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G 

lobal energy markets 
welcomed the announce-
ment that an agreement 
by Saudi Arabia and Rus-
sia to address the global 

oil glut had been reached.
Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-

Falih and his Russian counterpart 
Alexander Novak pledged to “act 
together” to stabilise energy mar-
kets. Neither minister, however, 
provided details on how the issue 
would be tackled.

The announcement, made at the 
Group of 20 summit in China, came 
ahead of a meeting of the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) in Algeria, which 
Novak is scheduled to participate 
in. The prospect of a production 
freeze might become a reality if 
Moscow has its way.

Novak was quoted by Russia’s of-
ficial news agency as saying that 
the agreement under discussion 
would see a six-month output 
freeze at levels maintained dur-
ing July, August or September. In 
an interview on Al Arabiya news 
channel, Falih said an output freeze 
would be “favourable” but was not 
necessary because the market was 
steadily improving.

The Saudi delegation at the G20 
meeting, was led by Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, who met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to discuss 
common concerns, particularly the 
war in Syria. Riyadh and Moscow 

support opposing sides in the con-
flict but are both battling the Islam-
ic State (ISIS).

Following his meeting with Prince 
Mohammed, who is also Saudi De-
fence minister, Putin, described 
Saudi-Russian relations as friendly 
and stated that the two countries 
“agree on the need to work together 
in some way or other on the world 
oil market”.

“Saudi Arabia did not rule out the 
possibility of freezing production 
and there have been long-running 
discussions on this issue,” Putin 
said.

However, analysts say the talks 
went much further.

“Russia and Saudi Arabia are 
working together to resolve out-
standing regional issues and the 
two countries are getting closer in 
terms of relations with each addi-
tional new step and understanding 
reached,” said Alexander Shumilin, 
director of the Centre for the Analy-
sis of Middle East Conflicts at the 
Russian Academy of Sciences.

Shumilin stressed that an agree-
ment between the two countries on 
the stability of oil prices is economi-
cally motivated, beneficial to both 
and is not necessarily tied to politi-
cal issues in the Middle East.

“Both are working in earnest to 
find speedy solutions to the Syrian 
and Yemeni crises, although there 
are a lot of obstacles,” Shumilin 
said. “The insistence of the two 
countries to continue cooperating 
and coordinating will contribute 
to gradually remove these obsta-
cles until a full understanding is 
reached on resolving the crises in 
the region.”

Saudi Arabia also took the op-
portunity at the G20 summit to 
generate interest in its ambitious 
Vision 2030 reform plan. The brain 
child of Prince Mohammed, who is 
also head of the kingdom’s Council 
of Economic and Development Af-
fairs, the plan is designed to wean 
the kingdom’s economy off its oil 
dependency while creating jobs and 
stimulating the private sector.

The plan includes selling a stake 
in the world’s most valuable com-
pany, Saudi Aramco, as well as cre-
ating the world’s largest sovereign 
wealth fund.

To that effect, the deputy crown 
prince’s meetings in China involved 
a who’s who of global leaders and 
decision makers, including US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry, British 
Prime Minister Theresa May, Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and French President François Hol-
lande.

In a related development, 
Bloomberg News reported that Sau-
di Arabia could cancel billions of 
dollars’ worth of projects and slash 
ministry budgets by 25%.

The report, which quoted an 
unidentified official, states that the 
government is looking into thou-
sands of projects valued at about 
$69.3 billion, with one-third of them 
possibly on the chopping block. The 
report said a separate plan includes 
the merging of some government 
ministries and eliminating others.

Since mid-2015, Saudi Arabia and 
fellow Gulf Cooperation Council 
states have curtailed spending on 
construction projects and some 
have reduced energy subsidies to 
limit budget deficits caused by low 
oil prices.
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Middle East likely to pay price for Obama’s antics at G20 summit

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s baiting of 
Russia and China at 
the Group of 20 
summit in Hang-
zhou, China, is bad 

news for the Middle East region 
and the world at large.

Obama was clearly eager to strut 
on the world stage while leaving 
real problems to his successor. 
He took empty, reckless public 
postures, picking fights with both 
Russia and China when the United 
States is seriously committed in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and to preserving the unity 
of Iraq. It is also walking a tight-
rope between its old Turkish and 
new Kurdish allies.

Obama in his seven-and-a-half 
years as US president has never 
shown the slightest interest in 
history or military strategy — and 
it shows.

At the G20 he jumped deep into 
the pit of strategic over extension, 
committing the United States to 
ongoing dangerous confrontations 
with the other greatest global 
powers — Russia and China.

He told China he was deter-
mined to keep US air and mari-
time forces in Beijing’s face to 
enforce freedom of navigation on 
US terms through the South China 
Sea. Yet this is only a peripheral 

interest for the United States, 
while Japan and South Korea 
are prosperous, stable and 

powerful enough to take care of 
themselves.

At the same time, Obama talked 
tough — or at least tried to — when 
he met with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin. US media, with 
clear administration encourage-
ment, have been huffing and puff-
ing about alleged Russian hacks 
intended to embarrass Obama’s in-
tended successor, Hillary Clinton, 
and influence the US presidential 
election.

All the flood of e-mail and con-
fidential document releases have 
done is expose material embar-
rassing to Clinton that the US 
media did not dig out themselves.

Obama would have done better 
to rein in the dangerous brink-
manship and adventurism he is 
permitting with US forces and 
NATO allies in Ukraine. It was only 
after a democratically elected gov-
ernment in Ukraine was toppled 
by a violent coup in February 2014 
as Obama complacently watched 
that Moscow retaliated by selling 
more lethal missiles and nuclear 

technology to Iran.
Instead of focusing on the grow-

ing regional threat of Iran, vastly 
increased by the catastrophic nu-
clear agreement last year, Obama 
wants to look macho on the world 
stage. Playing such games, how-
ever, is only going to distract him 
further from confronting Iran or 
taking any serious sustained at-
titude towards regional extremism 
and solving the Syrian civil war.

Weak men bluster and bluff, 
then imagine they are strong. That 
is what Obama did at the Group of 
20 meeting.

Obama apparently thinks he can 
coast home in the last months be-
fore the presidential election and 
strut tough and tall on the world 
stage. He imagines he can get out 
of office with Clinton elected and 
be free forever of the consequenc-
es of his actions.

But Obama is wrong.
Where he saw himself as a proud 

man standing tall on the world 
stage, others saw a blustering pho-
ney, who boasts of a Nobel Peace 

Prize he never deserved, never 
earned.

Obama stood up — in his own 
imagination — to Russia and 
China. In reality, he just plunged 
ahead on a course towards US eco-
nomic collapse through an endless 
clash with China.

Even worse, he took another 
step on the road towards thermo-
nuclear confrontation and world 
war with Russia.

Obama’s conduct in Hangzhou 
will not be scrutinised or even 
criticised by the worshipful US 
media but it plunges the United 
States and the American people 
far further down the road towards 
global war and existential crisis 
under his successor.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University in 
Moscow. His most recent books 
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Change, a study of US politics 
from Thomas Jefferson to Barack 
Obama — are available at www.
martinsieff.com.
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G20 summit leaders pose for a group photo, in Hangzhou, China, on September 4th.

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz arrives to attend the G20 summit 
in Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, China, on September 4th. 
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