
Arabs and America 

Unwilling allies against Saddam
Mar 14th 2002 | CAIRO 
From The Economist print edition


Arab leaders are not keen on another war with Iraq
TWELVE years ago, America's secretary of defence flew to the Middle East to win support for war with Iraq. This week Dick Cheney, now vice-president, is back on much the same mission. But this time he needs far greater powers of persuasion. Saddam Hussein's invasion of Kuwait in 1990 was so vicious that the region's leaders were happy to see him bombed. The picture is different now. 
Iraq's military might has withered. The likelihood that Saddam still possesses some nasty weaponry disturbs Pentagon planners, but most of his neighbours see this as a fuzzy and remote danger rather than a clear and present one. They are much more worried by Israel's heavy-handed suppression of today's much bloodier Palestinian uprising. And they would like more say in how the “war on terror” is to be prosecuted.
Mr Cheney's tour takes in 11 countries in eight days. His first stop is Jordan, whose pro-American ruler, King Abdullah, recently declared that an attack on Iraq could be disastrous; in the streets of the capital, Amman, protesters this week chanted, “Bin Laden, bin Laden, hit Tel Aviv.” Mr Cheney will visit Turkey, a NATO member whose prime minister, Bulent Ecevit, has described American threats against Iraq as a “nightmare” for his economically troubled country. And he will call on Saudi Arabia, where Adel al-Jubair, a policy adviser, recently said that Iraq should be dealt with through the UN, not by “dropping bombs on people”. All these American allies would love to be rid of Mr Hussein, but do not understand why he has become America's chief obsession. Why does America not try, instead, to get Israelis and Palestinians talking again?
President George Bush has signalled awareness of such concerns by dispatching his top Middle East negotiator, Anthony Zinni, to the region. Mr Zinni faces an even greater challenge than Mr Cheney, however, not least because most Arabs and Israelis assume that his task is to act as a foil to the vice-president rather than seriously to broker peace. A columnist in the Arabic daily Al Hayat described Mr Zinni's mission as a “pharmaceutical” pacification of tempers, in contrast to Mr Cheney's “surgical” aim of removing Mr Hussein.
For his part, Mr Cheney has said he prefers not to emphasise the link between Iraq and other matters. He is likely to concentrate on sharing intelligence to illustrate the dangers of Iraqi weapons development. Such is the level of regional concern with the mounting violence, however, that Mr Cheney is still likely to be distracted by the Palestinian issue. 
Saudi Arabia—with its long border with Iraq, its crucial military facilities, its ability to compensate for drops in Iraqi oil production and the al-Saud family's gut loathing of Mr Hussein—would be the logical cornerstone of any alliance against Iraq. But Crown Prince Abdullah, the acting ruler of Saudi Arabia, has floated a peace plan which has gained wide backing in the region, but not as much backing from America as he would like. Some analysts believe he may tell Mr Cheney he will help with Iraq only if America curbs Israel.
Meanwhile, the Iraqi leader has mounted a diplomatic offensive of his own. His foreign minister has restarted long-stalled talks over the return of the UN weapons inspectors that Iraq tossed out in 1998; Egypt's president, Hosni Mubarak, promised to push for their re-admittance. Mr Hussein has sent a senior henchman, Ezzat Ibrahim, to warn neighbouring Syria and Jordan not to give in to America, and has hinted that Iraq might normalise ties with Kuwait. Mr Hussein has also raised the “bounty” he pays to the families of Palestinians killed by Israel to $25,000. 
Mr Hussein may believe that America is bluffing. While his foreign minister talked in New York about weapons inspections, his own vice-president, Taha Yassin Ramadan, was vowing that the monitoring would never resume, since the eight years of “vicious spying” Iraq endured before 1998 were quite enough. Meanwhile, Mr Hussein's deputy, Tariq Aziz, growled that if Iraq were attacked, American interests in Arab countries would be threatened “by the people, not the regimes”.

Yemen and its Islamists 

Could Yemen's calm be threatened?
Feb 14th 2002 | SANAA 
From The Economist print edition

