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Historic change
in Saudi Arabia

S

audi Arabia seems poised for
far-reaching change, at more than
one level.
At the top of its priorities is the
promotion of a value system of
openness and moderation. Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz has pledged that Saudi
Arabia would return to being “a country of
moderate Islam that is tolerant of all religions
and to the world.”
MBS, as he is widely known, shows keen
awareness that time is of the essence in any
reform process. “Seventy percent of the Saudi
population is under 30 and honestly we will
not spend the next 30 years of our lives dealing
with destructive ideas. We will destroy them
today and at once,” he said at the Future
Investment Initiative conference in Riyadh.
In recent months, Saudi Arabia has been
dealing with social and religious reform. There
was a decree from King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud ordering the establishment of an
authority to scrutinise the hadith, traditions of
the Prophet, with a view to preventing some of
them from being used by extremists to justify
terrorism or other violence. In September,
there was another royal decree lifting the
kingdom’s decades-old ban on women driving.
There are plans to end the nationwide ban on
cinemas.
Each of these changes is radical enough in
itself for a conservative country but the fact
that they are coming so fast — faster than
anyone could have imagined — illustrates the
breadth and scale of the Saudi leadership’s
ambition for its country.
At the core of the change in Saudi Arabia is
its new economic strategy.
Crown Prince Mohammed spelt it out with
Vision 2030: Floating a stake in Saudi Aramco,
the world’s biggest oil company; the creation
of the world’s largest sovereign-wealth fund to
invest in diverse assets; and vibrant non-oil
industries.
He has a vision for his country of a future
beyond oil. Once, this might have been
unthinkable for a country that generates
nine-tenths of government revenues from oil,
but now it is increasingly discussed.
During the recent investment conference,
which drew approximately 3,000 people from
88 countries, Crown Prince Mohammed
announced the launch of an ambitious $500
billion independent economic zone straddling
Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Egypt. He also
painted a picture for potential investors of a
Saudi Arabia open for business, “open to the
world and (to) all religions.”
International experts see real potential.
“The crown prince is a change agent on a very
big scale and this conference is a very big
signal about how rapid is the pace of change
and that it is really happening,” Daniel Yergin,
a prominent energy strategist who attended
the conference, told the New York Times.
“It’s head-spinning in its ambition,” he
added. “This is taking on a very big challenge
that will be measured not in decades, but over
a generation.”
For now, these are all stated intentions but
their significance can hardly be overstated.
Under its bold young leader, Saudi Arabia is
readying for change on a scale unprecedented
in the country’s modern history.
The announcements have infused optimism
in the whole Gulf region.
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan,
crown prince of Abu Dhabi, lauded Saudi
Arabia for “leading the region in its endeavour
for stability and development.” He expressed
confidence in Saudi Arabia’s ability to be a
catalyst on “the global economic and investment scene.”
There are many challenges ahead. A more
dynamic business environment requires
greater technological efficiency and overcoming the shortcomings of the Saudi regulatory
environment. The reformist vision for Saudi
Arabia would also mean cutting entitlements
and subsidies and reducing the reliance on
foreign labour. It would mean bringing more
women into the job market.
Such reforms will not happen without
resistance from traditionalists. As Ali Shihabi,
executive director of the Washington-based
Arabia Foundation think-tank has said, “There
will always be laggards and reactionaries but
his (Crown Prince Mohammed’s) drive and
strength combined with a substantial constituency among the young for change has created
the space for him to move down this road.”
For the first time, the momentum for change
in Saudi Arabia seems greater than the admonitions of ultraconservatives. Never has the
determination to go forward been greater.
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Iraqi PM must do
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f there is one thing that distinguishes the situation in Iraq, it
is Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi’s narrow margin
for manoeuvring regarding
Iraq’s relations with its Arab
neighbours. Abadi has taken
advantage of that margin and made
official visits to Riyadh, Cairo and
Amman.
Apparently, however, that margin
has shrunk dramatically. What else
explains Abadi’s reaction to US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s
declaration in Riyadh?
Tillerson called for the withdrawal of all Iranian militias from Iraq
but Abadi saw it differently, saying
that fighters from the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) were Iraqi,
not Iranian, and that the PMF was
an “Iraqi institution” and that “we
should stand by the PMF fighters
because they will bring hope to the
country and the region.”
What hope can there be when
sectarian militias become the backbone of the state?
Where is the error in Tillerson’s
declaration?
What’s wrong with inviting Iran
to keep its hands off Iraq and stop
meddling in its politics?
There is nothing wrong with a
state, any state, refusing to hold ties
with sectarian militias, regardless of
the nationality of their fighters.
There will be those who say that

