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DYNAMICS

On 10 April the US State Department 
announced it would award up to $10 
million for information on activities, 
networks and associates of Hezbol-
lah’s main man in Iraq—Muhammad 
Kawtharani. For the first time in over 
a decade the turbaned commander of 
the Tehran-backed Lebanese organisa-
tion hit the headlines—as American 
interest in him grew. But the shadowy 

commander did not materialise over-
night. His appointment as Hezbollah’s 
de-facto ambassador to Iraq dates back 
to 2003, following the US-led invasion 
of the country and subsequent top-
pling of dictator, Saddam Hussein. 
In the following years, the purge of 
Hussein’s government employees and 
the re-engineering of the country’s po-
litical system prompted the return of 

The Road to Baghdad Runs 
Through Beirut: Hezbollah in Iraq

Operation Irini Sets Sail into a Complex 
Libyan Scenario

More than three months after the Ber-
lin Conference, where some of the coun-
tries involved in Libya’s quagmire — re: 
Turkey, Russia, the UAE and Egypt — 
pledged to refrain ‘from interference in 
the armed conflict’ and little has, substan-
tially, changed. The war still ravages the 
county and despite the arrival of Rama-
dan and growing fears of COVID19, no 

lasting ceasefire has been reached. In 
light of an ever more complex proxy 
scenario on the doorsteps of the Euro-
pean Union (EU), the bloc’s 27 Mem-
ber States have decided to officially flex 
their foreign policy muscles once again 
by projecting their military power in the 
Central Mediterranean in order to halt 
the influx of illegal weapons into Libya. 

On 16 April 2020, The 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) held a video 
meeting to discuss the 
setting-up of a collective 
food security system due 
to the rising fear of a po-
tential food crisis as a 
result of COVID-19. The 
Council then announced 
the approval of Kuwait’s 
proposal to establish a 
joint food security net-
work to reduce negative 
impacts from the pan-
demic. Historically, food 
has not been regarded 
as a security issue in the 
Gulf since the states there 
have adequate overseas 
supplies and the liquid 
capital to ensure unin-
terrupted supply. This 
way of thinking is chang-
ing under the cloud of 
COVID-19 which has 
highlighted how easy 
supply chains can be in-
terrupted…and at what 
cost. The Gulf states are 
heavily dependent on 
food importations which, 
in some cases, make up 
as much as 85% of the 
total food consumed by 
their populations. As 
a result of this realisa-
tion, the Gulf states have 
been steadily reorienting 
their security provisions 
and have included food 
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COVID-19 in the Middle East
Creating Challenges and Opportunities

T HE R EPORT

The webinar was held on 21 April 2020.  The full streaming of the event is available at www.egic.info/events

As the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic sweeps around the 
world, the NATO Defense Col-
lege Foundation and the Euro-
Gulf Information Centre (EGIC) 
co-organised an online, expert 
discussion titled ‘The Middle 
East after Coronavirus’ (21 April 
2020) to discuss potential con-
sequences on the geopolitics 
and internal political dynamics 
in the Middle East. The objec-
tive of this session was to antici-
pate what follows the COVID-19 
crisis in this strategic region. 
The experts were: Lina Abur-
ous (Managing Director, Strategy, 
Euraffex), Ahmed Elbaz (Direc-
tor, Early Warning Centre, UAE), 
Oded Eran (Senior Research Fel-
low, Institute for National Security 
Studies) and Umberto Profazio 
(Maghreb Analyst, NATO Defense 
College Foundation). The event 
was moderated by EGIC President, 
Mitchell Belfer. The underlying 
theme threading through the ex-
perts’ discussion was the Coronavi-
rus’ ability to exacerbate economic, 
political and social tensions in the 
region and test international com-
mitments to the Middle East while, 
simultaneously, creating a window 
of opportunity to develop regional 
cooperation in new fields crucial for 
regional development or potential 
transformation of political systems.  
 
Below are some key ideas raised 
by the speakers during the debate: 
 
Speaking from Brussels, Lina Abur-
ous provided an insider’s perspec-
tive on Euro-Middle East relations 
and the potential consequences 
of COVID-19. Globally, she antici-
pates ‘a deglobalised world’ and, 
specifically, in the Middle East, her 
key concern is the COVID-19 crisis’ 
effect on the European and interna-

tional assistance to the Middle East 
as countries will be preoccupied 
with the pandemic’s domestic im-
pact. The potential cuts in develop-
ment aid and/or military assistance 
might negatively impact the re-
gion’s recovery from the crisis and 
lead to more turmoil. Another ma-
jor factor will be the already high 
levels of unemployment, which can 
be expected to further increase due 
to the drop in foreign investment 
flows and decreased job opportuni-
ties. Aburous also expects change 
in the trust between citizens and 
institutions and rethinking the 
purpose of organisations, such as 
the Arab League. She highlighted 
Jordan’s response to COVID-19 as a 
model for other countries in the re-
gion. Pointing to the EU countries’ 
visible shift away from European 
values towards an inward-looking 
approach— such as during the ref-
ugee crisis and now the COVID-19 
crisis — Aburous argued that be-
fore it can become a facilitator of 
regional cooperation in the Mid-
dle East, the EU needs to first re-
examine its approach and rethink 
cooperation. Nevertheless, Abur-
ous remained cautiously optimistic 
in her assessment of the repercus-
sions. There might be a transforma-
tion of a relationship between the 
institutions, governments and citi-
zens—the creation of new regional 

alliances that extend beyond mil-
itary and security fields together 
with the possible emergence of 
‘political systems that are more 
open and less afraid of radicalised 
groups and foreign interference.’ 
In his assessment, Oded Eran 
stressed the bleak economic fore-
cast for the Middle East, where 
the IMF and the World Bank pre-
dict -4% negative growth and, for 
some countries, worse. 

