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Trump’s comments about Iraqi oil are dangerous

Assad eyeing Hamas split over Syria

Opinion

D
uring his speech at 
CIA headquarters the 
day after his inaugu-
ration as president, 
Donald Trump 
exhibited an igno-

rance of modern Middle Eastern 
history and revealed how com-
ments by a US president can feed 
dangerous conspiracy theories 
about the country’s intentions.

Trump told the audience of CIA 
professionals that the United States 
should have taken Iraqi oil when it 
invaded that country in 2003. He 
invoked the old expression, “To 
the victor, belong the spoils” and 
said he first argued for this case 
for “economic reasons”. He added: 
“If we kept the oil, you probably 
wouldn’t have ISIS because that’s 
where they made their money in 
the first place, so we should have 
kept the oil, but, OK, maybe you’ll 
have another chance.”

This is not the first time Trump 
has advocated such an economic 
grab and sounded like an early 20th 
century imperialist. He said the 
same thing at a so-called com-
mander-in-chief forum in New York 
last September during the height of 
the US presidential campaign.

For Trump, everything is trans-
actional. In his mind, if the United 
States spent lots on money in Iraq, 
it would be only natural to take the 
oil as part of the deal and maybe he 
was trying to play cute by saying 
“you’ll have another chance” to 
take Iraqi oil at some future date.

These comments reflect Trump’s 
deep ignorance of modern Middle 
Eastern history, especially how the 
exploitation of oil resources drove a 
good part of European imperialism 
in the region. The comments must 
have made the CIA analysts, who 
pride themselves on understanding 
a particular country or region’s his-
tory, politics and culture, cringe.

Prior to the nationalisation of oil 
companies in the Middle East, the 
lion’s share of the profits went to 
Western oil companies backed by 
Western governments. Anyone who 
has studied the modern histories of 
Iraq, Iran and the other Gulf coun-
tries knows this very well.

Iraqi oil was the monopoly of the 
Iraq Petroleum Company, formed 
in the late 1920s during the time 
of the British mandate and con-
trolled by British, French, Dutch 
and American oil companies, while 

the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
(today’s BP) was a British monopoly 
in Iran that was 51% owned by the 
British government.

Nationalists and communists in 
Iraq and Iran effectively used the 
issue of the exploitation of oil re-
sources to stir up their populations 
against the West. The sentiment 
that the West was taking the oil 
was widely felt among the popu-
lace.

So, to harken back to this era and 
say that the United States should 
have made an economic grab to 
take Iraq’s oil is not only naive but 
politically foolish.

During the US-led invasion of 
Iraq in 2003, there was a wide-
spread belief in the region that the 
US objective was to seize or control 
Iraq’s considerable oil resources. 
Although most scholars who have 
examined this period in depth have 
concluded that ideological factors 
— the desire to remake the Middle 
East — was the dominant one, the 
theory of oil exploitation as the real 
reason for the invasion lingers and 
is used by the Islamic State (ISIS) 

and al-Qaeda as recruiting tools.
Having a US president essentially 

say that next time the United States 
will make sure it will “take the oil” 
feeds such conspiracy theories and 
paints the United States in a very 
bad light.

Incredibly, Trump’s team did not 
backtrack from these comments 
when given the opportunity. His 
spokesman, Sean Spicer, merely 
said that Trump “is committed 
to making sure that America, the 
American people, the American 
taxpayer see some benefit and en-
sure that our interests overseas are 
not just sending blank cheques”.

In other words, taking the oil 
from another country would be 
simply a business transaction for 
US intervention, without any con-
sideration of the political fallout. 
Moreover, Trump and Spicer did 
not mention the huge costs that 
would be involved in occupying a 
country such as Iraq again to take 
the oil.

Trump’s comments have elicited 
criticism even from Republican 
foreign policy specialists. John 

Negroponte, former US ambassa-
dor to Iraq and former director of 
National Intelligence said president 
George W. Bush “almost bent over 
backward not to make a special 
effort to gain access for us to the oil 
resources”. Bush understood how 
sensitive the oil issue was.

Not surprisingly, former presi-
dent Barack Obama’s spokesman 
at the Pentagon, who has left the 
government, said the Trump White 
House should “clearly say the US is 
not going to take Iraq’s oil. Every 
moment that statement stands puts 
our troops at greater risk.”

What really counts is how 
Trump’s comments are being 
perceived in Iraq and in the wider 
region. One middle-class Iraqi told 
the media that Trump’s comments 
“are totally wrong”, a sentiment 
that is undoubtedly shared by mil-
lions of his countrymen.
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I
n January, the two main 
Palestinian parties, Fatah 
and Hamas, agreed in 
Russian-sponsored talks to 
form a national unity 
government, ending a 

quasi-civil war that has lasted 
between them since 2007.

