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Saudi-led alliance vows to ‘eradicate’ terrorism
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D 

efence ministers and of-
ficials from 40 Muslim-
majority countries, led 
by Saudi Arabia, have of-
ficially launched a mili-

tary alliance, vowing to end terror 
attacks in their regions.

The gathering in Riyadh of the 
Islamic Military Counter Terror-
ism Coalition (IMCTC) was two 
days after a terror attack targeted 
a mosque in Egypt’s Sinai, killing 
more than 300 people.

“We will not allow them (terror-
ists) to distort our peaceful religion. 
Today we are sending a strong mes-
sage that we are working together 
to fight terrorism,” Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz said at the meeting. “To-
day we affirm that we will pursue 
terrorism until it is eradicated com-
pletely.”

The November 26 gathering 
marked the official inauguration 
of the alliance, which was set up 
in 2015 to counter the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and other jihadist groups. 

The coalition’s military command 
is headed by Pakistani General 
Raheel Sharif, who served as Paki-
stan’s army chief from November 
2013-November 2016.

“A number of our member coun-
tries are under tremendous pres-
sure while fighting well-established 
terrorist organisations due to ca-
pacity shortages of their armed 
forces and law enforcement agen-
cies,” Sharif said on IMCTC’s Twit-
ter account.

The alliance “will act as a plat-
form to assist member countries in 
their counterterrorism operations 
through intelligence sharing and 
capacity building,” he added.

The meeting’s closing declaration 
stressed the need to fight terrorism 
in various domains — including ed-
ucation and digital media — and not 
be confined to military action.

“The ministers uphold their de-
termination to address terrorism 
through education and knowledge, 
to highlight correct Islamic con-
cepts and to establish the truth of 
moderate Islam, which is consist-
ent with human nature and com-
mon values, and peaceful and just 
coexistence with the global com-
munity that ensures security and 

prosperity,” the statement read.
Qatar, which was part of the orig-

inal coalition in 2015, was not pre-
sent in Riyadh, following charges by 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates, Bahrain and Egypt six months 
ago that it supports terrorism. Doha 
denies the allegations, which it says 
were politically motivated.

The Arab quartet recently added 
the Qatar-backed International 
Union of Muslim Scholars and the 
International Islamic Council (IIC) 
to its blacklist of entities allegedly 
linked to terror.

“The ban appears to have been 
designed to position Saudi Arabia 
as the arbiter of what constitutes 
true Islam,” wrote James M. Dorsey, 
senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies, in 
his blog Mideastsoccer.

Iran and countries that are per-
ceived as being under its sphere 
of influence — such as Syria and  
Iraq — were not invited to join the 
alliance. Saudi Arabia has accused 
Iran of being a chief sponsor of ter-
rorism, a charge denied by Tehran.

In a recent interview with the 
New York Times, Crown Prince Mo-
hammed labelled Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 

“the new Hitler of the Middle East.”
“This alliance is a clear signal to 

the Arab-Islamic world that Saudi 
Arabia still wants to set the main 
agenda in regional policy and, of 
course, another instrument of con-
taining Iran,” Sebastian Sons, an as-
sociate fellow at the German Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations, told the 
German media outlet DW.

Even if the intention is to contain 
Iran, however, it remains unknown 
whether the alliance as a whole 
would act against Tehran.

“The final declaration…  
suggested that it would be up to 
the member countries to decide the 
extent of their participation in the 

coalition, something that would 
provide enough room to Pakistan 
to maintain a delicate balance in its 
ties — both with Saudi Arabia and 
Iran,” wrote Kamran Yousaf in the 
Pakistani newspaper the Express 
Tribune.

Pakistan’s role in the alliance is 
important because the IMCTC is 
led militarily by a Pakistani general 
and many Saudi troops reportedly 
receive training from Pakistani per-
sonnel stationed in the kingdom. 
Islamabad, however, does not wish 
to sour its relations with Iran.

“The current Pakistani Army 
chief, Qamar Javed Bajwa, was in 
Tehran in the first week of Novem-
ber, assuring the Iranian leadership 
about Pakistan’s role in Saudi Ara-
bia,” wrote Kunwar Khuldune Sha-
hid and Saikat Datta in Asia Times.