Consider Lebanon, for instance, 
Eran reminded us that there will 
be a -12% economic retraction in 
2020. This comes a decade after 
the so-called Arab Spring, whose 
consequences are still playing out 
across the region. He stated that 
‘the double effect of both the Arab 
Spring and the Corona will linger 
with us for a long time.’ The falling 
price of oil adds to the unfavour-
able economic outlook: ‘Countries, 
which built [their budgets] on $60 
a barrel have to contend now with 
somewhere between $20-$25 a bar-
rel and this is serious trouble; not 
only for the producing countries 
but also for those who were helped 
through remittances from for-
eign workers, such as Jordanians, 
Egyptians [and] Palestinians who 
worked in the Gulf and won’t be 
able to go back to work.’ Since there 
will, likely, be less foreign direct in-
vestments flowing into the Middle 
East, it will be difficult for coun-
tries there to mobilise funds. Jump-
ing to the EU dimension, since the 
Union has been unable to agree on 
financial support mechanisms to 
its own members to offset the dam-
age of COVID-19, Eran reminded 
us that: ‘Europe will find it hard to 
mobilise funds for outside of Eu-
rope to assist countries that already 
are in an economic crisis, the same 
may apply to the international fi-
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nancial organisations.’ The conse-
quences may be long term and not 
only in economic terms. Consider 
the prolonged suspension of reli-
gious rites—it is bound to produce 
a backlash, one that might further 
exacerbate social tensions and fuel 
extremism. Eran warned that ‘there 
is a danger of economic, social 
and religious unrest in the region.’ 
To overcome the COVID-19 crisis, 
Eran highlighted the need for re-
gional cooperation and pointed to 
the current window of opportunity 
to extend the exchange of informa-
tion and sharing experiences into 
new areas, beyond the military, 
such as water and the health sector, 
to ensure regional development. 
In this regard, the EU and NATO 
could provide the necessary um-
brella even for states that do not 
have diplomatic relations, similar 
to the 1991 Madrid conference. 
This is not to say that the conflicts 
would simply be erased, however 
Eran sees regional collaboration on 
some key issues — re: water, agri-
culture, health — as necessary for 
the region’s development, overcom-
ing COVID-19 and any future, pos-
sibly much more disruptive, crises.

 According to Umberto Profazio 
‘Coronavirus can be a watershed 
moment in contemporary histo-
ry, uniting the Global North and 
Global South in the multi-faceted 
challenge of the pandemic.’ The 
COVID-19 resulted in the strength-
ening of states’ powers, increased 
use of technology for citizens’ sur-
veillance, limiting civil liberties and 
sometimes also political rights. Ac-
cordingly, the restrictive measures 
might lead to a shift in relations be-
tween the authorities and the pub-
lic, especially in the Middle East 
and North Africa: ‘In North Africa 
in particular, states are at high risk 
due to the fact that there’s a prevail-
ing authoritarian model [with the 
exception of Tunisia], significant 
economic constraints and popu-
lar pressure.’ In the short run, the 
pandemic will likely reinforce the 
pro-status quo authoritarian mod-
el, however ‘discredited institutions 

would be increasingly scrutinised 
by the disenfranchised population 
and this could lad in the long run 
to a new wave of mass protests.’ 
From the international perspective, 
external powers, such as China, are 
making inroads into North Africa 
by slowly filling the vacuum left by 
the withdrawing United States and 
France. With COVID-19, Beijing is 
using its ‘mask diplomacy’ to ex-
pand its soft power into North Af-
rica—as in Europe. However other 
external actors are also present 
such as Moscow and Ankara which 
project their power into the region, 
Europe’s ‘soft underbelly,’ this is 
particularly visible in the Libyan 
conflict. The conflict itself was not 
affected by the pandemic and con-
tagion has been largely underre-
ported due to the fighting, however 
it might take a high toll on civil-
ians, especially those in the over-
crowded Libyan detention centres. 
Profazio argued that the EU has to 
reexamine its approach to Libya 
and migration, pointing to the new 
EU Operation Irini off the Libyan 
coast, whose mandate is only to 
enforce the arms embargo in the 
Eastern part of Libya. However, 
Profazio sees that with the excep-
tion of Libya, ‘the internal factors 
would be more important than the 
geopolitical ambitions to shape the 
Middle East and North Africa after 
the pandemic.’ Profazio anticipates 
the weakening of state structures 
in the Sahel to the advantage of 
armed groups such as Al-Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and 
the Islamic State, which will fur-
ther fuel instability. Similar to Abu-
rous, Profazio foresees the need to 
rethink the role of international 
organisations, including the United 
Nations, in dealing with major cri-
ses and conflicts worldwide.

