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Kerry strives to bolster relations with Egypt, GCC
Washington

U 

S Secretary of State 
John Kerry’s quick but 
critical visit to Cairo and 
Doha signalled Presi-
dent Barack Obama ad-

ministration’s desire to create new 
security architecture in the Middle 
East in the wake of the Iran nuclear 
agreement.

First stop: Cairo, where Kerry 
and Egyptian Foreign Minister 
Sameh Shoukry had the first US-
Egypt “strategic dialogue” since 
2009. After allowing the relation-
ship to fray following the removal 
of Muhammad Morsi as Egypt’s 
president, the Obama administra-
tion effectively returned to the 
default policy the United States 
pursued prior to the overthrow 
of Hosni Mubarak: Acknowledge 
Egypt’s strategic importance while 
simultaneously voicing concern 
over human rights issues.

The hold on US military aid was 
lifted earlier in 2015, the F-16s 
have been delivered and Kerry 
announced that the Bright Star 
joint military exercises would re-
sume. At a news conference, Kerry 
warned that excessive use of force 
in the struggle against terror-
ism could backfire and cautiously 
urged respect for human rights, but 
Shoukry was unmoved.

On to Doha, where the goal was 
to secure the blessings of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) on the 
nuclear agreement with Iran. Kerry 
offered a bargain: Publicly sup-
port the agreement (which, in any 
event, you cannot undo), and we 
will expedite arms transfers, inten-
sify intelligence cooperation and 
counterterrorism training and start 
discussions over a missile defence 
system.

The GCC countries went through 
the motions of publicly blessing 
Kerry’s bargain but Qatari Foreign 
Minister Khalid al-Attiyah’s words 
were less than enthusiastic. “This 
was the best option among other 
options,” he said at a news confer-
ence with Kerry. In the appearance, 
Kerry made a point of acknowledg-
ing Iran’s “destabilising” actions 
in the region and reiterated that 
the nuclear deal will not prevent 
the United States from working to 

thwart Iran’s bad behaviour.
No one really believes that the 

GCC states are happy with the Iran 
deal but they know that they must 
live with it at least until the end of 
Obama’s term in office, so why not 
use the occasion to secure closer 
military ties with Washington? In 
any event, the GCC’s unsolicited 
“ally”, Israel’s Binyamin Netanya-
hu, is doing the dirty work for them 

by throwing daily temper tantrums 
about the agreement and unleash-
ing the pro-Israel lobby in Wash-
ington to try to stop it.

While in Doha, Kerry had a pri-
vate meeting with Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir and Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lav-
rov. Sources tell The Arab Weekly 
that Lavrov proposed that the bat-
tle against the Islamic State (ISIS), 

and not Iran or the Assad regime in 
Syria, should be the priority. Kerry 
and Jubeir reportedly demurred, 
as one would expect. Lavrov’s pro-
posal suggests that Moscow is not 
eager to help orchestrate a political 
solution in Syria.

So Kerry must have felt satisfied 
as he headed back to Washington 
to prepare for a trip to Cuba. He as-
sured Egypt that everything is back 

to the pre-“Arab spring” normal 
and he got the GCC leaders to offer 
public support for an agreement 
they privately oppose. Not bad for 
a guy on crutches.

Mark Habeeb is East-West section 
editor for The Arab Weekly and 
adjunct professor of Global Politics 
and Security at Georgetown 
University in Washington.

News & Analysis Gulf

Amid regional vigilance, Kuwait breaks up ISIS cell

London

K 

uwait’s Interior Ministry 
arrested four Kuwaiti na-
tionals for alleged mem-
bership in Islamic State 
(ISIS) in what it said was 

a pre-emptive measure and said a 
fifth Kuwaiti had been killed fight-
ing for the extreme Islamist group 
in “a terrorist operation” in Iraq.

“The detainees confessed they 
had received courses about doc-
trine of the terrorist organisation, 
its deviating thoughts, in addition 
to advanced training on using arms 
before taking in combat action in 
Syria and Iraq,” the ministry said in 
a statement.

