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S 

audi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz has stated 
that no one in the kingdom 
is above the law.

In a wide-ranging interview 
broadcast on Arabic satellite chan-
nels, Prince Mohammed said the 
fight against corruption was a pri-
ority for the Saudi government. He 
said King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud had made changes to the king-
dom’s Anti-Corruption Commis-
sion because of dissatisfaction with 
its performance.

“If you do not give priority to 
the fight against corruption, you 
will not succeed [in] whatever you 
do,” Prince Mohammed said. “I as-
sure you that any person involved 
in a corruption case, whether min-
ister, prince or whatever, will not 
escape.”

Prince Mohammed’s interview 
comes at a time of significant 
change in Saudi Arabia. The king-
dom’s Civil Service minister was 
fired in April after a complaint 
was filed with the anti-corruption 
commission over allegations of 
nepotism. Former minister Khalid 

al-Araj is under investigation and, 
if found guilty of abuse of power, 
could be sentenced to ten years in 
jail.

Prince Mohammed, who is the 
Saudi defence minister, also ad-
dressed concerns regarding Iran.

“How can I come to an under-
standing with someone, or a re-
gime, that has an anchoring belief 
built on an extremist ideology?” 
Prince Mohammed asked in a reply 
to a question about direct talks with 
Tehran.

The deputy crown prince said 
Iran’s designs for the region were 
based on Shia religious dogma, 
related to the return of al-Mahdi, 
a revered Shia imam, who in Shia 
doctrine disappeared in the ninth 
century but will return on judg-
ment day to bring justice to the 
world.

“Their stance is that the awaited 
Mahdi will come and they need to 
create a fertile environment for the 
arrival of the awaited Mahdi, and 
they need to take over the Islamic 
world,” Prince Mohammed said.

“We know we are a main target of 
Iran,” he said, adding that the king-
dom would not wait for the battle to 
reach its borders.

Prince Mohammed defended 
the Saudi stance on the conflict in 
Yemen, in which a Saudi-led coa-
lition is fighting in support of the 
Yemeni government against the 
Iran-supported Houthi militia and 
forces loyal to former President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh.

“When war began, there was no 
other option for Saudi Arabia. It was 
something we had to do or the oth-

er scenario would be much worse,” 
he said, adding that the kingdom’s 
military forces could neutralise the 
Houthis “in a few days” but that 
casualties to both Saudi troops and 
civilians would be substantial.

The deputy crown prince dis-
missed notions of a dispute between 
Riyadh and Cairo, blaming such 
rumours on media outlets sympa-
thetic to the Muslim Brotherhood, a 
group outlawed in most of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council and Egypt.

“The media criticising Saudi 
Arabia or the Saudi-Egyptian re-
lationship is the same criticising 
[Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi],” Prince Mohammed said.

“Without a doubt, the enemies of 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt will try to 
create rumours in one form or an-
other, whether from Iranian propa-
ganda or Brotherhood propaganda 
to cause a rift in the Saudi-Egyptian 
relationship and the leadership of 

the two countries does not pay at-
tention to these polemics and trivi-
alities.”

The prince spoke about the eco-
nomic reform drive in Saudi Arabia. 
Saudi Vision 2030, a plan to diver-
sify the Saudi economy and move 
Riyadh away from its traditional re-
liance on revenues from the energy 
sector, is the brainchild of Prince 
Mohammed.

He said the steps taken by the 
kingdom have slowed growth but 
averted an economic recession.

“Although our prices dipped to 
as low as $27 [per barrel of oil] for 
more than one year, the govern-
ment managed to shield economic 

indicators from the negative im-
pact,” Prince Mohammed said.

“Gross domestic product is still 
growing — not at global rates, true, 
but it is not going into deflation.”

Riyadh has reversed some aus-
terity measures, restoring bonuses 
and allowances to state workers 
and military personnel. The rein-
statement of government perks was 
attributed to increased revenue and 
a decline in the kingdom’s budget 
deficit, which Prince Mohammed 
confirmed, dismissing that public 
pressure was a motivation.

