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uwait could be heading 
towards a period of un-
certainty with questions 
regarding the health of 
the country’s emir and 

his designated successor at a time 
when the Gulf state is embroiled in 
sharpening political disputes.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ah-
mad al-Jaber al-Sabah, 88, was dis-
charged from a hospital in late No-
vember after undergoing “regular 
medical” tests, Kuwait’s state news 
agency (KUNA) reported, one day 
after he was admitted following a 
cold.

Sheikh Sabah has been lead-
ing mediation efforts to heal a rift 
between some Arab countries, in-
cluding regional powerhouse Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar over allegations 
that Doha supports terrorism, a 
charge Qatar denies.

Born in Kuwait on June 16, 
1929, Sheikh Sabah is known as 
the “dean of Arab diplomacy” for 
his work as foreign minister to re-
store relations with Arab countries 
that backed Baghdad during the  

1990-91 Gulf War, when Kuwait 
was occupied by Iraqi forces.

He was nominated ruler of Ku-
wait in 2006, after Emir Sheikh 
Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah died and 
his successor, Sheikh Saad al-Ab-
dullah al-Sabah, was appointed 
only to be unanimously voted out 
of office by parliament due to ill-
ness.

Sheikh Sabah had a pacemaker 
installed in 1999.

There are also concerns regard-
ing the health of Kuwaiti Crown 
Prince Sheikh Nawaf al-Ahmad al-
Sabah. In August, Sheikh Nawaf 
underwent “successful medical 
check-ups” in the United States 
and returned to Kuwait, a cabinet 
statement said at the time. The 
statement gave no details on the 
tests.

Sheikh Nawaf, 80, a brother of 
Sheikh Sabah, had minor back sur-
gery in 2013 in Germany. A rela-
tively low-profile figure, he was 
installed as next in line to lead Ku-
wait in 2006, shortly after Sheikh 
Sabah became emir.

The health of leading members 
of the ruling family is a sensitive is-
sue in Kuwait, where less senior al-
Sabahs have long been jostling for 
position, diplomats and analysts 

said. It is not clear who is third in 
line in Kuwait, an OPEC member.

Speculation over the physical 
fitness of the emir and his crown 
prince came during heightened po-
litical tensions in Kuwait. A leading 
opposition figure, three serving 
lawmakers and dozens of others 
in Kuwait have been sentenced to 
prison over protests in 2011 during 
which parliament was stormed.

The decision by Kuwait’s appeals 
court shocked the tiny oil-rich 
country, especially as a lower court 
had acquitted the 70-odd defend-
ants named in the 2013 case.

“I think a lot of Kuwaitis will be 
concerned that this will just feed 
into instability and any future 
leadership crisis as well,” Kristin 
Diwan, a senior resident scholar 
at the Arab Gulf States Institute in 
Washington, told the Associated 
Press.

“That question will be raised now 
whether… unity can be achieved at 
a time [when] we have the jailing of 
a large number of opposition and 
youth activists,” Diwan said.

Court documents reviewed by 
the Associated Press suggested that 
Musallam al-Barrak, a main opposi-
tion leader who left prison in April 
after serving a 2-year sentence, re-

ceived the harshest sentence.
Barrak was sentenced to nine 

years in prison in the November 27 
court ruling. More than 50 other 
defendants were given sentences 
ranging from one to five years. Oth-
ers had their acquittals upheld.

The protesters briefly entered 
the parliament chamber in No-
vember 2011 amid attempts by op-
position lawmakers to bring in the 
prime minister for questioning 
over claims that government offi-
cials transferred state funds to ac-
counts outside the country.

It is unclear what sparked the 
appeals court’s decision, though 
prosecutors apparently appealed 
the acquittals. Kuwait’s opposi-
tion, while vocal, has not called for 
an end of the country’s hereditary 
rule.

Barrak was released in April after 
serving two years in prison follow-

ing a conviction for insulting the 
country’s ruling emir. Since his 
release, Barrak had been largely 
absent from the country’s political 
scene.

A number of those sentenced 
indicated they will appeal the con-
victions to the supreme court.

While Kuwait allows more free-
dom of speech than some other 
Gulf Arab countries, the emir has 
the final say in state affairs.

There have been a series of po-
litical trials and authorities have re-
voked citizenship of some Kuwaitis 
in the past several years, moves 
that have drawn rebuke abroad and 
anger at home.

Kuwait’s parliament has been 
dissolved seven times since 2006 
due to feuds between the govern-
ment and opposition.

The government replaced its oil, 
finance and defence ministers in 
a cabinet reshuffle December 11. 
Bakheet al-Rashidi was appointed 
oil minister and Nayef Falah al-
Hajraf was named finance minis-
ter. Sheikh Nasser Sabah al-Ahmad 
al-Sabah, son of the emir, was ap-
pointed defence minister.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.
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audi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates threw their 
support behind France’s an-
ti-terrorism initiative in Af-
rica, pledging to financially 

back a fledgling anti-jihadist coali-
tion in the Sahel.

