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Opinion
Editorial
Iran’s dangerous game

T

hese are testing times for the region.
Four Gulf countries have asked their
citizens to leave Lebanon amid rising
tensions between Saudi Arabia and
Iran over the latter’s role in Lebanon
and Yemen. What happens next with
the crisis over Lebanon remains to
be seen but in Yemen, at least, the path forward is
clear. Iran must stop its increasingly brazen
support to Yemen’s Houthi militias.
The latest dangerous consequence of Iran’s
cynical actions became all too apparent on
November 4. The Houthis, emboldened by the
steady flow of lethal weapons and incendiary
ideas from Tehran, attempted to export the
Yemen war to Saudi Arabia by lobbing a missile at
King Khalid International Airport in Riyadh. It
was intercepted and Saudi authorities denounced
the missile attack on their territory as an act of
“direct military aggression.”
Riyadh was entirely within its rights to do so. Its
response is strongly supported within the region
and beyond. The US State Department issued a
statement that “welcomes the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia’s statement exposing the Iranian regime’s
support for Houthi militias, including the supply
of illegal arms such as ballistic missiles.” French
President Emmanuel Macron, who was in the UAE
and Saudi Arabia last week, said the intercepted
missile was obviously “an Iranian missile” and
“shows precisely the strength” of Iran’s weapons
programme.
It also shows the extent to which Iran has
become the single most ominous threat to the
stability of the Middle East.
Iran has brought the region to this dismal pass.
There may be consternation but there cannot,
indeed should not, be any expression of surprise.
It is hardly a secret that Iran ramped up support to
the Houthis many months ago. In May, Reuters
released a long report quoting multiple sources to
lay bare the increasing impunity with which Iran
is fuelling the nearly 3-year-old Yemen conflict.
It described Tehran’s involvement in clear
terms: “Iran is sending advanced weapons and
military advisers to Yemen’s rebel Houthi movement, stepping up support for its Shia ally in a
civil war whose outcome could sway the balance
of power in the Middle East, regional and Western
sources say.”
It need not have come to this. Iran could have
peacefully and profitably used the 2015 nuclear
deal as a path to co-operation with the rest of the
world. Instead, it capitalised on the lifting of
international sanctions by intensifying its
ballistic missile programme and by giving
additional resources to the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps with which to pursue a broad
expansionist agenda.
Through its proxy, Hezbollah, Iran has accelerated and widened the scope of its intervention in
Syria and Lebanon. Saudi Arabia is not the only
Arab country deeply concerned about Iran’s growing interventionism. The world has reason to be
alarmed.

The bin Laden documents

W

ithin the cache of documents seized from Osama
bin Laden’s compound in
Pakistan in 2011 and
recently released by the US
Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) is the al-Qaeda
leader’s view of Iran. It had generously offered
al-Qaeda “money and arms and everything they
need,” bin Laden wrote, “and offered them
training in Hezbollah camps in Lebanon, in
return for striking American interests in Saudi
Arabia.”
The words add breadth and depth to reports
that have circulated for years about the ties
between Iran and the terrorist group responsible
for 9/11. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif dismissed the newly released
documents as “fake news” but they only
buttress allegations about Iran’s old habits and
proclivities.
Bin Laden also mused on the destabilising
benefits of the “Arab spring” uprisings and the
role played by the Qatari TV channel Al Jazeera.
He lauded the channel for “working on toppling
regimes” and for “carrying the banner of the
revolutions.”
Bin Laden was clear about the potential
benefits of the uprisings. “This chaos and the
absence of leadership in the revolutions is the
best environment to spread al-[Qaeda’s]
thoughts and ideas,” bin Laden told his family in
conversations that took place between February
and April 2011.
In Libya, he said, the chaos could be fully
exploited because it had “opened the door for
jihadists.”
Ironically, even in his last redoubt, bin Laden
saw the possibility of the Libyan situation
spinning out of control but the parties that
supported the NATO-led campaign that toppled
Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi in 2011
somehow did not.
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Saudi Arabia’s quiet
revolution
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T

