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A 

s Saudi authorities close 
their makeshift luxury 
detention centre at Ri-
yadh’s Ritz-Carlton Ho-
tel, the official in charge 

said the kingdom’s high-level anti-
corruption investigation recovered 
$107 billion.

Attorney General Sheikh Saud 
al-Mojeb said 381 individuals were 
subpoenaed and 56 were still in cus-
tody. He said the funds recovered 
were from various types of assets, 
including real estate, commercial 
entities, securities and cash.

The release of some of the inves-
tigation’s most high-profile detain-
ees, including Prince Al-Waleed bin 
Talal Al Saud — one of the world’s 
richest men — preceded the closing 
of the hotel detention facility.

Prince Al-Waleed, 62, was re-
leased on January 27, shortly af-
ter conducting an interview with 
Reuters in which he said he would 
retain complete control of his firm, 
Kingdom Holding.

During the interview, Prince Al-
Waleed labelled his detention since 
November as a misunderstand-
ing and that he was supportive of 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz’s reform initia-
tives. “There are no charges. There 
are just some discussions between 

me and the government,” Prince Al-
Waleed said.

“We have now a new leadership 
in Saudi Arabia and they just want 
to cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s. 
And I said: ‘Fine, that’s fine with me, 
no problem at all. Just go ahead.’”

A senior Saudi official told Reuters 
that Prince Al-Waleed was released 
after reaching a settlement ap-
proved by the state prosecutor and 
confirmed that the prince would re-
main head of Kingdom Holding.

Saudi authorities last November 
began a kingdom-wide anti-corrup-
tion campaign. Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud issued a royal 
decree forming an anti-corruption 
task force to “investigate, issue ar-
rest war rants, travel bans and freeze 
accounts and portfolios,” a state-
ment carried by the official Saudi 
Press Agency said.

More than 200 individuals, in-
cluding members of the royal fami-
ly, former ministers and high-profile 
businessmen, were arrested in the 
culmination of a 3-year investiga-
tion.

Saudi authorities negotiated  

settlements with some detainees 
and said that those held on cor-
ruption charges would be required 
to return misappropriated funds. 
Some suspects would have to turn 
over as much as 70% of their wealth, 
the Financial Times reported.

Most of those arrested agreed 
to settle to avoid further prosecu-
tion. The settlements will be chan-
nelled into economic development 
projects, Saudi Minister of Finance 
Mohammed al-Jadaan said. He said 
in an interview with Al Arabiya TV 
that the settlements would fund 
“royal decrees to support citizens” 
that are expected to cost the king-
dom more than $13 billion.

Also released from detention 
were the former head of the Saudi 
meteorology and environmental 
protection agency, Prince Turki bin 
Nasser, former chief of the Royal 
Court during the reign of the late 
King Abdullah, Khalid al-Tuwaijri, 
and owner of regional television 
network MBC Waleed al-Ibrahim.

Ibrahim will remain head of MBC 
and retain his 40% stake in the com-
pany, said a senior MBC executive, 
who added that Ibrahim had been 
cleared of all charges.

The same report quoted an un-
named Saudi official saying that 
Ibrahim had reached a financial set-
tlement with authorities during the 
investigation.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Posh prison. A view of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in the diplomatic quarter of Riyadh, on January 30.  (Reuters)
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T 

he Muslim World League 
(MWL), a Saudi-based 
pan-Islamic organisa-
tion previously accused 
of spreading intolerance, 

took a public stance against Holo-
caust denial on International Holo-
caust Remembrance Day.

On January 27, the day set to 
commemorate the events during 
the second world war in which 
millions of Jews were killed in 
Nazi concentration camps, Muslim 
World League Secretary-General 
Mohammad bin Abdul Karim al-Is-
sa wrote to Sara Bloomfield, direc-
tor of the US Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, describing the Holocaust 
as “among the worst human atroci-
ties ever.”

Issa called the Holocaust, “an in-
cident that shook humanity to the 
core and created an event whose 
horrors could not be denied or 
underrated by any fair-minded or 
peace-loving person.”

“True Islam is against these 
crimes. It classifies them in the 
highest degree of penal sanctions 
and among the worst human atroc-
ities ever,” Issa wrote. “One would 
ask, who in his right mind would 
accept, sympathise, or even dimin-
ish the extent of this brutal crime?”

Issa said: “We consider any de-
nial of the Holocaust or minimis-
ing of its effect a crime to distort 
history.”

Issa’s letter garnered mixed re-
actions, with some describing it as 
“moving” and others dismissing it.

Israeli Embassy in Washington 
spokesman Itai Bar Dov, posting 
on Twitter, said the letter was “in-
credibly moving.”

Harrison Akins, an expert on 
Middle East affairs, told Newsweek 
that the letter was a strategic ef-
fort to distance Saudi Arabia from 
those in the region who deny the 
Holocaust.

“Saudi diplomats in the past have 
made similar comments denounc-
ing Holocaust denial in opposition 
to the Iranian government, who 
routinely denies the Holocaust,” 

Akins said.
“Acknowledging the Holocaust 

as historical fact is a way to distin-
guish itself in the eyes of Western 
countries from other actors within 
the Middle East, such as Iran.”