If its president joins the war on terror too enthusiastically
A POSSE of dinner-jacketed Yemeni ministers stood in line to greet their guests. Together they supped on an eight-course banquet, entertained by a troupe of Yemeni dancing girls, while tribesmen cavorted with daggers. And this was just for CNN. With American journalists enjoying such a reception, Yemenis are wondering to what lengths their government is going to please its official American guests.
This week the commander-in-chief of Central Command, General Tommy Franks, and his predecessor, Anthony Zinni, both visited Yemen, to install a fresh contingent of FBI officers. They followed fast on the heels of a group of American military advisers, arriving to train the Yemeni coastguard and security forces. It is all a marked reversal from the recent past. After the bombing of the USS Cole in October 2000, the American navy abandoned its port facilities in Aden. Yemen became the only country in the Arabian peninsula without an American military presence. 
The Americans have returned, says Edmund Hull, America's ambassador, to hunt “the key cogs in the machine that makes the al-Qaeda mechanism work.” The FBI's warning this week that a cell led by a Yemeni was plotting attacks on American targets revived fears that the country was providing a shelter for al-Qaeda militants. One suspect blew himself up this week while being pursued.
Experts say that 4,000 Yemenis were recruited to join the Afghan war against the Soviet Union. Western diplomats say there may have been ten times as many. Neither dispute that, after Saudi Arabia, Yemen was the prime source for Afghan Arabs. Mosques recruited the faithful to join the jihad, and in return provided welfare for their families. More important, Yemen—unlike other Arab states which jailed or exiled their returning Afghan Arabs—welcomed them back. In Yemen's 1994 civil war, President Ali Abdullah Saleh recruited Afghan veterans from across the Arab world to wage another victorious jihad against the Soviet-backed socialists of south Yemen.
At its height, the Islamist network had its own school system, its own ministries, and even its governorates, including Hadramawt, the bin Laden ancestral home. After the fall of the socialists in the south, the Islamists set about filling the vacuum with their own quasi-Taliban rule, attacking weddings and torching a brewery. 
Mr Saleh appointed Abdel Majid al-Zindani, a one-time colleague of Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan, as a presidential counsellor. The founder of the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen, Mr Zindani was instrumental in converting the northern tribes to the puritanical Islam of the Saudis, and turning tribal areas outside government control into Islamist heartlands. Until recently, Mr Saleh presided over the graduation ceremonies at Al-Iman, Mr Zindani's university in Sanaa and the last known address of John Walker Lindh, the American Taliban fighter, before he was captured in Mazar-i-Sharif.
Even today, Yemen remains one of the rare Arab states that integrates rather than suppresses its Islamists. They have their own political party, Islah, the country's largest opposition party, with 64 of 301 seats in parliament. Their members have penetrated the Political Security Office, Yemen's intelligence service, and the army. They retain their own military wing. 
Will the Americans now oblige the government to change its ways? They insist that they are returning to Yemen at the behest of the Yemeni authorities, not dictating terms. But Mr Saleh is proving a willing student of America's war on terror. 
For him, it offers the chance to extend his authority over the mountainous tribal domains. The country's millions of firearms have been banned from cities. And the war on terror has also become a war against the tribal kidnappers, a war that the government is waging mainly by taking the kidnappers' relatives hostage. Since September, scores have been dragged from their houses or arrested in schools. And where once Mr Saleh was primus inter pares among the tribal chieftains, Yemenis now speak of a new leadership.
It looks, in short, as if Mr Saleh may want to turn Yemen into a more typical one-party Arab state. Will criminalising the Islamist movement be next? Even before September 11th, independent Islamist schools were banned. The Islamist governors have been sacked. And the state now issues guidelines for Friday sermons.
But Yemen's balance of tribal and Islamist forces has earned it stability; kicking the Islamists out of the political system might turn out to be unwise. Many people already fear a backlash. When the state published the photographs of two Yemenis wanted for helping Mr bin Laden, their tribal hosts were quick to cite traditions of hospitality for declining to hand the men over. Target an individual, they say, and you risk targeting a tribe. A war on Islamists could cost Mr Saleh the tribal backing on which his legitimacy depends. 
Until now, the president has stepped back from the brink, choosing to jail the soft target of foreign students rather than his own people. Islamists have been ordered to lower their profile, and not to speak to the press. We paid heavily for our verbal support for Iraq in the Gulf war, Mr Saleh told Islamist and tribal leaders. We will not make the same mistake twice.