Among the suspects identified 
by authorities was Fahad Hamad, 
25, who allegedly had a number of 
jihadist books and a black ISIS flag 
at home. Also arrested was Mo-
hammad Falah, 25, who, according 
to authorities, “facilitated the oth-
ers’ travel to Iraq to take part in ter-
rorist operations”.

The other suspects — Moham-
mad Hamad, 29; and Faleh Nasser, 
34 — were said to have joined the 
ISIS in Mosul, Iraq. The Kuwaiti 
ISIS member who was killed in 
Iraq was identified as 29-year-old 
Mubarak Malfi.

None of the individuals ap-

peared to be connected to the June 
26th attack on a Shia mosque in 
Kuwait in which 26 worshippers 
were killed and more than 200 
wounded. Kuwaiti officials identi-
fied the suicide bomber as Saudi 
national Fahad Suleiman Abdul-
mohsen Al-Gabbaa.

The sectarian-motivated June 
bombing led to increased secu-
rity measures in the Gulf region. 
In  Kuwait a crackdown by the au-
thorities resulted in the arrest of 26 

people suspected of involvement 
in the attack on the Imam Al-Sadiq 
mosque in Kuwait City. In the first 
week of July, Saudi and Kuwaiti 
authorities arrested three Saudi 
brothers in connection with the at-
tack. The brothers. 

who were identified as Majed, 
Mohammed and Faisal al-Zahrani, 
allegedly drove to Kuwait from 
Saudi Arabia a day before the as-
sault, transporting explosive mate-
rials in an ice cooler.

The explosives were of the same 
variety used in the two suicide 
bombings in Saudi Arabia’s East-
ern province, which was claimed 
by the Saudi branch of ISIS.

Kuwait has one of the largest 
Shia communities in the Gulf. Such 
communities have been among 
the prime targets of ISIS. A week 
before the June 26th attacks, the 
terrorist group’s chief propagan-
dist, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, 
released an audio message calling 
on followers of the group to target 
“kuffars (infidels), Crusaders, Shias 
and apostates”.

In October 2014, US officials 
said Qatar and Kuwait were not 
doing enough to stop the funding 
of ISIS. David Cohen, US Treasury 
undersecretary for terrorism and 
financial intelligence, lauded the 
cooperation from some Gulf coun-
tries, such as Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates, but said that 
Qatar and Kuwait were still “per-
missive jurisdictions for terrorist 
financing”.

Two months earlier, the US 
Treasury Department designated 
three Kuwaiti nationals as terror-
ism financiers, with two of the 
individuals accused of funding 
al-Nusra Front in Syria, while the 
third individual was accused of 
supporting ISIS.

On August 6th, a suicide bomber 
blew himself up at a mosque in city 
Saudi Arabian city of Abha, killing 

at least 15 people. The terrorist 
attack, which targeted a mosque 
used by members of the kingdom’s 
security forces, was the third sui-
cide bombing in Saudi Arabia since 
May.

The kingdom has in recent 
months cracked down on ISIS 
online supporters, according to 
a report in the pan-Arab daily Al-
Hayat.

 Saudi security authorities have 
arrested a number of Twitter us-
ers belonging to ISIS, who were, 
according to an Interior Ministry 
statement, “leading a deceptive 
and hostile campaign against all 
those who differ with their views 
or expose the falsehood of the 
principles they embrace”.

These arrests were announced 
on the second day of Eid al-Fitr 
and included the detention of 431 
individuals. Among those arrested 
was the man suspected of links 
with ISIS who allegedly sent death 
threats to Saudi comedian Nasser 
al-Qasabi, after he satirised the 
terrorist group on a television pro-
gramme.

Gulf vigilance. Police search men as they arrive for Friday prayers 
at a Shia mosque in the village of Diraz west of Manama, July 31, 
2015.
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Russia's Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (L), US Secretary of State John Kerry (C) and Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, on August 3rd 
in Doha.
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