Also Ahmed Elbaz stressed the 
coming economic issues in the 
Middle East following the pan-
demic, stating that there will bee 
a ‘a sharp economic slowdown in 
2020, especially in tourism and the 
oil sector.’ Many countries will now 
seek ways to cut their spending and 

the Gulf will be no exception. This 
will, accordingly, particularly affect 
countries that receive financial aid 
from the Gulf, including Lebanon 
and Jordan. In his intervention, El-
baz focused on the Arab Gulf coun-
tries, particularly the UAE, and the 
response to the pandemic, looking 
at the high level of preparedness, 
the rapidness of recognising health 
as a security issue, the quality of 
healthcare systems and the role of 
Big Data in limiting the spread of 
the COVID-19 among the popula-
tion by monitoring the residents 
infected with the virus. Mitchell 
Belfer (moderator) added that the 
recognition of health as a security 
issue was manifested in the Gulf by 
the introduction of free healthcare 
to all nationals, all residents and 
also to all illegal migrants infected 
by the virus without any legal re-
percussions. According to Elbaz, 
armed groups in Libya, Syria or 
Yemen might seize the opportu-
nity and exploit the COVID-19 cri-
sis to try to expand their influence 
over more areas. Returning to the 
repercussions of the COVID-19 for 
the Middle East, Elbaz suggests that 
the crisis unveiled the weaknesses 
in many countries’ infrastructures 
and he expects a general tendency 
to reinforce national sentiments 
that benefit all citizens regardless 
of tribal, ethnic or sectarian divi-
sions when it comes to dealing with 
crises: ‘there will be more general 
interest to focus on the society as 
a whole.’ 

While this session only opened up 
debate on the role COVID-19 will 
play in shaping states in the Mid-
dle East and, indeed, the wider in-
ternational community for years 
to come, the speakers provided 
important clues for what may lay 
ahead. Since this is an ever-evolving 
situation, it is important to remain 
abreast of developments, continue 
to monitor the situation while 
keeping an open mind in relation 
to the changes ahead.

by Nikola Zukalová
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The Road to Baghdad Runs Through Beirut: 
Hezbollah in Iraq

FROM PAGE 1

Iraq’s exiles. By then, many had 
developed a strong allegiance to 
Iran and would go on to open 
Baghdad’s doors to Tehran and 
its proxies, including Hezbollah. 
Washington’s own misunderstand-
ing of Iraq, and the region more 
generally, also helped pave Teh-
ran’s way to Baghdad. The power 
vacuum left by the catastrophic 
de-Baathification process, and an 
increasingly strained relation-
ship between US forces and Iraqi 
civilians quickly turned ‘libera-
tors’ into invaders. Meanwhile, 
Iran continued to build its pres-
ence through social, economic 
and political projects, while its 
deep-rooted understanding of the 
country provided Tehran an air of 
legitimacy that Washington lacked. 
In a recent interview aired on BBC 
Radio 4, the former head of the Co-
alition Provisional Authority, Paul 
Bremer, claimed Iran was “simply 
not present at all … there was no 
Iranian push while I was there.” 
Caught in its violent military enter-
prise, America seemingly missed 
Iran’s soft power. And, while the 
US designated Hezbollah as a ter-
rorist organisation in 1997, it was 
not until 2013 that Kawtharani 
caught Washington’s eye, prompt-
ing the US Treasury Department 
to sanction him for his efforts to 
“provide training, funding, politi-
cal and logistical support to Iraq’s 
Shia insurgent groups” and con-
demning Hezbollah for carrying 
out “pernicious activities that reach 
beyond the border of Lebanon.” 
Today, America’s battle against 
Iranian influence in the region is 
ongoing, and is often punctuated 
by bouts of violence—not least, in 
January, when the US targeted and 
assassinated Iranian al Quds Force 
Major General Qassem Soleimani. 
But the power vacuum likely de-
sired by the Americans was swiftly 
filled. Just hours after the killing of 

Soleimani, Iran’s supreme leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei announced 
that Soleimani’s deputy Esmail 
Qaani was succeeding the general. 
Meanwhile, in Baghdad, Kawthara-
ni was moving to take over some of 
the “political coordination of Iran-
aligned paramilitary groups” once 
entrusted to Soleimani, accord-
ing to the US State Department. 
As Kawtharani’s list of responsi-
bilities grew, so did alarm bells in 
Washington. According to Reuters 
news agency, the Lebanese com-
mander was tasked with hosting a 
series of urgent meetings between 
Hezbollah members and Iraqi mili-
tia leaders not long after the death 
of Soleimani in an attempt to pre-
empt possible rifts between the 
groups. Though vastly outranked 
by Soleimani, Kawtharani’s new-
found role mirrors that of the late 
Quds leader, particularly when it 
comes to manoeuvring political de-
cisions in favour of Tehran: “in that 
role, [Kawtharani] was like a copy 
of Soleimani,” AFP reported on 21 
April, citing a senior Iraqi general.
But Kawtharani is by no means a 
replacement for Soleimani, said 
Iraqi analyst Sajad Jiyad. Although 
they mostly alight, “Hezbollah 
operates a foreign policy separate 
from Iran on Iraq,” explained Ji-
yad. However, he added, “Hezbol-
lah will be more active in dealing 
with Iraqi parties given Soleim-