Weapons proliferation 

Know thine enemy
Jan 31st 2002 
From The Economist print edition

Who's who in the mass-destruction business
“AN AXIS of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.” Thus President George Bush, this week, in his state-of-the-union address to Congress, describing America's expanded view of its enemies. Over recent weeks, the global war on terrorism has broadened to become a war on both terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. The objective, Mr Bush explained, is to “prevent regimes that sponsor terror from threatening America, or our friends and allies” with nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. 
The president has made this point before. “Rogue states”, he told the United Nations General Assembly in December, are also “the most likely sources of chemical and biological and nuclear weapons for terrorists.” This week, by picking out three of the worst offenders against global anti-proliferation norms, North Korea, Iran and Iraq, he seemed to signal that some sort of action—whether diplomatic, economic or military—was soon to come. “I will not wait on events while dangers gather,” he said. “I will not stand by as peril draws closer and closer.”
Just a ruse to justify settling old scores with Iraq, which has long defied United Nations efforts to strip it of its illicit weapons of mass destruction? Or a ploy to help justify Mr Bush's decision to scrap the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty with Russia and build new missile defences? To many a seasoned anti-proliferation warrior, the president was simply stating the obvious: in a world of terrorism without constraint, tackling the proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons is just as urgent as ripping up the terrorist networks that might seek to make use of them. 
As in any war, it helps to know the enemy. There are more than three of them. In a report published just before the Bush administration came into office, America's then secretary of defence, William Cohen, picked out “at least 25” countries that either possess, or are trying to develop, weapons of mass destruction or the means to deliver them. Since chemical and biological weapons are outlawed, and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) allows for only five official nuclear powers—the United States, Russia, China, Britain and France—plenty of governments are clearly up to no good. 
Particularly troubling, however, are the seven countries long fingered by the State Department as sponsors of international terrorism: Iran, Iraq, Syria, Libya, Cuba, North Korea and Sudan. All but Iraq publicly condemned last September's assault on America. But as Mr Cohen's successor, Donald Rumsfeld, has argued, “It doesn't take a leap of imagination” to see the dangers in a list of regimes both so fundamentally unfriendly, and so keen to have the worst kind of weapons. 
Concealing the stocks
Whether or not it finds itself an American target—for now, at least, the emphasis is on diplomacy—Iraq tops everyone's proliferation worry league. One reason is the sheer scale of its past clandestine weapons programmes; another is its determination to hang on to remaining secrets, particularly biological ones, despite years of sanctions and lost oil revenues. 
After the 1991 Gulf war it was discovered that Iraq's president, Saddam Hussein, had spent perhaps $10 billion over a decade pursuing different ways of producing weapons-grade fissile material. Despite solemn NPT promises, Iraq had been only months away from producing a fission bomb, and had already tested a radiological device—a “dirty bomb” designed to spread contamination over a wide area by packing radioactive material around conventional explosives. Although International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors tracked down the key parts of this nuclear programme, the pool of trained scientists remains and Iraq has continued to try to procure weapons-related nuclear equipment on the black market. Left to its own devices, it would need only a few years to produce enough weapons-grade material for a fission bomb, and even less time if it found a willing supplier. 
By now Iraq has had time, too, to rebuild the vast chemical-weapon stocks that the inspectors destroyed. When they left, three years ago, the inspectors were convinced that Iraq was still concealing the true scale of its production and weaponisation of VX, a potent nerve gas. It has also hung on to key elements of its biological programme, failing to account for a whopping 17 tonnes of biological growth medium. In the past it has produced a whole range of potent biological agents and toxins, including anthrax (using strains originally ordered from American germ banks) and botulinum toxin. Some of these it loaded into warheads and bombs before the Gulf war. It has experimented with the camelpox virus and it may also have the smallpox virus, a formidable killer. 
A recent Iraqi defector, a civil engineer, described how he worked on nuclear, chemical and biological facilities concealed underground, sometimes under private houses and hospitals. He claims that equipment bought with UN approval has sometimes been turned over to the secret weapons programme, though that is hard to verify. Iraqi technicians are also thought to have continued working secretly on, and trying to buy parts for, longer-range missiles than are allowed under UN resolutions. 
Although Iran signed the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) in 1997, it has declared no weapon stocks or production facilities. It is believed to have had both since at least the 1980s, when it was at war with Iraq. According to the Monterey Centre for Nonproliferation Studies, these include cyanogen chloride, phosgene and mustard gas, and some nerve agents. In November, at an acrimonious review of the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), America publicly accused Iran (alongside Iraq and North Korea) of having illegally produced biological agents and turned them into weapons. 
The greatest concern is over Iran's nuclear and missile ambitions. With Russian help, it is building civilian nuclear-power reactors that western intelligence officials fear could mask a clandestine weapons programme. Iran barely disguises its nuclear ambitions, and has shown a keen interest in the uranium-enrichment technology required for weapons-making.
Iran's declared nuclear facilities are all under IAEA safeguards, as required by the NPT. But like many countries, it has yet to submit to new checks that can pick up clandestine activity more effectively. The more Iran learns from its Russian helpers, the greater the danger that it could some day attempt a sudden break-out from the NPT, which requires only three months' notice of withdrawal.
Some Russian missile specialists helping Iran are sniffy about its technological prowess. Opinions in America's intelligence community are also divided, but a recent CIA-sponsored national intelligence assessment again predicted (over State Department dissent, it was said) that before 2015, Iran, along with North Korea and possibly Iraq, could have missiles capable of hitting the United States.
So far Iran has the 1,300km Shahab-3 medium-range missile, a liquid-fuelled rocket which relies extensively on outside help from Russian firms for guidance technology and from North Korea for rocket engines. Work has begun, this time with Chinese help on a different guidance mechanism, on a solid-fuelled version with a slightly longer range. It is not yet clear whether Iran has decided to move into the intercontinental-range missile business. If Russia and China were to clamp down on firms providing technology and equipment, as promised, the missile programme would slow considerably. But Iran itself may be offering missile help to others, notably Syria and Libya.
Salesman to the world
Third, but by no means least, of this most troublesome trio, North Korea was caught out by the IAEA in 1992 producing more plutonium, from which nuclear weapons can be made, than it had owned up to. After a face-off, the regime in 1994 signed a framework agreement with the United States that froze (and should eventually dismantle) its plutonium production in return for a promise of two western-designed, less proliferation-prone reactors and interim supplies of heavy fuel oil. The first reactor was meant to start working next year, but North Korea's threatening behaviour, and the difficulties of talking to a hermit regime, have delayed the project by at least five years. Further delay is inevitable unless North Korea starts to honour its obligation to let inspectors delve into its past plutonium dabbling. Periodically, North Korea threatens to abandon the 1994 deal. It may already have enough material for at least a couple of bombs. 
