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Morocco’s balancing act
Rabat

C
lose observers of 
Morocco offer a 
number of reasons 
why the kingdom has 
managed to keep its 
head above water in 

the face of economic and political 
turbulence in much of the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Some give credit to the reason-
able social and economic policies 
of the governing Parti de la justice 
et du développement (PJD). Others 
point to the success of the coun-
try’s security services in thwarting 
attacks by radical Islamists by infil-
trating their networks and keeping 
a close eye on Moroccans returning 
from Syria and Iraq.

Yet others argue that incentives 
to encourage foreign direct invest-
ment have bolstered the manu-
facturing sector at a time when 
European companies are struggling 
with economic recession and low 
demand. In 2014, the automotive 
industry officially became Moroc-
co’s leading export sector.

An underlying source of Moroc-
can stability is King Mohammed 
VI’s widely accepted legitimacy, 
which has allowed him to inter-

vene when the constitu-
tionally weak parliament 
and prime minister fail 
to act or act unwisely. At 
the same time, when the 
government has tried to 
do the right things — such 
as Prime Minister Abdeli-
lah Benkirane’s efforts to 
enact necessary, if painful, 
pension reforms — the king 

has stood by the PJD in the face of 
opposition from the two traditional 
parties, Istiqlal and USFP (Socialist 
Union of Popular Forces).

But perhaps the king’s great-

est contribution to his country’s 
stability derives from his outreach 
to his fellow monarchs in the Gulf. 
In October 2012, with his kingdom 
facing street protests and budget-
ary challenges, the king took a tour 
of several Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) states and returned with 
pledges of tangible assistance.

But challenges lie ahead. The 
European Union, Morocco’s largest 
trading partner, is facing economic 
difficulties; although the European 
Central Bank’s monetary eas-
ing policy may lead to increased 
consumer demand before the end 
of the year. The PJD’s economic 
austerity measures are unpopular 
and may spark even more labour 
unrest.

Aware of this risk, the king is 
said to not favour reducing energy 
subsidies or freezing public service 
salaries. Youth unemployment re-
mains high. Despite all the efforts 
by the palace and the government, 
corruption is also rife. A bloated 
informal economy (35% of gross 
national product (GNP)) encour-
ages illicit practices that can hurt 
domestic industries. As in other 
countries of the region, trafficking 
is the best ally of jihadist forma-
tions.

As an immediate neighbour to 
the Sahel region, the kingdom 
faces a turbulent environment and 
is under constant threat of jihadist 
attacks. Its security establishment 
has done an excellent job prevent-
ing and thwarting such threats. 
Just one significant jihadist attack 
could be a huge blow to the impor-
tant tourism industry and financial 
flows from the Gulf, which have 
been vital to Morocco’s stability, 
may diminish if oil prices remain 
flat or, even worse, plunge lower.

King Mohammed VI has done 
an impressive job in maintaining 

Morocco’s stability and picking 
up the slack where the country’s 
historic parties, such as the USFP 
or Istiqlal, have stopped play-
ing a leading political role. But to 
sustain progress, the king must 
continue to make the right moves. 

A little luck — and more financial 
flows from the GCC — wouldn’t 
hurt, either.

Samir Sobh is a Lebanese column-
ist and economic analyst who  
follows Maghreb affairs.
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Weathering the turbulence, so far
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more financial 
flows from the 
GCC wouldn’t hurt

The Arab world after operation Decisive Storm

T
he Obama administra-
tion’s policies in the 
Middle East are 
advantageous to the 
Gulf states in one 
respect: They force 

them to face the reality of their 
internal and external situations.

In a recent interview with 
American journalist Thomas Fried-
man, US President Barack Obama 
opined that the greatest threats to 
the Sunni Arab states are internal. 
According to Obama, the threat to 
Arab states lies with “populations 
that, in some cases, are alienated, 
youth that are underemployed, an 
ideology that is destructive and 
nihilistic, and in some cases, just a 
belief that there are no legitimate 
political outlets for grievances”.

In the same interview Obama 
said he would have a “tough 
conversation” with the Gulf states 
about their internal challenges 
while providing strong support 
against external threats. The US 
president also expressed solidarity 
with Israel, stressing the  view that 
the relationship between Israel and 
the United States is larger than any 
passing disagreements about Iran 
and its nuclear programme.

