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Opinion

A study released by the World Bank 
and the United Nations makes a 
strong case for conflict preven-
tion. “Pathways for Peace: 
Inclusive Approaches to Prevent-
ing Violent Conflict” states that 
wars cost an average of $70 billion 

in economic losses every year and that, from 
2005 to 2014, the number of deaths caused by 
armed conflict increased ten-fold.

More than 65.6 million people — half of whom 
are children — have been displaced or rendered 
refugees.

Wars in recent decades tended to last longer. 
“While conflicts that ended in 1970 tended to 
last an average of 9.6 years, conflicts that ended 
in 2014 had lasted an average 26 years,” notes the 
report.

The Middle East and North Africa region finds 
itself in the eye of this storm. MENA countries, 
the report says, “have seen the most rapid 
expansion and escalation of violent conflict. 
Although home to only 5% of the world’s 
population, in 2014 the region accounted for 
45% of the world’s terrorist incidents, 68% of 
battle-related deaths, 47% of internally dis-
placed people and 58% of refugees.”

Sobering numbers and the future could still be 
dire.

“By 2020, it is estimated that almost three-
out-of-four Arabs could be living in countries 
vulnerable to violent conflict,” the report warns.

Syria is home to the planet’s worst killing 
fields, with more than 400,000 dead, 5 million 
refugees and 6.3 million internally displaced. 
“The Syrian war is one of the defining crises of 
the contemporary era,” the report says.

Syrian children have been continuously 
victimised, thrust into the middle of armed 
conflict: “The proportion of children under 15 
being recruited by armed groups has increased 
from 20% in 2014 to more than 50% in 2015,” 
notes the report.

The wounds of Syria’s war will take generations 
to heal, if ever. “In real terms, Syria’s GDP was 
estimated to have contracted by 63% between 
2011 and 2016,” the report states. “In cumulative 
terms, the loss in GDP amounted to an  
estimated $226 billion between 2011 and 2016 —  
approximately four times the 2010 GDP.”

Internecine wars are gaining in complexity 
around the world, with Syria again the prime 
example.

“In 1950, there were an average of eight armed 
groups in a civil war; by 2010, the average had 
jumped to 14. In 2014, more than 1,000 active 
armed groups were estimated in Syria alone,” the 
report says. It is no surprise that peace or even a 
ceasefire has been so elusive.

The report, however, suffers from a major 
oversight: It fails to acknowledge the degree to 
which armed groups serve as proxies for regional 
powers. “Many of today’s armed groups have no 
(or little) formal connection to a state and are 
categorised loosely as non-state armed groups,” 
the report contends. This statement does not 
reflect the reality on the ground, where Iran-
sponsored militias, for instance, span the region.

The proliferation of armed groups and con-
tinuation of conflict are linked to the fraying of 
the state. Moreover, “illicit economies” thrive in 
such environments, creating another vicious 
circle. Such parallel economies finance militias 
and terrorist groups, as has been the case in 
Syria, Iraq, the Maghreb and the Sahel.

Violent conflicts do not appear out of thin air 
and the report accurately observed that conflicts 
in the MENA region “take place against a 
background of domestic grievances, particularly 
a breakdown in the prevailing social contract in 
these countries.”

Young people often feel excluded and disen-
franchised. They might enjoy better standards of 
living than previous generations but they also 
share greater ambitions and frustrations, 
especially as they are better educated and more 
aware of the wider horizons in the world.

Climate change is another underlying cause of 
conflict. Drought, for example, engenders migra-
tion flows and makes life in rural areas unsus-
tainable.

From 1980-2010 “climate-related disaster 
[coincided] with approximately 23% of armed 
conflict outbreaks,” the World Bank and the 
United Nations say. With water growing scarcer 
in MENA, future wars already have a built-in 
trigger.

As crucial as they are, these factors are 
exacerbated by the role of foreign and regional 
powers. The use of proxies and airpower make 
wars limit the number of casualties for outside 
forces tempted to fight to the last Iraqi, Syrian or 
Libyan civilian.

Convincing such actors to refrain from 
pushing their agendas through reckless military 
intervention might be easier said than done but 
it is prerequisite for preventing and containing 
conflicts. Outside interventions without 
well-thought exit strategies can cause endless 
disasters. Western-led campaigns in Iraq and 
Libya are cases in point.
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When the new Saudi 
Arabia met the new Egypt

S 

audi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz’s recent 
visit to Egypt was special 
by all norms and has set 
new standards for what 

future inter-Arab relations should 
be like.

It was a meeting between a new 
Egypt and a new Saudi Arabia; a 
meeting with a clear regional 
dimension. It was a meeting 
between two Arab countries 
seeking practical ways of comple-
menting each other and not just 
an opportunity to repeat mean-
ingless slogans.

Strictly speaking, it was a 
breach of protocol when Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
welcomed the Saudi crown prince 
at Cairo International Airport in 
person but the gesture was a sign 
of the very close cooperation 
between both countries and an 
expression of their desire to 
pursue their mutual benefits. This 
is normal since both countries 
face common challenges requir-
ing real solutions.