he least one can say
about Saudi Arabia
these days is that this
usually conservative
kingdom is going
through a quiet revolution.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud is monitoring every little
detail of this revolution. He has
entrusted his son, Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, with implementing
the necessary steps to place the
kingdom on equal footing with the
rest of the developed world in all
domains, including entertainment.
Saudi Arabia is ushering in an
era of non-dependence on oil
revenues. The new Saudi Arabia
is betting on its human resources
and on investments in its other
natural resources. It is adopting a
firmer and clearer foreign policy.
The world witnessed the new face
of Saudi Arabia when King Salman stood in the way of Iranian
presence in Yemen by launching
Operation Determined Storm.
This was no ordinary decision.
Many people did not understand
the significance of the fall of
Sana’a to the Houthis on September 21, 2014, just four months before King Salman’s enthronement.
One of the first things the
Houthis did after taking over
the Yemeni capital was to send a
delegation to Tehran to sign an air
travel agreement between Iran’s
air carrier and Yemeni airlines for
two daily flights between Sana’a
and Tehran. Just like that, Yemen
had become a tourist destination
for Iranians and Iran had turned
into the one place that all Yemenis
wanted to visit.

Lebanon could never
rebuild itself and its
institutions as long as
Hezbollah has a free hand
in the country.

Saudi Arabia is over the complex created by the extremist Juhayman
al-Otaibi and his gang when they attacked the Holy Mosque in 1979.
The Houthis did not take long
to start behaving as if they were
the legitimate authority in Yemen.
They also did not take long to start
provoking Saudi Arabia. In addition to the air travel deal
with Tehran, they conducted military manoeuvres
along
the
Saudi
border.
They were
delivering a
message from
Iran: “Hey, look.
We’re here!”
The recent anticorruption campaign in Saudi Arabia
and the arrests of
princes and important
officials and business
people is part of the revolution started by King
Salman and Crown Prince
Mohammed. Vision 2030
is another part. So is the
NEOM mega-city project,
which is the kingdom’s
biggest challenge in terms
of investment in human resources, renewable energies
and robotics.
The changes seen by the
kingdom in just two years
would fill volumes. The
important thing is that Saudi
Arabia is over the complex
created by the extremist
Juhayman al-Otaibi and his
gang when they attacked the
Holy Mosque in 1979.
Just as important, Saudi
Arabia is no longer trying
to outdo Iran in religious
conservatism.
In foreign policy, the Saudi
revolution finds its best expression in steadfastness in
opposing Iran’s expansionist
project. Iran has been trying
to plant roots in Lebanon,
Iraq, Syria and Yemen. Just to
take one example, the regime in Lebanon must decide
whether or not to be enslaved

by Iran.
The matter is quite
simple: Lebanon is
facing a grave political crisis coupled
with a teetering
economy. The
cause behind
that is Hezbollah. Lebanon
has become
a training
ground for
Iran’s dirty
tricks against
Arab regimes.
Check out the scandal discovered in documents seized from Osama bin
Laden’s compound in Pakistan.
Iran had offered to have Hezbollah
train al-Qaeda fighters in Lebanon.
Lebanon could never rebuild
itself and its institutions as long as
Hezbollah, which is, in reality, just
another brigade of Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, has a
free hand in the country. Iran and
Hezbollah had gone as far as to
ask Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri’s government to provide political cover for their dirty tricks.
They want Lebanon to be part of
Iran’s war on the Syrian people.
They also want to turn Beirut into
a propaganda base for the Houthis
in Yemen.
Some observers of Saudi affairs
simply don’t want to believe that
what is going in Saudi Arabia is
a revolution. It no longer makes
sense to analyse the new Saudi reality through the lenses of previous
practices. If you don’t believe that,
ask Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz or Prince Al-Waleed bin
Talal. It never crossed their minds
that one day they’d be asked to
justify their fortunes.
In any case, Lebanon must make
a choice. It can’t enjoy Riyadh’s
largesse and oppose Saudi Arabia
at the same time. There are profound changes going on in Saudi
Arabia and the kingdom is over
many previous taboos. Just as an
example, the new Saudi Arabia is
willing to let go of the Gulf Cooperation Council.