North Korea has not signed the CWC and, according to both American and Russian estimates, possesses large stocks of chemical weapons and their precursors, as well as nerve agents such as sarin and VX. It joined the BWC in 1987, but Russia's Foreign Intelligence Service has reported that it has a well-developed biological weapons research programme and has experimented with anthrax, cholera, plague and smallpox. America's Defence Department thinks some of these horrors may have been made into usable weapons. 
North Korea's missile programme has literally come a long way. It now deploys and sells the 1,300km Nodong missile. And it alarmed the world in August 1998 by firing off a three-stage longer-range Taepodong-1 rocket, which it claimed was a satellite launcher but which America concluded was a ballistic missile. Although it has declared a moratorium on testing until 2003, it is also working on a Taepodong-2 which, it is feared, may be able to reach parts of the United States with a nuclear-sized warhead.
Desperate for hard currency to prop up its sickly regime, North Korea has demanded $1 billion a year from America to end its destabilising missile sales to countries such as Iran, Syria, Libya, Egypt and Pakistan. That demand was reportedly knocked down by the Clinton administration to a series of satellite launches and some food aid, but the potential deal still lacked a key component—how to verify that North Korea was honouring the bargain—when the Clinton team ran out of time. So missile sales still flourish. And while North Korea may have held off further flight tests, there are worries that Pakistan, Iran, Egypt and others working with it on missile development may be chipping in valuable data (and in Pakistan's case, possibly even nuclear tips too?).
Of the other miscreants on the State Department's list, Cuba remains outside the NPT, Libya and Syria are among the few states that have not signed the CWC (though Egypt is another, and Libya has said it will do so soon), and Sudan remains outside the BWC. Libya and, less energetically, Syria have both flirted with nuclear research; these two, plus Sudan, have biological research programmes; all are thought to have chemical weapons. Libya especially shows ever keener interest in developing ballistic missiles (in co-operation with North Korea, after previously working with Serbia and Iraq) with ranges that could threaten Israel and also parts of Europe.
Officially, more friendly regimes can pose a proliferation problem too. Egypt has stockpiled chemical weapons, may be developing biological weapons and has shown an interest in nuclear research that could be useful in a weapons programme. Its recent co-operation with North Korea on missile development follows previous work on a joint programme with Argentina and Iraq.
In the 1980s Saudi Arabia bought a number of medium-range missiles from China. It makes no sense to invest in expensive and far-flying rockets, unless they pack a big punch. The Saudis may have acquired chemical warheads, but senior officials have also visited Pakistan's missile and nuclear facilities. 
For its part, Israel remains outside the NPT (although it has signed the Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty), and is thought to have a stockpile of perhaps 200 or so nuclear weapons. It has signed the CWC, but not the BWC, and like many others would have the capability to produce both chemical and biological weapons. It holds such secrets close, but has been less tight with its missile know-how: ironically, the accuracy of the missiles China sold to Saudi Arabia in the 1980s, which can threaten Israel, had earlier been improved with Israeli help.
Both India and Pakistan publicly blasted their way across the nuclear threshold in 1998 but are more coy about the warheads they possess. Recent estimates by the Institute for Science and International Security are that India could have built up to 95 and Pakistan over 50, though both may well have fewer.
Pakistan is the greater proliferation concern, partly because its export controls are far more primitive than India's and partly because of suspicions that, one way or another, it could be helping possible bomb-seekers, such as the Saudis and North Koreans. There are concerns too about the loyalties of some of its scientists: two retired nuclear scientists have admitted to supposedly “academic” discussions with Osama bin Laden about nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. Pakistan's instability means that its nuclear stockpile may not be physically secure.
Having long denied that it had chemical weapon stocks, India reversed itself on joining the CWC in 1996, and is now obliged to destroy them. Pakistan is also a member, but has declared no such weapons. Both countries have signed the BWC, though both are thought to have military research programmes. They may also be tempted to hawk their military expertise about for profit. Both have new medium-range missiles. India's 2,000km Agni is said to be nearly ready for deployment, and its space-launch programme could be adapted to build intercontinental-range missiles; Pakistan has the 1,300km Ghauri, and is working on an Agni-matching Shaheen-2. India has had plenty of help over the years from Russia; Pakistan has had help from China and, now, North Korea.
The proliferation threat itself is changing in troubling ways. Smaller countries that yearned to be nuclear, such as Iran, Pakistan, North Korea and Libya, once depended entirely on help from a big-power sponsor, such as Russia or China, or a blind eye from America. Now they are increasingly developing technology ties to each other and pooling expertise. Such secondary supplier-chains make tracking, let alone blocking, proliferation much more difficult.
Careless friends
Meanwhile, export controls need tightening up all round. Although companies in Russia, China and North Korea have long been armourers-in-chief to some of the world's dodgier regimes, over the years America's friends have contributed to the danger. Plenty of European dual-use goods, as well as American ones, have ended up in clandestine military programmes overseas. Indeed, the black market for weapons technology, materials and know-how, like Mr bin Laden's terrorist network, has gone global—a fact that both he, and those governments anxious to get their hands on forbidden materials and technologies, have long sought to exploit.
Most attention over the past decade has focused on stemming the potential leakage of materials and disgruntled scientists from the former Soviet Union's sprawling weapons complexes. America now spends about $1 billion a year to that end. But the problem goes much wider. One of the original sponsors of the threat-reduction programme for Russia, Senator Richard Lugar, now calls for similar action on a global scale. “Every nation that has weapons and materials of mass destruction must account for what it has,” he argues. Then, he says, it must safely secure it, and pledge that “no other nation, cell or cause” will be allowed to get near it.
As yet, there is no evidence that any state on America's list was deliberately feeding al-Qaeda's weapons habit. Yet whatever Mr bin Laden had been secretly working on, he needed to filch materials and expertise from government-run weapons laboratories around the world. Not all such leaks can be plugged. Testimony from the trial in New York of four bin Laden operatives convicted for the 1998 bombing of America's embassies in Kenya and Tanzania included the admission that al-Qaeda had been shopping around for uranium, in this case from South Africa. Mr bin Laden may eventually have succeeded in his quest: reports and documents from Afghanistan suggest he may have acquired enough material, possibly via associates in the radical Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, to make a radiological device.
Clearly, the wider such nuclear, chemical and biological know-how spreads, the greater the danger that such weapons will one day be brandished by someone. All the non-proliferation treaties, bar the one for biological weapons, have compliance mechanisms. The Bush team has signalled that it will make greater use of these to investigate suspicious activity. 
And then? Military force will not always be the ideal weapon for the anti-proliferation battleground. Iraq's nuclear and unconventional-weapons programmes were set back a bit by bombing in 1981 and 1998 respectively, but it is still in both businesses. When it comes to curbing such weapons, prevention—through patient diplomacy, export controls and painstaking intelligence work—is more cost-effective than a cure. 
In some cases it has worked. Plenty of countries that are capable of building nuclear, chemical and biological weapons have not done so, or else have abandoned past programmes. Yet others have no intention of doing so. Defeating proliferation will be no easier than defeating terrorism. In this war, too, no end is in sight.

