cleveland. They spoke about how
ethnic groups can get involved in local politics and
how a community could organize to gain respect and
political influence. These were important lessons I had
learned from Fred’s work with the NCUEA and his
National Italian American Foundation (NAIF) and I was
so pleased that we were able to share them with lead-
ers from the Arab American community. In this way,
Fred helped to shape our work at the AAI.

Washington Watch
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Can IS be ousted without Assad’s help?

As the US-led coalition tightens the noose around the
Islamic State group in Syria, President Bashar Assad’s
Iranian-backed troops are also seizing back territory

from the militants with little protest from Washington, a
sign of how American options are limited without a power-
ful ally on the ground.

Washington is loath to cooperate with Assad’s interna-
tionally ostracized government. But it will be difficult to
uproot IS militants and keep them out with only the
Kurdish and Arab militias backed by the US - and a coali-
tion spokesman pointed out that Assad’s gains ease the
burden on those forces. Letting Assad grab IS territory,
however, risks being seen as the US legitimizing his contin-
ued rule and would likely strengthen his hand in his war
against the already struggling rebellion. It also threatens to
further empower Assad’s allies, Iran and the Lebanese
Hezbollah, which both have forces alongside his troops in
the assault into IS-held territory.

Within the Trump administration, there is a split over
whether to aggressively try to stem Assad’s advances, said
a senior US official, who wasn’t authorized to speak to
reporters and requested anonymity. Army Col Ryan Dillon,
the spokesman for the anti-IS coalition, said Syrian govern-
ment forces are welcome to reclaim IS-held territory and fill
the vacuum once the extremist group is gone. The state-
ment was startling - even more so because soon after
President Donald Trump this week warned Assad he would
pay “a heavy price,” claiming “potential” evidence that Syria
was preparing for another chemical weapons attack.

The mixed messages reveal a discomfiting fact that
most policy makers would rather not spell out: Assad is a
pariah but he is also a convenient tool to secure and gov-
ern territory in majority-Arab cities in a complex terrain.
The situation in Syria is a contrast to Iraq, where the
coalition and the Iraqi government, working hand in
glove, appear to be on the verge of retaking the main IS
redoubt in city of Mosul. The Syrian government has
repeatedly suggested that everyone is welcome to work
with it to defeat IS.

‘Animal’
Mohammad Kheir Akkam, a Syrian lawmaker, ques-

tioned US support for the Kurdish-led forces “despite the
fact that the Syrian-Russian cooperation has achieved
more results in combating terrorism,” while US efforts
have “had the opposite result”. The US so far has
shunned any cooperation with the Syrian leader, whom
Trump described as an “animal”. Instead, it has partnered
with local Kurdish and Arab forces known as the Syrian
Democratic Forces, or SDF.

Those fighters are currently spearheading the assault on
the Islamic State group’s self-declared capital, Raqqa in
northern Syria, and then face the prospect of assaulting
the group’s final major stronghold to the southeast, in Deir
el-Zour. But US support for the Kurdish-led group has
angered Turkey, which views it as an extension of a Kurdish
insurgency within its own territory. The SDF is also viewed
with suspicion by the predominantly Arab residents of
Raqqa and Deir el-Zour.

Furthermore, the SDF, numbering around 50,000 fight-
ers, is already risking overstretch and is in no way ready
for the more challenging battle in Deir el-Zour. Assad and
his Iranian allies, on the other hand, have steadily posi-

tioned themselves in key areas on the flanks of the US-led
war against IS, grabbing territory on several fronts,
including on the outskirts of Raqqa and Deir el-Zour. With
Russian and Iranian support, Assad has made steady
gains and now controls almost all of Syria’s major cities
except those held by IS.

Symbolism 
The symbolism was striking this week as a smiling Assad

paid a visit to central Hama, driving his own car, and to a
Russian air base in western Syria, where he posed along-
side Russian generals and inside the cockpit of a Russian
SU-35 fighter jet. Syrian troops have positioned themselves
on Raqqa’s southwestern flanks, and officials have vowed
to retake the city eventually. The US has insisted that the
city should be handed over to a local council that would
handle its administration post-liberation - and it has made
clear it will not tolerate the Syrian government and its allies
cashing in on the fight. US forces recently shot down a
Syrian aircraft as well as drones believed connected to
Iranian-supported forces as tensions escalated near a base
where the coalition trains Syrian rebels.

But the senior American official said there was signifi-
cant disagreement about how aggressively the US
should try to prevent Assad from reclaiming the territory
IS vacates, with some in the White House pushing a
more forceful approach while the State Department and
the Pentagon warn of the risks. Keeping Assad’s territory
to a minimum would ensure his hand isn’t strengthened
in an eventual political deal to end the conflict, making
it more likely the US could deliver on its longstanding
desire to see him leave power. Limiting his control in
eastern Syria would also prevent Iranian-backed forces
from securing a wide corridor through Iraq to Syria and
all the way into Lebanon.

