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DYNAMICS

On 8 January 2019, the 
European Union (EU) ap-
proved fresh sanctions on 
a unit of the Ministry of 
Intelligence of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and two 
of its individuals members, 
the Deputy Minister, Saeid 
Hashemi Moghadam, and 
Director General of Intel-
ligence, Assadollah Asadi, 
over assassination plots 

within the EU. The EU ac-
cuses the Tehran agency 
of carrying out plots and 
attacks in several Euro-
pean countries. The move 
puts individuals and intel-
ligence unit on the EU ter-
ror list, thus freezing their 
financial assets. The EU 
has concluded that IRGC 
operatives have been re-
sponsible for hostile acts 

within its territory since 
2015. This comes despite 
EU-Iran joint efforts to 
enhance bilateral relations 
and save the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), despite the de-
cision of the United States 
(US) to abandon the deal. 
In the Netherlands… On 
the very day sanctions were 
agreed on, the Foreign Min-

ister of the Netherlands, 
Stef Blok, declared that 
his country's secret service 
had "strong indications" 
that Iran was involved in 
the assassination of Dutch 
nationals, firstly in Am-
sterdam in 2015 and then 
in The Hague in 2017. The 
Netherlands had in fact 
previously expelled two 
Iranian embassy workers 

the eu’s iran Dilemma
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What the EU’s New Delegation to Kuwait is all About
The wider Middle East is 
increasingly polarised and 
the European Union (EU) 
is growing increasingly un-
easy about it. This is par-
ticularly visible in the EU’s 
relations to the countries 
of the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) which has 
taken a few hits since the 
short-lived momentum of 
cooperation on post-Arab 
Spring Yemen, when the 
two intergovernmental ac-
tors coordinated on a plan, 
later unsuccessful, for the 

orderly transition of power 
from (former) Yemeni Pres-
ident, Ali Abdullah Saleh. 
Since then, a number of dis-
agreements have emerged 
between the two parties in-
cluding: the EU’s staunch 
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For 202 years, the United 
Kingdom and the King-
dom of Bahrain have been 
allies. Although the UK 
dwarfs Bahrain in demo-
graphic and geographic 
terms, London has come 
to rely on the Island na-
tion in pursuit of its Arab 
Gulf interests. What Bah-
rain lacks in size, it makes 
up for in local knowledge, 
networks and the sense of 
loyalty demanded by the 
harsh desert environs of the 
wider Middle East. Bah-
rainis regard the British 
as part of their own tribal 
switchboard adding to the 
country’s socio-political 
tapestry. In security affairs, 
Bahrain is home to a UK 
naval facility that enhances 
its projection capabilities, 
while the UK helps train 
and maintain Bahraini se-
curity forces. They share 
vital intelligence on terror-
ist threats from Hezbollah 
to Daesh. By all accounts, 
the official UK-Bahrain 
relationship is ironclad. 
And yet public mispercep-
tions about Bahrain persist. 
Google ‘Bahrain Elections 
2018,’ and the results are 
telling: most of the Arab 
press applauds Bahrain for 
heading to the polls — and 
not the streets — for its po-
litical expressionism, while 
in the British media, the 
elections are being sold, 
succinctly, as a ‘sham.’ This 
double-discrepancy is con-
fusing. In a region riddled 
with conflict, where sectari-
anism is rife, civil wars rag-
ing, and geopolitical com-
petitions approaching the 
boiling point, parliamen-
tary elections in Bahrain 
should be celebrated. So 
why, in the UK, aren’t they? 
Many British opinions of 

Bahrain stem from the 
country’s 2011 crisis. While 
this was a uniquely Bahrain 
event — a slow-motion re-
run of the attempted coups, 
acts of terrorism, subver-
sion and incitement that 
followed Ayatollah Kho-
meini’s claim’s of Iranian 
sovereignty over the coun-
try — it has been packaged 
into a wider Arab Spring 
narrative that, essentially, 
constructs a binary Middle 
East: where government 
is “bad” and demonstra-
tors — no matter how vi-
olent — are “good.” Such 
simplicity is dangerous. 
In Bahrain, it was the Al 

Wefaq bloc that emerged 
to generate and govern the 
international public debate 
about the country. Since 
2011, it succeeded in being 
branded as Bahrain’s only 
opposition group in the 
British media. But caution 
is enjoined. The bloc is in 
but is not the opposition. In-
stead, it is a sectarian bloc 
with a sectarian agenda. It 
is financed by Iran. Its spir-
itual leader, Isa Qassim, is 
an Ayatollah from the Qom 
school and its political af-
fairs are run by Ali Salman, 
a Shia religious cleric. And, 
it does not make its own 

decisions but defers to the 
innocuously named Islam-
ic Scholars Council which 
refers to Al Wefaq as the 
‘bloc of Believers.’ Most 
importantly, it shunned na-
tional elections in 2002 and 
2014 and used intimidation 
to dissuade its former dep-
uties from running as in-
dependents. Although dis-
solved, Al Wefaq members 
continue to agitate against 
their former parliamentary 
partners (Sunni and Shia) 
and peddle disinformation 
to the international press.
The asymmetric focus on 
Al Wefaq eclipses Bah-
rain’s political plurality. It 

is simply not the opposition. 
There are many other blocs 
and societies and people 
that fulfil that role. From 
socialists and trade union-
ists to other Shia blocs (re: 
Ajam) and Sunni tradi-
tionalists, secularists and, 
of course, women — who 
won some 15 per cent of the 
available seats, marking a 
milestone in women’s po-
litical participation — the 
country can boast a vibrant 
and mature political culture. 
And, with nearly 70 per 
cent casting their ballots, 
it is clear that this new par-
liament represents the will 

