
21July 31, 2016

Economy

London

T 

he second GCC-British 
Economic Forum, which 
included lengthy dis-
cussions about Brexit, 
brought together policy-

makers and senior industry repre-
sentatives from the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) and the United 
Kingdom.

Organised by the Arab British 
Chamber of Commerce (ABCC), the 
forum was titled Vision, Challenges 
and Ambitions: Integration Pros-
pects for a Better Future.

It was officially opened by ABCC 
Secretary-General Afnan Al-Shuaib. 
Attendees included Saudi Ambas-
sador to the United Kingdom Prince 
Mohammed bin Nawaf, GCC Secre-
tary-General Abdul Latif al-Zayani, 
Saudi Minister of Commerce and In-
vestment Majid al-Qasabi and Brit-
ain’s Prince Andrew, who gave the 
inaugural address.

“The relationship between the 
United Kingdom and the GCC has 
always been important; it has al-
ways been based on mutual friend-
ship and respect and cooperation 
and collaboration,” Prince Andrew 
said.

“The circumstances we now find 
ourselves in mean that that history 
has been brought up right here to 
the present day. Now we are looking 
at relationships in the region in a 
subtly different way,” he said, refer-
encing Britain’s referendum to leave 
the European Union.

“The GCC is a very, very impor-
tant trading partner for the United 
Kingdom — be that inside or outside 
the European Union — and probably 
more so with the UK once we are 

out of the European Union,” he said.
“Yes, there is going to be a period 

of difficulty and uncertainty while a 
huge range of knotty subjects have 
to be negotiated… but at the end of 
that I believe there are opportuni-
ties not only for the United King-
dom but also the GCC.”

The keynote address by Zayani 
stressed the economic and social 
challenges facing the GCC, while 
highlighting the security issues of 
concern to the entire Middle East 
region.

Zayani said he was confident in 
the British government’s ability to 
implement the Brexit referendum, 
adding that the GCC and Britain will 
continue developing their partner-
ship in both the political and eco-
nomic fields.

Qasabi spoke about the need for 
regional reform.

“The forces of change we face 
include a dramatic drop in revenue 
from oil, a rapidly growing young 
population, with around 50% of 
GCC nationals under the age of 30, 
a shortage of jobs for our young 
population, the need to expand our 
infrastructure and services at least 
as fast as our population growth 
and the need to diversify our econ-
omy and improve production and 
competitiveness against a backdrop 
of slowing global growth and in-
creased competition,” Qasabi said.

He added that the kingdom 
was addressing these challenges 
through national initiatives such 
as its Vision 2030 reform plan and 
through GCC initiatives.

“At the regional GCC level, the 
GCC has adopted [Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s] vision 
to consolidate GCC cooperation in 

economic, political, social, military 
and security fields and strengthen 
the council’s role at the internation-
al arena,” he said.

Emphasising the traditional re-
lationship between Britain and the 
GCC, British Secretary of State for 
International Trade Liam Fox said 
that ties were deepening and broad-
ening an already strong relation-

ship.
“We have set up a new Gulf fund, 

committing 100 million pounds 
($131 million) over five years to sup-
port collaboration on practical is-
sues in our mutual interests, such 
as cyber and national infrastructure 
security,” Fox said.

The meeting addressed key 
themes of mutual interest over five 

sessions, each of which involved 
leading experts presenting perspec-
tives on the issues followed by a 
question-and-answer session.

The sessions focused on econom-
ic reform, youth entrepreneurship, 
social and economic development, 
the role of public private partner-
ships in securing investment and 
the effect of Brexit on the GCC.
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GCC Secretary-General Abdul Latif al-Zayani gives the keynote address at the second GCC-British 
Economic Forum.
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The economic order is shaken by uncertainty

I have just spent three 
months in Jordan and 
Lebanon. Watching the 
spectacle of the US presi-
dential politics from a 
distance has had a sobering 

effect on my usual quick retorts to 
questions about US politics even 
though I have been at it for 
several decades in this part of the 
world.

Arabs of all political stripes are 
alarmed by both presidential 
candidates, one because she is 
well-known and carries a great 
deal of negative baggage and the 
other because his posturing is 
both alarming and invigorating as 
there is still a mystical glow 
around hard-charging leaders in 
this part of the world, as else-
where.

