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W 

ith austerity meas-
ures taking hold in 
Kuwait, the small 
oil-rich Gulf coun-
try is gearing up for 

its third parliamentary elections in 
less than five years. A total of 454 
candidates, including 15 women, 
have registered to stand in polls No-
vember 27th, which many say will 
result in a parliament less friendly 
to the government.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ah-
mad al-Jaber al-Sabah dissolved 
parliament in October and called 
for new elections. “Due to the deli-
cate regional developments and the 
need to face the dangers of security 
challenges, it became necessary to 
go back to the people… to elect their 
representatives… and contribute to 
confronting those challenges,” al-
Sabah said in a statement.

The decree was preceded by a call 
from National Assembly Speaker 
Marzouq al-Ghanim for snap elec-
tions, stressing that in the current 
economic and security climate, a 
parliament was required to impose 
“a state of political stability”.

Before it was dissolved, the Ku-
waiti parliament, which is consid-
ered one of the most powerful in 
the Arab world, planned to ques-
tion several government officials 
regarding the economy, including 
on the escalating price of petrol 
and alleged financial violations. 
The submission of motions for such 
questioning by MPs has historically 
led to the dissolution of Kuwait’s 
parliament by the emir.

Factoring heavily on Kuwaiti 
minds are austerity measures im-
posed across the six Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) members. As a 
part of economic reforms intended 
to counter falling oil prices, Ku-

wait’s parliament voted in August 
to hike petrol prices more than 
80%.

Kuwait, which is projected to 
have a deficit of $29 billion this fis-
cal year, has been urged by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) 
to enact further subsidy reforms 
to trim that deficit, despite the po-
litically sensitivities involved. The 
IMF stressed in its latest report that 
Kuwait’s “fiscal and external ac-
counts have deteriorated marked-
ly” and that further subsidy reform 
is “critical”.

Despite the Kuwaiti government 
approving a detailed economic re-
form plan, which included massive 
subsidy cuts, parliament fiercely 
opposed the plan and the majority 
of those running in the next elec-
tions are expected to do the same.

“We won’t allow the government 
to plug the budget deficit from the 
pockets of citizens,” candidate Ja-
mal al-Omar was reported as saying 
by Agence France-Presse.

A legal committee barred 47 
would-be candidates from running 
for the 50-seat parliament. A gov-
ernment statement said 31 were 
barred because of previous con-
victions. Among the barred candi-
dates was former MP Abdulhameed 
Dashti, who has been living in the 
United Kingdom since March and 
was sentenced to 14 years hard la-
bour for insulting Saudi Arabia and 
Bahrain.

Dashti also called on Kuwaitis to 
join the “Syrian jihad” in support 
of the government of President 
Bashar Assad.

Dashti was convicted under a Ku-

waiti law that allows individuals to 
be prosecuted for what is viewed as 
hostile acts against a foreign coun-
try that might jeopardise diplomat-
ic relations or lead to war.

Another factor in the snap elec-
tions is the security situation in 
Kuwait.

In 2015, a member of the Islamic 
state (ISIS) carried out a suicide 
bomb attack in Kuwait that tar-
geted a Shia mosque and killed 27 
worshippers and injured hundreds 
of others.

After the mosque bombing and 
the ensuing public outcry, security 
agencies launched a crackdown re-
sulting in the dismantling of a num-
ber of alleged terrorist cells affili-
ated with ISIS and other terrorist 
organisations, such as Iran-affiliat-
ed Hezbollah.

US officials have previously said 
Qatar and Kuwait were not doing 
enough to stop the funding of ISIS. 
David Cohen, US Treasury under-
secretary for terrorism and finan-
cial intelligence, lauded the coop-
eration from some Gulf countries, 
such as Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, but said Qatar and 
Kuwait were “permissive jurisdic-
tions for terrorist financing”. Ku-
waiti authorities have pledged to 
stop ISIS from obtaining funding 
from within Kuwait’s borders.
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audi Arabia has softened 
its rhetoric regarding in-
vesting in the United States 
by the government, its citi-
zens and businesses. The 

governor of the kingdom’s central 
bank, known as the Saudi Arabian 
Monetary Agency (SAMA), desig-
nated US investments as safe and 
reaffirmed Saudi Arabia’s commit-
ment to the Saudi riyal-US dollar 
peg.