The more risk-averse voices in Trump’s administration
are wary about letting the US slip into a more direct fight
with Assad, the off icial  said.  Dil lon,  the coalit ion
spokesman, told reporters at the Pentagon that the US
goal is to defeat IS wherever it exists. If others, including
the Syrian government and its Iranian and Russian allies,
want to fight the extremists, “we absolutely have no prob-
lem with that.” Frederic C Hof, director of the Atlantic
Council’s Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle East, said the
comments reflect the narrow US view of the Syria war,
focused very specifically on the neutralization of IS. In the
coalition view, “it is all about killing ISIS in Raqqa.” Hof
wrote in an article this week. “Creating conditions that
would keep it dead? That, presumably, would be some-
one else’s job.” — AP 

With US President Donald Trump’s travel ban tak-
ing effect Thursday, the White House declared
victory on the first major policy push of his

presidency. But it could not have been the win Trump
imagined. What was once described as a blanket ban on
Muslims, then became a temporary ban on visitors from
seven majority-Muslim countries, is now a list of confus-
ing new visa restrictions. Trump’s eye-popping campaign
promise to deliver security by limiting entry into the US
has become the incredible shrinking travel ban, a plan
rewritten, tweaked, watered down and litigated nearly
beyond recognition.

All but lost in the five-month editing process and
court fight is the president’s stated aim: Keeping danger-
ous people out of the US Trump initially billed the tem-
porary ban on visitors from certain countries and
refugees as an urgent and necessary tool to keep out
would-be terrorists while the government crafted new
“extreme vetting” procedures. But five months and no
ban later, the administration has made little effort to
build a stronger case and offered scant new evidence to
back up its claims.

The restrictions that took effect Thursday evening,
reinstated temporarily by the Supreme Court, are a far
cry from Trump’s initial executive order, which sparked
protests, chaos at airports and legal challenges in his
administration’s earliest days. That order was withdrawn
after being replaced with a version that Trump himself
described as “watered down” and “politically correct”.

“What the Supreme Court did was watered it down
even further,” Kari Hong, an immigration law expert at
Boston College Law School, said of the version that took
effect. The justices’ ruling exempts people if they can
prove a “bona fide relationship” with a US person or enti-

ty. Under State Department guidelines, visa applicants
from six Muslim-majority countries for the next 90 days
need to show close family or business ties to the United
States. Citizens of Syria, Sudan, Somalia, Libya, Iran and
Yemen with a parent, spouse, fiance, child, adult son or
daughter, son-in-law, daughter-in-law or sibling already
in the United States could be allowed to enter.

Journalists, students, workers or lecturers who have
valid, formal invitations or employment contracts in the
US are exempt from the ban. The same requirements,
with some exceptions, apply for the next 120 days to
refugees from all nations who are still awaiting approval.
Experts aren’t expecting large numbers of people to be
immediately affected. Temple University law professor
Peter Spiro, an immigration law expert, noted the num-
bers are difficult to predict because of likely legal chal-
lenges over the interpretation of the term “bona fide”,
which the court did not define.

Security Merits
While Trump declared the court ruling a “win”, his

administration did not lay out a clear case for the
national security merits of the plan. In a conference
call with reporters Thursday, only one of five adminis-
tration officials - one representing the White House -
couched the Supreme Court order as a step that will
have a marked impact on improving national security.
The other four officials, from the departments of State,
Justice and Homeland Security, described the actions
more narrowly.

Asked specifically how the measures would improve
security, a State Department official said only, “The guid-
ance we have from the president is to put a pause on
certain travel while we review our security posture.” The

officials all spoke on condition of anonymity despite
describing a public executive order.

The White House sees the Supreme Court decision as
a temporary measure, and is confident it will win on the
merits when the court hears the case later this year. John
Malcolm, a vice president at the conservative Heritage
Foundation, said the Supreme Court’s decision to allow
parts of the ban to take effect and to hear the case was a
good sign for those who support the ban. “I think it
sends a strong signal that the president is likely to pre-
vail. As I think he should,” Malcolm said, adding that he
believed the court was allowing “90 percent” of what the
president initially set out to do to take effect.

But it remains unclear whether even the original ban
would have improved security. National security experts
have warned that the proposal alienated moderate
Muslims and turned off allies who the US relies on in the
fight against extremist groups. The Homeland Security
Department’s intelligence arm found in February that cit-
izenship is an “unlikely indicator” for a terrorism threat to
the United States. A draft report obtained by AP said few
people from the six countries affected by the ban have
carried out attacks or been involved in terrorism-related
activities in the US since the start of the Syrian civil war
in 2011. The government said the draft report was “from
a single intelligence source versus an official, robust doc-
ument” and said it was incomplete.

Spiro said the travel ban has been “absurd from the
get-go and it’s no less absurd now”. He argued that
any national security ends could be accomplished
with a much narrower focus on people who have his-
torically posed a risk. “It’s all about politics. It has noth-
ing to do with security and counter-terrorism activi-
ties,” he said. —AP 

In this June 27, 2017 photo, Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad climbs into the cockpit of a Russian SU-35 fighter
jet as he inspects the Russian Hmeimim air base in the
province of Latakia. —AP 

Trump’s travel ban a far cry from original