It shouldn’t be surprising, I 
suppose. The chaos that engulfs 
the Middle East and North Africa 
has much of its origins in the 
upheaval of autocratic regimes 
that once provided stability so 
prized by international investors 
and Western leadership. The 
irony is that today, many in these 
societies long for the law and 
order days of the old regimes, as 
long as they are not the targets of 

repression and human rights 
violations. There is symmetry in 
their yearning in the populist 
rumblings across Europe and the 
United States.

It does not matter where you are 
in the region, from Marrakech to 
Muscat, there is a tangible feeling 
of uncertainty that has not abated 
since the Arab uprisings five years 
ago. Then, the differences 
between rich and those not, 
whether in terms of economic 
disparity or political empower-
ment, were brought sharply into 
focus. These disparities have not 
changed and, in conflict-ridden 
countries such as Syria and 
Yemen, the notion of a “national” 
consensus has all but collapsed 
for the majority of people.

Even those in Morocco, Jordan 
and Gulf Arab countries are not 
immune to feeling that the stable 
world order has not delivered 
promised benefits of prosperity 
and advancement that once 
seemed so close at hand.

Indicative of the seismic shifts 
that are going on are challenges to 
the “economic order” that has 
guided free market policies since 
the 1980s. Rick Rowden recently 
wrote in Foreign Policy about an 
article in which an International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) economist 
questioned the efficacy two 
cherished principles of its 
Washington Consensus for 
countries in financial crisis: fiscal 
austerity during economic 
slowdowns and the deregulation 
of financial markets.

Commonly referred to by its 
critics as “neoliberalism”, the 
author challenges several of these 

tenets for not achieving higher 
growth rates as promised. In fact, 
“fiscal austerity and increased 
financial openness have often 
exacerbated economic inequality, 
which itself could become a drag 
on future economic growth 
rates”.

While noting that other IMF 
principles have been more 
successful in addressing issues of 
growth, stability and capital 
fluctuations, “Most strikingly, the 
article infers that three policy 
prescriptions long advocated by 
the IMF’s critics — regulation of 
some capital flows, Keynesian 
fiscal stimulus policies, and 
effective economic redistribution 
— all have more merit than the 
IMF has long contended.”

The 2008 financial crisis 
demonstrated the weaknesses of 
the IMF’s prescriptions for 
economic inequality, stabilising 
financial markets and reviving 
economic growth. Most levels of 
gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth are failing to measure up 
to levels before the crisis, hence 
the continued populist angst and 
anger feeding the unease that 
benefits non-traditional political 
candidates such as Donald Trump.

As Rowden concludes: “Today, 
in a time when Thomas Piketty’s 
critique of worsening economic 
inequality is a best-seller, leading 
US presidential candidates rail 
against free trade deals, right-
wing anti-immigrant parties win 
elections across Europe, and even 
the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
calls on its members to put the 
brakes on austerity, it’s clear that 

the political centre, which has 
favoured neoliberal policies for 
the last 30 years, is no longer hold-
ing.”

The challenges of addressing 
economic inequality, lower 
growth rates and the resulting 
depression in job quality and 
compensation, are not going to 
recede in the MENA region for 
some time. Its prospects are 
directly tied to world markets in 
slow to marginal recovery.

The IMF is a convenient target 
for critics looking for both a hand 
up and to avoid responsibility for 
decades of mismanagement. 
There are few public spaces in the 
Arab world for logical economic 
discussions in this age of turbu-
lence where loud voices in Britain 
and the United States offer to 
damn trade deals, erect barriers, 
punish corporations and target 
immigrants. These are not a basis 
for sustainable policies, especially 
in an integrated world economy 
that is more rather than less 
integrated.

Yet, this has not deterred those 
who want to avoid either their 
national responsibilities or roles 
in the larger global family. As 
Rowden noted in Foreign Policy: 
“The cynics who provide comfort 
for those delusions are as danger-
ous as the extremists.” It is a 
rough road ahead that will not be 
repaired easily.

Jean AbiNader resides in the 
Washington area and is a long-
time participant in US-Arab 
affairs. Other articles can be found 
at www.jeanabinader.com. Follow 
him on Twitter: @jeanabinader.

Jean 
AbiNader

View point
It doesn’t 
matter 
where you 
are in the 
region, from 
Marrakech 
to Muscat, 
there is a 
tangible 
feeling of 
uncertainty.

There are few public 
spaces in the Arab world 
for logical economic 
discussions in this age of 
turbulence.