ani’s absence from the scene.” 
This is likely to have impacted 
Adnan al Zurfi’s failed attempt at 
piecing together a government, 
leading him to resign less than a 
month after taking on the role of 
prime minister designate. Zurfi, a 
American citizen, was strongly re-
jected by Iran-backed Shiite blocs 
because of his alleged pro-Amer-
ican stance. On 09 April, Musta-
fa al-Kadhimi was appointed to 
take over from Zurfi and given a 
month to bring together a cabinet. 
According to Jiyad, Kawtharani 
is likely to have sought consen-
sus in favour of Kadhimi in order 
to discard Zurfi and his Ameri-
can ties: “It was important at 
the time that Zurfi be rejected, 
the only other viable candidate 
on which all parties could agree 
in place of Zurfi was Kadhimi”. 
So far, however, Kadhimi seems 
likely to go down the same road 
as his predecessors. According 
to local media reports on April 
24, the cabinet list presented by 
the new prime minister desig-
nate was rejected in its entirety 
by the county’s Shia factions. 
In a deeply fractured and fragile 
political system, Kawtharani is re-
ported to have played a key role 
in reconciling some of the Sunni 
and Shia political factions, an idi-
osyncratic talent that does not go 
unnoticed in Iraq. Married to an 
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Iraqi woman and fluent in the lo-
cal dialect, the Lebanese play-
maker is said to be well-versed in 
the country’s political game. For 
years he has travelled back and 
forth between Lebanon and Iraq 
and coordinated with Iran, carry-
ing out the same shuttle diploma-
cy that Soleimani was known for. 
Among other reasons, Iran helped 
create Hezbollah in the early 1980s 
to widen its regional outreach, but 
at a time in which Tehran is deal-
ing with worrying internal strug-
gles – including a dire economy 
and social grievances – the regime 
is increasing its dependence on 
proxies as a means to maintain 
a grip on the region. Iraq, with a 
shared border and important eco-

nomic and historical ties, is of ut-
most importance. So much so that 
when Iraqi protesters took to the 
streets to demand an end to foreign 
interference, Iran-backed militias 
set out to violently quash the mass 
demonstrations, killing hundreds 
of civilians between October 2019 
and April 2020. According to the 
US State Department, Kawtharani 
facilitated the actions of the groups 
“that have violently suppressed pro-
tests, attacked foreign diplomatic 
missions, and engaged in wide-
spread organised criminal activity.” 
For years, the US and Iran have 
battled out their differences on 
Iraqi soil. The latest spike in vio-
lence took place in February when 
Iraqi bases hosting coalition troops 

were targeted by Iran-backed mili-
tias, following the assassination of 
Qassem Soleimani and Iraqi com-
mander Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis. 
Meanwhile in Lebanon, Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah threat-
ened to target American bases, sol-
diers and warships in retaliation for 
the killing of the Iranian general. 
While the world’s gaze falls on the 
turbulent Twitter exchanges be-
tween President Donald Trump and 
the Iranian regime, shadowy power 
brokers like Hezbollah’s Kawtha-
rani continue to work behind the 
scenes, with the savoir faire of a 
seasoned diplomat intent on in-
fluencing Iraq’s political process.

by Sofia Barbarani

FROM PAGE 1

Operation Irini Sets Sail into a Complex Libyan 
Scenario

This authority is based on UNSCR 
1970 (2011) and subsequent reso-
lutions that call for an arms em-
bargo on the North African state.
Despite initial resistance by states 
such as Austria and Hungary, due 
to fears that the new operation 
would act as a “pull-factor” for 
migrants, a Council agreement 
was reached. Based on decision 
2020/472 of 31 March 2020, the mil-
itary crisis operation EUNAVFOR 
MED IRINI was launched.  As of 4 
May 2020 the Operation headquar-
ters in Rome has announced that 
Irini has “set sail” into the geopo-
litically complex waters of the Cen-
tral Mediterranean. At this initial 
moment, Irini will count on three 
vessels from the French, Greek and 
Italian navies and personnel from 
23 Member States. More specifical-
ly, the French frigate Jean Bart is al-

ready operational in the Mediterra-
nean, counting on the support of a 
patrol aircraft from Luxembourg. It 
will be patrolling the coastal water 
of Libya in order to intercept ves-
sels suspected of trafficking arms.  

Still, beyond the hype of the EU’s 
new Common Security and De-
fense Policy (CSDP) mission, lie 
several questions pertaining to 
the EU’s effective military strategy, 
to the migrant question and to 
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the arrival of COVID19 in Libya. 
Firstly, the conflict in Libya is 
fuelled by personnel and weapons 
entering the country by sea, land 
and air from distant states that have 
some stake in the conflict.  The UN-
backed government in Tripoli, led 
by Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj, is 
supported by Turkey, Italy  and Qa-
tar, while the Eastern government 
in Tobruk, led by dissident military 
general Khalifa Haftar, is support-
ed by Egypt, France, the UAE and 
Russia. By looking at the players 
positioned on the Libyan geopolit-
ical chessboard, including two EU 
Member States on opposing sides, 
whose interests — re: energy — are 
at stake, how will the EU navigate 
both literally and diplomatically 
in this scenario? For the bloc not 
to be accused of favouring one side 
of the conflict, by acting on only 
one arms route, it will most likely 
need a much more comprehensive 
mission, with more personnel and 
intelligence to guard the border 
with Egypt, perhaps a mission simi-
lar to the UN mission in Lebanon 
(UNIFIL). If the EU is only effec-
tive in blocking weapons arriving 
via sea and ignoring the weap-
ons flowing across Libya’s Eastern 
land border, its strategy to enforce 