of the Bahraini people be 
they Shia, Sunni, Christian, 
Jewish, Hindu or secular. 
The predominant media 
narrative that Bahrain is 
governed by sectarianism 
is factually and ethical-
ly wrong. The country is 
far more diverse than that. 
Bahrain is facing the equiv-
alent of the international 
press ignoring all other as-
pects of British socio-eco-
nomic and political life 
during the decades of the 
Troubles in Northern Ire-
land. It is good thing that 
the UK remembers sec-
tarianism and how it can 
erode the national morale 
and lead to terrorism and 
other forms of political vi-
olence. It spent a genera-
tion trying to break out of 
that cycle and learned im-
portant lessons on how to 
reduce sectarian identities 
through national discours-
es of inclusion. In Bahrain, 
the government has teamed 
up with civil society groups 
to do just that—focus on 
reform and national iden-
tity and reduce sectarian-
ism. Its dissolution of the 
Al Wefaq bloc was a matter 
for the national courts and 
processes and not of inter-
national public opinion. 
The November elections, 
the turnout, the public de-
bate, the campaigns, the 
winners all point to the 
fact that Bahrain made the 
right decision. Al Wefaq 
was an agent of disruption 
and the country’s politics 
are more stable as a result 
of its exclusion. After all, it 
would be counterintuitive 
to encourage and empower 
a sectarian bloc, led by an 
Ayatollah, in a multi-faith, 
multi-denominational and 
multi-religious society.

Bahrain: an island of staBility in a sea of madness
FROM PAGE 1 Originally Published on www.commentcentral.co.uk/bahrain-an-island-of-stability-in-a-sea-of-madness

by Mitchell Belfer
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ABSTRACT - The 1979 
Iranian revolution contin-
ues to reverberate through-
out the Middle East. 
While many of the more 
pronounced Iranian prox-
ies, such as the Lebanese 
Hezbollah and the Houthi 
militia in Yemen, are the 
focus of a wide assortment 
of terror-state explorations, 
it is important to look at 
some of the other organi-
zations that Tehran utiliz-
es in pursuit of its regional 
and international interests. 
Bahrain, has long been of 
a strategic interest to the Is-
lamic Republic as it regards 
it as its Fourteenth Prov-
ince and a stepping stone to 
a more direct confrontation 
with Saudi Arabia. The Ira-
nian Revolutionary Guard 
Corp prioritizes operations 
against Bahrain, for Ma-
nama has faced a host of 
radicalized terrorist groups 
commanded by the IRGC 
over the years which con-
ducted terrorist attacks and 

coup attempts. While Bah-
raini security operations 
were able to contain most 
Iranian terrorist groups, 
the 2011 upheaval in much 
of the Arab world provid-
ed clandestine groups with 
new opportunities to polar-
ize Bahrain and inspire po-
litical violence. This study 
focuses on several of the 
main Iran-backed groups 
to have emerged in Bahrain 
since 2011. Identifying the 
so-called: Saraya al Ashtar, 
along with its political 
umbrella Al Wafa move-
ment, and the Military 
Wing of Hezbollah Bah-
rain, as the main groups, 
this study seeks to provide 
an understanding of those 
organizations since they 
pose the most pronounced 
challenge to Bahrain (at 
present) and to stability 
in the wider Arab Gulf. 
Additionally, the study 
presents and analyses the 
groups noted above (with 
reference to their context). 

It then asseses areas of 
impact of the groups and 
concludes with summariz-
ing Bahrain’s measures on 
how to curtail these groups 
and their Iranian backers. 
 
EXTRACT "Clandestine 
operations organized and 
executed by members of an 
Iran-backed militia—lat-
er named Saraya al Ashtar 
(SaA)—can be traced to 
2007. At that time, acts of 
violence had been greatly 
reduced as the result of co-
ordinated police actions and 
high-profile prosecutions. 
However, a regrouping 
and incorporation of mem-
bers of the (then) dissolved 
IFLB was in process. Al-
though operating without 
the SaA brand until 2012, 
the organization existed as 
a clandestine unit that took 
advantage of the mount-
ing troubles in early 2011 
to form a new, radicalized 
terrorist group in Bahrain. 
As part of their training ex-

ercises, young men in the 
SaA (all from the Shia sect) 
from some of Bahrain’s 
villages—for example, 
Sanabis, Sitra, Diraz, Daih, 
and Bani Jamra—began 
the process of militarizing 
demonstrations by using 
political dissent as a means 
of triggering strategic riots 
aimed at attacking Bah-
rain’s security forces.2 The 
process followed a pattern: 
First, groups of young men 
and women would stage a 
march or protest in one of 
the Shia villages...

Iran’s Clandestine War on the Kingdom of Bahrain
Saraya al Ashtar and the Military Wing of Hezbollah Bahrain
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Political islam

in the age of democratization
In the Arab-Islamic world, 
there has been a long-stand-
ing interaction between 
politics and religion. Such 
interaction was evident in 
the context of the upris-
ing of the 2011, known as 
the Arab Spring. Young 
Arabs marching for social, 
economic and political re-
forms generated optimism 
for change in the Middle 
East and the North Africa. 
The book "Political Islam 
in the Age of Democratiza-
tion", by Kamran Bokhari 
and Farid Senzai, argues 
that, after the Arab Spring, 
the Arab Muslim world was 
able to experience demo-
cratic transition and that 
religion played a crucial 
political role as a source of 
identity. This book helps 
understanding the ascend-
ing composition of political 
Islam in the period of de-
mocratisation and offers an 
insight on the domestic ac-
tors as the main driver trans-
forming Islamist perception 
of democracy not only in 
the region and beyond. 
The authors elaborate on 
the evolution of Islamism 
since the 1990s by analys-
ing ‘Participatory, Con-
ditionalist and Rejector’ 
Islamists. According to 
the authors, ‘Participatory 
Islamists’ are those who 
perceive democracy to be 
compatible with Islam and 
understand democratisa-
tion as a later stage of the 
human political evolution. 
Bokhari and Senzai use the 
case of the Muslim Broth-
erhood, particularly in 
Egypt, as the most signifi-
cant participatory actor. As 
part of the ‘Participatory’ 
subset of Islamism, the 

