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 Whether the US 
government will 
have answers the 
Saudis want to 
hear remains to be 
seen

OpinionOpinion

E  

urope continues to grapple with the unprecedented flow of 
Middle East migrants across its borders. It is likely to 
continue doing so for some time.

The unfolding drama of families from war-ridden coun-
tries, such as Syria and Iraq, sleeping in the streets or rushing 
to train stations is grabbing the world’s attention. The tragic 

scenes are shaming some European communities into a more hospitable 
attitude. The shocking picture of the 3-year-old Syrian boy, Aylan al-Kurdi, 
face down on a Turkish beach is making people in Europe and the rest of 
the world to take a second look at the issue.

Many governments of the old continent continue to squabble over 
quotas and outdated policies while trying to implement quick fixes. Some, 
such as the Netherlands, believe the solution is in tougher laws: The 
Hague is considering regulations that would withhold food and shelter 
from people whose refugee status applications are turned down.

Other countries are setting up barbed-wire fences and building walls 
along their borders. Hungary, for instance, has completed a 4-metre-high 
razor-wire fence. Bulgaria has announced its intention to build a 160-kilo-
metre fence along its border with Turkey by the end of the year. Fences 
will rise in Ukraine and Estonia by 2018.

Such measures cruelly ignore that a good number of migrants from the 
Middle East are running for their lives. Wars in Syria and Iraq are not leav-
ing people with real choices in their quest for survival. Besides, European 
migration officials know very well there is no place they could send most 
of those migrants.

Ideally, some countries in Europe, the United States and other well-to-
do nations could offer more visas to migrants and establish safe passage 
corridors for them. In some demographically ageing European nations, 
governments will be tempted to absorb some of the young, qualified 
migrants. But politicians overall are more likely to heed the warnings of 
pollsters and elections strategists that lenient policies considering immi-
gration would lead to ballot-box blowback.

If barbed-wire policies in Europe have failed, so have the expedient poli-
cies of housing refugees in camps in Jordan and Lebanon. Refugee camps 
housing thousands have quickly become a liability for the host countries 
and the refugees’ lives a humanitarian tragedy. Because they are not 
absorbed into the economic dynamics of host countries, many refugees are 
tempted to cross borders again towards more hospitable environments.

Jordanian Planning Minister Imad Fakhoury warned in June that provid-
ing sufficient support for Jordan to handle refugees would be cheaper than 
dealing with chaos later. His prophecy has tragically materialised.

Much more assistance should be allocated to Jordan and Lebanon, 
which have been for years bearing most of the burden of the 4 million 
refugees displaced from Syria. The two cash-strapped and employment-
challenged countries have been left with the impression they are on their 
own. Neither can afford to spend the billions of dollars required to host 
and economically accommodate the huge number of Syrian refugees.

Supporting host countries in the region, a policy that has the backing 
of the World Bank, would make more sense than waiting for desperate 
migrants to rush across the sea at the risk of their lives.

Dead toddler on Turkish beach 
points to failed migration policies
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Will Salman’s visit 
fix relations with 
Washington?

S 

ometimes it is the 
absence of something 
that makes one notice 
there might be an 
irregularity — not unlike 
the chief engineer on a 

vessel who is woken by the absence 
of noise when the ship’s engines 
fail.

Similarly, it was the absence of 
King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al 
Saud of Saudi Arabia from the 
summit that US President Barack 
Obama had in May with Arab 
leaders at Camp David that gave a 
clear indication that something 
was seriously amiss between Saudi 
Arabia and the United States, 
which had been close allies since 
the end of World War II. Salman is 
now to meet Obama in Washing-
ton.

Relations between Saudi Arabia 
and the United States have, by and 
large, withstood the test of time, 
even if there were tense moments 
when it appeared the relationship 
was about to crumble.

On his way back from the historic 
meeting in Yalta with Soviet leader 
Joseph Stalin and British prime 
minister Winston Churchill in 1945, 
US president Franklin D. Roosevelt 
boarded the US Navy cruiser USS 
Quincy and sailed to the Great 
Bitter Lake in the Suez Canal where 
he met with Abdul-Aziz bin Saud, 
the Saudi monarch.

The agreement reached between 
Saudi Arabia and the United States 
was entirely a marriage of conveni-
ence; there never was any real 
affection flowing either way. 
Indeed there could not have been 
two more different cultures.

It was day meeting night or vice 
versa, if you prefer. But it was 
business. And it was a business 
deal from which both sides came 
away content, feeling they had 
something to gain. The Americans 

were guaranteed cheap oil 
in return for safeguarding 
that very oil. For the 
Saudis it was a convenient 
way of buying protection 
in a part of the world 
where it was much needed. 

In time the Saudis 
became dependent on the 
United States for their 

security.
Then came 9/11 when 15 of the 19 

terrorists who brought the planes 
down on the twin towers, the 
Pentagon and Pennsylvania turned 

out to be Saudi nationals. But with 
time relations were patched up. 
Saudi Arabia still needed protec-
tion and the United States still 
needed cheap oil.

But then came the Syrian civil 
war and things really started going 
bad between Riyadh and Washing-
ton. The Saudis favoured regime 
change in Damascus.

 They, much like most Gulf 
countries, wanted to see Syrian 
President Bashar Assad removed. 
The Obama administration 
preferred inaction. Washington 
lacked a policy on what to do with 
Syria. 

The little action it took, such as 
planning to provide training for 
some opposition groups, was 
inadequate and far too little in the 
face of the mounting opposition 
from Islamist groups that were 
growing in size, power and 
resources.

The Saudi leadership became 
more frustrated with Washington’s 
lethargic response to the killing of 
Sunnis in Syria. The Saudis started 
turning towards Moscow for 
weapons and munitions. Until now 
they had traditionally purchased 
almost their entire arsenal from the 
United States and Western Europe.

But the Middle East began to 
change as never before. The 
violence emerging is on a scale 
rarely seen in modern history. 
Everything was put into question, 
including borders established after 
World War I. 

Still looking for a response from 
Washington, the visit of the Saudi 
king could be a good sign whether 
the Obama administration has 
answers to the questions that no 
doubt will be asked.

 Whether the US government will 
have answers the Saudis want to 
hear remains to be seen.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab 
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Claudesalhani.
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