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King Salman’s Year One
Riyadh

W 

hen Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud assumed 
the throne in Janu-
ary 2015, Saudis 

knew he was a tough taskmaster 
who would strengthen Saudi Ara-
bia’s leadership position in the re-
gion.

Salman had a reputation for 
toughness and the wisdom to bal-
ance his aggressive approach to 
problem solving. After a year with 
King Salman as the kingdom’s 
leader, a new face of Saudi Arabia 
has emerged. A disproportionate 
amount of attention has been paid 
to his foreign policies but his do-
mestic policies, particularly con-
cerning the country’s economic 
future, have been far more aggres-
sive.

We have seen Salman exhibit lit-
tle patience with corruption and 
inequality in the Saudi judicial sys-
tem. The wealthy, who in the past 
seemed to live by their own set of 
rules, appear to be on equal foot-
ing with the middle class and the 
poor when it comes to dispensing 
justice.

For example, when a rich Jed-
dawi closed a service road in front 
of his home so motorists would not 
pass by his villa, causing massive 
traffic problems at the same time, 
he was ordered to reopen the road 
and pay huge fines. The govern-
ment intervention sent a message 
that two levels of Saudi justice 
were a thing of the past.

Salman is not reluctant to fire 
ministers who offend the public 
and he is attuned to the demands 

of social media. This is a king with 
4.4 million followers on Twitter.

Conventional wisdom in ear-
ly 2015 had Salman rolling back 
King Abdullah’s progressive pro-
grammes. However, not only has 
he kept those policies in place, he 
refined them to better serve the 
country. The King Abdullah Schol-
arship Programme, for example, 
has been fine-tuned by setting the 
academic bar higher when provid-
ing scholarships to university stu-
dents to study abroad and focusing 
more on specialties such as tech-
nology and medicine that will help 
the country develop better scien-
tists.

Improvements have been made 
in Saudi domestic law courts, 
started under Abdullah, that allow 
Saudi women a measure of equality 
in divorce and child-custody cases.

A weakness, however, is that 
non-Saudi children of Saudi moth-
ers are denied Saudi citizenship 
and do not benefit from inherit-
ance laws and the rights to their 
mother’s government pensions. 
Further, Saudi women, while per-
sonal empowerment has improved, 
need laws enacted that provide 
them protection from male fam-
ily members who prey on them for 
their salaries or who sexually or 
physical assault them.

The king has vowed to wean the 
country from dependence on oil 
revenues, implement taxation, 
privatise some services, including 
health care and raise the price of 
petrol, electricity and water. Enti-
tlements will come to an end, push-
ing Saudi citizens to become more 
self-sufficient. Harsh, yes, but en-
tirely necessary if Saudi Arabia is to 
remain economically viable.

Yet it is Salman’s equal measure 
of experience, foresight and tough-
ness that will serve Saudi Arabia 
well as the region’s spiritual and 
foreign policy leader.

Russia has led an incursion into 
the Ukraine, annexed Crimea and 

is meddling in Syria. The Islamic 
State (ISIS) has shed its reputation 
as a band of gangsters to become 
a well-armed, well-funded army 
of occupation in Syria and parts of 
Iraq. The Iranian-funded Houthi 
rebels continue their adventures in 
Yemen.

With the region plunging further 
into chaos, Salman has shown a 
side of Saudi Arabia that few of its 
neighbours, and certainly Western 
nations, have witnessed.

These developments, borne from 
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq 
and the “Arab spring”, have given 
urgency to Saudi Arabia’s internal 
security.

Little is known of Russia’s true 
intentions or Iran’s endgame, other 
than the latter wants to create in-
stability in Saudi Arabia or the true 
origins of the sophisticated weap-
onry flowing into ISIS’s hands. The 

picture is not clear but it is at this 
stage of the political events in the 
region that a leader must rule by 
wisdom and power and the need 
to rule with an iron fist to curb ex-
ternal influences in the kingdom is 
evident.

It is for these myriad events that 
the Saudi government’s decision to 
execute Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr 
on terrorism convictions is widely, 
and deliberately, misinterpreted.

Saudi Arabia’s critics have 
framed the execution as the open-
ing salvo to spark a sectarian war 
and send a message to Iran. 

While the argument can be made 
that the Saudi terrorism laws are 
too vague and overbroad, there is 
little doubt that Nimr urged young 
people to take up arms against se-
curity forces and advocated that 
the Eastern province secede from 
the kingdom.

