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Deserted streets, shuttered businesses, 
mosques without congregations: coro-
navirus is altering lives in the Gulf 
states just as it is in the rest of the 
world. The six states of the Gulf Co-
operation Council (Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United 
Arab Emirates) have activated various 
measures to block the spread of the vi-
rus, yet contagion continues each day. 

With more than 3000 cases (from 30 
March 2020), the Gulf states realised 
early that this pandemic would spare 
no region and that it is necessary to put 
in place an action plan to respond with 
adequate planning for the post-crisis pe-
riod. This pandemic is not only a glob-
al health emergency: it has spawned a 
deep economic crisis as well. However, 
the crisis is also generating some impor-

How the Gulf States Deal with 
Coronavirus

Withdrawal Symptoms
Reflecting on Coalition Redeployments from Iraq

When the American-led coalition an-
nounced its imminent relocation of 
personnel and equipment in Iraq on 
20 March, they did so with a surpris-
ing degree of optimism. The state-
ment, issued by Lieutenant General 
Pat White, coincided with the first an-
niversary of the Battle of Baghouz in 
which ISIS lost its last sliver of terri-

tory. “Due to the tremendous sacrifice, 
strength, and success of the Iraqi Secu-
rity Forces … we have reached a point 
in the campaign where our partners 
are taking the fight to the remnants 
of Daesh independently and prevent-
ing Daesh’s resurgence,” White said. 
The alleged motives behind the move, 
however, have been met with skepticism 

There was an air of dread 
across Europe as the out-
break of COVID-19 sent 
Italy into national quar-
antine, with Spain and 
France a short sprint be-
hind and the rest of the 
EU, Switzerland, Norway, 
and the UK, who are 
braced for their turn, en-
acting a series of restric-
tive measures to cushion 
the impact of one of the 
most aggressive coronavi-
ruses in living memory. 
While this global health 
pandemic unfolds, other 
crises continue to lap 
at Europe’s frontiers. 
Acts of human vandal-
ism continue to occur 
along the Turkey-Greece 
border, as Ankara uses 
refugees to press Brussels 
into supporting its brew-
ing conflict with Russia, 
Syria and Iran for the city 
of Idlib. Armenia then 
ambushed Azerbaijani 
forces in Nagorno Kara-
bakh, killing two. The 
Houthis in Yemen have 
committed untold crimes 
against humanity while 
Iraq slides back into civil 
war and Iran cremates 
away the evidence of its 
own coronavirus out-
break and its basij mili-
tia terrorises its people. 
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Terrorism in the Time of Coronavirus
T HE R EPORT

The webinar was held on 31 March 2020.  The full streaming of the event is available at www.egic.info/events

From the extreme right to the 
extreme left, religious fundamen-
talists to apocalyptical move-
ments coronavirus is generating 
an effect. With national resourc-
es and public attention largely 
directed at efforts to contain 
COVID-19, the current situation 
of panic and fear is prone to ex-
ploitation by malicious non-state 
actors that seek to advance their 
own agendas and undermine the 
system even further. Against this 
backdrop, the Euro-Gulf Informa-
tion Centre organised its second e-
Roundtable from the ‘Coping with 
Coronavirus’ series, which seeks to 
examine different aspects and im-
pacts of COVID-19 from various 
perspectives. The second webinar 
titled: ‘Terrorism in the Time of 
Coronavirus,’ was held via Zoom 
platform on Tuesday, 31 March 
2020 (11:00-12:30 CET), and fo-
cused on the short- and long-term 
impacts of coronavirus on terrorist 
actors and their behaviour.
 
The panel consisted of:

Caroline Varin — Senior Lecturer 
in Security and International Organi-
sations at Regent's University London, 
Director and Co-founder of Professors 
Without Borders (Prowibo)
 
Peter R. Neumann — Professor 
of Security Studies, King's College 
London, Senior Fellow and Founder, 
International Centre for the Study of 
Radicalisation and Political Violence 
(ICSR)
 
Yan St-Pierre — CEO and Counter-
Terrorism Advisor, Modern Security 
Consulting Group (MOSECON), Ber-
lin, Germany

Mitchell Belfer — President, Eu-
ro-Gulf Information Centre (EGIC), 
Rome, Italy
 
Moderated by Sofia Barbarani 

— Freelance Journalist, Conflict and 
Humanitarian Reporting in the Mid-
dle East
 
The following is an overview of the 
discussion and main points raised 
by the speakers.