Writing in the New York Daily 
News, Robert Satloff, executive di-
rector of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, applauded 
what he said was a significant step 
by the MWL.

Satloff, while on a visit to the 
kingdom, said he was impressed 
by Issa’s religious outreach efforts 
and his commitment to using the 
MWL as an instrument of peace 
and not a political tool.

Satloff said Issa was taking his 
lead from Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
when he “vowed to cleanse his 
country of extremism and return it 
to ‘moderate Islam.’” He added that 
Issa seems to have the mandate to 
transform the organisation into an 
entity that preaches tolerance.

“We have had some impres-
sive success, especially in Mo-
rocco (where King Mohammed 
VI’s brother recently endorsed 
Holocaust education as an impor-
tant tool in the battle against ex-
tremism) and in Tunisia (where 
civil society is having a Holocaust 
Remembrance Day ceremony),” 
wrote Satloff.

“Never in my wildest dreams did 
I think Saudi Arabia would merit 
inclusion on that list of ‘progres-
sive’ countries,” he added.

The MWL was founded in 1962 
and has mostly worked to propa-
gate Islamic teachings. With the 
appointment of Issa, a moderate Is-
lamic scholar, the Islamic body has 
worked to dispel misconceptions 
about Islam. This aligns with Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s stated 
intention of moving the kingdom 
back to its “moderate” roots.

“Saudi Arabia was not like this 
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the 
entire region saw the prolifera-
tion of Al-Sahwa [awakening] pro-
ject after 1979 for many reasons,” 
Crown Prince Mohammed said in 
October at the Future Investment 
Initiative (FII) conference in Ri-
yadh.

He was referencing major events 
in 1979 — the Islamic Revolution in 
Iran and the siege of Mecca by ter-
rorists that inspired a generation of 
militants such as al-Qaeda’s Osama 
bin Laden.

“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,” the crown 
prince said.
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Y 

emen’s internationally 
recognised government’s 
makeshift capital of Aden 
became a battlefield be-
tween supporters of 

President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
and their allies-of-convenience, the 
secessionist Southern Transitional 
Council (STC), that left dozens of 
people dead and hundreds injured.

The rift developed between the 
two factions that are part of the Sau-
di-led coalition fighting Iran-allied 
Houthis after the council demanded 
that Hadi dissolve his government 
over allegations of corruption and 
incompetence.

After a ceasefire brokered by Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
restored relative calm, the Saudi-led 
coalition command centre called on 
all Yemenis to focus on ridding the 
country of the Houthi militias.

The centre’s statement said the 
Saudis and Emiratis “have no inter-
ests in Yemen other than having a 
secure and stable Yemen, able to de-
velop and prosper.”

The statement added that Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emir-
ates stand by the “Yemeni people 

and reconciliation efforts among the 
Yemeni parties to maintain security 
and stability in Yemen as well as re-
gional and international peace and 
security.”

The STC earlier declared a state of 
emergency in Aden and said it had 
begun the “process of overthrow-

ing the legitimate government and 
replacing it with a cabinet of techno-
crats.”

“In Aden, legitimacy is being 
overturned,” Yemeni Prime Minister 
Ahmed bin Dagher said in response.

On January 29, a week after the 
STC declaration, fighting broke out 
between the separatists and forces 
loyal to Hadi, with council forces 
seizing most of Aden before Riyadh 
and Abu Dhabi’s intervention.

The two factions have a his-
tory with simmering tensions be-
tween STC Supreme Commander 
Aidarus al-Zubaidi and Hadi. The 
Yemeni president sacked Zubaidi as 
Aden governor last year, which led 
to Zubaidi joining forces with the 
southern separatists.

After the latest fighting subsided, 
Zubaidi pledged allegiance to Hadi 
but said: “We’ve asked the president 
to fire the government and appoint a 
caretaker government in its place.”

Many Southern Yemenis feel 
exploited by leaders in the north, 
mainly the late former President Ali 

Abdullah Saleh and his associates. 
The anti-Saleh sentiment led to the 
formation of the Southern Mobility 
Movement in 2007, which has the re-
establish ment of South Yemen as an 
independent state as its main goal.

Sources said a reshuffle in the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment is likely to deal with the situa-
tion.

They said they expected the ap-
pointment of a vice-president and 
new prime minister, with one of the 
two positions likely to go to former 
Aden Governor Abdulaziz al-Mufle-
hi, a Hadi adviser, who travelled to 
Riyadh from Moscow after being ur-
gently recalled.

This is not the only instance of 
infighting that has happened in the 
3-year-old war. A falling out between 
the Houthi rebels and Saleh led to 
the former president’s death at the 
hands of his one-time allies.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Sana’a. Additional 
reporting by Reuters.
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Saudi Arabia, UAE broker truce between warring Yemeni factions

On shaky ground. Fighters from Yemen’s Southern Transitional 
Council sit in the back of a pickup truck in Aden, on January 28.      (AFP)

A senior Saudi official 
told Reuters that 
Prince Al-Waleed was 
released after reaching 
a settlement approved 
by the state prosecutor.
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