During a news conference after 
submitting his annual report to 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdelaziz Al 
Saud, SAMA Governor Ahmed Alk-
holifey was asked about the possi-
ble effects of a Trump presidency 
on the Justice Against Sponsors of 
Terrorism Act (JASTA), which al-
lows families of the victims of the 
September 11th, 2001, terrorist at-
tacks to sue Saudi officials for dam-
ages.

“We do not have concerns over 
Saudi investments in the USA,” Alk-

holifey said.
The SAMA governor said Saudi 

investments in the United States 
enjoy “sovereign immunity” and 
that the kingdom was not worried 
about JASTA.

Al Eqtisadiya daily reported the 
governor’s statement ends specula-
tion about the kingdom’s plans to 
change its investment policy in the 
United States after Donald Trump’s 
victory in the US presidential elec-
tion or the passing of JASTA by the 
US Congress.

Alkholifey said there was no “in-
tent to change the riyal’s exchange 
rate compared to the US dollar or to 
change the dollar peg” and said the 
Saudis would allow more foreign 
banks to operate in the kingdom 
as long as they are a “benefit to the 
economy”.

Riyadh had issued a warning 
in April that it would sell off hun-
dreds of billions of dollars’ worth 
of US assets if JASTA became law. 
Still, Congress in October overrode 
US President Barack Obama’s veto 
of JASTA, making it the law of the 
United States.

“What (Congress is) doing is 
stripping the principle of sovereign 
immunities, which would turn the 
world for international law into the 
law of the jungle,” said Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir at the 
time.

There is a strong belief in Wash-
ington the veto override was po-
litically motivated as members of 
Congress did not want to be seen to 

be voting against the families of the 
victims of 9/11 so close to the elec-
tion in November.

Besides JASTA, relations between 
Riyadh and Washington deterio-
rated during the Obama adminis-
tration, mainly over the US nuclear 
deal with Iran and the failure to 
agree on an endgame to the war in 
Syria.

In late October, US Treasury Sec-
retary Jacob Lew, while on a visit to 
the kingdom, said JASTA had “seri-
ous implications” on common US-
Gulf interests.

Lew, who met with finance min-
isters of Gulf Cooperation Council 
members during the trip, said JAS-
TA “would enact broad changes in 
long-standing international law re-
garding sovereign immunity that, if 
applied globally, could have serious 
implications for our shared inter-
ests”.

Lew emphasised the United 
States’ commitment to holding in-
dividuals responsible when they 
commit horrendous acts but with-
out “undermining important inter-
national legal principles”.

“I assume that the kingdom is 
now aware more than any time 
before that the law will surely be 
amended or revoked by the US leg-
islative body,” Salman al-Ansari, 
founder of the Saudi-American 
Public Relation Affairs Committee, 
told CNN.

Ansari said he does not believe 
the kingdom would pull its invest-
ments from the United States.

“Saudis know that America re-
mains its most valuable and time-
honoured partner, even in the face 
of economic and political turmoil,” 
he said.
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Kuwaitis attend an election campaign meeting for Kuwaiti Islamist and former member of parliament Osama al-Manawer, for the 
upcoming parliamentary elections, in Kuwait City.                                                                                                                                                                 (AFP)

Governor of Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency Ahmed Alkholifey, 
speaks at a news conference in Riyadh on November 14th.         (AFP)
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Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh 
Sabah Ahmad 
al-Jaber al-Sabah 
dissolved parliament 
in October.

A total of 454 
candidates, 
including 15 women, 
have registered to 
stand in polls 
November 27th.

Riyadh had issued a 
warning in April that 
it would sell off 
hundreds of billions 
of dollars’ worth of 
US assets if JASTA 
became law.    “We do not have 

concerns over 
Saudi investments 
in the USA.”SAMA Governor 

Ahmed Alkholifey