Abadi is not the only one in Iraq trying to resist Iran’s influence
and go along with it at the same time.
Iraq is a sovereign state and has the
right to invite in any foreign force
but that talk is hogwash. There is
a weird state of affairs in Iraq that
Abadi seems unable to get rid of.
Iran is trying to create a fait accompli in Iraq by imposing its own
experience on it with the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).
The Iraqi PMF must be modelled
on the IRGC. Iran’s proxy forces
must have the upper hand in Iraqi
politics.
Abadi is not the only one in Iraq
trying to both resist Iran’s influence
and go along with it at the same
time. Without a quick change in the
region that reduces Iran to its real
size, the Iraqi prime minister’s mission seems impossible.
During the Arab League summit
in Jordan in March, Abadi met with
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud. In June, he flew to Riyadh for
an official visit. After that, officials
from both countries exchanged
visits and the border crossing at
Arar in Saudi Arabia was reopened.
Another Iraqi Shia leader, Muqtada
al-Sadr, was welcomed in Riyadh,
Abu Dhabi and Amman.
Iraq’s relations with its Arab
neighbours are evolving fast, with
positive results as well as disappointments. The Arab side can only
encourage the positive flow in the
hope of a miracle in which the Iranian nightmare is lifted off Iraq.

Complex environment. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (2nd R)
inspects a map with Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) commanders
during his visit to Mosul, last May.
(Reuters)
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In the end, which version of
Haider al-Abadi should we believe
is authentic? He seems very sincere
in his efforts even though he is a
prisoner of his Dawa Party’s ideology. He must have been sincere
to have undertaken reconciliation
efforts with Egypt, Saudi Arabia
and Jordan. He is also sincere in
wanting to maintain Iraq’s unity
and fight the Islamic State (ISIS).
However, his positions regarding
the Kurdish question are inexplicable. Because of them, the Kurds
had no other choice but to go as far
as they could with their desire for
independence. Abadi should have
known that Kurdistan Regional
Government President Masoud
Barzani wouldn’t have taken such
steps had he been negotiating with
an Iraqi government willing to
share power and unwilling to turn
Iraq into a religious state.
Can Abadi consolidate the positive results of his term and make it
easy for Barzani to retract without
losing face, especially after the latter’s defeat in Kirkuk?
Abadi is between a rock and a
hard place. He was brave enough to
visit Saudi Arabia knowing that Iran
considers the Saudi kingdom its
arch-enemy. Now he has no choice
but to bet on Iraq and on having it
return to the Shia ideology headed
by Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani in Najaf.
Sistani refuses the Shia ideology
coming out of Iran, supports Abadi
and has doubts about Iraqi VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki.
For sure, there are forces inside
Iraq that are convinced the country
has been imprisoned by Iranian influence. Among the Arabs, as well,
there are those who say it is possible to save Iraq and that it cannot
be left to be ruled by Iran through
a bunch of people who roared into
the country on the backs of American tanks before quickly turning
their weapons on those tanks.
Iran can engage all it wants in
sectarian cleansing in many areas
in Iraq, starting with Baghdad but
Iraq will not become another Iran.
In the meantime, we can only bet
on Abadi to do the right thing.

