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Opinion

2
017 was again a year of war in the 
Middle East but it was also the year 
when the Islamic State (ISIS) was 
defeated in Iraq and nearly chased out 
of Syria. ISIS lost its two main bas-
tions, Raqqa and Mosul but not 
without a high civilian casualty toll. 

The Associated Press estimated that, just in the 
battle for Mosul, 9,000-11,000 people were killed.

The fighting worsened the ongoing humanitar-
ian crisis. More than 3 million Iraqis and  
11 million Syrians have been displaced.

In both countries, it remains difficult to see the 
end of the tunnel. Syria struggles with a negotia-
tion process that reflects divisions in the opposi-
tion ranks. The opposition has less influence than 
the Russian-supported regime and seems unable 
to envision a future for Syria without Iran’s 
troops and proxies. Tehran’s presence compli-
cates the situation in Iraq, too, as the clout of 
sectarian armed militias seems to have grown 
since the fall of ISIS.

Tense relations between Baghdad and Erbil 
added to Iraq’s woes. Masoud Barzani’s decision 
to have a referendum on Kurdish independence 
in September was opposed by Baghdad as well as 
by regional and international powers. The 
initiative ignited separatist fears in a region 
suffering from acute ethnic and sectarian 
divisions.

Barzani’s move proved to be a terrible miscal-
culation as it allowed the federal government to 
seize oil-rich areas from the Kurds and triggered 
deadly clashes that threaten to destabilise the 
Kurdish region.

Intervention in Syria allowed Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to save Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime from near defeat. By flexing 
military muscle, Putin restored Moscow’s 
prestige in the Middle East for the first time in 
decades and can pursue even wider influence in 
the region.

Moscow’s policies were encouraged by the 
Trump factor. 2017 was the year US President 
Donald Trump assumed office. The Republican 
president continued the disengagement policies 
of his predecessors, paving the way for greater 
Russian intervention in the Middle East.

While he firmly opposed Iranian expansionism, 
Trump has projected the image of a US president 
who too often treats Muslims as suspects and 
underestimates the importance of the Palestinian 
issue.

He has, nonetheless, fostered closer ties with 
Riyadh in meeting the Iranian challenge even as 
the Saudi leadership advocated a more assertive 
foreign policy.

New Saudi policies, at home and abroad, took 
concrete form after Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz became heir to the throne 
on June 21. Even well before his appointment, 
MBS, as he is widely known, was the main 
architect of a new Saudi reality. This included the 
economic blueprint called Vision 2030, which is 
intended to make his country less dependent on 
oil, spur business growth and create jobs.

Other reforms aim to modernise the educa-
tional system, boost women’s participation in 
society and the workplace and open the country 
to entertainment and tourism.

MBS’s influence marked Saudi Arabia’s more 
assertive approach to fighting corruption as well 
as its stance towards Iran and Qatar.

Despite its retreat in the Levant, ISIS remains a 
threat to the rest of the Arab world and beyond. 
It’s feared that its militants could flow east to 
Egypt and Libya and head north to Europe.

Libya, an oil-rich Maghreb state, is in the throes 
of chaos. As long as lawlessness rules the land, 
illegal migration off Libyan shores will endure. 
Europeans are tempted by the short-term 
solution of maritime interdiction of migrant ships 
without being able to stem the flow of migrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa or the Maghreb.

For domestic strife in Libya itself, there is no 
end in sight despite efforts by the United Nations 
and regional powers. Insecurity in the North 
African country is also of concern to its neigh-
bours, especially Egypt and Tunisia. They are 
wary of jihadist elements finding a safe haven in 
Libya from where to plan attacks against their 
home countries.

Europe also fears returning jihadists. Hundreds 
of its citizens could leave the killing fields as ISIS 
fighters head home. Europe must cope not only 
with the very real threat of terror but also with 
the attempts by the xenophobic far right to 
exploit fear of Muslims and migrants.

Despite the wars and woes, the world should 
not however equate the Arab region with vio-
lence and extremism.

There is more to the Arab world than that. 
There is reason to hope that 2018 could mark a 
more promising phase for a region yearning for 
peace and the opportunity to rebuild.

Bidding farewell 
to the year 2017
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The Houthis have 
nothing to offer 
in Yemen

T 

he firing of a ballistic 
missile by Houthi 
rebels on December 
19 reveals the real 
situation of the Shia 
group in Yemen. 

The Houthis have reached an 
impasse at all levels, especially 
in dealing with the people of 
Sana’a and its residents and 
with the rest of Yemen’s institu-
tions.