Egyptian Muslim Brother-
hood adopted a supportive 
narrative towards democ-
ratisation and emphasized 
on the electoral process as 
the most important factor of 
democratisation. Arguing 
for the elections, the Egyp-
tian Brotherhood used the 
Arab Spring as a way to es-
tablish itself in a democrat-
ic political system and grab 
unprecedented power in 
the country’s history. Crit-
ics of the Muslim Brother-
hood argue that in the case 
of President Mohamed 
Morsi, who was elected in 
June 2012 after the ousting 
of long-time leader Hosni 
Mubarak, his government 

acted exclusively in the in-
terest of the leading party 
once it achieved electoral 
legitimacy. During the ref-
erendum on a new constitu-
tion in 2014, Morsi granted 
himself a wide-range of 
powers above any legal 
court and used his author-
ity to order a new trial for 
Mubarak, sentenced to 
three years in prison. This 
centralisation pursued 
by the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood once in power 
is in fact in contradiction 
with their narrative, adher-
ent to the principles of par-
ticipatory political Islam. 
As the middle ground be-
tween ‘Participators’ and 

‘Rejectors’, this book offers 
an insight at the ‘Condition-
alist’ Islamists, identified as 
the Salafists, who claim that 
their ideology is a trend or a 
methodology. Accordingly, 
after the 2011 uprisings, 
Salafis were forced to prove 
the difference between their 
ideology and the ideology 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
In the aftermath of the Arab 
Spring, Salafi Islam entered 
politics after long years of 
democracy rejection. An 
example can be found in 
the Libyan Madkhlists, 
Salafis, who supposedly 
do not take part in the poli-
tics, however cooperate 
politically and militarily 
with General Khalifa Haf-
tar, leader of the Tobruk-
based government of east-
ern Libya, in countering the 
opposition groups, such as 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Delving deeper into the 
topic of democratisation 
and Islamism, the discus-
sion continues with the 
‘Rejector Islamists’ identi-
fied in jihadists. Bokhari 
and Senzai argue that, giv-
en that violent jihad is their 
main goal, al-Qaeda and 
other militant forces cannot 
be equated to other Islam-
ist groups. As a part of the 
rejectors’ family, the au-
thors analysed the Afghani-
stan’s Taliban, as a nation-
alist jihadist group which 
claims that democracy is 
incompatible with Islam. 
After the terrorist attacks 
against the United States 
on 11 September 2001, the 
great majority of Muslims 
distinguished themselves 
from jihadi groups. Seeing 
this as an opportunity to 
gain political recognition 

BOOK R EV IEW 

by 
Kamran Bokhari & Farid Senzai
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in the domestic arena and 
world-wide, the Taliban 
has, in recent years, trans-
formed the movement away 
from its previous insurgent 
rejector’s position and to-
wards achieving the status 
of participatory Islamists. 
Having examined the rejec-
tor’s category, Bokhari and 
Senzai return back to par-
ticipatory Islamism, ana-
lysing Shia Islamism. The 
authors present Iranian Shia 
Islamism as consisting of 
both democratic values and 
theocracy. The discussion 
on Shia Islamism continues 
with Iraqi Shia Islamists 
and Hezbollah. According 
to the authors, Arab Shia 
Islamism includes greater 
participatory values than the 
Islamic Republic of Iran. 
Controversially, the book 
concludes by considering 
Turkey’s ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), 
presented as an example 
of a post-Islamist group’s 
transformation towards 

secularism. After 9/11, the 
AKP played an important 
role in countering jihadists 
in the global political dis-
course on Islamism. With 
regards to democratisation, 
post-Islamism is defined 
as a transition process that 
accepts religion’s role in 
public affairs while ac-
complishing its ideology 
via democratic politics and 
secular institutions. How-
ever, this idealised view of 
Turkey that the authors ad-
vance, should arguably be 
re-considered 5 years after 
the book was published. 
In particular, it has to take 
into account the strategic 
exploitation of electoral 
legitimacy by the AKP to 
grab unchecked powers do-
mestically and geopolitical 
influence regionally. In the 
years after the Arab Spring 
and particularly after the at-
tempted anti-Islamist coup 
d’état in 2016, Turkey is 
slowly transforming its pol-
icies towards an Islamist-

flavoured authoritarianism 
rather than secularism. This 
statement can be supported 
by Turkey’s President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan’s use 
of power to crackdown on 
independent media, jailing 
journalists and labelling 
them as terrorists and the 
attempt to abolish some ex-
isting institutions and form 
new ones that would fall di-
rectly under his command. 
At the regional level, with 
the emergence of the Arab 
Spring, the AKP had an op-
portunity to boost its foreign 
policy agenda and to rein-
force geopolitical influence 
of Turkey, and they pursued 
it by indiscriminately ex-
tending support to Islamist 
groups thorough the region. 
Overall, this book is a great 
contribution to the litera-
ture, providing strong evi-
dence with illustrations of 
the evolution of Islamism 
since the 1990s, and with 
regard to its relationship to 
democratisation. In sum, the 

analysis provides an open 
door for future debates of 
democratic principles vis-
à-vis the Islamist ideology. 
The chapters are, however, 
lacking reference on the 
Islamists’ drift towards au-
thoritarianism, the process 
to limit political freedoms 
and shape a strong central 
power of the Islamist lead-
ers, as it is in the case of 
Turkey. It would have been 
helpful if the authors had 
made a clear distinction 
between democratic values 
and democratic processes, 
because a support for some 
mechanisms of democracy, 
for instance electoral ones, 
does not mean embracing 
democracy itself.  In other 
words, to provide citizens 
with free elections alone 
does not necessarily mean 
that a system is democratic.

