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T
his is a time of momentous change in Saudi Arabia. In 
elevating 31-year-old Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz to crown prince, King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud pressed reset on the power equation in the 
kingdom. The country has demonstrated its capacity to 
manage an orderly and smooth leadership transition 
and perhaps balance the timeworn ways of the past with 

a beckoning future that will not be denied.
This cannot but enthuse Saudi Arabia’s overwhelmingly young 

population, 70% of which is under the age of 35. As Saudi academic 
and newspaper columnist Khaled Batarfi told the Associated Press: 
“The country needs new blood and a new generation because the 
changes needed are big.”

Crown Prince Mohammed is expected to forge ahead with his 
agenda of domestic reform. He has something of a head start in this 
regard. As deputy crown prince, an appointment that came within 
three months of his father succeeding King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud to the throne in January 2015, Crown Prince Mohammed 
demonstrated his commitment to reform.

He was the key architect of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, a blueprint 
for socio-economic transformation that would wean the country’s 
economy off its dependence on oil, shift the focus from big govern-
ment spending, reduce unemployment and improve overall eco-
nomic efficiency. He has led the Council of Economic and Develop-
ment Affairs, the country’s supreme economic body; supervised 
Saudi Arabia’s top sovereign wealth fund; and has taken a more 
direct role than usual among Saudi royals in the operation of the 
energy industry.

Another aspect of Saudi Arabia’s modernisation is the promotion of 
cultural diversity and openness as well as religious moderation, both 
at home and beyond. The fight against ideological extremism will be 
a key goal of Saudi leadership, especially after the Riyadh summit, 
which launched an ambitious regional and global anti-radicalisation 
drive.

At a time of great challenges in the region and beyond, the eleva-
tion of Crown Prince Mohammed confirms the emergence of a new 
Saudi governing style. One that is not averse to taking risks to achieve 
strategic objectives.

It helps that the new crown prince is perceived as being in tune 
with Washington. He has a good working relationship with US 
President Donald Trump, having first met him at the White House in 
March and then in Riyadh in May. Good communication and, even 
better, deep inter-personal links, can only help US-Saudi, and the 
wider US-Arab relationship as the region confronts a wide variety of 
issues fraught with danger.

At the top of such issues is Iran’s continuing defiance and regional 
aggressiveness. In a remarkably abrasive display of mean-spirited-
ness, Tehran described Crown Prince Mohammed’s appointment as 
crown prince as a “soft coup.” Among Riyadh’s priorities must be the 
containment of Iran as it seeks to expand Tehran’s destabilising 
influence in the region through proxies in Syria, Yemen and else-
where. Another urgent task is management of the Qatar crisis. Doha 
must agree to mend its ways, which was the reason the situation 
became a crisis in the first place.

A full and testing agenda awaits Saudi Arabia’s leaders. The 
successful transition at the very top augurs well for its capacity to 
meet the challenges ahead.

A smooth transition 
in Saudi Arabia
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A special kind of 
leadership is needed 
in the Middle East

T
he appointment of 
Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz 
as crown prince is an 
important change for 
Saudi Arabia and the 

entire region.
It is rather easy to explain this 

change by claiming that Saudi 
Arabia needed to inject young 
blood in its higher circles of 
power. It is even easier to say that 
this appointment is the solidifica-
tion of the new rules for peaceful 
power transmission to the next 
generation in the Saudi royal fam-
ily. What is not as easy is estab-
lishing connections between the 
change in Saudi Arabia and the 
current context and challenges in 
the region.

This does not mean that the 
regional context of Saudi Arabia 
has always been easy. The differ-
ence is that the challenges this 
time do not recognise borders and 
are politically interconnected and 
confusing, so much so that it is 
difficult to distinguish friend from 
foe.

The forces of political Islam 
have turned the region upside 
down and done away with tradi-
tional assumptions. The region is 
truly in need of rehabilitation on 
more than one level. The excep-
tional psychological, political 
and material damage inflicted on 
the region requires exceptional 
leaderships capable of damming 
this damage.

These leaders must possess a 
political and social project to offer 
as an alternative to a multitude 
of competing models, the least of 
which are the ones offered by both 
versions of political Islam, the 
Khomeini-inspired one and that 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
scary demographic context and 
the deteriorating economic condi-
tions in the region simply add to 
the arduousness of the task.

A special kind of leadership 
is indeed needed in the region. 
To say that the region needs real 
hawks at the helm to stand against 
Iran’s supremacist sectarian 
project or Turkey’s neo-Ottoman 
project is not sufficient. That ne-
cessity is taken for granted given 
the dangerous nature of those 
projects. What is also needed, 
however, is leadership with vi-
sions for solutions to even greater 
challenges likely to come.

The change introduced in the 
power structure in Saudi Arabia is 

commensurate with the challeng-
es ahead. Saudi rulers are aware 
of the successful development 
experiments in neighbouring 
countries with similar social and 
economic conditions. They are 
inspired by this success and are 
willing to replicate their neigh-
bours’ models.

Saudi Arabia is very aware of 
being targeted by rising powers in 
the region. Some of these powers, 
such as Iran, are quite forward in 
expressing their cupidity. Iran has 
gone the extra mile by trying to 
surround the kingdom with client 
states or groups. Other powers, 
such as Turkey, do not hesitate to 
flex their military might. Taking 
advantage of the Qatar dispute, 
Turkey has dared to make a show 
of its military power inside the 
Gulf region. Such brazen threats 
can only be met with escalation.

Crown Prince Mohammed 
has spoken of the nature of the 
challenges facing the kingdom 
on more than one occasion. 
He addressed the nature of the 
responses needed and wondered 
if there were previous solutions 
and measures that can be relied 
on now or whether the time for 
change has come.

The 31-year-old prince seems 
confident of his approach, per-
haps because he feels that many 
of Saudi Arabia’s young people 
have rallied to his reform project 
and want to be part of it. He also 
seems determined not to let the 
achievements resulting from a 
century of stability in the king-
dom be destroyed at the hands 
of adverse political and regional 
powers. He is finally comforted by 
the faithful support and help of 
neighbouring brotherly countries.

Crown Prince Mohammed does 
indeed stand ready for the coming 
changes and challenges.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is the 
Executive Editor of Al Arab Group.
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