Everything about the visit 
indicated there was a departure 
from the usual classical approach 
in the bilateral relations between 
both countries. It is no longer just 
Saudi Arabia giving aid to Egypt 
and Egypt exporting labour to 
Saudi Arabia.

Saudi-Egyptian relations have 
moved to a phase of complemen-
tarity in many domains for 
security, economic and political 
purposes. Even geographically 
both countries are reaching out to 
each other irrespective of which 
one owns which island in the Red 
Sea.

In simpler terms, both countries 
are showing enough maturity by 
abandoning the old mind frames 
of venomous competition in the 
region. Egypt feels it has nothing 
to gain from any harm that could 
come to Saudi Arabia and vice-
versa.

The question in Saudi-Egyptian 
relations is no longer who leads 
the Arab world, for there is no 
more one Arab world. In fact, the 
new Saudi-Egyptian relations are 
based on Saudi Arabia’s need for 

Egypt and Egypt’s need for Saudi 
Arabia. This does not mean that 
the enormous problems facing 
both countries will be swept 
under the rug. Both countries 
need to educate their citizens to 
make it possible to speak about 
important common projects and 
about rejecting religious extrem-
ism by both societies.

The new Saudi Arabia was 
visiting the new Egypt. Crown 
Prince Mohammed put in motion 
a real social revolution in Saudi 
Arabia. He not only freed Saudi 
society from old and crippling 
complexes but initiated a real war 
on corruption that did not spare 
princes or high officials. It was no 
coincidence that his visit to Egypt 
came after the publication of 
Vision 2030 and after announcing 
the mega project of NEOM in the 
border zone between the Saudi 
kingdom, Egypt and Jordan.

It was normal then that Crown 
Prince Mohammed and Sisi’s 
route from the airport included 
several stops at sites that inti-
mately link the Suez Canal and 
the Red Sea to both countries. The 
route included a stop at the 
beautiful city of Ismailia, which 
used to be the preferred residence 
of foreign communities in Egypt 
before the nationalisation of the 
Suez Canal and whose presence in 
Egypt was priceless on many 
levels.

In an unprecedented move, the 
Saudi crown prince met with 
Coptic Pope Tawadros II and 
invited him to visit Saudi Arabia. 
It was clear that the Saudi leader-
ship shares Egyptian concerns 
about Egypt’s national unity and 
backs its war on terrorism. The 
message here is that Saudi Arabia 
is no longer a source for extremist 
religious ideologies.

The Saudi crown prince went to 
Egypt with several messages. The 
first was the Saudi leadership’s 
belief that Egypt belongs to all 
Egyptians: Muslims and Chris-
tians alike. The second was that 
Saudi Arabia is open to all cul-
tures. To that effect, the crown 
prince and the Egyptian president 
attended a play at Cairo’s Opera 
House.

Saudi Arabia is going through 
profound changes. After having 
received Lebanon’s Maronite 
patriarch in November 2017, the 
Saudi kingdom will soon wel-
come the Coptic pope. Further-
more, Riyadh is going to have its 
own opera house.

Saudi Arabia is abandoning old 
practices. Those practices had 
taken root as a reaction to Iran’s 
ideological expansionism, which 
started in 1979. We always come 
back to 1979, the year marking the 
beginning of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran and its efforts to export its 
revolution. Saudi Arabia was a 
target for that revolution so it 
responded by closing itself 
socially and culturally.

The important thing is that 
both Egypt and Saudi Arabia have 
decided to learn from their 
painful past and move on towards 
a brighter future in bilateral 
relations. These relations will 
encompass not just common 
projects but also a common 
strategic vision for the entire 
region.

That strategic vision begins 
with protecting the Red Sea and, 
consequently, the Suez Canal and 
safeguarding future projects like 
NEOM, for example. There is a 
need for a common vision on how 
to deal with the situation in 
Yemen, with Sudan and the 
countries in the Horn of Africa, 
including the lawlessness in 
Somalia.

The entire region is going 
through a difficult period. A 
threat to the security of the Red 
Sea is a threat to the security of 
the Suez Canal. The region is 
coveted by Iran and Turkey. For 
more than half a century, Saudi-
Egyptian relations suffered the 
consequences of useless jockey-
ing for Arab leadership between 
leading figures such as Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat, 
Saddam Hussein and Hafez 
Assad. These relations can now 
flourish under new leaderships in 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia. They 
must flourish for the sake of 
safeguarding the region from 
terror and from Iranian expan-
sionism.

Editorial
Preventing wars in 
the Middle East is a 
global responsibility

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

Saudi-Egyptian relations must flourish for the sake of safeguarding 
the region from terror and from Iranian expansionism.

The new 
Saudi-Egyp-
tian relations 
are based on 
Saudi Arabia’s 
need for 
Egypt and 
Egypt’s need 
for Saudi 
Arabia. 
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