Opening Statements

Yan St-Pierre: COVID-19 as Valida-
tion and Opportunity—discussed 
how the COVID-19 crisis repre-
sents both a validation and an op-
portunity for various extremist and 
terrorist groups. In terms of valida-
tion, religious-based extremist or-
ganisations, such as Al Qaeda and 
ISIS or various Christian organi-
sations, especially in the United 
States, view the current coronavi-
rus as the ‘wrath of God’ punish-
ing people for their sinful lives or 
testing them. Far-left groups see 
the spread of the COVID-19 as ‘a 
vindication of the abuses and in-
equalities of globalisation, of neo-
liberalism, of capitalism.’ Far-right 
groups enjoy the narrative of COV-
ID-19 as a ‘foreign virus’ because it 
confirms their point ‘that threats 
always come from outside’ and that 
restricting movement in and out of 
the country will protect the nation. 
Many of the resurgent conspiracy 
theories, that include the involve-
ment of the deep state or some 
Jewish organisations using the vi-
rus to destabilise the society, also 
play into that sentiment. However, 

responding to Sofia Barbarani’s 
(moderator) question whether 
there is a correlation between 
COVID-19 and increasing anti-
semitism, according to St-Pierre, 
it is too early to tell. What is clear, 
however is that regardless of the 
ideology, ‘extremist groups find a 
way to see what they want to see 
and this virus is essentially a con-
firmation of their positions.’ The 
validation aspect is complement-
ed by an opportunity to advance 

the groups’ objectives. For instance, 
‘far-left groups are calling for plun-
dering to exacerbate and bring 
awareness to populations that the 
system is unjust and unequal’ and 
perhaps bring about a new system. 
Similarly, right-wing groups see 
it as an opportunity to provoke 
change of the dysfunctional system 
by disruption. St-Pierre pointed 
out that ‘what’s interesting with the 
far-right is that there’s more talk 
about the weaponisation of that vi-
rus than in any of the circles,’ many 
of the far-right members have been 
‘deliberately coughing on individu-
als or certain groups to try to infect 
them.’ All in all, ‘the opportunity is 
there for a lot of these groups and 
they’re trying to use it.’ St-Pierre 
concluded: ‘what we’re seeing is re-
ally a convergence, or coalescence, 
of both the justification morally 
for them, their positions, as well as 
an opportunity to strike.’

Caroline Varin: COVID-19’s Impact 
on Violent Non-State Actors is Af-
rica—highlighted that the impact 
of COVID-19 on terrorism will 
vary in different regions. Varin fo-
cused specifically on the impact of 
coronavirus on African terrorist 
groups. She supported the vindi-
cation aspect discussed earlier by 
St-Pierre: ‘For a lot of people and 
not just for terrorist groups, there 
is a feeling that this is the West and 
the globalised world getting its just 
desserts for all the inequality and 
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environmental damage and excess-
es that we have seen over the last 
century.’ However, she pointed out 
that the effect of the situation on 
individuals will vary—while some 
might be provoked to take action, 
others will just watch and enjoy. 
Crucially, ‘there is also the fear of 
contagion. Not every terrorist is a 
suicide terrorist. They don’t want to 
get sick, they don’t want their fami-
lies to get sick and they realise the 
weakness of their health systems.’ 
The natural instinct to protect 
the community was exemplified 
by ISIS’ statement that warned its 
members before travelling to the af-
fected regions due to the fear of get-
ting sick and infecting other mem-
bers. Varin highlighted that violent 
non-state actors in those regions 
also have a high degree of respect 
for doctors and medical workers, 
such as Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF), who have had continu-
ous access to those non-state ac-
tors because they realise the need. 
In terms of the global impact, she 
said that the travel bans and in-
creased controls have reduced traf-
ficking of most things for the or-
ganised crime, which also affected 
finances of organised criminals 
who have links to terrorist groups. 
Regarding the opportunity aspect, 
Varin was not so convinced, point-
ing out that terrorist groups’ capac-
ity were reduced with the increased 
controls. However, if they would 
strike, they would probably target 
critical infrastructure for high im-
pact, thus it should be properly 
guarded to prevent such scenario. 
Nevertheless, Varin’s main concern 
was about the post-pandemic situ-
ation, marked by economic crisis 
and increasing levels of — already 
high — levels of especially youth 
unemployment, which will feed 
resentment. Young people ‘are go-
ing to face a future which is be-
yond their control, which is being 
created by politicians and is creat-
ing a very significant generational 
divide.’ This divide ‘could lead to 
more radicalisation and more em-
powerment of individuals and 
violent non-state actors at the end 

of this crisis.’ Varin concluded that 
opportunity for recruitment will 
increase with the economic crisis: 
‘the longer the lockdown lasts, the 
longer the epidemic lasts, the more 
likely we are to see severe econom-
ic consequences and opportuni-
ties for radicalisation among the 
younger generations.’

