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he success of Iraq’s bid 
to rebuild the country’s 
infrastructure, damaged 
by years of war and cor-
ruption, is likely to de-

pend more on the government’s 
policies than on the international 
investment conference recently 
convened in Kuwait, analysts said.

International donors at the Feb-
ruary 12-14 conference pledged 
$30 billion to help Iraqi reconstruc-
tion following the war against the 
Islamic State (ISIS). The pledges in-
clude loans, direct investment and 
investment guarantees.

The World Bank estimated that 
Iraq needs nearly $88 billion over 
the next five years for reconstruc-
tion, which means Baghdad will 
predominately rely on its federal 
budget to come up with the rest. 
Iraq will also need to attract more 
private sector investments.

“The government budget will 
form the bulk of that money, fol-
lowed by private investment. Do-
nors are seen as an added boost, 
not the bulk,” Elizabeth Dickinson, 
a Gulf researcher at the Interna-
tional Crisis Group, said on Twitter.

As Iraq’s budget is dependent 
on oil exports, crude prices are 

likely to affect how much cash is 
available over the next five years. 
Aside from the agreement among 
OPEC members to cap output  
and improve the country’s produc-
tion capacities, Iraq is very much 
at the mercy of the market’s oil 
prices.

Iraqi politics, however, are like-
ly to play a large role in whether 
much of the pledges are met and if 
new investments are to be made in 
the country. One determining fac-
tor is the crackdown on rampant 
corruption, which has not escaped 
the attention of Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi.

“We will not stop fighting cor-
ruption, which is not less than ter-
rorism. In fact, it was one of the 
reasons for the rise of terrorism,” 
Abadi said at the conference.

Some commentators argued that 
even if the pledges are not hon-
oured, Iraq can attract investment 
by ridding itself of corruption.

“Any progress achieved 
against corruption will improve 
Iraq’s environment to do busi-
ness,” wrote Iraqi commentator  
Muhammad al-Waeli in the blog  
1001iraqithoughts.com.

Abadi announced the ratifica-
tion of international covenants to 
protect investments. It remains to 
be seen whether investors will feel 
reassured.

“[The] conference was meant 
to ‘introduce’ global companies to 
Iraq and put guarantees and incen-
tives in place, so private finance 
flows in longer term,” said Dick-
inson. Small business deals could 
prove more important tomorrow 
than a $1 billion in cash today, she 
added.

Another important factor is 
Iraq’s maintaining good ties with 

its neighbours and the wider re-
gion: $5 billion was pledged by 
Arab Gulf countries and another 
$5 billion was promised by Turkey. 
Any souring of ties could threaten 
investments in Iraq.

The conference came three 
months ahead of Iraqi elections. 
Many investors are likely wait-
ing to see the outcome of the poll 
before committing money in Iraq. 

They may fear a rise in Iranian in-
fluence in Iraq.

“I think many people are waiting 
until after the elections,” an un-
named senior US official told For-
eign Policy. “They want to know 
the composition of the govern-
ment first.”

Iraqi analyst Sajad Jiyad said 
that he expected an increase in 
Saudi investment should Abadi re-

main in power after the elections 
in May. This is because the country 
will be stable and the Saudis feel 
“they can work with” Abadi, Jiyad 
said on Twitter.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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alentine’s Day, the Feast 
of Love marked by the 
exchange of heart-
shaped balloons, red 
roses and teddy bears 

between couples, has gained ac-
ceptability in the mainly Muslim 
Arab world, with many people 
openly celebrating the centuries-
old tradition.

Residents of conservative Mus-
lim countries such as Saudi Arabia, 
where public manifestations of the 
February 14 holiday were previ-
ously considered taboo, can pur-
chase red roses, which used to be 
confiscated from flower shops by 
the religious police.

This year’s more open celebra-
tion of Valentine’s Day was boost-
ed by high-profile religious figures 
issuing statements of tolerance, 
a sign the Arab world is moving 
against the flow of Islamist pro-
nouncements.

In Tunisia, Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, senior officials said they 
had no objections to people cel-
ebrating the occasion. Some even 

seemed to welcome the holiday 
— believed to be named after the 
Catholic martyr and priest Saint 
Valentine — and affirmed the com-
mon value of love it aims to cel-
ebrate.

Tunisia’s Grand Mufti Sheikh 
Othman Battikh said celebrating 

Valentine’s Day is not forbidden 
under Islamic law “as long as it 
does not transgress morality.”

“Any (love) that brings people 
closer together like the love of God, 
love of parents, love of the nation 
is a good thing. Loving is part of Is-
lamic principles and loving God is 

about loving all people and God’s 
creatures,” Battikh was quoted as 
saying by Tunisia’s Akher Khabar 
Online newspaper.

Sheikh Ahmad Mamduh of the 
fatwa department in Egypt’s Dar 
al Ifta wrote on the religious insti-
tute’s official Facebook page: “In 
his Hadith, the Prophet called on 
man if he loves his brother to tell 
him ‘I love you in God.’

“The notion of love is much 
broader than the feelings between 
men and women. On that day (Val-
entine’s) it is acceptable to express 
love to your children, your friends 
or your parents.”

Comments by Sheikh Ahmed 
Qassim al-Ghamdi, a prominent 
Saudi cleric and former head of the 
religious police in Mecca, in sup-
port of the holiday were perhaps 
the most surprising.

“It is a positive social event 
and congratulating people for it is 
not against sharia (Islamic law),”  
Ghamdi told Saudi-owned  
Al Arabiya television.

“It is an act of kindness to share 
greetings on Western, national 
and social holidays, including Val-
entine’s Day. Exchange red roses 
with others, as long as it is towards 
peaceful people who do not share 

animosity or are being at war with 
Muslims,” said Ghamdi, whose 
comments would have been un-
thinkable a year ago.

Coincidentally, February 14 has 
been an official holiday in Leba-
non since 2005 but as a tragic  
milestone marking the assassi-
nation of former Prime Minister  
Rafik Hariri.

Although the sad occasion oc-
curred on with the Feast of Love, 
couples in the country celebrated 
Valentine’s Day. Street vendors and 
florists sold heart-shaped balloons 
and roses in singles and dozens. 
Many of the shops had Valentine’s 
Day sales and restaurants offered 
special Valentine’s Day menus.

Egyptians celebrated Valentine’s 
Day despite a social media cam-
paign by Salafists slamming the 
feast as non-Islamic. In the prov-
ince of Suez, large street banners 
carried messages of love inscribed 
by couples. “I have a unique hus-
band and I promise to make him 
happy forever,” said one message. 
“My dear wife I adore you and will 
always do,” said another, the web-
site Dot Masr reported.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Changing mores. An Iraqi woman walks past Valentine’s Day 
decorations in Baghdad, on February 14.                 (AFP)

Why is this man smiling? Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) attends the Kuwait international 
conference for the reconstruction of Iraq in Kuwait City, on February 13.                                                  (AFP)
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