by Jasmina Ameti
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Between December 2018 
and January 2019, Italy’s 
energy giant, Ente Nazi-
onale Idrocarburi (ENI), 
launched a business offen-
sive in the Arabian Penin-
sula, signing strategic and 
lucrative contracts in Bah-
rain, Oman and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE). Un-
doubtedly, ENI retained an 
important position in the 
global oil and gas markets 
even before signing its lat-
est agreements in the Arab 
Gulf, however, such de-
velopments have the po-
tential to significantly im-
pact ENI – and, therefore, 
Italy’s energy interests. 
In the UAE
In Abu Dhabi, ENI signed 
two concession agreements 
for the acquisition of a 70% 
stake in the UAE’s Offshore 
Block 1 and Offshore Block 
2 exploration areas for a du-
ration of 35 years. Success-
ful exploration would lead, 
according to the contract, 
to an overall concession to 
ENI. The exploration areas 
are located on the north-
west coast of Abu Dhabi 
and are the first blocks to 
be awarded among those 
that were offered for com-

mercial bidding by the 
Abu Dhabi National Oil 
Company (ADNOC). The 
bidding tool place in April 
2018 and was part of Abu 
Dhabi’s first-ever step to 
an open block licensing 
strategy. Prior to this deal 
ENI had only been awarded 
minor concessions in the 
UAE, such as a 10% stake 
in the Umm Shaif and Nasr 
Offshore concessions, a 
5% stake in the Lower Za-
kum concession as well as 
a 25% stake in the Ghasha 
concession. The consider-
able temporal length of the 
new concession clearly rep-
resents the strategic depth 
of ENI’s new UAE focus. 
The other strategic ele-
ment is represented by the 
long-term perspective for 
both ENI and ADNOC in 
the largely unexplored and 
potentially very attractive 
UAE gas market. Surely 
the potential discovery of 
large quantities of oil in 
the aforementioned blocks 
would be a desirable and 
lucrative outcome, howev-
er, new gas reserves would 
entail even longer term 
dividends for both ENI and 
Abu Dhabi. ENI would in-

evitably be in a very privi-
leged position, ahead of its 
global competitors, with 
regard to the exploitation 
of the new gas resources. 
The UAE, a net importer of 
natural gas, would certainly 
welcome the perspective 
of becoming independent 
from the gas supplies it 
receives from Qatar. Abu 
Dhabi regards total energy 
independence as increas-
ingly desirable to enhance 
its regional status and fur-
ther constrain Doha’s bar-
gaining power as Gulf ten-
sions between Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Bah-
rain, and the UAE continue. 
In Bahrain 
ENI’s new contracts in the 
UAE must be understood 
within a wider effort in the 
Arabian Peninsula – by 
Italy’s energy giant – to 
diversify its activities and 
supplies from operations 
in Iran, Iraq and Libya. 
ENI plans to expand to 
Bahrain where it recently 
signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) with 
Bahrain’s National Oil and 
Gas Authority for explo-
ration and a preliminary 
understanding to retain a 

privileged position for fu-
ture exploitation in the re-
cently discovered Khaleej 
Al-Bahrain oil field. The 
field is expected to contain 
some 80 billion barrels of 
oil, making it the largest 
oilfield in the Kingdom.  
In Oman
Oman is also high on ENI’s 
agenda. ENI was already 
active in Oman, partnering 
the Sultanate’s Oman Oil 
Company Exploration and 
Production (OOCEP) in 
country’s Bloc 52. In Janu-
ary 2019, ENI signed an 
Exploration and Production 
Sharing Agreement (EPSA) 
for a 90% share in Bloc 
47 and 50% in Bloc 77.  
And Beyond
ENI’s business cooperation 
with Arab Gulf govern-
ments goes beyond explo-
ration and production rights 
in onshore and offshore 
facilities within the Gulf 
itself. Qatar Petroleum is 
an increasingly important 
partner with regard to ENI’s 
operations worldwide. The 
two companies are current-
ly proceeding to the joint 
development of both Bloc 
1 and Bloc 24 in Mexico. 
Interestingly, ENI’s future 
plans in the gas sector, co-
incide in time with the an-
nouncement of cooperation 
projects in the same sector, 
between Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf countries in which 
ENI has recently decided 
to invest significantly. In-
terviewed in January 2019, 
Saudi Arabia’s Energy 
Minister, Khalid Al-Falih, 
declared he was in talks 
with his Omani and Emi-
rati counterparts to extend 
Saudi Arabia’s gas network 
to its Gulf neighbours.  
The Euro Gulf Informa-
tion Centre (EGIC) will 
continue to monitor major 

ENI in the Gulf: Present Opportunities and Prospects
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developments in the energy 
market, especially these 
linking businesses and gov-
ernments in Europe to their 
counterparts in the Gulf. 
Enhanced business rela-
tions often result in strong-
er political synergies. ENI, 

in its various engagements 
in the Middle East, demon-
strates that a solid strategic 
and long-term approach, 
which is needed to become 
an established regional 
player, could potentially 
benefit Italy’s posture as a 

whole. In fact, the lack of 
such strategic vision has pe-
nalised Italy’s most recent 
governments, characterised 
instead by limited political 
leverage in a strategically 
important region. While 
businesses have their own 

priorities, which are often 
independent from govern-
ment needs or aspirations, 
global business groups, for 
better or worse, increas-
ingly have the capacity to 
achieve political influence. 

What the EU’s New Delegation to Kuwait is all About
support for the 2015 Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA, aka the 
Iran nuclear deal) which is 
strongly opposed to by Sau-
di Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and Bah-
rain. Yet, it is perhaps the 
polarisation of the region 
and the fragmentation of 
the GCC, crystallised by the 
2017 crisis — pitting Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE and Bah-
rain against Qatar – which 
more comprehensively im-
pacted the EU’s ability to 
effectively coordinate with 
the GCC countries. This is 
due to the traditional modes 
of the EU’s engagement: 
being an intergovernmental 
organisation, the EU tradi-
tionally, favours a region-
to-region approach to en-
gagement. Until 2016, for 
instance, the EU only had 
a single delegation to cov-
er the whole GCC region, 
which was situated in Ri-
yadh—the capital of Saudi 
Arabia and seat of the GCC. 
While multilateralism, as 
a political approach, is un-
der strain at a global level, 
the EU is being weakened 
by internal crises includ-
ing the United Kingdom’s 
decision to leave the bloc, 
economic malaise in sev-
eral of its members and the 
rise of populist national-
ism. These are impairing 
its already-limited ability to 
speak coherently in foreign 
affairs over the interests of 
individual members. To 
avert these limitations, the 