the UN arms embargo in Libya 
will be seen as flawed and biased. 
Secondly, there is a question of up-
holding international law as the ill 
treatment of migrants and asylum 
seekers by the Libyan Coast Guard 
and in detention camps becomes 
known to the world. Libya is a 
transit country for many people 
trying to reach the EU owing to its 
geographic proximity to Southern 
Europe.  As the EU’s geopolitical 
aims have changed in the area due 
to an electoral shift towards right-
wing governments elected on na-
tionalistic anti-migrant agendas, 
some of which openly opposed to 
the rescuing of people at sea, the 
EU has lost some of its interna-
tional humanitarian credibility in 
this process. In fact, it is important 
to remember that Operation Irini 
was only approved because right-
wing countries such as Hungary 
and Austria made sure that Irini 
would be primarily an operation 
to support the UN arms embargo 
on Libya, moving away from the 
humanitarian objectives of previ-
ous Central Mediterranean mis-
sions, such as Operation Sophia. 
Furthermore, the EU finances and 
trains the Libyan Coast Guard, no-
torious for its ill treatment of mi-

grants. The founding EU fathers, 
who lived themselves through the 
horrors of the Second World War, 
wherein millions of Europeans 
likewise became refugees, perhaps 
would  have envisioned a differ-
ent, more compassionate interna-
tional role for the bloc as it pro-
jects its power beyond its borders. 
Finally, the Libyan realty is not only 
more complex because of the num-
ber of military players involved 
and the migrant issue but, like 
the rest of the world now fighting 
against an invisible encroaching 
enemy, COVID19 has made its way 
silently into the war-torn country. 
The International Rescue Commit-
tee (IRC) has warned that ‘attacks 
on health care and civilian infra-
structure are not only adding to 
the conflict’s ever increasing death 
toll, but also jeopardising the coun-
try’s fragile COVID19 response.’
In order for the EU to ascertain its 
role in the Central Mediterranean, 
it will need to consider these and 
many other variables within this 
complex scenario. Hopefully, Oper-
ation Irini, named after the Ancient 
Greek goddess of Peace, will uphold 
the true significance of its name.

by Melissa Rossi

FROM PAGE 1

There is a Responsibility to Protect in Yemen

Justifying acts of aggression and 
seeking legitimacy from others for 
certain behaviours is an ancient 
international political precept. At 
times this process tends towards 
legitimacy through power, where 
might makes right, while at other 
times a more consensus form of 
legitimacy reflects the zeitgeist. At 
the time of this writing, the inter-
national order is based on a mix-
ture of legitimacy generators: self 
(re: power) and international (re: 
via institutions and/or institutional 
conventions). This research assesses 
the legality of the Saudi-led coali-
tion’s intervention in Yemen. The 
work is divided into two sections: 
First, it discusses the responsibility 
to protect (R2P) and the conditions 

necessary for the international 
community to embark on collec-
tive security measures in order to 
preserve peace and security. The 
work then assesses the Yemen in-
tervention according to the R2P.

Contextualising R2P
R2P was developed to set the crite-
ria needed for states to forgo state-
sovereignty and intervene in an-
other states’ domestic affairs. R2P 
sought to determine whether such 
interventions could be legitimate 
under certain circumstances and 
has come to reflect areas the West-
phalian system neglects and to pro-
vide cover for states to intervene 
in cases where grotesque crimes 
against humanity are underway—

as a means of protecting human life. 
This concept came on the heels of 
the monumental failures of the in-
ternational community to prevent 
genocidal crimes in Rwanda (1994) 
and Bosnia Herzegovina (1992-
1995). The turbulence of the 1990’s 
gave rise, in 2001, to a new energy 
to reflect on sovereignty and its lim-
itations which produced the Inter-
national Commission on Interven-
tion and State Sovereignty (ICISS). 
The report of the ICISS sought to 
build an international consensus 
on how to act in the face of mas-
sive violations of human rights and 
prevent other genocides from oc-
curring. Indeed, the report laid out 
three ‘responsibilities’ for states to 
accept when applying R2P namely: 
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1. the responsibility to prevent—re: 
sovereignty is not only a right, but 
a responsibility to protect citizens’ 
rights, 2. the responsibility to act—
by the international community 
to prevent massacres and 3. the re-
sponsibility to rebuild—implying 
interveners’ obligations to rebuild 
damaged sites and provide neces-
sary goods after an intervention.
Consider, for instance, the case of 
Libya in 2011 where the applica-
tion of R2P was utilised since there 
was a case for showing that the 
Muammar Qaddafi regime in Lib-
ya had targeted its citizens as mass 
civil disobedience transformed 
into open insurrection. The United 
Nations Security Council issued 
several resolutions to signal resolve 
to Qaddafi—but Tripoli ignored 
them. With further documentation 
of crimes against humanity reached 
the UNSC, it adopted resolution 
1973 which constructed the legal 
basis for the international com-
munity to intervene and protect 
Libyan civilians under Chapter VII 
of the UN Charter. The resolution 

