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Opinion

Washington and the 
Saudi-Iranian-Turkish 
axis

M
any are viewing 
crises in the 
Middle East 
through the prism 
of a US-Iranian 
rapprochement 

that has upended the regional 
status quo. Will this emerging 
reality ultimately lead to greater 
stability or more conflict and 
chaos?

The recent coup attempt in 
Turkey is one sign of the new 
status quo, with Turkey accusing 
Washington, and particularly 
US-based Turkish cleric Fethullah 
Gulen, of being responsible.

Although the Iran nuclear 
deal, known as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action, 
was a major step forward in terms 
of relations between Tehran and 
the P5+1 world powers, there are 
outstanding issues between the 
United States and Iran that need to 
be addressed.

Despite this, there is real effort 
from both sides to develop a 
strategic relationship in the region, 
including on issues that are major 
sources of dispute. The building 
of bridges of trust in terms of 
coordination between the United 
States and Iran in Iraq has seen 
Washington agree to send 560 
more soldiers to assist the Iraqis, 
who are being supported by Iran-
backed militias, in the liberation of 
territory held by the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Shia religious figures in Iraq are 
saying that the US change of tack 
is based on Washington’s view of 
Shia Islam, as opposed to Sunni 
Islam, which is practiced — albeit 
in a radical form — by jihadists 
such as ISIS and its ilk. This could 
encourage Tehran and Washington 
to increase cooperation in the 
fight against terrorism and 
broaden security cooperation and 
coordination in other areas.

Therefore, it is 
easy to understand 
Washington’s 
increasing unease 
towards the role of 
Turkey, which is ruled 
by the Islamist Justice 
and Development 
Party (AKP) that 
seems to want to play 
a larger role in the 
Middle East. There is 
also Ankara’s conflict 

with armed Kurdish groups, 
the same ones that are US allies in 
the war against ISIS.

The nuclear agreement helped 
both sides, providing much-
needed sanctions relief to a 
beleaguered Iranian economy 
in return for Iranian security 
cooperation with the United 
States in the Middle East. This 
rapprochement has served both 
countries’ strategic interests.

This is how US President Barack 
Obama has succeeded in bringing 
a country that had been a pillar 
of predecessor George W. Bush’s 
“axis of evil” in from the cold. This 
is the same strategy that Obama 
used to produce a new policy 
towards Cuba and reveals how 
he has sought to upend existing 
foreign policy to create a new web 
of alliances.

Ultimately, the United States 
under Obama seems to be trying to 
neutralise its old enemies however 
it can, although this does not 
take into account non-state actors 
such as ISIS. This is reminiscent 
of Turkey’s “zero enemies” policy 
put forward by former Foreign 
minister and prime minister 
Ahmet Davutoglu.

As the relationship between 
Washington and Tehran becomes 
closer, so the relationship between 
the United States and the region’s 
other main power, Saudi Arabia, 
worsens. The same could be 
argued about Washington’s 
relationship with Ankara.

This, of course, is stoking Arab 
Gulf anger towards Washington, 
although without spilling into 
outright hostility and there has 
been increasing criticism of the US 
president. According to most Sunni 
Arabs, rapprochement with Iran is 
taking place at the expense of Arab 
interests.

As for what the future holds, that 
will depend entirely on who is the 
next occupant of the White House. 
Riyadh is biding its time until the 
end of the Obama administration, 
particularly as many Arabs blame 
Obama for the chaos throughout 
the region. Only time will tell what 
awaits the region from a President 
Hillary Clinton or a President 
Donald Trump.
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A recent report from the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development, the European Invest-
ment Bank and the World Bank tries to answer the 
question: What is holding back the private sector in 
MENA?

The work of the three institutions was based on a 
survey of more than 6,000 private firms in Dji-

bouti, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, Yemen, the 
West Bank and Gaza.

Four main impediments to the growth of private sector activity 
were identified: Political instability, corruption, unreliable 
electricity supply and inadequate access to finance. Companies in 
Egypt, Lebanon, Tunisia and the West Bank and Gaza, in particu-
lar, complained of political instability as “the top obstacle to 
business”.

This is hardly surprising considering the turmoil that has 
engulfed the region in recent years. The economic systems of 
countries that experienced “Arab spring” changes are still await-
ing greater stability to attain levels of growth sufficient to meet 
the demands of restless young populations. The economic situa-
tion in Lebanon and Jordan has been affected by the war in Syria 
and the inflow of refugees.

The report also points out a “notable disconnect between firms 
and banks in the region”. Only a limited segment of private 
companies has access to bank financing. In Egypt, banks account 
for only 2% of firm finance and 40% of private sector firms do not 
have a cheque or savings account.

According to European Investment Bank Director Debora 
Revoltella: “Finding a way to reconnect banks and firms is crucial 
to enhance growth opportunities in the region.”

“There is an overwhelming consensus among economists that 
the development of a vibrant private sector is essential for deliv-
ering that growth,” stressed the report.

The private sector alone cannot meet the socio-economic 
challenges of MENA, however. Collaboration between the public 
and private sectors is needed to absorb the hundreds of thousands 
of unemployed young people.

There needs to be educational reform. The report pleads for “a 
reorientation of the region’s education systems towards learning 
skills that are relevant for private sector employment”. This 
means giving more importance to vocational training and over-
coming the mismatch between educational sector and the job 
market to create more quality jobs.

The Arab private sector is constrained by the low ratio of women 
it employs. Only 8% of the private sector workforce are women, 
below the already low 17% MENA workforce average.

Many in the formal private sector complain of the unfair compe-
tition of the informal economic sector, which does not pay taxes 
or worker benefits but it is the lack of employment and bloated 
bureaucratic red tape that encourages the growth of the informal 
economy and the spread of corruption.

Nearly all — 97% — surveyed firms in Yemen and 61% in Lebanon 
identify corruption as a major obstacle to business even if the 
incidence of bribery is in fact much lower.

The private sector needs a better business climate to be a real 
engine of economic growth and assume its wider social responsi-
bility in the current age of turmoil.
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