EU’s response to relaunch 
its political engagement in 
the Gulf region and wider 
MENA, has manifested in 
an increased outreach to in-
dividual states and a more 
proactive pursuit of bilat-
eral relations in general. In 
2016, the EU opened a del-
egation to the UAE, situ-
ated in Abu Dhabi, as the 
UAE’s impact in the region 
significantly grew. Then, in 
December 2018, the EU an-
nounced it would soon open 
another delegation in Ku-
wait. Arguably, this latest 
announcement signals key 
priorities for the European 
Union in a turbulent region.
Kuwait was the first GCC 
state to reach a Coopera-
tion Arrangement with the 
European External Action 
Service (EEAS)—the EU’s 
foreign service. Signed 
in 2016, the agreement is 
comprehensive in scope, 
providing the framework 
for increased political and 
economic cooperation. 
Alongside the EU’s com-
mitment to support Kuwait 
in its plans for diversifica-
tion Vision 2035, some-
thing which Brussels priori-
tises across the Gulf region, 
a high-level political dia-
logue was established. This 
reflects a common politi-
cal vision for the region as 
well as the appreciation 
of the EU’s for Kuwait’s 
role as a stabilising force.
For instance, Kuwait has 
shown a willingness to play 
a diplomatic role in some of 

the most complex regional 
situations, including the 
Qatar crisis and Yemen con-
flict. As Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt 
severed relations to Doha, 
Kuwait was quick to de-
clare its neutrality and ex-
pended considerable ener-
gies in the attempt to mend 
relations, including by act-
ing as an intermediary be-
tween the parties. Kuwait’s 
Emir, Sheikh Sabah Al-
Ahmad Al-Sabah, who was 
previously the country’s 
Minister of Foreign Affairs 
(for 40 years), deployed his 
long diplomatic experience 
to mediate in an increasing-
ly tense context. Already 
in 2013-2014 Kuwait had 
successfully, although tem-
porarily, mediated a similar 
conflict within the GCC, by 
getting the parties to agree 
to a dossier of principles. 
The EU has also refused to 
take sides in the context of 
the GCC crisis, due to its 
long-standing political and 
economic relations with all 
parties involved, and has 
often expressed its support 
for Kuwait’s role. For a 
small country like Kuwait, 

with a diverse population in 
socio-political and sectar-
ian terms, regional tensions 
can easily produce domes-
tic repercussions. Hence, 
Kuwait, arguably, retains a 
strategic interest in regional 
stability, as it is conducive 
to domestic stability. A 
similar rationale has driven 
Kuwait’s efforts to pursue a 
political solution in Yemen, 
one of the theatres of a Sau-
di-Iran proxy conflict. For 
instance, the United Na-
tions’ peace talks between 
warring Yemeni parties was 
hosted in Kuwait City in 
2016. In addition, Kuwait 
has maintained lines of 
communication open with 
all sides. Both the Qatar 
crisis and the Yemen war 
are crucial issues for the 
EU—albeit issues in which 
it lacks significant capabili-
ties to have a game-chang-
ing impact. Closer coordi-
nation with Kuwait is thus 
also a way to stay proxi-
mate to negotiations on 
these key issues for the EU. 
Kuwait has also been re-
lentless in providing hu-
manitarian aid not only to 
Yemen, but also to Syria 

by Antonino Occhiuto

FROM PAGE 1
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in connection with the mur-
ders, as Dutch authorities 
already had reason to sus-
pect the active involvement 
of the Islamic Republic in 
the assassinations.  Accord-
ing to the Netherland’s po-
lice, Ali Motamed, who was 
killed in shooting outside 
his home near Amsterdam 
in December 2015, had ad-
opted a pseudonym to hide 
his real identity, which was 
Mohammad Reza Kolahi. 
Kolahi stood accused by 
Iran of carrying out a ma-
jor bombing in Tehran in 
1981, which killed dozens 
of Iranian regime officials, 
including one of Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s top aids. Prior 
to his death, Kolahi had — 
for decades in fact — been 
among the Islamic Repub-

lic’s most wanted men. Two 
years later, another Dutch 
citizen of Iranian descent, 
Ahmad Mola Nissi, was 
murdered in The Hague. 
Nissi was a leader in the 
Arab Struggle Movement 
for the Liberation of Ah-
vaz (ASMLA), a separatist 
group which hopes to break 
away from the Islamic Re-
public and form an Arab 
state in western Iran. The 
group is considered a terror-
ist organisation by Tehran 
and has been repeatedly tar-
geted by Iran’s intelligence. 
… F r a n c e .  
Despite being one of the 
staunchest supporters of 
the JCPOA, Paris has also 
denounced the activities 
of Iranian intelligence in 
France. As recently as June 

2018 the French government 
accused the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran Intelligence Min-
istry of organising a plot 
to bomb a rally of Iranian 
opposition groups in Par-
is. France believes Tehran 
wanted to target Iranian 
opposition supporters, gath-
ered in Paris for a meeting 
of the National Council of 
Resistance of Iran (NCRI) 
which is an umbrella organ-
isation of Iranian dissident 
groups, co-founded by the 
People's Mujahidin Organ-
isation of Iran (MEK), the 
National Democratic Front 
(NDF) and the Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party of 
Iran (KDPI). These groups 
share strong opposition to 
the Islamic Republic. No-
tably, US politicians such 

as Newt Gingrich, a for-
mer House speaker, and 
Rudy Giuliani, President 
Donald Trump's lawyer, 
were part of the gathering. 
France responded by raid-
ing the headquarters of the 
organisation Zahra Centre 
France led by Yahia Gouas-
mi, a French-Algerian who 
is known for his links to 
Iran, was arrested during 
the same police operation. 
France was also the first EU 
country to freeze the assets 
of Saeid Hashemi Mogha-
dam and Assadollah Asa-
di, the two men sanctioned 
by the EU this month. 
And Denmark 
The October events in Den-
mark represent the most 
recent example of activi-
ties by Iran’s intelligence 
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and, indeed, 104 other 
states, via the United Na-
tions as well as the Kuwait 
Fund for Arab Economic 
Development. Just like the 
EU, which is one of the 
largest donors in all major 
regional conflicts, Kuwait 
believes in the importance 
of economic development 
and humanitarian aid as a 
vehicle of peace and sta-
bility. Kuwait and the EU 
co-chaired the International 
Conference for the Recon-
struction of Iraq in Febru-
ary 2018, where both de-
livered the highest pledges 
for financial contribution. 