Pledges from the Arab Gulf coun-
tries came at a meeting hosted by 
French President Emmanuel Macron 
and attended by German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, to generate backing 
for the G5 Sahel anti-terror coalition 
in West Africa.

The area includes Niger, Chad, 
Mali, Burkina Faso and Mauritania 
in a region that has become a hub for 
jihadist activity as well as drug and 
human trafficking.

Riyadh said it would contribute 
$118 million while Abu Dhabi is set to 
give $35 million, said Macron, whose 
country has been involved in coun-
terterrorism operations in the Sahel 
for several years.

The Riyadh-based Islamic Military 
Counter Terrorism Coalition (IM-
CTC) is to support the G5 Sahel with 
training, intelligence and logistical 
support, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said.

“Because of our commitment to 
fighting terrorism and extremism we 
made the commitment to provide 
100 million euros [$117 million] to 
these forces and we made this com-
mitment also to provide logistics, 
training, intelligence and air support 
through the Islamic military coali-
tion to this effort,” Jubeir said in an 
interview with France 24 television.

France, under Macron, has taken 
centre stage in drumming up sup-
port for the African military initia-
tive, which included obtaining a UN 
resolution in support of it in June. 
The entity is to work in coordination 
with French military forces and the 
United Nations’ peacekeeping mis-
sion in Mali.

“We must win the war against ter-
rorism in the Sahel-Sahara region,” 
Macron said after the December 13 
meeting. “There are attacks every 
day. There are states which are cur-

rently in jeopardy.”
Merkel said: “Islamic terrorism is 

spreading. We cannot wait. We need 
to start leading the fight as soon as 
possible.”

A British government report pub-
lished in May said the threat from 
the Sahel comes from several high-
profile terrorist organisations, in-
cluding Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal 
Muslimin, a group made up of rem-
nants of other terrorist factions, as 
well as affiliates of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), Boko Haram and the African 
branch of al-Qaeda known as al-Qae-
da in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).

In November, Macron, saying im-
plementation of the anti-terror force 
was not moving fast enough, urged 

the countries that had pledged fi-
nancial support, including the Unit-
ed States and Saudi Arabia, to deliver 
funding.

Since becoming the French presi-
dent in May, Macron has tried to take 
a leading role in the Middle East and 
North Africa, stepping into the void 
created by the disengagement from 
the United States.

The move to support the African 
anti-terrorism initiative by Riyadh 
and Abu Dhabi is in line with GCC 
projects designed to tackle terror-
ism. In December 2015, Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, then the deputy crown 
prince, announced the formation of 
the IMCTC, which includes 41 coun-
tries and has the objective of eradi-
cating terrorism.

“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,” Crown Prince 
Mohammed said during a coalition 
meeting in November. “Today we 
affirm that we will pursue terrorism 
until it is eradicated completely.”

Tunis

T 

he G5 Sahel force, which 
has carried out only one 
test operation in Novem-
ber, involves approxi-
mately 5,000 soldiers from 

Burkina Faso, Niger, Mali, Chad and 
Mauritania.

French Defence Minister Florence 
Parly told RFI radio that the force 
needed nearly $300 million for its 
launch and another $470 million 
down the road.

The European Union has pledged 
approximately $59 million towards 
funding the force and France anoth-
er $9 million. Each of the five African 
countries, among the poorest in the 
world, is contributing $11 million.

French President Emmanuel 
Macron visited Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates in recent 
weeks and has pressed the United 
States for help. Washington has 
promised to provide $60 million for 
the G5 countries.

The Sahel region, which is the size 
of Europe, is crucial for the stability 
of Arab countries in North Africa, 
which are already concerned about 
potential repercussions of the con-
flict in Libya that has been raging 
since the downfall of former dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.

Another source of concern for the 
French-led African coalition is the 
risk of jihadists returning from the 
Middle East.

“Intelligence reports have the 
number of African jihadists who 
joined the Islamic State terrorist 
group in the Middle East at 6,000,” 
African Union Peace and Security 
Commissioner Smail Chergui said 
at an African security conference on 
December 12.

“The return of these jihadists 
represents serious threats to the se-
curity and stability of African states 
and requires special attention and 
intensive cooperation.”

It is also feared that jihadists in 
the Sahel could provide support 
to extremist groups in the Horn 
of Africa, such as Somalia-based  
al-Shabab.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE back 
Sahel’s anti-terror initiative

Strong message. German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L), Franch President Emmanuel Macron (R) and Chairman of the African Union 
Commission Moussa Faki Mahamat arrive for a news conference near Paris, on December 13.                  (AFP)

Kuwait likely to face political uncertainty
The Arab Weekly staff

The health of leading 
members of the ruling 
family is a sensitive 
issue in Kuwait, where 
less senior al-Sabahs 
have long been jostling 
for position.

African 
anti-jihadist 
force to 
operate on 
periphery of 
Arab world
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The Riyadh-based 
Islamic Military 
Counter Terrorism 
Coalition (IMCTC) is to 
support the G5 Sahel 
with training, 
intelligence and 
logistical support.
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