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audi Crown Prince  
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz has pledged 
to eradicate extremism 
from the kingdom and 

spearhead the country’s move into 
a modern era of prosperity and tol-
erance.

Speaking at the Future Invest-
ment Initiative (FII) conference in 
Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed 
said Saudi Arabia would return to 
a “moderate” form of Islam, stress-
ing that the change needed to take 
effect “now.”

“Frankly speaking, we cannot 
spend 30 years of our lives dealing 
with extremist ideas. We will de-
stroy them today and immediate-
ly,” Crown Prince Mohammed said.

Saudi Arabia’s ultraconservative 
brand of Islam has been accused of 
contributing to the rise of radical-
ism and violence. New Saudi ini-
tiatives have focused on counter-
ing extremist messages. A Global 
Centre for Combating Extremist 
Ideology was inaugurated in May 
when US President Donald Trump 
visited Riyadh.

Since the ascension of King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in 
January 2015, Saudi Arabia has 
undergone swift changes, some of 
which were necessitated by Crown 
Prince Mohammed’s Vision 2030  
economic plan, the success of 
which is predicated on social and 
cultural reforms.

“We are a G20 country. One of the 

biggest world economies. We’re 
in the middle of three continents. 
Changing Saudi Arabia for the bet-
ter means helping the region and 
changing the world,” Crown Prince 
Mohammed told Britain’s Guard-
ian newspaper. “So this is what we 
are trying to do here and we hope 
we get support from everyone.”

A battle to keep ultraconserva-

tives in line followed. First was the 
launch in May of the General Au-
thority for Entertainment, a body 
tasked with building an entertain-
ment industry in the kingdom. 
That move was an easy target of 
extremists to dispute.

A report in Foreign Affairs maga-
zine in January stated that Crown 
Prince Mohammed had put to-
gether a multi-pronged strategy 
to deal with potential backlash to 
modernisation from the conserva-
tive religious establishment.

Foreign Affairs said Crown 
Prince Mohammed noted that only 
a small percentage of Saudi reli-
gious scholars would be “too dog-
matic to be reasoned with.” How-
ever, any incitement or violence 
would be met with “isolation and 
other punitive measures,” he said.

The evolution has been quick 
with a number of recent landmark 
steps, including curtailing the 
powers of religious police, staging 
music concerts for the first time in 
more than a decade and the rever-
sal, to take effect next June, of the 
female driving ban.

Also revealed during the FII was 
a Saudi plan to build a $500 billion 
mega-city and business zone three 
times the size of New York.

“There will be many opportu-

nities but we will work only with 
the dreamers — people who want 
to create something new in the 
world,” Crown Prince Mohammed 
said in announcing the project.

The project, called NEOM, would 
extend into Jordan and Egypt and 
would be a futuristic, technology 
hub focusing on specialised invest-
ment sectors such as water, trans-
port, biotechnology, technical and 
digital sciences, media production 
and entertainment.

The project’s name is a reflection 
of the kingdom’s fusion of modern 
and Arab cultures; “neo” means 
new and “m” is the first letter in 
the Arabic word “mustaqbal,” 
which translates to “the future.”

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

Swift changes. A woman walks past a sign during the Future Investment 
Initiative conference in Riyadh, on October 24.                            (Reuters)
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Kurdish referendum fallout highlights 
contrasting fates of Abadi, Barzani

Saudi Arabia rejects extremism, embraces forward-looking vision

London

T 

he dispute between the 
Iraqi central government 
in Baghdad, headed by 
Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, and the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG) in Er-
bil, led by KRG President Masoud 
Barzani, contrasts the trajectories 
of the two leaders’ fortunes.

The two are at loggerheads after 
Barzani proceeded with a refer-
endum on the Kurdistan region’s 
independence from Iraq, despite 
calls by Abadi and regional and 
international leaders to scrap the 
move.

Prior to the referendum, the 
KRG had effective rule over most 
of the disputed territories that the 
Iraqi Army had lost to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in 2014. It controlled 
two international airports and rev-
enue from Kirkuk’s oil sales even 
though Baghdad was paying the 
city’s expenses.

Most of those privileges have 
been lost since Iraqi forces, sup-
ported by the Iran-backed Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), cap-
tured the disputed areas.

The Kurdish nationalist senti-
ment that the referendum had 
stirred allowed Barzani to trump 
criticism from his Kurdish rivals 
who were calling for the resump-
tion of elections in the KRG. 
 Barzani had suspended parlia-
ment and held on to the presi-
dency even though his mandate 
expired in 2015.

The opposition Gorran Move-
ment (Movement for Change) is 
calling for Barzani’s resignation. 
Bafel Talabani, the son of the late 
Iraqi President Jalal Talabani, 
branded the referendum a “co-
lossal mistake.” Many Kurds ac-
cused Barzani of gambling with  
their gains for his own political in-
terest.

The referendum appears to 
have stirred Iraqi nationalist sen-
timents as well among the coun-
try’s Arab, Turkmen and other 
communities, almost all united 
on preserving Iraq’s territorial  
integrity.

The crisis also boosted the 
fortunes of Abadi. Initially, the 
prime minister was criticised by 
Baghdad’s pro-Iran politicians 
as being too weak to hold the 
country together but after swiftly 
reversing all KRG gains since 2014, 
Abadi is being viewed by many as 
a strong leader who can chart an 
independent course for Iraq.

Abadi’s critics, however, con-
tended that his swift military suc-
cess came with the help of Teh-
ran. This could explain why Abadi 
rejected a call by US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson for Iran-backed 
militias to go home, as it could 
have been understood as an ad-
mission that Tehran does indeed 
call the shots in Baghdad and an 
acceptance of US meddling in Iraq.

In both cases, Abadi would have 
been undermined, which is some-
thing that Washington did not 
wish to happen.

“US support of Kirkuk operation 
— misguided or not — should be 
understood largely as an attempt 
to protect Abadi’s political flank 
from Iran,” said Ben Van Heuve-
len, editor-in-chief of Iraq Oil Re-
port, on Twitter.

Abadi’s recent tour of Saudi Ara-
bia, Egypt, Jordan, Turkey and 
Iran is understood to signal that 
Iraq wants close relations with all 
countries in the region and will no 
longer be confined to the orbit of 
Tehran.

While Abadi is predicted to win 
in Iraq’s general elections next 
April, Barzani is facing mount-
ing pressure to step down. In the 
midst of tensions and military 
clashes, Barzani has yet to make 
a public appearance while Abadi 
was hopping from one capital to 
another.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Improved fortunes. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi speaks 
to reporters after meeting with army generals and members of the 
counter-terrorism forces in the capital Baghdad.                            (AFP)
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The NEOM project’s 
name is a reflection of 
the kingdom’s fusion 
of modern and Arab 
cultures.

Abadi’s recent 
tour of Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, Jordan, 
Turkey and Iran 
is understood to 
signal that Iraq 
will no longer be 
confined to the 
orbit of Tehran.