Obama’s allusion to internal 
challenges makes it clear that the 
contagion of the “Arab spring” still 
has the potential to spread to the 
Arab Gulf states. Alienated popula-

tions, underemployed 
youth and political griev-
ances were the rallying cry 
for the revolutionaries of 
the “Arab spring”. That is, 
until the revolutionaries 
realised they were being 
used as fuel for the fires of 
war and civil strife, as was 
particularly clear in the 
cases of Libya and Yemen.

It is also clear from 
Obama’s comments that the 

United States will no longer be 
an absolute ally to the Arab Gulf 
states. Rather, the United States 

will be the Arab Gulf states’ arms 
dealer, providing them with weap-
ons to help them defend them-
selves against external aggression. 
In this regard, Obama only men-
tioned one potential aggressor: 
Iran. Ironically, it is precisely Iran 
that has long been the darling of 
the Obama administration, an 
administration that has chosen to 
ignore Iranian interference and 
meddling in the countries of the 
region.

As a result of Iranian policies 
and US indulgence, Tehran is  
more willing and able than ever  to 
continue its flagrant intervention 
in Arab states. These interventions 
are either direct or via the Shia 
Arab leaderships in the region and 
have led to the humilia-
tion and provocation 
of Sunni Arabs. This 
is especially clear in 
Iraq and Lebanon, 
which represent 
the focus of Iranian 
attempts to shred 
Arab nation-
al security 
and achieve 
Iranian ob-
jectives.

The suc-
cess of the 
Iranian 
agenda 
was made 
clear in the 
reactions 
of Arab Shia 
politicians 
to Operation 
Decisive Storm. 
Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, Foreign 
Minister Ibrahim 
al-Jaafari and Hez-
bollah Secretary-
General Hassan 
Nasrallah all 
vehemently 
denounced the 

operation. That is how the region’s 
most prominent Shia Arab politi-
cians reacted after the formation 
of an alliance to fight the Houthis 
and Ali Abdullah Saleh’s forces in 
Yemen and push them to return to 
the negotiating table.

Israel, of course, is the pri-
mary beneficiary from the cur-
rent disarray in the region. Israeli 
gains, moreover, are not the result 
of Iranian losses, in spite of the 
strength of Israel’s opposition to 
Iran’s nuclear programme. Israel 
gains from the current situation 
primarily at the expense of the 
Palestinians whose losses are 
forecast to increase exponentially. 
It will finalise its occupation; and 
the peace process will disappear 

forever. Israel will become 
de facto reality, making it 

imperative for the 
Arabs to recognise it 
as a full, legitimate, 
Middle Eastern 
state.

Responsibility 
for this lies first 

and foremost 
with Iran, which for 35 

years has fought the 
Arab nation states. 
Iran has also exploit-
ed Arab tractability to 
weaken the makeup 

of Arab states and 
control their social, 

political and eco-
nomic structures. 

In the case 
of Iraq and 
Lebanon, 

this has ex-
tended to the 
state’s mili-

tary articula-
tion as well, a 
state of affairs 
Iran hoped 

to replicate in 
Yemen.

The dream of 
a Greater Israel 

and a new Persian Empire meet in 
an Arab region that has become 
exposed to both designs because 
of the transformation of a number 
of Arab countries into failed states 
or, at the very least, states unable 
to contend with their regional 
enemies.

Arabs are left with no choice but 
to resist these imperialistic ambi-
tions, which surround them on 
every side. Moreover, Arabs will 
never succeed in resisting such 
trends if they do not unify their 
political, military and economic 
capabilities and build a system 
capable of combating the threats, 
which have emanated from the 
“Arab spring” including the dis-
memberment of the nation states, 
the proliferation of civil wars and 
mounting terrorism.

From this starting point, and in 
the coming years, it might be pos-
sible to combat the imperialistic 
aspirations that exploit the results 
of the “Arab spring” to threaten 
Arabs along with the independ-
ence of their states.

The hope, in spite of every-
thing, is that Arabs wake up to 
the political and military realities 
of the region. Operation Decisive 
Storm has given hope that there 
will be no return to Arab weak-
ness and that there will be rather 
a continuing mobilisation against 
the ambitions that exploit Arab 
frailties.

Mohammed Usaimi is a Saudi 
writer.

Mohammed Usaimi

Tehran is  more 
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ever  to continue its 
flagrant intervention 
in Arab states

Operation 
Decisive Storm 
has given hope 
that there will 
be no return to 
Arab weakness