Although Russia, along with the 
United States, the United Nations 
and the European Union, has been 
part of the Middle East Quartet 
trying to resolve the Palestinian-
Israeli dispute for 25 years, it seems 
interested in hammering out a 
unilateral endgame to the Palestin-
ian crisis on its own.

Advising Russia on how to move 
forward on Palestinian politics 
are Iran and Syria, allies that have 
worked with Hamas for years. Once 
considered a major pillar in the 
Iran-led Axis of Resistance, Hamas 
defected in 2012 soon after the Syr-
ian crisis erupted.

Convinced the regime of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad was 
about to collapse, Damascus-based 
Hamas chief Khaled Meshaal fled 
to Qatar. He started providing the 
armed opposition with weapons 
and explosives at a Palestinian 
camp near the Syrian capital.

Meshaal had every reason to 
jump ship; he was a former member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
had swept elections in Egypt, Libya 
and Tunisia and was funded by his 
new host, Qatar, which was also the 
Syrian opposition’s main backer.

Much changed over the next five 

years. Egypt’s Brotherhood presi-
dent, Muhammad Morsi, was top-
pled in 2013, the Islamic State (ISIS) 
emerged in 2014 and the Russian 
Air Force entered the Syria war in 
September 2015, allowing the Syr-
ian regime to retake vast swathes of 
territory and empowering its allies 
in Damascus.

Hamas figures started scram-
bling for a U-turn and sent a senior 
delegation to the 37th anniversary 
of the Khomeini revolution, where 
they met with the commander 
of the elite al-Quds Force, Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, while 
showering Iran with praise on 
Hamas-affiliated television and 
radio.

Heavyweights in Hamas, such 
as Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh, 
realised that Iran was vital for 
Hamas's survival. Iranian patron-
age of Hamas started as early as 
1993, when the group was invited 
to open an office in Tehran after it 
opposed the Oslo Accords.

By 2007, Tehran was bankrolling 
the Hamas government with $120 
million annually after the interna-
tional community boycotted Gaza. 
That year Hamas ejected the once-
dominant Fatah faction from Gaza 
after a brief conflict.

Over the last six years, Iranian 
funding dried up and was never 
matched by Qatar, Saudi Arabia or 
Turkey. Gaza, ravaged by years of 
wars, siege and bad government, 
slumped deeper into poverty.

Youth unemployment stands at 

60% and 40% of Gaza’s population 
lives below the poverty line, driv-
ing people to seek alternatives that 
might protect them and provide 
better leadership.

One ready substitute is a new 
generation of Hamas leaders, ten 
years younger than Meshaal, head-
ed by two commanders of the Izz 
ad-Din al-Qassam Brigade, Moham-
med Deif, 52, and Yahya Sinwar, 56. 
The Syrian regime says Deif and 
Sinwar are strongly pro-Assad and 
are still backed by Tehran.

Unlike Meshaal, who was born 
in the Jordanian-controlled West 
Bank, grew up in relative comfort 
while he studied in Kuwait and 
now lives at 5-star hotels in Doha, 
these young leaders were born and 
have lived their entire lives in Khan 
Younis in southern Gaza, sharing 
the pain and plight of its people.

While they lead from below, 
creating an impressive power base 
for themselves in Gazan society, 
Meshaal comes across as discon-
nected and rather alien, addressing 
whatever supporters he still has via 
satellite.

Deif lost both his legs and Sinwar 
spent 22 years in prison, elevating 
them to iconic status among their 
peers.

If Damascus gets its way, one of 
these two men will replace Meshaal 
as leader of Hamas as a precondi-
tion for the group’s return to Da-
mascus. This, however, is unlikely 
to happen — and Iran knows it — 
because Israel will likely kill them 

before that happens.
The only other alternative for 

the people of Gaza is the recently 
emerged ISIS-affiliated militia 
called the Omar Hadid Brigades. It 
has procured sophisticated weap-
ons from Libya, smuggled into Gaza 
from the Sinai peninsula, where 
ISIS has a heavy presence.

The ISIS militia in the Palestinian 
territories is composed of former 
Hamas fighters who know the city 
inside out and have access to its 
arms, storehouses and secret cof-
fers. They also knew the homes 
of Hamas commanders and have 
started to go after them, accusing 
them of becoming too soft on Is-
rael, especially after Hamas floated 
the idea of a 10-year truce with the 
Jewish state.

ISIS promises to deliver in Gaza 
where Hamas has failed and the 
more the enclave slips into poverty 
and chaos, the higher the defec-
tion rate will become and the more 
difficult it will be for any outside 
player — be it Iran, Syria or Russia 
— to gain a foothold in Palestinian 
politics.

Russia and Iran realise that time 
is not on their side in Gaza and are 
putting their full weight behind 
restructuring Hamas, accommo-
dating its new generation, prevent-
ing defections to ISIS and restoring 
some normality to the territory.
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US President Donald Trump reacts after delivering remarks during a visit to the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) in Langley, Virginia, on January 21st.                                                                                       (Reuters)