Beyond humanitarian aid, 
both the EU and Kuwait 
are eager to support the po-
litical process in Iraq and 
to work towards the forma-
tion of a stable, functioning 
and inclusive government 
after the May 2018 elec-
tions. Given its geographic 
proximity, instability in 
Iraq can easily spill over 
into Kuwait and an impov-
erished and highly-volatile 
Iraq is inevitably seen as 
a threat by Kuwait, which 
was invaded by Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq in 1990. 
Perhaps the most important 
dossier of cooperation be-

tween the EU and Kuwait 
might be the tuning-out of 
power struggles in the re-
gion, sectarian-flavoured 
or otherwise. Kuwait itself 
lacks a sectarian agenda, 
and aims to preserve har-
mony between its Sunni 
majority and a large and 
influential Shia minority. 
While Kuwait has also la-
mented attempts by the Ira-
nian Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) to infiltrate 
a radical fringe of its Shia 
community and setting-up 
espionage cells in the coun-
try, Kuwait’s ruler made 
headlines in 2017 when 

he exchanged letters with 
Iranian leaders to improve 
relations between the two 
shores of the Gulf. While 
that attempt was  unsuccess-
ful, Kuwait’s willingness 
to dialogue with the major 
parties is vital for the EU, 
which regards the reduction 
of sectarianism and politi-
cal competition as crucial 
for stability in the region. 
In this context, a perma-
nent presence in Kuwait 
may signal that Brussels is 
willing to step up its politi-
cal game in, arguably, the 
most strategic and volatile 
body of water in the world.

by Cinzia Bianco
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After more than two de-
cades of bloody war, So-
malia remains teetering 
on the brink. Its strategic 
location, across from the 
Arabian Peninsula, height-
ens the country’s fragility 
— rendering it prone to the 
political crosswinds from 
the Middle East. Although 
ethnically diverse, Soma-
lia is among the most reli-
giously homogenous states 
in the world with some 
99% of the population iden-
tifying themselves as Sunni 
Muslim. Traditionally clan-
based, Somali society used 
to rely more on customary 
law rather than religious 
rules and the established 
Sufi groups tended to shy 
away from politics...un-
til recently. Reacting to 
the emergence of strands 
of political Islam, Sufis 
are now more engaged 
than ever. As are their re-
ligio-political — radical 
Salafist — opponents. 
The proliferation of Isla-

mism in other parts of the 
Middle East introduced Po-
litical Islam to the country. 
Egyptian scholars from Al-
Azhar University founded 
the first Institute of Islamic 
Studies in Somalia (1953) 
and brought with them 
the Arabic language and 
the ideology of the Egyp-
tian Muslim Brotherhood. 
At present, the Muslim 
Brotherhood is well estab-
lished, and their influence 
is growing due to the in-
creasing engagement of 
Turkey and Qatar. But the 
story does not end there. 
Responding to the 
Government’s Po-
litical Retardation 
Islamist movements gained 
public support due to their 
opposition to the military 
regime of Siad Barre — po-
litically oppressive and eco-
nomically inefficient. So-
malia’s ceding of Ogaden 
in the 1977/8 war against 
Ethiopia, significantly 
weakened the military and 

aggravated popular dis-
content with the regime. It 
also helped Somali Islamist 
movements further organ-
ise and recruit. This gener-
ated momentum to merge 
several Islamist groups and 
create Al-Itihaad Al-Islami-
yya (AIAI), a radical Salaf-
ist movement opposed to 
traditional Sufiism and clan 
structures. AIAI sought to 
establish an Islamic state in 
the Horn of Africa. Some 
of AIAI’s members would 
later emerge as leading fig-
ures in the Islamic Courts 
Union (ICU) — re: Has-

san Dahir Aweys — and 
Al-Shabaab — re: Ahmed 
Abdi Godane. Islamists’ 
popularity was primarily 
due to pragmatic not reli-
gious reasons. The embat-
tled regime adopted sup-
pressive measures to force 
Islamists underground and 
abroad, mainly to the Arab 
Gulf, which intensified the 
discontent and increased 
popular support for the Is-
lamists. Somalia’s flirtation 
with militant Islamism be-
gan in earnest towards the 
end of the 1980s. It would 
have been a moot point if 
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islamist contagion in somalia

officials on EU soil, as Co-
penhagen directly accused 
Tehran of plotting to assas-
sinate the Denmark-based 
European branch leader of 
the ASMLA group. The in-
vestigation led to the deten-
tion of a Norwegian citizen 
of Iranian origin, arrested 
in Sweden and extradit-
ed to Denmark, who had 
taken pictures of ASMLA 
leaders’ homes. The links 
to the Islamic Republic 
are corroborated by the 
fact that six days before 
Denmark accused Iran of 

plotting attacks inside its 
territory, Tehran’s intelli-
gence had strengthened its 
focus against the ASMLA 
group. ASMLA claimed 
responsibility for targeting 
a military parade, on 22 
September 2018, killing 25 
military personnel and ci-
vilians in the city of Ahvaz. 
Following the attack on the 
parade, Iran condemned 
Denmark, the Netherlands 
and Britain for harbour-
ing ASMLA members.   
Iran has warned several 
times that it could withdraw 

from the nuclear deal if EU 
countries do not protect 
guarantee its full imple-
mentation. The Euro-Gulf 
Information Centre (EGIC) 
will continue to monitor 
EU’s efforts to keep the 
JCPOA alive. Such efforts 
have been evidenced by the 
recent adoption of measures 
such as the EU blocking 
statute and the Special Pur-
pose Vehicle (SVP), aimed 
at reducing the impact of 
US sanctions on Iran. Im-
posing fresh sanctions on 
a unit of the Iranian intel-

ligence agency is unlikely 
to significantly undermine 
EU-Iran joint efforts to save 
the deal. However, Tehran’s 
covert activities in Europe 
and the consequent EU re-
sponse signal that, beyond 
the mutually beneficial 
economic and commercial 
relations, political relations 
between the EU and Iran 
continue to face significant 
obstacles and, perhaps, 
even incompatible strate-
gies.