The political bankruptcy of 
the Houthis has pushed them 
to adopt desperate measures in 
desperate times such as the 
recent firing of missiles 
towards Saudi Arabia, as if such 
missiles would dissuade the 
Arab coalition or tilt the 
balance in favour of the 
Houthis

In fact, since the December 4 
assassination of Ali Abdullah 
Saleh by the Houthis nothing 
has changed in Yemen other 
than the Houthis being exposed 
and the legitimate government 
failing to bank on the murder.

The Houthis have nothing to 
offer in Yemen — no political 
vision, no economic project, no 
cultural dimension. Their 
project is to seize power in 
Sana’a and its surroundings. 
They are an armed group loyal 
to Iran that thinks it is possible 
to revive the Imamate regime in 
Yemen. The Houthis claimed 
power in Yemen in 2014. They 
have the Muslim Brotherhood 
to thank for their rising influ-
ence as the latter overthrew 
Saleh in 2011.

Abdul Karim al-Iryani saw 
through the Houthis right away. 
Some years ago, Iryani, a 
former Yemeni prime minister, 
said: “The (Houthi) rebellion in 
Saada does not concord in any 
way with the history of the 
Republic of Yemen and the 
history of Yemen. Overall, this 
rebellion has no connection 
with the social fabric in Yemen, 
nor with Yemen’s cultural, 
political and religious heritage. 
It’s a weed sucking its water 

from sources outside of Yemeni 
heritage and history.

“The Muslim Brothers in the 
opposition, however, saw it as 
an anti-government movement 
and did not realise, or should 
we say that some of them 
didn’t want to realise, that it is 
a movement that is being 
directed against Yemen’s long 
Islamic history and against the 
republic whose protection, 
freedoms and democracy are 
sought after by all opposition 
parties in Yemen.”

Iryani died in November 
2015. At that time, he was on 
unfriendly terms with Saleh, 
who was maintaining close 
relations with the Houthis. 
Nevertheless, Saleh did his 
best to have Iryani buried in 
Yemen. It was a time when 
morals and decency still 
existed between all Yemenis 
and Sana’a’s inhabitants in 
particular.

It’s all the more reason for all 
parties in Yemen not to stay 
prisoners of personal squab-
bles. The years 2011 and 2012 
were marked by endless 
squabbles that paved the way 
for the Houthis to lay their 
hands on Sana’a in 2014.

At the time, Saleh thought he 
could tame the Houthis but 
when they took over Sana’a and 
besieged his neighbourhood, 
he realised he had become their 
hostage. He tried several times 
to escape but Houthi leader 
Abdelmalik al-Houthi’s thirst 
for revenge was stronger. 
Al-Houthi had been impatiently 
waiting for the chance to 
pounce on the former president 
and avenge the death of his 
brother, who was killed in 
September 2004 in a battle 
between the Houthis and 
government forces.

During the interview men-
tioned above, Iryani spoke of 
the opposition in Yemen at 
length. That opposition had 
one goal: bringing down Saleh. 
Iryani could not understand 

how the Muslim Brothers did not 
understand the threat that the 
Houthis posed. They closed their 
eyes to the Houthi insurrection 
and let it play out for the sake of 
overthrowing Saleh’s govern-
ment. Well, Saleh stepped down 
in February 2012 and was 
assassinated in December 2017. 
Have the Houthis changed their 
behaviour at all?

Saleh is gone and 2017 is 
nearing its end. The legitimate 
camp in Yemen must understand 
that a new opportunity is 
dawning. Those who thought it 
was possible to negotiate with 
the Houthis and find common 
ground with them were chasing 
a mirage.

Those among the Muslim 
Brothers who thought that they 
could reach an agreement with 
the Houthis because they were 
an Islamist bloc were making the 
same mistake as Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. 
In July 2014, Hadi visited Amran 
governorate to discuss rebuilding 
state institutions with the 
Houthis. Ironically, he did that 
just after the Houthis’ military 
campaign to capture Sana’a.

When there is no possibility of 
uprooting the Houthis and 
reducing them to their true size 
by pushing them back to their 
original fiefdom in Saada, we can 
kiss Yemen goodbye. Iryani was 
right about them. The Houthis 
could not care less about break-
ing Yemen up as long as they 
have their own zone with Sana’a 
as their capital.

In the name of revolutionary 
legitimacy, the Houthis are 
rewriting Yemen’s history. The 
unavoidable reality is that Sana’a 
has become an Iranian city.

Should the Arabian Peninsula 
tolerate this reality or can the 
deed be undone? The truth is 
that a lot will depend on a 
legitimate government capable 
of understanding the gravity of 
what is happening in Yemen, 
where al-Houthi is dreaming of 
becoming Yemen’s new imam.
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The legitimate camp in Yemen must understand that 
a new opportunity is dawning. 

When there is 
no possibility 
of uprooting 
the Houthis, 
we can 
kiss Yemen 
goodbye. 
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