Peter Neumann: The Biggest Con-
cern Is the Long-Term Impact—
understands the situation around 
COVID-19 as an unfavourable mo-
ment for the existing terrorist and 
extremist organisations because it 
creates a distraction: ‘If you think 
that terrorism is about creating 
terror, it is about generating at-
tention. It is about manipulating 
our minds through fear. It is about 
having an audience. Right now ter-
rorist groups do not have an audi-
ence, no one is paying attention 
and there is no fear of terrorism 
because there’s fear of something 
else.’ He continued by stressing 
that Coronavirus ‘is generating far 
more fear, far more effectively than 
any terrorist could at this moment 
[and therefore] it is a bad time for 
terrorists who rely on terror and 
attention to achieve their objec-
tives.’ It remains to be seen whether 
the current low levels of attention 
will prevail and lead to a decrease 
in terrorism. Neumann suggested 
that there is currently very little 
terrorist activity but the current 
experience ‘will lead inevitably in 
the future at some point to more 
experimentation with biological 
weapons and viruses by terrorists.’ 
Like Varin, Neumann voiced con-
cern about the long term political 
and economic consequences of the 
COVID-19 crisis. The forthcoming 
economic crisis will cause turmoil, 
especially in countries outside Eu-
rope that already were struggling 
prior to the COVID-19 outbreak 
in terms of quelling their popula-
tions’ discontent, which will create 
a fertile ground for terrorist groups 
to exploit, especially in countries in 
North Africa or the Gulf. Over the 
next few years ‘we will struggle with 
the economic and political conse-

quences generated by the period 
of standstill that we are currently 
experiencing and that in a sense 
will be a fertile ground for terror-
ists of all stripes, whether jihadists, 
right-wing terrorists or other kinds 
of terrorism will find opportunities 
to exploit in years to come.’ Answer-
ing Barbarani’s question about the 
possible resurgence of ISIS in Iraq 
or Syria as a result of the current 
situation, Neumann said that other 
countries might miss the signs of 
deteriorating situation in Iraq and 
Syria because they will be too pre-
occupied with fixing their own eco-
nomic and political consequences 
of COVID-19, which will indeed 
create an opportunity for groups 
such as ISIS to come back.

Mitchell Belfer: The Good, the Bad 
and the Ugly, Hezbollah, the Hou-
this and the IRGC—looked at the 
impact of COVID-19 on Hezbollah 
in Lebanon, Houthis in Yemen, and 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC)—‘good’ represents 
the image they’re trying to pro-
duce, the ‘bad’ is what they’re do-
ing in the meantime and the ‘ugly’ 
is what the residue is going to look 
like afterwards. Belfer said there is 
a temporary reform taking place 
within those groups, trying to (re)
gain legitimacy — ‘they are now 
struggling to gain through their be-
haviour related to the coronavirus 
what they could not do through 
their acts of violence in the lead up 
to it.’ Hezbollah is trying to rehabili-
tate its image in the eyes of the Leb-
anese, presenting themselves again 
as a social movement, taking care 
of the community. The Houthis are 
following the rules set out by the 
WHO, showing that they can be in 
a government. And Iran is looking 
for sanctions relief, released prison-
ers and seeks to be part the global 
system to combat coronavirus. But 
Belfer pointed out that those pic-
tures that they are trying to con-
vey are not necessarily the truth. 
At the same time, Hezbollah is 
strengthening its position in the 
government, going after some ac-
tivists domestically and ‘using coro-
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navirus as a way of [quietly] rede-
ploying out of Syria.’ The Houthis 
have mastered double-speak: ‘just 
as they follow the WHO recom-
mendations, they launched bal-
listic missiles at Saudi Arabia this 
week, they’re trying to further con-
solidate their position in Yemen. In 
the last two months they’ve had two 
major operations to gain lost terri-
tory. So on the ground words and 
actions do not match,’ highlighted 
Belfer. Regarding Iran, Belfer said 
that the regime is branding them-
selves as a victim of the virus, which 
they are, but the regime also has 
not tried to restrict the virus from 
spreading—it left shrines open and 
did not stamp passports of people 
coming in and out of Iran during 
the outbreak particularly people 
from the Arab Gulf (Bahrain, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait etc). Coupled with 
the Iranian regime’s rhetoric of its 
enemies getting their just reward, it 
raised concerns in the region about 
the extent that the virus might be 
used by Tehran to destabilise its 
rivals, given that large part of the 
infected people in the region can 
be tracked back to Iran. Regarding 
sanctions relief, Belfer noted that 
most medical supplies are not sanc-
tioned and highlighted that even in 
the pre-COVID-19, indeed during 
the phase of sanctions relief, money 
was not reaching the Iranian peo-
ple and went to the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps’ pockets. Iran’s 
government’s mismanagement 
should not be blamed on corona-
virus, it is persistent. Looking into 
the future, Belfer highlighted that 
there is now even deeper distrust 
among the regional countries: ‘this 
was an opportunity for some coun-
tries to have shown their responsi-
bility to one another and those op-
portunities are in some ways being 
skirted,’ said Belfer and stressed the 
need to put out an action plan for 
the period after coronavirus.

