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W
elcome to 2022. The world, according to US 
intelligence analysts, will be a great deal scarier. 
The rules-based international order will be in 
decline. The Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region will have plunged deeper into 
disarray.

That dispiriting snapshot of tomorrow’s world 
comes from the US National Intelligence Council, which is tasked 
with helping shape the United States’ medium- and long-term 
strategic thinking. The council issues a quadrennial Global Trends 
Report before a new or re-elected American president is sworn into 
office.

It has not always been accurate predicting things but it has offered 
interesting insights into the US intelligence community’s view of the 
MENA region and foreseeable trends there. Foreign reports are 
obviously not a substitute for the region’s own vision of its future as 
articulated by indigenous strategic thinking.

Whatever the caveats, the US report is worrying. For one thing, it 
does not seem to place high value on the efforts aimed at enshrining 
peace or pursuing reconstruction objectives. Instead, the report sees 
continuing conflict and expanding extremism. Islamist groups, it 
says, will ceaselessly reduce tolerance of minority groups and create 
more refugees.

It also warns that arrested political and economic reform can 
threaten poverty reduction, disappointing the aspirational young to 
the point they lose hope and become socially disruptive. The lack of 
constructive narratives will leave the region more fragmented than 
ever by 2022.

Sadly, this is not the only report predicting hard times for the 
region. As the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment recently said in its annual States of Fragility Report, persistent 
vulnerabilities exist in fragile states because of weak institutions, 
political violence, extremism and poverty. To that extent, the MENA 
region is especially vulnerable. Its population is overwhelmingly 
young — some 60% is under 25 — and woefully despairing of its 
prospects — nearly 30% is unemployed and the brain drain to the 
West is roughly at the same level.

The only good news is that many Arab countries have had a decent 
track record in poverty reduction over the course of decades. The 
challenge is to ensure those gains are not reversed by conflict and the 
ceaseless refugee flow but enhanced to meet citizens’ security, 
education and employment needs.

The Global Trends Report sees the emergence of local politics as 
good news. Decentralised governance should not, however, mean the 
chaotic fraying of the state, which could spell further problems.

It is a given that MENA must take responsibility for its problems and 
for the imaginative formulation of viable solutions to its woes. In 
many regards, the region’s leaders know the predictable conse-
quences of inadequate policies and should take a step away from the 
brink.

But to face the current massive humanitarian crisis, especially in 
Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon, which host the largest numbers of 
refugees on their soil, the MENA region needs the wider world’s 
goodwill. And it needs it now. Humanity does not have to wait any 
longer to see the scope of the tragedy.

Benign foreign attention, however, is different from base meddling. 
Short-sighted tinkering with an already-fragile regional situation can 
make matters worse well before 2022.

Predicting MENA’s 
future
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What the future holds 
for the Middle East

I
s an unconditional surrender 
in the Middle East ever 
possible? Unlike the clear-cut 
outcome of the second world 
war in which the Allied 
powers demanded — and 

obtained — unconditional surren-
der from Nazi Germany and Japan, 
in the Middle East the indecisive 
haze of war never completely 
dissipates.

In most recent Middle Eastern 
wars, there have not been true 
winners nor true losers.

And therein lies the conundrum. 
In a conflict, you cannot have both 
sides believing they are victorious. 
When that occurs, as it often does 
in the Middle East, it means the 
conflict remains unresolved and 
they tend to resurface with greater 
vigour.

This brings us to the events 
playing out in the region and the big 
push on Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city, by a US-backed coalition to 
oust the Islamic State (ISIS). Shortly 
thereafter a push by Russian-backed 
forces is expected to target the 
Syrian city of Raqqa, ISIS’s self-
proclaimed capital. Are we looking 
the beginning of the end of the ISIS? 
In either cities, Mosul or Raqqa, do 
not expect an official surrender to 
take place.

When Paul Bremer, the former 
US administrator of the Coalition 
Provisional Authority in Iraq, 
made the moronic decision to ban 
the Ba’ath Party and dissolve the 
country’s armed forces prior to 
having an alternative infrastructure 
in place he must have been thinking 
of actions undertaken by the United 
States and its allies at the close of 
the second world war.

As far as contingency planning 
in wartime goes, Bremer was no 
Dwight Eisenhower, and Iraq is 
certainly not Germany.

In post-war Germany, the Nazi 
Party was dissolved and banned and 
the German military had to accept 
surrendering unconditionally. A 
gentler, kinder German Army was 
reinvented and it worked out for the 
best. Germany joined NATO and the 
European Union and became one of 
the principal bastions of democracy 
in Europe, championing human 
rights and trying to assist Germans 
who got caught on the wrong side of 
the Iron Curtain.

Were there clusters of diehard 
Nazis who, much like ISIS in Iraq 
today, wanted to see the revival 
of the former regime? Yes, there 
were but from their safe havens in 
South America, other than organise 
periodic nostalgic gatherings and 
hailing their dead fuhrer, there was 
little for them to do but try to stay a 

step ahead of the Nazi hunters.
In Germany at the end of war, 

there was a clear winner and a clear 
loser. There were no grey areas.

In Iraq, there was never an official 
surrender nor an acceptance for 
cessation of hostilities. Nor is either 
likely to happen with ISIS.

A few months ago, there was 
talk of redrawing international 
borders in the Middle East and of 
the possibility of relegating the 
1916 Sykes-Picot accords — in which 
Britain and France agreed to divide 
Ottoman lands between them — to 
the dustbin of history. There were 
fears of ISIS getting a permanent 
foothold in Syria and Iraq and 
repeating the exercise in Jordan 
and Lebanon. How quickly things 
change.

The threats emanating from 
ISIS, though quite serious, did not 
materialise to the point many had 
imagined or feared. Two of the 
smaller Arab countries, Jordan 
and Lebanon, have held off any 
Islamic takeover. Today with ISIS 
in retreat quite naturally without 
any expectation of a surrender, 
this is one more conflict that 
will never officially end. Rather, 
large numbers of ISIS fighters and 
cadres will simply vanish into 
their surroundings and await an 
opportunity to strike back.

In analysing political and military 
trends in the region after every war 
since 1948, there seems to be one 
rather worrisome common thread 
that surfaces at the end of every 
conflict. In between one war and 
the next, the political situation 
becomes more complex, while on 
the military front newer weapons 
are introduced and new groups 
emerge. The trend has been that 
those new groups were consistently 
more radical, more fanatical and 
more dangerous.

What can we expect in the follow-
up to the madness, violence and 
ferocity carried out by ISIS? One can 
only imagine.

Adding to the general uncertainty 
is the Donald Trump factor. What 
exactly the Trump factor is is not 
clear. No one in Washington seems 
to have a clear image of what the 
US president-elect’s policy towards 
the Middle East is likely to be. It is 
possible not even Trump himself 
knows.

Unless sectarianism stops being 
the determining factor, governance 
rises to modern standards and 
peacemaking becomes the norm, 
the region is bound to experience 
more violence.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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