GULF MONITOR
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not for a specific chain of 
events after the overthrow 
of Barre in 1991 — the 
descent to lawlessness and 
external interventions (no-
tably: the United Nations, 
United States, Ethiopia). 
Islamists and the Civil 
War
From their Lugh base, adja-
cent to the Ethiopian border, 
the AIAI radicalised ethnic 
Somalis in Ethiopia. This 
resulted in a spate of terror-
ist attacks which prompt-
ed Ethiopia to intervene 
in Somalia in 1996 with 
the objective of targeting 
and weakening the AIAI. 
The Islamists then sought 
support of the population 

through filling the vacu-
ums left by state collapse 
— providing security and 
other, more social, services. 
Religious orthodoxy gained 
increased influence as it of-
fered an alternative to tradi-
tional power-centres: clans, 
emergent criminal elements 
(i.e. warlords) and assist-
ed in streamlining opposi-
tion to foreign intervention 
forces. It was during this 
period that the Islamic Sha-
ria Courts were popping-up 
across the country and 
rapidly-morphing former 
AIAI militants organised 
into functioning militias. 
The Ifka Halane Court in 

western Mogadishu, led by 
Aweys (former official of 
the AIAI) became the base 
for jihadi Islam. Among 
the radical wings of the 
Courts was Hizbul Shabaab 
led by Aden Hashi Ayro. 
Both, Aweys and Ayro, 
were linked to Al-Qaeda 
and the 1998 US Embas-
sy bombings in Kenya and 
Tanzania. In 2004, some 
of these Courts formed 
the ICU, a union of Sharia 
courts united with Islamists 
as a rival administration 
to the Transitional Fed-
eral Government (TFG). 
From the ICU to Even 
More Radical Militias
When, in 2006, most of 

southern Somalia, includ-
ing Mogadishu, fell to the 
ICU, Ethiopia — sensing 
an emergent threat — again 
intervened; this time to 
help Somalia’s TFG re-
gain control. Ethiopia’s 
intervention was seen by 
many Somalis as an in-
vasion by a non-Muslim 
country, backed by the US, 
which supported the war-
lords to contain extremist 
groups. However, the US 
involvement generated the 
opposite effect. The ICU 
garnished local support 
precisely because it defeat-
ed the US-supported war-
lords and brought a sem-

blance of order to Somalia 
for the first time since 1991. 
Nevertheless, the ICU was 
also suspected of harbour-
ing Al-Qaeda operatives, 
therefore international in-
tervention was necessary. 
After relinquishing almost 
all its territorial gains, the 
ICU fragmented. Some of 
its moderate members fled 
to Eritrea and Djibouti, 
while more militant ones 
formed new radical Islamist 
groups, such as: Harakat 
Al-Shabaab Al-Mujahi-
deen (Al-Shabaab); Hiz-
bul Islam, led by Aweys 
(which merged into Al-
Shabaab in 2010 and split 
again in 2012 to renounce 

violence and continue as 
a political party) and the 
Ras Kamboni Brigades, 
part of which merged into 
Al-Shabaab, whereas the 
other faction fights against 
it. While foreign interven-
tion ended the extremist 
ICU rule, it also provoked 
an insurgency led by even 
more radical groups, wag-
ing war against the Fed-
eral Government and for-
eign forces, particularly 
the African Union Mission 
in Somalia (AMISOM). 
Islamist ideology also pen-
etrated the country’s poli-
tics when the TFG formed a 
unity government with the 

successor of the ICU—the 
Alliance for the Re-Libera-
tion of Somalia (2009) and 
former ICU leader, Shar-
if Sheikh Ahmed, became 
President of Somalia. The 
election of Hassan Sheikh 
Mohamud (2012) and 
Mohamed Abdullahi Mo-
hamed (2017) as President 
of the Federal Government 
of Somalia, was perceived 
as a step towards a more 
moderate, although slight-
ly Islamist, leadership. 
Al-Shabaab and Al-Qaeda 
Al-Shabaab is an East Af-
rican branch of Al-Qaeda 
which has been waging ji-
had against Somalia’s Fed-
eral Government and allied 
international forces for over 
a decade. Despite advances 
against the group, driving it 
from major cities, includ-
ing Mogadishu, it remains 
active and relatively strong 
in rural areas, mainly in the 
south and central zones. 
Al-Shabaab continues to 
carry out deadly terrorist 
attacks across Somalia, 
targeting AMISOM and 
pro-government forces 
with civilians often victims 
of collateral damage. The 
Mogadishu truck bomb-
ing (14 October 2017), the 
third deadliest attack re-
corded in history leaving 
almost 600 dead, is a stark 
reminder of its potency. 
Since 2010, Al-Shabaab 
began operating abroad — 
mainly in Kenya, Uganda 
and Ethiopia. Since 2017, 
Al-Shabaab has stepped up 
its rhetoric against Kenya 
and intensified the num-
ber of attacks in the neigh-
bouring country, calling on 
Kenyan jihadists to form an 
Islamist army. Al-Shabaab 
seems to be strengthen-
ing and has regained con-
trol of some of the lost 
areas in the south. Their 
attacks in Kenya and So-
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malia are unlikely to cease. 
The group was designated 
as a terrorist group by the 
UK, US and the UAE among 
others. However, neither 
Qatar nor Turkey have fol-
lowed suit. For years, Qa-
tar has been suspected of 
channelling support for Al-
Shabaab through Eritrea. 
A Qatari-linked terrorist, 
Mohammed Ali Saeed 
Atm, served as one of Al-
Shabaab’s senior officials. 
Abdul Rahman Al-Nuaimi, 
a terrorist financier and fa-
cilitator, who held senior 
positions in official Qatari 
organisations — includ-
ing founder of the govern-
ment-linked Sheikh Eid 
bin Mohammed Al-Thani 
Charitable Association, 
President of the Qatar Foot-
ball Association and a board 
member of Qatar Islamic 
Bank — stands accused 
of transferring millions of 
dollars to various Al-Qae-
da affiliates, including Al-
Shabaab. Despite sanctions 
against Al-Nuaimi from the 
European Union, UN, UK, 
and Turkey, he continues 
to live freely in Doha and 
enjoys friendly relations 
with Qatari senior figures, 