included a comprehensive package 
of coercive measures — re: arms 
embargo, asset freezes, travel bans 
and a referral of the situation to the 
ICC — to persuade the Qaddafi re-
gime to end its operations. A no-fly 
zone was also established to allow 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
sation (NATO) — which assumed 
responsibility in this case — to ap-
ply R2P rules—resulting in regime 
change in Libya. While war rages 
on in Libya, it is likely that the ap-
plication of R2P preserved untold 
lives at the time. Unfortunately, 
the coalition in that campaign did 
not appear ready to accept the re-
sponsibility to rebuild and much of 
the current crisis in Libya is testa-
ment to that shortcoming. Others 
have learned from the Libya case.

Saudi-led Intervention in 
Yemen: Legal After All?
In March 2015, Saudi Arabia led 
a coalition to intervene in Yemen. 
UNSC resolution 2216 noted that 
the intervention was a response to 
the letter from the President of Yem-

en, Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, which
"requested from the Coopera-
tion Council for the Arab States of 
the Gulf and the League of Arab 
States to immediately provide 
support, by all necessary means 
and measures, including military 
intervention, to protect Yemen 
and its people from the continu-
ing aggression by the Houthis."
The situation in Yemen is some-
what unique since the responsible 
party is a non-state actor — albeit 
sponsored by a state: the Islamic 
Republic of Iran — which threat-
ens the lives and livelihood of 
Yemen’s civilians. The resolution 
requested Ansar Allah (re: Sup-
porters of God a.k.a. Houthis) 
to respect the rule of law and re-
frain from undertaking further ac-
tions that threaten stability in the 
country. The Houthis disregarded 
the resolution and subsequent de-
mands. Ansar Allah rejectionism, 
coupled with the dire situation fac-
ing Yemen’s people, Saudi Arabia 
stepped-up and applied the R2P to 
return the country to greater stabil-
ity. Saudi Arabia and its many al-
lies embarked on their mission in 
Yemen assuming the responsibility 
to prevent, the responsibility to act 
and the responsibility to rebuild.
From the beginning of the inter-
vention, the Saudi-led collation 
sought a peaceful and political so-
lution in Yemen that respects the 
rule of law. While the coalition ap-
plies military force to punch open 
humanitarian corridors while de-
grading the ability of the Houthi to 
strike population centres in Yemen 
(and in Saudi Arabia and the UAE) 
it has always kept open channels 
for a negotiated settlements. Note, 
for instance, the Stockholm/Riyadh 
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A Growing Issue: 
Food Security in the Gulf

security as a central aspect. 
Food security is rooted in four 
main pillars: 1. availability, 2. access, 
3. utilisation and 4. stability. In this 
context, Gulf states’ food security 
consists of the double-edged sword 

of food availability and stability 
which are at risk when food import-
dependent countries cannot obtain 
food — even though they can af-
ford it. Gulf states are concerned 
with possible price and supply 

shocks, which could render their 
food security system vulnerable. 
Coronavirus is threatening the 
otherwise positive food security 
outlook in the Gulf since there is 
concern about a possible food ex-
portation stoppage as states cool 
international trade relations and 
focus inward. Therefore, the en-
tire GCC, including Qatar, has 
agreed to establish a food net-
work, which includes arrange-
ments at borders and customs 
posts in order to provide food ad-
equately among the Gulf states. 
In addition to the GCC, the United 
Nations Economic and Social Com-
mission for Western Asia (ESCWA) 
has also expressed their concerns 
that the Gulf states will likely face 
food shortage due to border clo-
sures, movement restrictions, dis-
ruptions in goods transportation.
COVID-19 only poses the most re-

FROM PAGE 1

agreements, welcomed by the inter-
national community but rejected 
or dealt with falsely by Ansar Allah.
And, learning from the errors of 
Libya, the Saudi-led collation has 
taken the lead in reconstruction 
efforts in Yemen—even as the con-
flict ebbs and flows. For instance, 
the King Salman Relief Centre 
has done several key projects, and 
offered tremendous financial sup-
port, as part of the reconstruction 
effort in Yemen. Such projects in-
clude: the Emergency Response 
for Hygiene and Sanitation in the 
Aden Governate and to Provide 
and Distribute Food Assistance in 
Yemen 2020. Also, Saudi Arabia 
founded The Saudi Development 
and Reconstruction Program for 
Yemen (SDRPY) which aims to re-

construct the road and transporta-
tion lines for civilians. These initia-
tives show the commitment by the 
Saudi- led coalition that aimed to 
protect civilians in war and after. It 
is also worth noting that the UN’s 
World Food Programme relies on 
KSRelief and Saudi Arabia and its 
allies (re: Bahrain, UAE, Kuwait 
etc) to fund their Yemen projects. 
This extends beyond the delivery 
of foodstuff. For instance, KSRe-
lief has helped clear anti-person-
nel and anti-vehicle landmines 
in Yemen in order to facilitate lo-
gistical activities of the UN and 
other national and international 
agencies working in the country.