Question and Answer Session
The following topic areas were 
raised by the audience with the 
speakers’ answers summarised. 

Impact of COVID-19 on Specific 
Terrorist Groups in Africa
Varin said that the specific impact 
depends on the groups’ modus 
operandi. For groups such as Is-
lamic State’s West Africa Province 
(ISWAP) or Al Shabaab which are 
trying to safeguard and tax the 
community, seeking legitimisation 
and replace the government, a pos-
sible COVID-19 outbreak would 
have much more disruptive im-
pact in the long term. In contrast, 
for the Abubakar Shekau faction, 
which operates very differently, an 
outbreak would not change their 
capabilities, goals or strategy. She 
remarked that Africa’s long experi-
ence with epidemics and Ebola has 
not stopped violence or wars, so 
COVID-19 will not either.

Left-Wing vs Right-Wing Groups’ 
Activity 
Reacting to Neumann’s point 
about the importance of publicity, 
St-Pierre said that while that is true 
for the larger groups, highly polar-
ised campaigns also created ‘an en-
vironment where a lot of overseen 
single actors that are not directly 
linked to larger organisations feel 
somehow compelled to act,’ which 
we will now see more. Back to the 
question, St-Pierre said there is now 
more far-left activity in Europe 
and far-right in the United States: 
‘Based on the current momentum, 
the far right is much more active 
[however] in the long-run, espe-
cially once the economic pressures 
are more felt, we will definitely see 
more of the far left reacting.’

Weaponisation of Food Chains 
According to Belfer, the Houthis 
have long plundered food deliver-
ies intended for the Yemeni pop-
ulation, which has not changed 
with the COVID-19 crisis. He also 
pointed to the intensified focus of 
the Gulf states —  which rely on 
food imports — on taking precau-
tions to preserve their food supply 
chains. Neumann added that ‘as a 
result of this current crisis, we will 
see more situations of state break-
down’ across the Middle East and 

Africa, which will create ‘an op-
portunity for radical groups, for ex-
tremist groups, for organised crime 
groups to actually prove that they 
can fulfil some of the functions 
that the state used to provide. If the 
state does not deliver those services 
and basic necessities, other groups 
and other entities will fill in that 
vacuum.’

Opportunity for Peace Negotia-
tions
Varin is pessimistic about the 
COVID-19 crisis creating an oppor-
tunity for peace negotiations with 
violent non-state actors because 
there is now too much distraction. 
Varin stressed her concern about 
food chains, specifically because 
of the combination of the locust 
plague and COVID-19 in the Mid-
dle East and Africa will cause ‘food 
shortages, increase in prices, lack of 
economic opportunities, and much 
more hunger.’ Access to food and 
financing of international organi-
sations is correlated and even traf-
fickers and criminal actors are not 
going to be able to fulfil the needs. 
According to Varin, peace negotia-
tions will be correlated with food 
access; perhaps an opportunity for 
a positive outcomes could start 
there.

