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T 

he United Arab Emirates 
dismissed reports that its 
hosting Israel’s mission 
to the International Re-
newable Energy Agency 

(IRENA) reflected a change of policy 
towards the Jewish state.

Despite speculation, especially 
in Israeli media, describing the de-
cision as a harbinger of a thaw in 
relations between Israel and the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), of 
which the UAE is a member, there 
have been no indications the pres-
ence in Abu Dhabi of an Israeli rep-
resentative to IRENA will mean 
much beyond accreditation to the 
international agency.

UAE officials point out that the 
Israeli representative will only be 
accredited to IRENA and not to the 
Emirati government.

“Any agreement between IRENA 
and Israel does not represent a 
change in the position of the UAE 
or its relations with Israel,” Direc-
tor of Communications at the UAE 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Maryam 
al-Falasi said in statements reported 
by the Emirati official news agency 
WAM.

“IRENA is an international, in-
dependent agency that works ac-
cording to the laws, regulations and 
norms that govern the work of such 
organisations,” she said.

The presence of Israeli repre-
sentatives within IRENA does not 

involve obligation on the host coun-
try with regards to its diplomatic re-
lations or any other relations, added 
Falasi

Emmanuel Nahshon, a spokes-
man for the Israeli Foreign Ministry, 
also denied that the accreditation of 
an Israeli representation to IRENA 
had any implications in terms of re-
lations between UAE and Israel.

Speaking on Al Jazeera television, 
Nahshon stressed the Israeli repre-
sentative will be accredited to IRE-
NA, not the UAE Foreign Ministry.

“We only have an accredited dip-
lomat to represent Israel at IRENA, 
which is an international organisa-
tion that happened to be based in 
Abu Dhabi,” he said, adding that 
“the representative will be a resi-
dent diplomat in Abu Dhabi with 

IRENA only”.
According to a November 27th 

statement issued by IRENA, under 
the Headquarters Agreement, the 
UAE, as host country, is responsi-
ble for the provision of facilities 
and services that ensure the proper 
functioning of the agency’s work.

The statement said: “The Head-
quarters Agreement grants all IRE-
NA members the right to establish 
permanent missions accredited to 
the agency, to strengthen the global 
platform it is creating for coopera-
tion in the field of renewable energy.

“Israel is a member of the agency. 
Under the agreement, the work of 
member missions is confined to en-
gagement with the agency in imple-
mentation of its work programme 
focused on the uptake of renewable 

energy and bears no implication on 
the relation between the member of 
IRENA and the host country.”

Israel is the only country with a 
representative in the UAE solely ac-
credited to IRENA. Its status is being 
compared to Iran’s presence in the 
New York-based United Nations de-
spite the country’s lack of diplomat-
ic relations with the United States.

In the Arab world, Israel only 
has embassies in Egypt and Jordan 
based on peace treaties signed in 
1979 and 1994, respectively. The 
UAE and the rest of the Arab world 
do not formally recognise the state 
of Israel and often vehemently criti-
cise Israel’s occupation of Palestin-
ian territories.

In January 2014, the UAE faced 
controversy over the participation 

of Israeli minister Silvan Shalom in 
the annual IRENA General Assem-
bly in Abu Dhabi. UAE’s Minister of 
State for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gar-
gash rejected the criticism.

“The UAE has been able, through 
a delicate balance, to differenti-
ate between Israel’s membership 
in IRENA and the normalisation of 
bilateral ties, which Israel has been 
seeking,” he tweeted. “[The UAE] 
will not rush into a free normalisa-
tion with Israel, like other countries 
did,” he said.

Emirati official sources say Abu 
Dhabi is not interested in normali-
sation with Israel. Gulf analysts say 
GCC countries believe they have 
nothing to gain from formal ties 
with Israel, as that would only play 
into the hands of Iran.

The coolness of Gulf reactions 
contrasts with Israel’s seeming ea-
gerness to normalise relations. Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu told the United Nations in 
September: “The dangers of nucle-
ar-armed Iran and the emergence of 
other threats in our region have led 
many of our Arab neighbours to rec-
ognise, finally recognise, that Israel 
is not their enemy. And this affords 
us the opportunity to overcome the 
historic animosities and build new 
relationships, new friendships, new 
hopes.”