such as Qatar’s Prime Min-
ister Abdullah Al-Thani, 
who was photographed 
with Al-Nuaimi at his son’s 
wedding in April 2018. 
Rumours are floating 
around that the group is 
loosening its ties to Al-Qae-
da but in April 2018 the 
group released a series of 
videos confirming endur-
ing allegiance to Ayman 
Al-Zawahiri. Two videos 
contained rare speeches 
from Al-Shabaab’s elusive 
leader, Ahmad Umar (Abu 
Ubaidah), where he spoke 
about Syrian jihad and ad-
vised his fellow Al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) affiliates in Ye-
men. That Abu Ubaidah ad-
dressed Al-Qaeda members 
outside of Somalia implies 
his increased importance 
in the global Al-Qaeda 
network. Moreover, titles 
that Abu Ubaidah used in 
his speeches: Emir of the 
Taliban, Mullah Haibatul-
lah Akhundzada — “Com-
mander of the Faithful” — 
and for Al-Qaeda’s leader, 
Al-Zawahiri — “our fa-
ther emir” — shows his 
support for Al-Qaeda’s 
alliance with the Taliban. 

Despite the few members 
of Al-Shabaab that have 
defected from the group, 
pledging bayah (an oath of 
allegiance) to the Islamic 
State (IS), the group re-
mains loyal to Al-Qaeda and 
its security service, Amni-
yat, continues to hunt down 
those who betray it for IS. 
Islamic State in Somalia
Over the past months, the 
Islamic State in Somalia 
has stepped up its attacks in 
the country. The main fac-
tion of IS in Somalia, led by 
Abdulqadir Mumin (who 
defected from Al-Shabaab 
with 20 fighters in late 
2015), operates mostly in 
the Bari mountains—north-
ern Puntland. The group 
is very small compared to 
Al-Shabaab and has lost 
significant numbers of its 
previously reported 200-
300 members. Currently, a 
mere 70 fighters are affiliat-
ed to IS. Yet, it should not 
be discounted. It carried out 
its first ever terrorist attack 
in Somalia in April 2016. 
A year later (May 2017), 
it carried out its first sui-
cide bombing and seized 
Qandala, a port town, for 
a short time. There are oth-

er [sleeper] cells in central 
and southern Somalia, car-
rying out attacks in Moga-
dishu and Afgooye, how-
ever it remains unclear if 
there is any coordination 
with Mumin’s faction. 
The number of fighters loy-
al to the Islamic State in 
East Africa is a known un-
known. But as the group los-
es more and more ground in 
the Middle East it is likely 
to shift to Africa. Although, 
the group seems to be more 
established in the Maghreb 
and central Africa, the in-
crease in attacks claimed by 
the IS in Somalia indicates 
that the group is seeking to 
establish itself in the coun-
try, despite losing the com-
petition to Al-Qaeda-loyal 
Al-Shabaab. Also, the first 
airstrikes by the US mili-
tary conducted against the 
Islamic State in Somalia 
(2017), point to the in-
creased activity of the group 
in the East African country.  
All in all, things in Somalia 
— and the wider region — 
are likely to get much worse 
before they get better.
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The Euro-Gulf Information Centre (EGIC) is an initiative that aims to build social, political, strategic, cultural and economic bridges 
between the people of Europe and the Arabian Gulf.

While the EGIC was only formed on 01 October 2015 as a legal association in Rome, Italy, it draws on the expertise of a multitude of scholars, 
policy makers, economists and members of European and Gulf civil societies to enhance inter-regional relations.

 
The EGIC has tasked itself with 5 activities over the short, medium and long terms:

• Publishing Hub—the first objective of the Centre is to act as a publishing hub on information related to the wider Arabian Gulf. This entails 
the launching of a new journal (re: The Arabian Gulf), book series, policy papers and newsletters. Literature will be made available in several 
languages (Arabic, English, Italian, German, French and several of the Slavonic languages) and be done in both hard and soft copy formats. 

• Seminars, Conferences and Roundtables—in order to continue to attract attention for the Centre, a series of seminars, conferences and 
roundtable discussions will take place on a regular basis. 

• Specialised Certificate, Internships and Scholarship Programmes—the EGIC will begin a targeted certificate programme for uni-
versity-aged students, run as Spring Schools. Themes will vary, but stay related to European-Arabian Gulf dynamics. Also, the 
EGIC will also offer a 3 month internship based on the European ERASMUS Programme. This programme will focus on build-
ing the skill-set required of a socio-political organisation and includes: organisational, writing, presentation and innova-
tive thinking skills. Finally, the EGIC will offer monthly and annual scholarships for research on Arabian Gulf-related topics. 

• Cultural Events—the EGIC strives to offer a comprehensive cultural platform to expose the people of Europe and the Gulf to each other’s cul-
tural rites, rituals, festivals and writings. From book launches, poetry readings, talks, films and cookery, the EGIC aims to bring people together. 

• Web and Tech—the EGIC has adopted a tech-savvy approach that entails the use of high-tech platforms to generate an interactive platform 
beyond the physical boundaries of the EGIC headquarters. All EGIC research and events will be made Open Access and the deployed tech-
nologies will reflect this approach.
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