Coronavirus’ impact on interna-
tional organisations’ missions 
around the world
St-Pierre said that the shift in fo-
cus on domestic policy, will trans-
late into less willingness to invest 
finances to various operations 
around the world and cuts in the 
foreign missions could be expected. 
However, since many international 
organisations already interact with 
violent non-state actors in those 
areas, ‘we are going to see a lesser 
formal international involvement 
from governments but also going 
to see an increase in international 
cooperation on site from organisa-
tions that are not necessarily linked 
to government.’

COVID-19 and weakening of 
Iran’s support for its proxies
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According to Belfer, Iran will prob-
ably face the most acute crisis and 
more protests as a result of the 
COVID-19 mismanagement. The 
regime will now have to invest a 
lot of money inside the country 
to rehabilitate its economy, which 
will likely affect the financing of 
its proxies. It does not have the re-
sources for both and will have to 
choose between its own people or 
Hezbollah, its own people or the 
Houthi.

Possibility of triggering inter-
nal conflicts such as Arab Spring 
2011
Neumann believes that there is a 
high chance of such a scenario: ‘in 
many countries the convulsions 
that are resulting in both economic 
and political terms from this virus 
will be very severe and that differ-
ent types of actors will use the situ-
ation in order to capitalise on it.’ 
This will particularly affect coun-
tries with already existing sectarian 
and ethnic divisions, or those that 
struggled with protests even before 
the COVID-19, notably Iraq and 
the countries in North Africa. Ac-
cordingly, ‘the next few years, even 
long after the virus is contained, 
will be very unstable years where 
various actors will take advantage 
of instability and turmoil and will 
try to position themselves in a way 
that they are ready to take power.’ 
Neumann foresees ‘an extended 
period of instability like the Arab 
Spring but without the optimism 
of the Arab Spring.’

Violent non-state actors using 
the opportunity to gain legiti-
macy as health and governance 
providers in the Sahel
According to Varin, non-state ac-

tors are enacting curfews and 
quarantine not to build legitimacy 
but ‘to safeguard their operations.’ 
However she pointed out, ‘there 
is a high risk that they would lose 
legitimacy if they did not operate 
as such. So rather than build legiti-
macy, it’s the opposite — if they do 
not respond then they are no bet-
ter than the government. Where 
they do respond I am not sure that 
it will make a very big difference in 
terms of governance because they 
are responding in places where the 
state is already absent.’

Gender impact of COVID-19 on 
recruitment

St Pierre said that ‘it depends on 
the groups’ ideology or mental-
ity but also on the region […] the 
needs and the circumstances will 
dictate what type of recruitment is 
necessary but as long it is possible 
the gender issues will stay within 
the current frameworks.’ Barba-
rani added that it is important to 
keep in mind the vulnerability of 
women in an already very vulner-
able situation, sharing a story from 
Iraq’s more traditional, rural areas, 
where some families have ‘alleged-
ly refused to allow doctors to visit 
their female relatives,’ when ‘they 
were showing signs of COVID-19.’ 

Lessons learnt for governments’ 
preparedness for future biologi-
cal attacks
Neumann said that health security 
will now be considered a hard secu-
rity issue, just as terrorism: ‘it will, 
actually, in the long-term, help us 
because as a result of mainstream-
ing health as a security issue, the 
capabilities of security agencies 
to deal with issues like chemical, 

biological or radiological materi-
als will increase. This will be front 
and centre of all security agendas 
in every country in the world for 
years to come.’ Belfer highlighted 
the negative impact of reduced 
spending on public healthcare and 
lack of governments’ contingency 
plans, which might inspire some 
other actors: ‘Half of Europe is run-
ning around the world trying to 
buy, taking tenders from anybody 
who’s selling masks and that’s only 
creating atmosphere of profiteer-
ing, organised crime groups […] 
We’re ill-prepared.’ Belfer went on 
to suggest that a serious contingen-
cy plan review for a health crisis or 
a biological weapons attack should 
follow this pandemic.

This event was concluded by the 
last reflections by Barbarani.