Tensions between the UAE and 
Israel escalated in 2010 after it was 
revealed that members of Israel’s 
Mossad intelligence service had as-
sassinated a Hamas official in Dubai 
hotel.

Qatar, which used to host an Is-
raeli trade office in Doha, closed 
that representation following Israeli 
military attacks on the Gaza Strip. 
Oman had shut its Israeli trade office 
in 2000.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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File picture shows the Masdar Institute campus, part of Masdar City in Abu Dhabi, United Arab 
Emirates, where the International Renewable Energy Agency is based.
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O 

fficial campaigning for 
municipal elections in 
Saudi Arabia has begun 
and for the first time 
women are running for 

public office, ushering in a new era 
of female participation in the king-
dom’s decision-making process.

The December 12th elections 
mark the first time women in the 
kingdom have run for office since a 
2011 order by the late King Abdul-
lah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. “We’re 
making history,” candidate Haifa 
al-Hababi told the BBC. Her genera-
tion, she said, “will bring change”.

However, the Saudi democratic 
experiment has not gone off with-
out snags. A number of potential 
candidates complained of being 
disqualified from campaigning for 
no apparent reason.

Among the candidates barred 
from seeking election are three 
well-known women’s rights activ-
ists, one of whom has previously 
been detained for challenging the 
kingdom-wide ban on female driv-
ing.

Loujain al-Hathloul was arrested 
by Saudi border police in December 
2014 when she attempted driving 
into the kingdom from the United 
Arab Emirates. She was pardoned 

by King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud in February.

Other female candidates who 
were dropped from the list of au-
thorised candidates include driv-
ing activist Tamadour al-Yami and 
human rights activist Nassima al-
Sadah, who both vowed to appeal 
the ban.

A number of the disqualified can-
didates have decided to lodge com-
plaints with the Interior Ministry, 
the Ministry of Municipal and Ru-
ral Affairs and the Board of Griev-
ances, an independent administra-
tive judicial committee that reports 
directly to the king.

The candidates are demanding 
explanations for why their names 
were removed from the list of par-
ticipants without apparent justifi-
cation, warning or official notifica-
tion. They said they only found out 
they were disqualified a day before 
the campaign was to begin.

Mohammed al-Turki, a barred 
candidate for the Eastern Prov-
ince, said he was stunned to learn 
his name had been removed from 
the list of approved participants, 
calling the decision to do so “ar-
bitrary.” He said he did not violate 
any campaign regulations.

Turki stressed that the method-
ology used by the General Elec-
tions Commission was not sound, 
the latest example of which saw 
the release of the final list of can-
didates in an untimely fashion. 
Candidates had spent a significant 
amount of money and exerted a lot 
of time and effort only to find out 
a day before official campaigning 
started that they had been disqual-
ified. Turki lodged an official com-
plaint but said he has yet to receive 
a reply.

These are the third municipal 
elections in the kingdom since 
2005. Approximately 7,000 candi-

dates, including some 900 women, 
are contesting 284 municipal coun-
cil seats.

Candidates have been actively 
campaigning on both traditional 
and new media, with posters dis-
played in areas where candidates 
are campaigning for votes. How-
ever, noticeably absent from the 
campaign were pictures of the can-
didates, which the election com-
mittee banned both sexes from 
displaying.

In mid-November, head of the 
Executive Committee for the Mu-

nicipal Council Elections Judeea 
Al-Qahtani asked both male and 
female candidates not to use their 
images on campaign posters and 
to refrain from the use of slogans 
and symbolic images including the 
national flag. Qahtani also warned 
against offensive and sectarian lan-
guage.

Other restrictions include a ban 
on television campaigning, insult-
ing voters or other candidates, se-
ditious language and hate speech. 
Campaigning is only permissible in 
Arabic.

According to government fig-
ures, approximately 130,000 wom-
en have registered to vote but their 
participation has not been univer-
sally welcomed.

In a Twitter exchange that encap-
sulated the difference of opinion 
over female participation in Saudi 
politics, a male Twitter user wrote 
that “A nation fails if their leader is 
a woman,” only to be rebuked by 
a female user who responded: “So 
Britain and Germany failed and the 
Arab states were victorious with 
their men.”
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Saudi woman candidate Fawzia al-Harbi next to a male chaperone at a shopping mall in Riyadh, on 
November 29th.
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