“The deficit fell 44% below our 
projections. Why? Because of aus-
terity measures,” he said, adding 
that they were temporary and re-
viewed periodically and would be 
reinstated in the event of an eco-
nomic crisis.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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T 

he FIFA bribery scandal 
claimed another casu-
alty in Kuwait’s powerful 
Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad 
al-Sabah, considered 

one of the world’s most influential 
sports officials.

The resignation of Sheikh Ahmad, 
who remains head of the Olympic 
Council of Asia, is tied to one of the 
football world’s biggest corruption 
investigations, stemming from al-
legations in a US federal court that 
the sheikh bribed FIFA voters.

During court hearings April 27 in 
New York, FIFA Audit Committee 
member Richard Lai, a US citizen 
from Guam, pleaded guilty to ac-
cepting nearly $1 million in bribes. 
Court proceedings indicated that 
figure includes $850,000 from Ku-
waiti officials, which Lai said was 
intended to buy influence and re-
cruit other Asian football officials 
to also accept bribes.

Court documents did not name 
Sheikh Ahmad but clearly de-
scribed his official position.

“Co-Conspirator #2 was a high-
ranking official of FIFA, the Kuwait 
Football Association (KFA) and the 
Olympic Council of Asia (OCA),” a 
recently released US Department of 
Justice document said.

The same document stated: “One 

of the functions the defendant 
Richard Lai performed for Co-Con-
spirator #2 and Co-Conspirator #3 
in exchange for the funds they sent 
him was to advise them on who 
was supporting which candidates 
in AFC and FIFA matters, including 
elections, and who Co-Conspirator 
#2 and Co-Conspirator #3 should 
recruit to support their chosen can-
didates.”

Lai received at least $770,000 
from 2009-14 in “wire transfers 
from accounts in Kuwait controlled 
by Co-Conspirator #3 or his assis-
tants at the OCA,” the documents 
claim.

Co-Conspirator #3 is believed to 
be Husain al-Musallam, first vice-
president of FINA, the international 
swimming federation, and Sheikh 
Ahmad’s right-hand man, it was re-
ported.

Sheikh Ahmad denied the allega-
tions but stepped down from his 
position eight days before voting 
for the Asian election for FIFA seats 
was to take place.

“I do not want these allegations 
to create divisions or distract atten-
tion from the upcoming AFC (Asian 
Football Confederation) and FIFA 
Congresses,” Sheikh Ahmad said in 
a statement. “Therefore, after care-
ful consideration, I have decided it 
is in the best interests of FIFA and 
the AFC for me to withdraw my 
candidacy for the FIFA Council and 
resign from my current football po-
sitions.”

Kuwaiti sources said Sheikh Ah-
mad expressed privately that US 
and British officials investigating 
the bribery case were not focusing 
on him specifically but rather on 
how Qatar was chosen to host the 
2022 World Cup.

During court testimony, Lai said 
that he accepted $100,000 from the 

then-Asian Football Conference’s 
head, who was eventfully banned 
from football, a reference to for-
mer AFC President Mohammed Bin 
Hammam, from Qatar.

Bin Hammam, a former can-
didate for FIFA president, was 
banned for life by FIFA a few days 
after resigning over allegations he 
bribed members of the Caribbean 
Football Union.

Bin Hammam testified that he 
first contacted Lai in 2011 over sup-

port for his run for the FIFA presi-
dency. Lai told the court that he did 
not do any work for the funds he 
received.

Lai said he began to receive funds 
from Kuwaiti officials in 2009 when 
the president of the Kuwait Foot-
ball Association asked for his help 
in limiting Bin Hammam’s influ-
ence, an admission by the former 
FIFA official of playing both sides.

Kuwaiti media were very cau-
tious in their coverage of the scan-

dal; however members of the Ku-
waiti National Assembly demanded 
an investigation.

Sheikh Ahmad is a leading fig-
ure in Kuwaiti sports, along with 
his younger brother, Sheikh Talal, 
other brothers and supporters who 
control most Kuwaiti sports clubs 
and federations. He is considered a 
possible choice to be the next crown 
prince; however it remains to be 
seen how much the latest scandal 
has derailed that possibility.
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Abdulaziz in Riyadh, on April 11.                                                                   (Reuters)

Questions. Former President of the Olympic Council of Asia Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad al-Sabah 
speaking during a news conference.                                                              (AP)
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