***

The COVID-19 outbreak may for-
ever change international political 
life—its effects are profound. By 
continuing to reflect on the im-
pacts can analysts and policy mak-
ers work at understanding the how 
and the what of this crisis. This Cop-
ing with Coronavirus series seeks 
to contribute to such public discus-
sions and EGIC looks forward to 
welcoming you to our upcoming 
events. For details visit our website 
at: www.egic.info.

by Nikola Zukalová

The full streaming of this and oth-
ers webinars organised by EGIC are 
available on our Youtube channel 
"Euro-Gulf Information Centre".
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How the Gulf States Deal with Coronavirus
FROM PAGE 1

tant opportunities. This short anal-
ysis looks at both the peaks and val-
leys in the Gulf during this crisis.

Lockdown
As many countries around the 
world, the Gulf states have shut 
cinemas, entertainment centres, 
gyms, spas, schools and universi-
ties—all activities that include gath-
erings or some sort of mobility of 
groups of people have been, largely, 
cancelled. The Gulf states are aware 
of the potential economic impact 
both on national wealth and on 
their citizen’s well-being. To offset 
the impact, each Gulf state has em-
barked on new economic strategies. 
Bahrain launched a 4.3 billion Bah-
raini dinar (€10 billion Euro) eco-
nomic stimulus package, which is 
equivalent to 29.6% of the country’s 
annual GDP. Kuwait authorised as 
$1.6 billion USD fund to ministries 
and state agencies to fight coronavi-
rus, as well as important donations 
to the World Health Organization 
($40 million) and aid provisions to 
Iraq, Iran and Palestine. Oman an-
nounced a series of measures, no-
tably  tax, fee and loan exemptions 
for industries and businesses as well 
as a reduction of 2020 budgets by 
5%for the country's ministries and 
civil, military and security govern-
ment agencies. Qatar allocated 75 
billion Qatari riyals (€19 billion  
Euro) to the private sector and 
banks to limit economic effects, as 
well as a €9 million Euro financial 
assistance package to Palestine and 
six tonnes of medical equipment 
and supplies to Iran. Saudi Arabia, 
through its Monetary Authority 
(SAMA), announced a 50 billion 
SAR (€12 billion Euro) package 
to support the banking sector, fi-
nancial institutions and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
The Central Bank of the UAE an-
nounced a €25 billion (Euro) set 
of measures  to support the coun-
try’s banks. Abu Dhabi also sent 32 
tonnes of medical supplies to Iran. 
The aforementioned should not be 

taken to imply that all economic 
costs will be mitigated as there re-
mains many unknowns, but these 
are steps in the right direction. It is 
also important to illustrate some of 
the more pronounced sectors that 
have already been impacted.

The Coronavirus Impact
First, as part of the global air-trans-
portation links, the Gulf states have 
been forced to contend with the in-
evitable slowdown after major air-
lines sharply reduced their air traffic 
owing to the global travel limita-
tions. Key regional airlines, such as 
Etihad and Emirates, have asked to 
their employees, including execu-
tives, to accept pay cuts for April, 
after which they will be reviewed. 
The dip in air transport is matched 
with the decline in tourism fur-
ther illustrated in a string of can-
cellations of major entertainment 
events. The ‘Jeddah Seasons’ and 
the ‘Red Sea International Film 
Festival’ in Saudi Arabia, the ‘Qum-
ra’ mentoring event and Moto GP 
in Qatar, the Formula 1 Grand 
Prix in Bahrain, a Petroleum and 
Energy Show in Oman and an art 
expo in Dubai are just a few of 
the events that have been either 
postponed or cancelled because of 
coronavirus. This is a tough meas-
ure particularly for Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. The former receives 
some 20 million religious tourists 
annually but has recently opened 
up to non-religious tourism and 

liberalised the visa process.  At the 
same time, the UAE attracts more 
than 17 million visitors every year 
and both  have invested heavily in 
their entertainment sector in or-
der to obtain significant revenue 
from it and therefore add wealth 
to the country. The UAE fears the 
impact this crisis might have on 
the Dubai Expo 2020 scheduled for 
October this year, while Riyadh is 
concerned about the impact on the 
G20 summit in November, of which 
the Kingdom holds the presidency. 
Oil prices have dramatically fallen 
following the OPEC+ group failed 
agree to cut output. Crude futures 
dropped more than 20% after Sau-
di Arabia said it would raise pro-
duction and give discounts on its 
oil. This tumble is likely to be prob-
lematic for most of the Gulf States, 
as many of them rely heavily on 
oil revenues for the functioning of 
their economies and hence the tim-
ing of this drop — although unrelat-
ed to coronavirus — is particularly 
stinging given the freeze of other 
economic activities and the in-
creased public spending demands. 
On the flip-side, the pandemic not 
only about closures and severing, 
there are an assortment of opportu-
nities, as well. For instance, the same 
Gulf airlines that saw a dip in pas-
senger flights also saw a 20% surge 
in demand for cargo services since 
the demand for essential goods and 
medical supplies have been spiked. 
This is enhancing the Gulf states as 
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FROM PAGE 1