Militant Islam 

The difficult future of holy struggle
Jan 31st 2002 
From The Economist print edition

Islamist movements in the Arab world have been both helped and hampered by Osama bin Laden's war 

IN 1967, Israel's rout of Arab armies stemmed the rise of pan-Arab nationalism. Will America's victory in Afghanistan quash militant Islam? Many Islamist radicals—jihadis, or disciples of holy struggle, as they style themselves—fear it may, and that Osama bin Laden's attack on America could jeopardise their efforts to overthrow “corrupt” and “heretical” Arab regimes. 
Already, the radicals are torn by dissent. On one side stand the nationalists who have waged local or regional jihads, often with considerable savagery, against third-world regimes. On the other are the globalists, led by Mr bin Laden, who want to take on the world. At issue is not the aim—all jihadis believe that one day the whole world will be Muslim—but the timing. Mr bin Laden's mistake, says one North African who fought alongside him, was to declare war when the United States was at the peak of its power.
The quarrel dates back at least to 1987, when Mr bin Laden, then a young acolyte of the non-violent Muslim Brotherhood, revealed that he had a “vision” of an Islamic superstate. Muhammad had toppled the two great empires of the day, Persia and Byzantium. Mr bin Laden had helped to topple the Russians in Afghanistan, and now only America remained. He sought to rein in those fighting civil wars in the Arab world, saying that jihad should be waged solely against non-Muslims.
At first, the Egyptian, Algerian and Libyan radicals bitterly resented this. Their struggle, as they saw it, was against corrupt tyrants in the Arab world who were resisting the creation of Islamic states. For them, jihad was a necessary struggle of the weak against the evil and strong. But compromises were arranged. The leader of Egyptian Jihad, Ayman al-Zawahari, a shy Cairo doctor, joined Mr bin Laden's war on the West, and Mr bin Laden accepted the legitimacy of jihad against North Africa's rulers on the ground that they were all western stooges. The ideological partnership was sealed with the marriage of the daughter of Mr Zawahari's deputy, Muhammad Ataf, to Mr bin Laden's son. 
As the global movement expanded its operations in Kashmir, Chechnya and Bosnia, dissenters held their tongues, or drifted away. No longer. Now it is the global jihadis who have slipped away—because they are dead, in hiding or muzzled in Cuban cages—and the local radicals are raising their voices again. 
One such voice belongs to Mustafa Zayat, a lawyer whose shabby fifth-floor office in Cairo was for a decade the public face of jihad in Egypt. Mr Zayat was under constant threat: the lift to his office tampered with, the brakes cut in his car. He and his four lawyer-colleagues served jail terms in rotation. But Mr Zayat was always uneasy about Mr Zawahiri's partnership with Mr bin Laden, believing that it would make Arab regimes more repressive and alienate potential friends. 
So it has turned out. The attack on the Twin Towers has both galvanised the West and given a green light to Arab regimes to repress their radicals by all means possible. “Those who carry out terrorist acts have no claims to human rights,” says Egypt's President Hosni Mubarak, calling for a global crackdown on the Islamists who are his most effective opposition. At least 20,000 people are now detained in Egypt without trial.
Ever since the Iranian revolution in 1979, Middle Eastern police states have considered themselves as bulwarks against an Islamist tide. Western governments used to argue, though not very vehemently, that systematic repression and autocracy were also a cause of Islamist unrest. Not now. In the wake of September 11th, western countries, hitherto a haven for Arab Islamists, have acceded to demands from Arab governments to round up Islamist exiles. Across Europe, new laws have been introduced to intern foreigners. Nor is the crackdown restricted to militant groups. Insiders say at least 23 European leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood, the oldest Islamist group professing non-violence, have been called in by the police and interrogated.
Arab regimes are gloating that the West is learning their language. The United States must construct its “own fight against terror on our model,” says Egypt's prime minister, Atif Obeid. On a visit to Syria in mid-January, American congressmen were treated to a lecture on how to fight terrorism from Bashar Assad, the president of a state which, according to America, sponsors terrorism itself. Syria's way of fighting terrorism was seen in 1982, when its tanks charged through the ancient city of Hama, the Muslim Brotherhood's heartland. Twenty years on, 25,000 Syrians are still missing and 100,000 are in exile. As a result, Syria would argue, it has saved itself from a militant Sunni uprising.
Even before September 11th, the American State Department had reined back its democracy programmes in the Arab world. Tunisia was implausibly characterised as a “stable democratic country” and America's promotion of Tunisian democracy was limited to money for training army officers. The Bush administration puts little or no pressure on Israel over its trampling of human rights in the occupied territories. At one time America defended al-Jazeera, the satellite television station that broadcasts across the Middle East from Qatar, from would-be muzzlers in Saudi Arabia, Morocco and Egypt. But during a visit to the White House last October the emir of Qatar was asked to stop it broadcasting Mr bin Laden's tapes. 
Our son-of-a-bitch
In the minds of many Americans, the Islamist peril has filled the void left by the demise of communism. The rulers of Arab police states have become their allies. Even Libya's Colonel Qaddafi has had his pariah status waived. After a 15-year absence, Algeria's president has twice been feted at the White House in recent months. Algeria provided a list of 350 exiles allegedly linked to al-Qaeda. (Israel, Egypt and Libya have also provided such lists.) In return, the Bush administration is said to have eased restrictions on arms sales to Algeria to equip its security forces, despite the fact that 10,000 people disappeared during the country's brutal civil war. 
In most cases, the suspects on the “terrorist lists” being given to America are waging local, not global, battles. But, for the moment, no Arab government will face penalties for increasing its repression. Nor will they have to contend with lectures from the West on the evils of summary tribunals or detention without trial. Britain and America, after all, are doing the same. Even hard-core human-rights activists fret about writing letters to save mainly Islamist prisoners of conscience.
Take the little-publicised case of a small Egyptian Islamist group, al-Waad (the Promise). Some of its members were caught collecting money for the Palestinian intifada, a jihad that even the government's Muslim leader, Sheikh al-Tantawi, says is legitimate. Eighty-three of them were put before a military court and charged with seeking to overthrow the president, a crime that carries the death penalty. In December, the police hauled 22 members of the Muslim Brotherhood before a military court at a remote desert compound. 
As Arab governments use September 11th as an excuse to tighten their grip, similar round-ups have been organised in the Gulf, the Maghreb and the West. Less than a fortnight after the New York attack, Tunisia's ruling party declared that President Ben Ali would amend the constitution to let him serve a fourth five-year term; a Tunisian military court this week sentenced 34 Islamic militants to prison. American aid is already flowing to governments, like Egypt and Yemen, that keep their radicals quiet, and more will follow. 

