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N
o sooner had the European Union cobbled 
together a plan of sorts to stop the migrant flow 
from Libya across the Mediterranean than 
justifiable questions arose. A few days after the 
EU summit in Malta, Eugenio Ambrosi, Europe 
director at the UN-affiliated International Organi-
sation for Migration (IOM), suggested that Europe 

was doing too little and even that would come too late for the 
thousands of desperate people who set off from the Libyan coast 
in search of a better life.

Europe, he said, needed to go deeper and further, be kinder and 
more practical all at the same time if it wanted to address the 
problem of migratory flows across the Mediterranean. It must 
provide legal channels for would-be migrants to apply for work in 
Europe. That would reduce the numbers of tragic deaths in 
rickety boats at sea, he suggested. It would not make “a cem-
etery” of the Mediterranean, in the words of Italy’s former prime 
minister Matteo Renzi.

Quite. Libya, however, is a knotty problem. It has become a 
major collection-and-dispatch hub for migrants. Even though it 
is a long and perilous journey, the central Mediterranean crossing 
has grown in popularity — 181,000 people were detected having 
attempted the route last year, up from 64,000 in 2011. More than 
5,000 died in the process in 2016.

Libya’s main problem is that no one is properly in charge and no 
one entity exerts control over the whole country and its porous 
borders. Hence, no one can undertake to stop the people-traffick-
ing industry that flourishes with impunity on its soil.

Libya needs a credible administration that is able to command 
national support, secure the borders and enforce the law but 
domestic divisions have proven quite stubborn. Diverse — and at 
times conflicting — regional and international interference and 
mediation attempts have yielded little but more confusion.

That said, even if Libya’s crisis were to be resolved, the migra-
tion issue would not magically go away. It is safe to assume that 
war, terror, poverty and failed state policies would continue to 
push people to seek greener pastures in Europe.

What can be done? There are some practical ways to ameliorate 
the situation.

First, as the IOM official suggests, viable channels for legal 
migration could and should be opened and kept open. Every 
country has the right to defend its territory but a modicum of 
flexibility is better than manning a fortress. Innumerable studies 
have shown that Europe, which has an ageing population, will 
not be the poorer for it. Portraying migration as an existential 
threat to European lives, livelihoods and culture might be 
electorally expedient but it is cynical politicking at best.

Second, the right to safe harbour for oppressed individuals and 
minorities must be recognised and respected. Screening appli-
cants by religious or ethnic affiliation is discriminatory and 
dangerous.

Third, the international community should provide practical 
and dependable help to countries that host the most refugees — 
Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan.

That would be a good start.

The migration
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Playing with fire

I 

ran is “playing with fire”. 
These are not my words but 
those of US President Donald 
Trump. He has warned the 
mullahs against continuing 
their expansionist schemes 

and advised them to realise the 
difference between him and 
“kind” former president Barack 
Obama.

Now that another cold war of 
words is alight between Washing-
ton and Tehran following Iran’s 
recent ballistic missile test, I do not 
see any strategic objectives behind 
the test except probing the inten-
tions of the new US administration 
and taunting it.

I am sure that Iran did what it did 
after carefully examining North Ko-
rea’s experience in dealing with the 
United States. Iran has improved on 
North Korea’s strategy and used its 
own significant heritage in carpet-
selling techniques and strategies to 
its advantage in negotiations with 
the West.

Thus, Iran was able to strike an 
advantageous nuclear deal and 
repatriate its frozen assets. It also 
succeeded in luring Eastern busi-
nesses by dangling deals worth 
billions of dollars in civil aviation 
and other domains.

Iran’s behaviour is a calculated 
provocation towards the Trump 
administration. Its aim is to trick 
the White House into revealing its 
intentions and thus select the guid-
ing thread in dealing with them.

This strategy is not a defensive 
one, as it might seem, but an offen-
sive one. Iran has chosen to start 
its provocation strategy before the 
new administration at the White 
House can find the time to beef up 
the Iranian file and come up with 
alternatives.

The mullahs have extensive 
experience in the art of negotiat-
ing, dodging and stalling. They 
took the initiative and reduced the 
United States to a reactive role. 
They know quite well that, for the 
moment, the US administration 
can only condemn and talk big. It is 
still tender-footed and is kept busy 
defending its ban on immigrants 
and its wall project along the US-
Mexican border.

Observers say that the mullahs in 
Tehran are going to be irked by the 
new American sanctions against 
certain Iranian individuals and 
businesses. They certainly will, but 
only on the outside as part of the 
show. On the inside, the sanctions 
are part of the provocation plan. 
The sanctions will also irk other 
international players keen on doing 
profitable business with Iran.

This is not the first time we have 
heard the phrase “playing with 
fire” used in US political discourse 
concerning Iran. Former US presi-

dents and senior officials have used 
these exact words and other similar 
expressions on several previous 
occasions. So, the mullahs are used 
to them and will not back down. In 
fact, they might go one step further 
and take the game one level up.

It does not have to be through 
a second ballistic missile test, it 
could be through securing gains 
in Syria or elsewhere. Iran is very 
good at the keep-them-on-the-
edge-of-their-seats game and is 
not shy about using the strategy 
of bringing the world to the brink 
of disaster; then either it suddenly 
backs down or its opponents do.

During the coming stages of the 
game, the countries of the Arabian 
Gulf ought not limit themselves to 
the role of spectators in this strate-
gic game. Years of being spectators 
robbed them of any initiative. We 
should not enjoy the current game 
for long and must start fixing our 
paths ourselves regardless of who 
wins this cold war, or even a poten-
tial “hot” war, between Iran and 
the United States.

The interests of the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC) countries are, 
in theory, dependent on US-Iranian 
relations but I believe it is unwise 
to simply await an American initia-
tive to curtail Iran’s expansionist 
policies. We risk being surprised by 
agreements detrimental to our rela-
tions with the United States, our 
main strategic partner.

I believe we ought to move ac-
cording to our interests inside the 
GCC. We need to clearly outline 
to the Trump administration our 
specific wishes on the regional 
level and redraw our strategic 
partnership with America based 
on a network of mutual interests 
impervious to Iran’s meddling.

The United States’ strategic inter-
ests change all the time but so do 
ours and those of the mullahs on 
the opposite shores of the Arabian 
Gulf. So we need to think of alter-
natives and innovative solutions 
in our relations with our American 
partner.

We need to take into consid-
eration all potential trends in the 
domains of energy, Sino-American 
relations, America’s isolationist 
orientation, Iran’s expansionist am-
bitions and potential roles of other 
regional powers such as Turkey, 
India, Pakistan and Egypt, which 
are liable to affect security in the 
Gulf countries.

We must also not disregard 
Israel’s own strategies and plans 
in the region. Ignoring them will 
not make them disappear nor will 
it help our own plans and strate-
gies, regardless of what we think of 
them.

Salem el-Kotobi is an Emirati writer.
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