Crisis mismanagement and the  
European Parliament

All in all, Europe has its hands full 
— or at least it should.
Despite this heavy foreign affairs 
agenda, or perhaps because of it, 
the European Parliament seems 
unable to set the right agenda or 
address the right problems. This 
week’s — or even this year’s — Rule 
144 debate on alleged ‘Breaches of 
Human Rights, Democracy and 
the Rule of Law,’ illustrates this 
well. On the agenda: China, Tur-
key, and Bahrain. Actually, only 
Bahrain is under EU scrutiny; 
the Chinese case is of a Swedish 
citizen imprisoned in the country 

and the Turkish case, which does 
not even name “Turkey” for fear 
of offending Ankara, concerns the 
‘imprisonment of Osman Kavala.’ 
So why Bahrain? What makes this 
small island state so central to the 
European Parliament as to include 
it on the plenary agenda? The 
answer to this has less to do with 
Bahrain and more to do with Eu-
ropean Parliamentary jockeying. 
The European Parliament’s seven 
political groups: the Progressive 
Alliance of Socialists and Demo-
crats (S&D), European Peoples 
Party (EPP), Renew Europe (RE), 

European Conservatives and Re-
formers (ECR), Greens/European 
Free Alliance (Greens-EFA), Iden-
tity and Democracy (ID), and the 
European United Left/Nordic 
Green Left (GUE/NGL), essentially 
play a game of tag with each oth-
er each month to set the agenda 
for the plenary and add topics to 
debate under Rule 144. They use 
countries and issues around the 
world to gain leverage over each 
other within the institution and its 
many delegations and committees. 
When issues are too ‘hot,’ like Iran’s 
downing of Ukraine International 
Airlines PS752, the European Par-
liament simply glosses them over 
and deflects with less polarising 
issues. This helps explain why the 
2020 debates have focused on Boko 
Haram terrorism in Nigeria, hu-
man rights abuses in Burundi, the 
protests in Guinea, and child labour 
in the mines of Madagascar. While 
certainly important issues, these 
are hardly front-and-centre of the 
European political imagination.  
The practice of deflecting comes 
at the expense of debating issues 

crucial hubs in international sup-
ply chains.  At the same time, this is 
boom season for sectors connected 
to the digital sphere. In Saudi Ara-
bia, for instance, the delivery app 
‘Nana’ has raised some $18 million 
(USD) from investors, including 
the venture capital fund STV and 
Middle Eastern Venture Partners, 
as the virus lock-down boosted de-
mand for its services. On 22 March, 
Bahrain announced another spike 
in GCC regional start-ups with 
‘Transcend Travel Technology,’ 
‘Bookr,’ ‘Digital Transformation 
Professionals ADTCs,’ ‘Enwan Al 
Jazeera,’ ‘Dynamic Cloud,’ ‘Code-
Base Technologies,’ and ‘Innosoft,’ 
all setting up in the country. These 
are but a few examples — there 
are many others across the region 
— of how cyber space is being fur-
ther harvested during this crises. 

Finally, in relation to geopolitics, 
there is concern given the lacklustre 
Iranian approach to dealing with 
the outbreak of COVID-19. Most 
cases reported in the Gulf originat-
ed in Iran with people flying in or 
returning from Iran in mid-Febru-
ary and infecting people in Kuwait 
and Bahrain. Iran also took the 
unusual — and illegal — decision 
not to stamp the passports of peo-
ple from Bahrain and Saudi Ara-
bia making it very difficult to track 
infected people and place them in 
quarantine. This increased regional 
tensions particularly when Bahrain 
accused Tehran of ‘biological ag-
gression’ for ‘hiding the spread of 
the epidemic.’ Bahrain’s Interior 
Minister, Shaikh Rashid Bin Ab-
dulla Al Khalifa, noted that ‘with 
its behaviour [Tehran] allowed the 
virus to travel abroad…this repre-

sented biological aggression.’ Poli-
tics aside, all Gulf states are sym-
pathetic to the Iranian people and 
hold the government, not citizens, 
responsible for its behaviour. This 
is reflected in the fact that all the 
Arab Gulf states either directly send 
medical equipment and/or food 
supplies to the country or support 
organisations that do so in proxy. 
How this will all end is unclear. 
However, it is important to know 
that the Gulf states face many of 
the same conditions and perils as 
those in Europe and understanding 
how each other has worked at miti-
gating the negative impacts of the 
virus can only help in strengthen-
ing bonds in the Euro-Gulf space.