***
The coalition that intervened in 
Yemen did not do so to expand a 

sphere of influence or as a symbolic 
gesture to shore-up international 
support. The Iran-backed Houthis 
had seized the core of the country, 
internally displaced the President 
and cabinet (along with hundreds 
of thousands of others) and con-
tinue to threaten civilian lives in 
Yemen and regional stability. Dip-
lomatic efforts bore no fruit. The 
coalition jelled together with a 
single mission, to support Yem-
en’s civilians. In the fog-of-war, at 
times, errors have been made and 
those errors have been deadly. But 
the main objective of the coalition 
is base around the R2P doctrine 
and should be regarded as such.

by Hussam Althiyabi
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cent food-related challenges to the 
Gulf and it is interesting to reflect 
on previous disruptions. In the late 
1970s, for instance, a US food em-
bargo was invoked against the oil-
producing Arab states in response 
to the oil embargo.[3] Learning 
from that experience, the Gulf 
states pursued local-food produc-
tion policies and enabled subsides 
to improve future food supply 
chains. For instance, the govern-
ment of Saudi Arabia prioritised 
its agriculture sector by providing 
interest-free credit to facilitate its 
development and lands were dis-
tributed to its citizens to cultivate. 
In another example, in the wake of 
the 2008 economic crisis, the Gulf 
states were exposed to another neg-
ative side of food import depend-
ance as they faced double digit in-
flation due to increasing consumer 
prices triggered by high food prices. 
During that period, roughly one 
third of inflation was derived from 

food prices. Following that crisis, 
the GCC states adopted strategies 
of purchasing/leasing farmland 
from abroad — Africa, Australia, 
Europe, Canada, India etc — and 
made deep agro-investments. 
These too, however, are based on 
the free flow of goods and thus do 
not secure the supply of food. Ul-
timately, the combination of rapid 
population growth — and with it 
urbanisation — coupled with de-
pleted fresh water stocks plunged 
the GCC states into a food-depend-
ency cycle countries. Many of the 
innovations being explored in the 
region today are based on finding 
ways to harvest the desert. Saudi 
Arabia, for instance, is now the 
world’s largest date producer due 
to desert cultivation, while Bah-
rain has an experimental farm-
ing facility conducting state of 
the art research into the matter. 
In time, it is likely that all the GCC 
will ease out of food dependancy 

in terms of production, but for 
now they all have to contend with 
international trade mechanisms. 
Before the outbreak of coronavi-
rus, GCC food import demand 
was estimated to be around $53.1 
billion (USD). This has meant that 
food is no longer a question of 
consumption, it is a question of 
survival. The root of the problem 
can only be dealt with on a supra-
national level and it is an impor-
tant first step to view food through 
the prism of security. The second 
step is to ensure the flow of food 
no matter the global circumstances 
and the third is to keep investing 
in ways to make the desert bloom, 
fight desertification and bring back 
autarky to Gulf food production.

by Zeynep Beyhan
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Thursday, 23 April — Bahrain’s sup-
ply chain track-and-trace platforms 
for pharmaceuticals and medi-
cal devices provider, MCV Global, 
announced a partnership with 
COX Logistic Group, a Bahrain-
based logistic provider, to launch 
‘SmartHub’ logistic warehouse for 
pharmaceuticals and food. The 
Bahrain-headquartered warehouse 
will distribute food and medicine 
across the entire Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) market.

A Month in the Gulf

Monday, 6 April — The Kuwait 
National Petroleum Company 
(KNPC) announced the comple-
tion of its Clean Fuel Project at 
Al-Ahmadi refinery, following the 
launch of the last two units, which 
will produce 37,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) of coal and 8,400 bpd of 
naphtha. The total production ca-
pacity of the Al-Ahmadi refinery 
will be 364,000 bpd. Together with 
the developments at the Mina Ab-
dullah refinery, the biofuel project 
will cost around KD 4.6 billion (ap-
proximately $16 billion) and will 
have a capacity of 800,000 bpd.

Bahrain Kuwait Oman

Wednesday, 29 April — The Minis-
try of Finance of Oman demanded 
the state-owned companies to ac-
celerate the process of replacement 
of foreign staff members by quali-
fied Omani citizens, particularly 
in leadership and senior positions 
in government firms. The demand 
comes as part of the Sultanate’s 
Omanisation policy that includes 
the appointment of Omani nation-
als instead of expatriates in public 
sector companies by July 2021.

Qatar

Wednesday, 8 April — Qatar de-
livered to Italy two field hospitals 
with a total capacity of 1000 beds, 
equipped with medical equipment 
to treat the COVID-19 patients. An-
other three military cargo aircraft 
landed in Italy, bringing medical 
tools and equipment. The Qatari 
military technical team was wel-
comed by the Italian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Luigi Di Maio. 
Thursday, 16 April – Qatar Petro-
leum announced the beginning of 
drilling in the North Field East Pro-
ject to expand its liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) production capacity. The 
North Field is Qatar’s largest natu-
ral gas deposit and is shared with 
Iran. The first phase of the project 
will increase Qatar’s LNG produc-
tion capacity by 43%—from 77 mil-
lion to 110 million tons a year.