Will the suppression work? Arab governments like to think that tough measures have crushed the menace already. The most recent attack on tourists in Egypt occurred five years ago. Life has returned to normal in the big cities of Algeria. 
But the battle is far from over. Egypt and Saudi Arabia have not defeated jihad, but pushed it to the periphery of the Muslim world. Ousted from one country, jihadis have quickly resurfaced in another. Ejected from Pakistan at the end of the Afghan jihad in 1992, the mujahideen regrouped in Sudan and the West. Forced from Sudan in the mid-1990s, they dispersed to Yemen and back to Afghanistan.
Confronted with a global crackdown for the first time, the jihadi movement is likely to lie low for months. But silence does not mean defeat. The war in Afghanistan is not yet over. Mr bin Laden and some of his close consorts may have outwitted their American hunters, and his foot-soldiers have for the most part donned civilian clothes.
More important, for all the misgivings about his timing, Mr bin Laden has succeeded in recapturing the imagination of the Arab street. For years, observers had written off political Islam as a spent force without the know-how to run a state, or the organisation to mount an effective challenge. The ability to strike at the heart of America has confounded the doubters.
America, the enemy
For many Muslims, the Americans' pounding of Afghanistan and Iraq, and its insouciance about Israel's pounding of the Palestinians, have made it the principal enemy, the basic cause of the Arab world's ills. In prayer halls from Java to London, Muslims recite the Qunut, an additional raka'a, or prostration, added during times of calamity, accompanied by the words “May God destroy America.” Some radicals are returning from the West to their own countries. As new immigration rules and financial controls take hold, resentment is mounting. 
The question for the jihadis is how to exploit their new-found appeal. Since its origins in the early 1970s, the current movement has been a clandestine assortment of cells. Unlike the Muslim Brotherhood, which sought publicity for its programme of reform, jihadis plotted in secret to launch coups d'état. Now they are reviewing their tactics.
In the immediate aftermath of the attack on New York, some jihadis envisaged a popular Islamic revolt on the Iranian model, possibly in Pakistan or Saudi Arabia. Now they acknowledge they will need to plan for the longer term. They may take a leaf from the manual of Palestinian Islamic groups. These have not only won Arab plaudits for attacking the Israeli occupiers but have undermined Yasser Arafat for his attempts to be Israel's proxy policeman. They have thus raised the possibility of a militant Islamic alternative. Could the same policy—attacking colonial occupiers—be applied to America's military presence in the Muslim world?
There are precedents for success. Islamic groups dislodged American forces from Lebanon in 1982 and Somalia ten years later. Ten years on, many Muslims already subscribe to Mr bin Laden's analysis that the 5,000 American troops in Saudi Arabia and the 3,500 in Kuwait are occupying the holy land of the Arabian peninsula. In the coming months, that feeling will spread. From Bulgaria to Tajikistan, the United States is reported to be setting up 13 new military bases, with 60,000 troops, in nine Muslim countries. Preachers could pave the way by issuing fatwas declaring Americans “legitimate targets”, and jihadi exiles from the West could fan the flames just as they did when they returned home after winning the jihad against the Russians in Afganistan.
For jihadi groups, the strategy has a twofold attraction. First, they will be fighting America on their home turf. Second, they will be shaking the Arab regimes which depend on American backing to stay in power. More repression will doubtless follow, but that too will help their cause. Arab regimes will be cast ever more as client states, while the United States will be tarnished for upholding them. And political Islam will gain a new generation of martyrs. “The jihadi future has never been brighter,” says a veteran observer.
“Violence is like virus,” adds Kamal Hilbawi, the former head of the Muslim Brotherhood in Europe. “The more you bomb it, the more it spreads.” Since so many of its followers have been forced into exile, the jihadi ideology has been widely dispersed. Continued suppression has done the rest. 
The jihadi movement continues to attract some of the Arab world's richest and most privileged. The hijackers who flew into the World Trade Centre were western-educated. Fifteen of them, out of 19, came from the Arab world's richest state, Saudi Arabia. Two of Gaza's suicide-bombers have been sons of millionaires. The vast majority of Arabs fighting with the Afghan mujahideen were graduates, and their leaders came from the Sunni aristocracy. Mr bin Laden belonged to the richest non-royal family in Saudi Arabia. Mr Zawahari was born to a landowning family. This is no peasants' revolt.
But if, as many jihadis claim, the Muslim street is boiling, it is hard to detect the agitation. The forecasts of mass demonstrations against America's bombing of Afghanistan never materialised. For almost a generation, the region's authoritarian rulers have defied predictions of their downfall. Syria, a secular republic, has already produced a dynasty. Iraq, Egypt and Libya threaten to do so. The Islamists, so far, have proved incapable of harnessing people's frustration. The Arab world, it seems, is still immune to popular change.

Saudi Arabia and America 

Time to move on 
Jan 24th 2002 
From The Economist print edition

TRAPPED between America and their own increasingly ructious people, Saudi princes let slip recently that they would rather the American troops packed their bags. Arab hospitality is famous, but the 4,500 American troops and 1,000 British in Saudi Arabia may by now have outstayed their welcome.
The leaks came apparently from Prince Talal bin Abdulaziz, an ex-communist who holds no formal role in the kingdom. But he is one of the ruling fraternity of sons of the founder of the state, Abdulaziz al-Saud. The American-Saudi relationship, which dates back to his rule in the 1920s, now looks close to foundering. Throughout the cold war, the Americans used Saudi Arabia's fierce and evangelical brand of Islam to hit the underbelly of the Soviet Union, be it in Afghanistan, the Balkans, the Muslim Central Asian republics or Nasser's Egypt. The difficulty came when that same brand of Islam was turned on America.
That Saudi Arabia is willing to risk rupturing its core foreign alliance indicates just how intense the internal pressure from militant clerics has become. Over the past two weeks, say well-placed Saudis, prayer leaders in Riyadh, Jiddah and Burayda, have resigned their official posts in protest at America's continued military presence. The funeral of Sheikh Hamoud bin Oqla al-Shuaibi, the author of the first fatwa to declare the royals worthy of excommunication for siding with infidels against Muslims, was the largest the kingdom had witnessed for years. 
It is not just the sheikhs. Thousands of people telephoned to comfort the Saudi families of al-Qaeda suspects in American hands, after an Arab web-site posted their numbers. And Saudi-watchers point to a steep rise in violent crime and drug-trafficking as a sign of a breakdown in law and order since September. 
In a kingdom whose citizens made up 15 of the 19 men who carried out the September attacks, the princes feel vulnerable. For generations, Saudi youths have been educated on a theological diet that teaches good Muslims to combat kufr (infidel) forces. Before children go to school, they can recite the saying of Omar, the second Caliph: “I will purify the Arabian peninsula of Jews and Christians”. 
Will America do as asked? The Saudis have been quibbling over America's presence ever since the first troops were flown to the kingdom when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990. After the 1996 attack on the marine barracks at Al Khobar, American troops were moved to Prince Sultan airbase in the remote desert between Riyadh and the oil fields. This is now America's largest base in the region. Upgraded last July, it is the command-and-control centre from where the bombings of Iraq and, more recently, Afghanistan are orchestrated. 
Yet Carl Levin, the chairman of the Senate's Armed Services Committee, conceded last week that the time may have come to move American forces to a more hospitable base, perhaps Oman. And America's ambassador to Riyadh, in an interview with a Gulf newspaper, pointed out that: “We were going to reduce our troops after the Gulf war anyway.”
Could America be calling the Saudis' bluff? Despite $30 billion-worth of American arms sales to the kingdom in the past decade, Saudi Arabia still resembles a Jemima Puddleduck, helpless before Iraqi and Iranian wolves. Some observers believe that the princes do not really want the Americans to withdraw, and that the leaks are for local consumption, to regain the al-Saud's battered legitimacy as the guarantors of the peninsula's independence. 
But the reality is that the princes' own people are now more threatening to them than Saddam Hussein. Awkwardly, Osama bin Laden's primary aim has long been to evict the Americans from their “occupation” of the Holy Lands of Saudi Arabia. Dead or alive, he may yet succeed.