“According to several diplomatic 
sources, General Bajwa assured the 
Iranians to stay neutral, while also 
offering help on missile technology 
and a visit by Iranian scientists to 
SUPARCO, Pakistan’s official space 
agency.”

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

The closing declaration 
stressed the need 
to fight terrorism 
in various  
domains — including 
education and digital 
media — and not 
be confined to 
military action.

London

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
has officially banned reli-
gious gatherings scheduled 
without the approval of 
authorities as it supports 

moderate religious practices and 
cuts off potential recruitment of ex-
tremists.

The law, which was passed by the 
Federal National Council Novem-
ber 14, punishes anyone convening 
unauthorised religious gatherings, 
which include Quranic recitations 
and memorisation gatherings, with 
a maximum penalty of three years in 
prison and a fine of $1,360, local re-
ports said.

Harsher sentences could be hand-
ed down to mosque employees who 
have ties to banned organisations or 
are found to be involved in political 
activities or the issuing of unsanc-
tioned fatwas.

In the UAE and the wider Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) designated 

terror groups, such as al-Qaeda, the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and the Muslim 
Brotherhood, have exploited reli-
gious gatherings for recruitment and 
indoctrination purposes.

While the UAE is known as one of 
the GCC’s more moderate states, it 
has occasionally dealt with issues 
related to the Muslim Brotherhood, 
which advocates political Islam and 
has attacked the government for its 
religious tolerance.

Al Islah, the Brotherhood’s affiliate 
in the UAE, grew more active follow-
ing the fall of former Egyptian Presi-
dent Hosni Mubarak and the election 
of Muslim Brotherhood member Mu-
hammad Morsi as president in 2011. 
Al Islah attacked the government for 
religious tolerance and spoke out 
against it allowing churches on UAE 
soil.

UAE State Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs Anwar Gargash said: “Churches 
in the UAE have been part of our tol-
erant landscape for many years, even 
before the formation of the state. 
Given that we welcome so many 
non-Muslims to reside in our coun-
try, surely we must provide them 
with places of worship.”

The UAE officially designated Al 
Islah a terror group in 2014, follow-
ing similar bans in Saudi Arabia and 
Bahrain.

The Muslim Brotherhood and its 
affiliates are said to have continued 
to sow discord in the region and the 
dispute between a quartet of Arab 
countries and Qatar is largely tied to 

Doha’s suspected support and nur-
turing of the Muslim Brotherhood 
movement.

The UAE’s move comes when GCC 
member Saudi Arabia is making sig-
nificant efforts to stamp out religious 
extremism.

In October, Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-

dulaziz said: “We are returning to 
what we were before — a country of 
mod erate Islam that is open to all re-
ligions, traditions and people around 
the globe.”

“We want to lead a normal life, a 
life that reflects our tolerant religion 
and our kind customs and traditions. 
We want to coexist with the world 

and contribute to the development 
of our homeland and the world,” the 
crown prince said during the Future 
Investment Initiative conference in 
Riyadh.

“Frankly speaking, we cannot 
spend 30 years of our lives dealing 
with extremist ideas. We will destroy 
them today, and immediately.”

Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have taken 
steps to crack down on online radi-
calisation, another method for ex-
tremists to recruit followers, particu-
larly for lone-wolf attacks.

During US President Don-
ald Trump’s visit in May to  
Saudi Arabia, Riyadh inaugurated the 
Global Centre for Combating Extrem-
ism, which is to confront extremist 
thought with the latest intellectual, 
media and numerical methods and 
means, an official statement said.

The centre acts to counter “hate 
and extremist speech and promote 
concepts of moderation, accepting 
the other and the production of me-
dia content that confront the con-
tent of the radical thoughts in order 
to defy it and reveal its promotional 
propaganda,” the statement added.

The UAE launched its fatwa coun-
cil in May to issue Islamic rulings at 
the request of the public or govern-
ment entities with the aim of eradi-
cating extremism. The council also 
certifies Islamic scholars to counter 
online radicalisation.
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A beacon of tolerance. A general view of the Sheikh Zayed Mosque 
in Abu Dhabi.                      (AFP)

Strong message. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (C) stands with chiefs of staff and defence ministers of a counterterrorism coalition during their meeting 
in Riyadh, on November 26.                                                  (Saudi Royal Court)
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