Saudi araBia

Sunday, 26 April — Saudi Arabia 
and China signed a $265 million 
(USD) deal to fight COVID-19. Ac-
cording to the agreement, China 
will supply the Kingdom with 9 
million COVID-19 test kits, 500 
specialist technicians who will pro-
vide training to Saudi health pro-
fessionals, six regional laboratories 
and a mobile modular air dome 
laboratory that will support screen-
ing and detection capabilities. 
Tuesday, 28 April — Saudi Arabia’s 
Supreme Court announced the 
abolition death penalty for prison-
ers convicted of crimes committed 
when they were minors. The deci-
sion came days after the Kingdom’s 
Supreme Court abolished flogging 
as a form of judicial punishment 
in the Kingdom, as part of the re-
forms supervised by Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman Al-Saud.

uaE

Thursday, 30 April — The UAE re-
ceived the first of three contracted 
GlobalEye airborne early warn-
ing and control (AEW&C) aircraft, 
manufactured by the Swedish aero-
space and defence company, Saab. 
The aircraft will provide the Emir-
ates with the capability to simulta-
neously perform surveillance of air-
borne, land and maritime threats. 

Wednesday, 15 April — The Unit-
ed Nations (UN) and the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) 
thanked the UAE for its efforts to 
provide medical and critical protec-
tive supplies to African countries 
amid the spread of COVID-19. The 
UAE has dispatched medical aid 
to about 49 countries around the 
world since the beginning of the 
pandemic
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Turkey Needs More than a Palliative Solution to 
Cope with COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic is pri-
marily a healthcare issue. However, 
the measures that have been ap-
plied to deal with contagion have 
slowed international trade which 
is being felt in nearly every eco-
nomic sector. To stave-off econom-
ic ruin and prevent subsequent 
political upheaval, governments 
around the world have launched 
major financial stimulus packages. 
Besides fiscal policies, monetary 
policy plays an important role in 
tandem, and many central banks 
— re: the European Central Bank 
and the US Fed — have taken mon-
etary action to keep the financial 
sector liquid and assist financ-
ing conditions in the economy.  
Turkey also announced similar fis-
cal and monetary measures—al-
though to a lower level. Yet, many 
of these steps, notably in monetary 
policy, are inappropriate given Tur-
key’s current economic environ-
ment since it is facing an ongoing 
economic crisis caused by foreign 
currency debts of non-financial 
corporations which began even 
before the pandemic. Moreover, 
the financial package announced 
by the government, called the 
‘Economic Shield Stability Pack-
age,’ is full of gaps that may cause 
serious economic problems in the 
future. The COVID-19 crisis was, at 
first, very well managed in Turkey. 

However, after the first confirmed 
case on 11 March, the number of 
active cases and the mortality rate 
rapidly increased to some 69392 
cases with 1518 dead by 15 April. 
Turkey’s ‘Economic Stability Shield 
Package,’ worth $15.4 billion (USD) 
is meant to cushion the economic 
effects of COVID-19. Not only will 
it support salary payments and 
postpone loan payments, it will 
also provide flexibility for taxpay-
ers. Notably, the Turkish govern-
ment announced that it will main-
tain minimum wage support to 
employers regardless of the firms' 
size. The government will continue 
to provide monthly TL 75 (Turk-
ish Lira) — approximately $10.85 
(USA) — per employee through 12 
months. Furthermore, the govern-
ment would prohibit employment 
layoff for three months under 
draft legislation aimed at protect-
ing those with job insecurity and 
it would pay 60% of the salaries of 
those employed in firms that have 
been forced into insolvency direct-
ly due to the pandemic. Through 
the ‘Short-Term Employment Al-
lowance,’ which will support peo-
ple working in businesses forced 
to shutter, the Turkish government 
promised direct transfers — within 
the range of TL1,752 to TL4,381 (re: 
$254 to $634 USD) — to employ-
ees’ bank accounts (1). This fund 

may seem to be a supportive step 
by the government, yet it is insuffi-
cient. This is sure to several factors. 
First, it does not comprise all la-
bourers. Employees would have 
had to have worked for 600 days in 
the same employment to qualify—
though a sub-limit reduces that 
number to 450 days. Second, an 
official employment contract val-
id for the past 60 days is required. 
Considering that there are nine 
million informal employees in Tur-
key — according to TUIK, the Turk-
ish Statistical Institute — this social 
segment will be unable to benefit 
from the government’s short-term 
employment allowance. It is also 
noteworthy that it is not forbid-
den to force employees to accept 
unpaid leave even if being laid-off 
has been banned for three months. 
Employees forced to take unpaid 
leave receive a monthly income 
of 1177 TL (roughly $170.73 USD) 
from the unemployment fund—
well below the minimum monthly 
wage of $370 USD. Due to such 
gaps in the package, employees 
risk receiving only $170 from the 
unemployment fund instead of re-
ceiving monies in the range of $253 
to $633 by applying the short-term 
employment allowance (2). That 
said, the debt relief of banks — for 
bank customers — from three to 
six months and the bolstering of li-
quidity, which doubled the limit of 
the Credit Guarantee Fund (a fund 
that assists loans drawn by the ben-
eficiaries) was increased from TL 25 
billion to TL 50 billion. These are 
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