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P 

utting to rest accusations 
that he was being held 
against his will in Saudi 
Arabia, Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri met 

with French President Emmanuel 
Macron in Paris, Hariri’s second 
overseas visit since his shock resig-
nation earlier this month.

Hariri was welcomed by Macron 
on November 18 at the Élysée Pal-
ace, where the two discussed the 
crisis in Lebanon.

Relations between Saudi Arabia 
and Lebanon have deteriorated 
since November 4 when Hariri an-
nounced from Riyadh that he was 
resigning. Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun blamed the prime 
minister’s resignation on a wider 
conspiracy and claimed Hariri was 
being held in Riyadh against his 
will. Aoun called the situation an 
“act of aggression” and a breach of 
human rights.

Hariri told the privately owned 
Lebanese al-Mustaqbal television 
station that his resignation was in-
tended to trigger a “positive shock” 
in Lebanon. He implied that he 
might withdraw the resignation if 
Lebanon committed itself to the 
“disassociation policy” and stayed 
out of regional conflicts, such as 
the Syrian civil war, which the Leb-
anese militant group Hezbollah has 
participated in.

“The Syrian regime doesn’t want 
me. I always stood in the face of 
[the Islamic State], al-Nusra and 
al-Qaeda and in other times we 
faced and are still facing big chal-
lenges with Hezbollah,” Hariri said. 
“There are many parties who do 
not want Saad Hariri. This is why 
I am taking measures, building a 
safety net, reviewing my security.”

Hariri blamed Tehran and its 
proxy Hezbollah for destabilising 
Lebanon and cited fears for his life 
while announcing his intention to 
leave office.

Political opponents and some 
Western media expressed scepti-
cism about Hariri’s comments.

Following the allegations from 
Lebanese political figures — par-

ticularly Hariri’s opponents – that 
Hariri had been held against his 
will, Saudi Minister of State for Gulf 
Affairs Thamer al-Sabhan posted a 
strong rebuttal on Twitter.

“The exaggerations on the sub-
ject of Hariri are very funny,” Sab-
han posted on November 11. “All 
this love and passion — you killed 
his father and you killed the hopes 
of the Lebanese people for a peace-
ful and moderate life. You are try-
ing to kill him both politically and 
physically,” Sabhan added.

Hezbollah is suspected of hav-
ing carried out the February 2005 
bombing in which former Leba-
nese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri — 
Saad’s father — was among 23 peo-
ple killed.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said the tough Saudi rheto-
ric was tied to the ballistic missile, 

launched from Yemen by Houthi 
rebels, that was intercepted No-
vember 4 over King Khalid Interna-
tional Airport in Riyadh after Hari-
ri’s resignation announcement.

“The missile was Iranian-built. 
It was similar to a missile that was 
launched against the city of Yanbu 
(Western Saudi Arabia) on the 22nd 
of July,” Jubeir told CNBC.

The foreign minister said the 
missile was smuggled into Yemen 
in parts and assembled by Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) and Hezbollah.

“We believe that the missile that 
landed in Riyadh is of a similar 
make and we hold Iran responsible 
for this,” he said.

US officials have also said they 
believed the missile was Iranian-
made.

Relations between Riyadh and 

Beirut previously soured in 2016 
after Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil, a political ally of 
Hezbollah, refused to vote on a 
joint Arab statement condemning 
an attack on the Saudi diplomatic 
mission in Iran.

Some Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) members banned their 
citizens from travelling to Lebanon 
and reduced their diplomatic pres-
ence in Beirut. All six GCC mem-
bers designated Hezbollah a ter-
rorist organisation and sanctioned 
some of its figures.

Relations improved after a deal 
was brokered in which Aoun, who 
is aligned with Hezbollah, became 
president of Lebanon in October 
2016 under the condition that Hari-
ri return as prime minister. Saudi 
Arabia appointed an ambassador to 
Lebanon last February.
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Remote crisis management. Lebanese watch an interview with Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri at a coffee shop in Beirut, on November 12.  
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S 

audi Arabia moved to ease 
fears regarding its unprec-
edented anti-corruption 
crackdown, with a high-
ranking official stressing 

the investigation would not ad-
versely affect investments in the 
kingdom.

Speaking November 16 at the 
UN climate conference in Germa-
ny, Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih said the kingdom’s anti-
corruption investigation involved 
a limited number of individuals 
and would not hinder investment 
plans, including Saudi Aramco’s in-
itial public offering (IPO), expected 
next year.

“Everybody understands that 
this is a limited, domestic affair that 
the government is simply cleaning 
house,” Falih told Reuters. “It has 
no impact on foreign direct invest-
ment. It has no impact whatsoever 
on the kingdom’s openness, capital 
flows and our wide-open invest-
ment environment.”

He added that many foreign in-
vestors doing business in Saudi 
Arabia “will tell you that they have 
not seen corruption in their interac-
tions with the Saudi government or 
with the Saudi entities.”

The Financial Times reported 
that Saudi authorities leading the 
investigation were negotiating set-
tlements with some detainees, in-
cluding members of the royal fam-
ily, former government officials and 
prominent businessmen.

Those held on corruption charges 
would be required to return mis-
appropriated funds in return for 
the release, the Financial Times 
said. Some suspects would have to 

turn over as much as 70% of their 
wealth.

Saudi officials began the coun-
try’s biggest anti-corruption in-
vestigation, targeting powerful 
individuals once believed in Saudi 
society to be untouchable.

The anti-corruption task force 
was established November 4 by 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud by royal decree and is over-
seen by Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. It has 
the jurisdiction to “investigate, is-
sue arrest warrants, travel bans and 
freeze accounts and portfolios,” a 
statement carried by the official 
Saudi Press Agency said.

The arrests came after a three-
year investigation. The Dubai-
based Al Arabiya news channel said 
11 princes, a dozen former ministers 
and four current ministers were 
among those arrested. Several in-
dividuals have since been released.

Saudi Attorney General Sheikh 
Saud al-Mojeb said more than 200 
people had been arrested in the in-
vestigation, with possibly more to 
follow.

Among those arrested were for-
mer Minister of the National Guard 

Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz, former Economy Minister 
Adel Fakeih, billionaire Prince Al-
Waleed bin Talal and Saudi Binladin 
Group Chairman Bakr bin Laden.

Many people detained during the 
investigation were held in five-star 
hotels, including Riyadh’s Ritz-
Carlton. A source familiar with the 
investigation told the Financial 
Times that the government was 
“making settlements with most of 
those in the Ritz.”

“Cough up the cash and you will 
go home,” the source added.

Mojeb estimated that more than 
$100 billion had been misappropri-
ated in recent decades and that the 
investigation had led to the freez-
ing of an estimated 1,700 bank ac-
counts.

Authorities initially only froze 
personal bank accounts but they 
expanded that to trading accounts 
as well. Brokerage firms were or-
dered by the Saudi Capital Market 
Authority to suspend the trading 
accounts of “dozens” of people un-
der investigation, Bloomberg News 
reported.
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Calming fears. Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih arrives at the 
Future Investment Initiative conference in Riyadh, on  October 24. 
                                (Reuters)

Saudi authorities are 
negotiating 
settlements with some 
detainees, including 
members of the royal 
family, former 
government officials 
and prominent 
businessmen.

Saudi Arabia moves to ease fears 
over effects of anti-corruption drive

The Syrian regime 
doesn’t want me. 
I always stood in the face 
of [the Islamic State], 
al-Nusra and al-Qaeda 
and in other times we 
faced and are still facing 
big challenges with 
Hezbollah.
Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri


