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Hezbollah top military field commander killed in Syria 

Beirut

M 

ustafa Amine Badred-
dine, shadowy 
commander of the 
Hezbollah army in 
Syria that has suffered 

about 1,200 dead keeping President 
Bashar Assad in power, was killed 
at Damascus airport on May 10th in 
what Hezbollah described as an ar-
tillery attack by Syrian rebels.

Badreddine, 55, was the fourth 
senior Hezbollah figure killed since 
January 2015, three of them by Is-
rael. His death, however, is the 
party’s most critical setback since 
the February 2008 assassination in 
Damascus of iconic military chief 
Imad Mughniyeh, his cousin and 
brother-in-law, in a reported US-
Israeli operation, a killing that pro-
pelled Badreddine to Hezbollah’s 
top ranks.

When Hezbollah announced May 
13th that Badreddine was killed at it 

base in the military section of Da-
mascus’s international airport used 
to transfer weapons airlifted from 
Iran, Israel, which has repeatedly 
attacked the base since 2012, was 

widely seen as being behind the 
killing of an elusive enemy it has 
hunted for decades. But Hezbol-
lah on May 14th said: “Investiga-
tions have showed the explosion… 

which led to the martyrdom of 
commander Mustafa Badreddine 
was the result of artillery bombard-
ment carried out by takfiri groups 
in the area.”

Takfiri means “apostates” , which 
the Iranian-backed Shia Hezbollah 
uses to describe its hard-line Sunni 
Islamist foes in Syria.

There were suspicions that Hez-
bollah, which took several days to 
announce how Badreddine died at 
its own facility at the airport, was 
seeking to avoid pointing the finger 
at Israel because it does not want to 
get dragged into another war with 
the Jewish state while it is pinned 

down in Syria.
Israeli warplanes have attacked 

the arms transfer facility at Damas-
cus airport several times since 2012.

Badreddine had no shortage of 
enemies after several decades of 
militant operations against the 
United States, France, the Arabian 
Gulf monarchies as well as Israel. 
He spent seven years in a Kuwaiti 
prison for a series of bombings, in-
cluding an attempt to kill the emir 
in 1983.

In 2011, Badreddine was indicted 
on charges of masterminding the 
February 2005 assassination of for-
mer Lebanese prime minister and 
Sunni  leader Rafik Hariri in a mas-
sive car bombing in Beirut.

Three other Hezbollah veterans 
are being tried in absentia at the 
UN-mandated Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon in The Hague. Hezbol-
lah denies any involvement in the 
Hariri killing and refuses to hand 
over the suspects.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. 
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Badreddine has 
been indicted 
on charges of 
masterminding the 
assassination of 
Rafik Hariri.

Lebanese media report from outside the family home of top 
Hezbollah commander Mustafa Amine Badreddine, killed in Syria.
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Major cabinet shake-up in
Saudi Arabia, including energy
London

S 

audi Arabia is changing at 
an uncharacteristically fast 
pace as the energy-rich 
kingdom attempts to im-
plement its Vision 2030 re-

form plan to wean itself off depend-
ency on oil revenues

In a major cabinet reshuffle, King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is-
sued a royal decree replacing vet-
eran oil minister Ali al-Naimi with 
former health minister and Saudi 
Aramco technocrat Khaled al-Falih. 
Naimi, 80, had held the oil portfolio 
since 1995. He will remain an ad-
viser to the royal court. A number 
of government ministries were also 
restructured.

The news, which led to a spike 
in the price of oil, generated sig-
nificant speculation by analysts on 
whether this was an indicator of a 
policy change. A day after his ap-
pointment, Falih stressed the king-
dom would stay the course and con-
tinue its current energy strategy.

“We remain committed to main-
taining our role in international en-
ergy markets and strengthening our 
position as the world’s most reliable 
supplier of energy,” Falih said in a 
statement.

The renamed Ministry of Energy, 
Industry and Mineral Resources 
saw more than just a change in lead-
ership as it will now be responsible 
for all the kingdom’s energy needs, 
including electricity, an indicator of 
the Saudi diversification drive.

The kingdom’s central bank, the 
Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency 
(SAMA), saw US-educated bank vet-
eran Ahmed al-Kholifey take over as 
governor and its functions restruc-
tured. SAMA will no longer serve 
as the kingdom’s biggest sovereign 
wealth fund because a larger one 
is being created under Vision 2030, 
but will continue to be responsible 
for setting Saudi monetary policy.

Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz in 
late April unveiled major economic 
reform plans designed to address 
the kingdom’s heavy dependency 
on oil, while also nurturing un-
tapped aspects of the Saudi econo-

my. The ambitious project — called 
Vision 2030 — is also planned to 
include the establishment of a do-
mestic defence sector, an increase 
in domestic and Islamic tourism 
and the introduction of a green 
card-like system.

Saudi Aramco, the world’s most 
valuable company, is in the final 
stages of concluding options for an 
initial public offering (IPO) of less 
than 5% of its overall value. The 
plan is to be presented to Aramco’s 
Supreme Council soon for final ap-
proval.

According to Chief Executive Of-
ficer Amin Nasser, the IPO will be 
listed domestically and in two for-
eign markets. In an interview in 
April, Mohammed said he expects 

the Aramco IPO to be valued at a 
minimum of $2 trillion.

Domestically, the kingdom has 
seen a number of major social 
changes in the last year, including 
the participation and election of 
women to municipal councils for 
the first time and the curtailing of 
the notorious religious police pow-
ers. Among the latest announce-
ments was the newly established 
General Authority for Entertain-
ment, an effort to improve national 
recreational life.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) speaks with his son Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, in Riyadh, on May 9th.

Saudi Arabia is 
changing at an 
uncharacteristically 
fast pace as it 
attempts to 
implement its Vision 
2030 reform plan.
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