His conviction on terrorism 
charges followed Saudi Arabia’s 
rule of law, which was applied 
equally to the other 46 Shia and 
Sunni extremists executed on simi-
lar charges the same day. In the 
end it was terrorism, not sectarian 
divide, that sealed the fate of those 
sentenced to death.

Saudi Arabia feels it can no longer 
afford to sit idle and wait for other 
countries to protect the region. The 
decision to protect the country by 
striking at Saudi Arabia’s enemies 
abroad, as in Yemen, is the new 
power of the kingdom. To many 
Saudis, Salman is the face of that 
strength.

Sabria S. Jawhar is a leading Saudi 
columnist and journalist. In 2010, 
she was selected as one of the 
“World’s most influential Arabs” 
by Arabian Business magazine.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) at the 136th Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) summit, in 
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A new face of Saudi 
Arabia has emerged.

Saudi Arabia finds its voice

T
he recent statement 
from the Saudi Arabia 
Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs that confirmed 
Iran’s history of 
aggression over the 

past 35 years also signals the 
emergence of a new foreign policy 
in a new Saudi Arabia.

For the first time, Saudi Arabia 
has presented an accurate 
summation, backed by facts and 
figures, of Iran’s terrorist activities 
since the establishment of the 
Islamic State in 1979.

The statement listed Iran-
backed terror attacks against 
Saudi Arabia and other countries 
while confirming Riyadh’s “self-
restraint” in response to Tehran’s 
history of provocation. The Saudi 
Foreign Ministry issued a “fact 
sheet” detailing Iran’s history of 
supporting terrorism.

The statement stressed that 
Riyadh does not object to any 
peaceful nuclear programme or 
the Iran nuclear deal so long as this 
prevents Tehran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons and contains 
a strict mechanism to monitor 
implementation and reimpose 
sanctions if the agreement is 
violated.

Ultimately, it was completely 
logical for Saudi Arabia to ask 
the simple question: Is Iran an 
ordinary country that wants to live 
in peace with its neighbours or will 
it continue to fulfil its expansionist 
ambitions?

The Foreign Ministry statement 
seemed to answer the question, 
namely that Iran must put away 
its revolutionary ambitions and 
stop sowing chaos and flouting 
international law and instead 
respect international treaties and 
agreements and the principles of 
good neighbourliness.

The fact sheet also reminded 
the Obama administration of the 
terrorist attacks that targeted its 
citizens and military personnel. 
Washington should ask: Has 
anything changed after the nuclear 
agreement?

It is clear that the Obama 
administration is living in its 
own world. That is why it was so 

important to remind it of the 1983 
US embassy bombing in Beirut, 
in which many Americans died 
and that Iran reportedly was 
responsible for.

So, in light of Saudi Arabia’s new 
foreign policy, there is no longer 
any space to cover up the facts, 
including Iran being implicated 
in the 1996 Khobar bombings, not 
to mention how it has harboured 
many senior al-Qaeda members 
over the years.

There is no longer room for half-
truths and prevarications at a time 
when Saudi Arabia is facing attacks 
from numerous sides.

Saudi Arabia is now following a 
new kind of foreign policy, which 
began with its intervention in 
Bahrain, to safeguard its neighbour 
against Iran’s ambitions. This 
policy took on new dimensions 
when the kingdom stood by the 
revolution that removed the 
Muslim Brotherhood from power in 

Egypt in 2013. Riyadh had no other 
choice, especially after the Islamic 
Republic began to cast its eye on 
the Islamist-led Egypt.

But the real point of no return 
came in late March 2015, when 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud and Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz decided to intervene 
in Yemen to put an end to Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions in the 
Saudis’ southern neighbour. What 
we are witnessing today is just a 
continuation of this decisive storm 
of a decision.

To put it plainly, Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf states cannot accept a 
Yemen under Iranian tutelage.

The Saudi Foreign Ministry 
statement points to a new stage 
in Saudi foreign policy, a stage in 
which Riyadh is firm and decisive 
in its decision-making. The new 
phase is characterised by clarity, 
courage and boldness.

This goes beyond calling a spade 
a spade — or a terrorist a terrorist — 
but includes new economic policy 
and forms that will ensure Saudi 
Arabia will be able to continue its 
war on terrorism — in all its forms — 
for as long as necessary.

We are facing a new Middle East 
but also a new Saudi Arabia. What 
is clear is that the Saudi Foreign 
Ministry statement will not be the 
last of its kind; Saudi Arabia has 
found its voice.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was originally published 
in the London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.
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In light of Saudi Arabia’s 
new foreign policy, there 
is no longer any space to 
cover up the facts.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir speaks during a news 
conference in Riyadh, on January 9th.
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