Greed, fear and confusion to Saddam's rescue
Jan 24th 2002 | CAIRO 
From The Economist print edition


The regional obstacles in the way of a change of Iraqi regime
THE performance could be delayed a bit but America is still writing scripts for the exit of Saddam Hussein and his regime. This calls for ingenuity. Iraq has been devastated by an 11-year siege, and made friendless by a government that is widely despised, not least by its own people. But its dictator lives on, helped by a closing of Arab ranks, and by the greed, fear and confusion of many of his foes. 
Take greed, to start with. Iraq's predicament has taken an appalling human and economic toll at home, but many of the regional allies that America would need in a war have profited nicely from Iraq's distress. Although the country has vast oil reserves, sanctions have withered investment and throttled exports, allowing competitors, such as Russia and Saudi Arabia, to produce more oil without glutting the market. Over the past decade, Iraq has forfeited potential revenue of some $150 billion, all to the advantage of others.
In addition, oil-importing neighbours, such as Jordan and Turkey, enjoy heavily discounted energy supplies from Iraq. And the Kurds of northern Iraq, who live under semi-autonomous UN protection, have grown dependent on the tidy income they earn from the transit of Iraqi fuel. 
All of Iraq's neighbours are agitated, sometimes fearful, about what a change of regime might bring to the region. With Iraq's population 60% Shia Muslim, both secular Turkey and Sunni Muslim Saudi Arabia harbour fears, for different reasons, of the emergence of a fundamentalist theocracy aligned with Shia Iran. The Gulf monarchies would hardly be happy with a democracy next door, either. 
Some Americans have spoken of using Iraq's Kurds as a Northern Alliance-like bridgehead to Baghdad. This also makes Turkey nervous. Having squashed its own Kurdish minority, Turkey looks askance at the rewards America might dole out to Kurdish collaborators. It is even more alarmed at the idea of an independent Iraqi Kurdistan that might reignite Kurdish aspirations elsewhere. Perhaps with this in mind, Turkey has taken to muttering about its right to “protect” the tiny minority of ethnic Turks who live in the Iraqi enclave. For the time being, the unprecedented freedom the Kurds currently enjoy, with both Mr Hussein and the Turks kept at bay, may look too precious to risk. 
Few doubt that the world would be a better place without Mr Hussein, but a big problem is that those baying for his blood have consistently failed to explain why his removal is an urgent necessity rather than a desirable outcome. Attempts to link the country to the al-Qaeda terrorist network have not borne fruit, which is no surprise considering that jihad-minded Islamists consider Mr Hussein anathema. Nor, in the region, is there much concern about Iraq's illicit weaponry or aggressive tendencies. Kuwait, understandably, remains apprehensive, but Iraq's other neighbours no longer consider Iraq to be a major security threat. The argument that Mr Hussein must go because he hates America and might one day be a danger to it, fails to convince Iraq's neighbours of the need for an expedited change of regime.
The proposed means for bringing this change about are even less convincing than the reasons. America does not, to date, have a legal mandate for serious military intervention. Given the reluctance of Iraq's neighbours, it has no place to install the 100,000 or so troops that might be necessary for Mr Hussein's overthrow. And the Iraqi opposition remains as divided and feeble as ever. The Bush administration's recent suspension of funding to the most pro-American group, the Iraqi National Congress, over suspected financial malfeasance, is a case in point. 
Sensing a breathing space, Iraq has launched another of its sporadic charm offensives. Top officials have taken to praising the Gulf monarchies, waxing on the virtues of Arab unity, and even hinting at a future dialogue with America. Mr Hussein himself is said to have proposed some new initiative to Amr Moussa, when the Arab League's secretary-general visited him in Baghdad last weekend. The visit, the first of its kind since the Gulf war, was widely seen by Arab commentators as an attempt to bring Iraq back into the fold at a time when a joint Arab approach is urgently needed to face the consequences of America's anti-terrorism campaign. 
Mr Hussein may be spared from this campaign, for the moment. But this does not translate into alleviating the suffering of his people. America's prickly mood has already led to a surge in the number of “holds” put on contracts under the UN's oil for food programme. Some $5 billion in orders, all but a fraction of them intended for humanitarian purposes, now languish undelivered due to American fears that they may serve some military purpose. Meantime, oil prices have fallen 30% since September, and the stringent new mechanism the UN now imposes, whereby prices for Iraqi oil are set retroactively every 15 days, is frightening off customers. The Iraqis' meagre income, already less than a quarter of pre-Gulf war levels, looks set to shrink even further.

Getting their cards
Jan 3rd 2002 | JEDDAH 
From The Economist print edition


Identity cards, with photographs, for Saudi Arabia's lucky women
SAUDI women, permanently veiled in public, experience particular problems in proving that they are who they say they are. Life is getting a little easier for some of them; they are being allowed their own identity card, including a photograph. Until now they were merely named as dependants on their male guardians' cards.
Ultra-conservatives, male and female, pronounced it unIslamic that women's faces should be thus revealed for unrelated men to see. Saudi women already have their pictures in their passports—if they are lucky enough to be allowed by their guardians (father or husband) to travel—but this, or so it is said, is not so troublesome since it is mainly foreign men who examine these passports, not a Saudi who might know the holder personally.
But the new identity cards, emphasises Prince Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz, who as interior minister authorised their issue, in no way indicate that Islamic rules can be disobeyed. The reason for introducing them, he has explained, is to combat fraud and forgery. In court battles, women often have a difficult time fighting false claims to their property and their bank accounts, and have great difficulty in establishing their identity in disputes over inheritance.
A woman has to produce two male relations who can confirm that she is who she says she is, and this can lead to abuse. A Saudi lawyer speaks of one inheritance case involving some 500m riyals ($133m) in which male claimants are alleged to have run off with the share of their female relations with the help of impostors, false documents—and no photographs. 
To qualify for an identity card, a woman must be at least 22 and have the written consent of her guardian, as well as a letter from her employer if she is working. So far, more than 3,000 women have got their cards, and others are in line. Many are businesswomen, who greet this moment as an important step in their struggle to control their own affairs—though they still have to assign a man to look after most of the paperwork of the businesses they own. 

Saudi Arabian Information Resource 

(http://www.saudinf.com)
Foreign Relations: Introduction  

Within the Arab world, the Kingdom, which has worked tirelessly to create and enhance Arab solidarity, has persistently pursued a policy designed to resolve disputes by diplomatic means.

In its relations with the major industrialized powers (the United States of America, Western Europe and Japan), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has always recognized the economic interdependence which must exist between those who need oil and the country which holds 25% of the world's oil reserves, and has endeavored to stabilize the oil price at a level which takes account of the needs of both net producers and net consumers.

At the same time, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is part of the Arab world and, above all, has been entrusted with the guardianship of the Holy Places of Islam. Both its Arab and its Muslim heritage mean that its basic political tenets and its foreign policy objectives are sometimes not co-incident with those of other political and economic power blocs.

Arab League 

The Arab League (officially, the League of Arab States) was formed in 1945 (1364/64 AH). The founder members were the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan (then Transjordan), Lebanon, Iraq, Syria and Yemen. The purpose of the League was to foster Arab co-operation and unity.

Since its formation, another 14 Arab states have joined the League.

Egypt was expelled from the League in 1979 (1399/1400 AH), following its bi-lateral peace agreement with Israel (the Camp David Accords). After ten years of isolation, Egypt was re-admitted to the League in 1989 (1409/10 AH).

The present membership of the League is as follows: Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen

The headquarters of the Arab League is in Tunisia (37, Avenue Khereddine Pacha, Tunis). The League's organization consists of a Council and a General Secretariat.

The Council, which is the Arab League's supreme authority, includes all the member states, each state having one vote. (The League is a voluntary association of sovereign Arab states and decisions are binding only on those states which have voted in support of a resolution.)

The General Secretariat of the Arab League is charged with the responsibility of implementing the decisions of the Council and provides a wide range of financial, research and administrative services.

Saudi leaders warn U.S. against attacking Iraq

Posted on Sun, Mar. 17, 2002, By Michael R. Gordon, New York Times

JIDDA, Saudi Arabia - Even before Air Force Two touched down in Saudi Arabia on Saturday, Vice President Dick Cheney received a public warning from the Saudi leadership that the Bush administration should put aside any plans for a military campaign against Iraq.

``I do not believe it is in the United States' interests, or the interest of the region, or the world's interest to do so,'' Crown Prince Abdullah told ABC News. ``And I don't believe it will achieve the desired result.''

With his recent remarks, the crown prince has joined the chorus of very public Arab warnings to the United States about its talk of possible military action to oust Saddam Hussein and to put an end to his programs to develop nuclear, biological and chemical weapons for Iraq.

As Cheney was in Saudi Arabia, the U.S. mediator, retired Gen. Anthony Zinni, was in and near Jerusalem, conducting a second round of meetings with Palestinian and Israeli leaders, and trying to create conditions for a cease-fire. There were reports that he was making good progress.

Before Cheney arrived in Jidda, he stopped for several hours in the United Arab Emirates for a meeting with the leader of that Persian Gulf state, Sheik Zayid bin Sultan al-Nuhayyan. The sheik also said he opposed a U.S. strike against Iraq and urged efforts to quell the fighting between the Israelis and the Palestinians, according to the government news agency.

There was a stop on Cheney's Middle East trip when the vice president's pitch about the need to take action against the threat of weapons of mass destruction undeniably struck a chord. But it was not on land; it was on board the USS John C. Stennis, an aircraft carrier that prowls the Arabian Sea. There, Cheney was essentially preaching to the converted.

U.S. officials said before Cheney's trip to the Middle East that they believed Arab leaders would eventually agree to a U.S. military campaign against Iraq, even if they publicly disapproved.

But the persistence and public nature of the Arab response suggests that the Bush administration has considerable work ahead of it before it can claim significant Arab support for a campaign against Iraq.

At a minimum, it appears that the United States would need to make another effort through the United Nations to persuade Iraq to readmit U.N. weapons inspectors. It seems that any support for a tougher policy toward Iraq would come only after a determined effort to secure the admission of the inspectors, though President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt was the only leader to hint at such a possibility.

It also seems clear that the United States would need to demonstrate progress toward quelling the fighting between the Palestinians and Israelis before it can draw on Arab support for its Iraq policy.

Arab nations are not the only ones who are urging the Americans to move slowly. While the British government has reinforced Cheney's warnings about Iraq's quest for weapons of mass destruction, many other European nations have expressed reservations.

``We need the most extensive political pressure to allow the United Nations to let military inspectors back into Iraq,'' said the German defense minister, Rudolf Scharping. He told the newspaper Tagesspiegel that any U.S. military strike should be ``the last solution.''

Prime Minister Bulent Evecit of Turkey said recently that ``Iraq should not be the subject of military attacks, because it would upset the whole Middle East.''

Cheney met with King Fahd of Saudi Arabia early Saturday evening. Later, he met with Prince Abdullah, who became the de facto ruler of the country after King Fahd had a stroke in 1995. Neither Cheney nor any of his senior aides was available to address the statements by Saudi and other Arab officials.

Cheney's meetings in Saudi Arabia are important in several respects. The United States needs close ties with the Saudis to encourage progress toward an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement, to prevent Osama bin Laden's Al-Qaida organization from reconstituting and to forge a tough policy on Iraq.

U.S.-Saudi relations also have been under strain. Fifteen of the 19 hijackers in the Sept. 11 attacks were Saudis, and there has been concern that the Saudi authorities have not done enough to stem fundraising for Islamist militants.
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