by Maged Srour
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that directly impact Europe and 
European citizens. This is a public 
secret. The Members of the Euro-
pean Parliament may be ideologi-
cally driven in their political lives, 
but tend to shy away from mak-
ing a foreign policy difference be-
cause that often means making a 
personal investment of their most 
sacred resources: time and energy. 
So, instead, they defer to their staff 
to act on their behalf, draft resolu-
tions and amendments and advise 
on voting. This implies the loss of 
the MEP’s agency and the acqui-
sition of agency for the advisors. 
Given that advisors are not elected 
representatives, they have much 
more freedom of action than their 
MEPs — and they use it. For the 
most part, advisors play a construc-
tive role and truly support the 
mission of their MEP. There are, 
however, exceptions. Occasionally, 
individual or Group advisors im-
part their own biases on the deci-
sion making process which can 
have a lasting impact on European 
relations to third countries.

Enter Bahrain.
It has long been curious that Bah-
rain — among the most political-
ly open, religiously tolerant and 
socially engaged countries in the 
Middle East — is hauled up un-
der the Rule 144 (previously Rule 
135) spotlight with disproportion-
ate frequency. Many Europeans 
would struggle to find Bahrain on 
a map and even more remain una-
ware of basic facts of the country. 
So why the obsession? The answer 
lies in the same wrangling noted 
above. In this case, key members 
of the S&D advisory staff have, 
essentially, selected Bahrain as a 
scapegoat to punish its regional 
allies — notably Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates — with-
out the blowback and polarisation 
that would come from directly 
pressing Riyadh or Abu Dhabi.  
Bahrain is, after all, a small state. 
Far too often, events that push 
very negative images and perpetu-
ate disinformation about Bahrain 
are held within the chambers of 
the European legislature despite 

the fact the country continues 
to enjoy an impressive array of 
positive bilateral relations across 
the Union. This practise has to 
change. The European Parlia-
ment has become accustomed to 
treating Bahrain instrumentally 
and, in doing so, is expending its 
time and energy undermining, 
rather than supporting, an ally. 
This will produce a residual effect: 
allowing intra-Group competi-
tion to taint EU relations to Bah-
rain (and other third countries) 
and illustrating inconsistencies in 
European international affairs. 
To eliminate that discrepancy, 
MEPs need to take back the reigns 
of foreign policy making and to bet-
ter coordinate their Brussels policy 
priorities with those articulated at 
home or risk a Europe of versions 
and with it the inability to manage 
real international crises and pursue 
European interests.

by Mitchell Belfer

and Iraq observers cite the attacks 
by Iran-backed militias on US per-
sonnel as the true reason for the 
redeployment. Tensions between 
Washington and Tehran increased 
in December 2019 when a militia 
rocket killed an American contrac-
tor and spiked in January follow-
ing the US targeted assassination of 
Iranian Al Quds Force Major Gen-
eral Qassem Soleimani and Iraqi 
militia commander Abu Mahdi 
al Muhandis. The assassination of 
the two men paved the way for a 
series of deadly missile attacks on 
Iraqi bases hosting coalition troops 
as well as US retaliatory strikes. 
Over the past week the coalition 
has repeatedly referred to the 
reshuffling of troops as a “long-
planned” event, rather than a 
knee-jerk reaction to the recent 
militia attacks. However, reports 

of large-scale relocation efforts 
only surfaced three weeks ago. Ac-
cording to Iraqi analyst Mustafa 
Habib, US forces did not have ad-
vanced plans in place to withdraw 
from these bases. The sense of ur-
gency was further compounded 
by the coalition’s rapid handover 
of the bases to the Iraqi Security 
Forces (ISF), with as many as five 
compounds evacuated in less than 
three weeks. The latest took place 
on Tuesday 7 April, when French 
coalition troops handed over Abu 
Ghraib base, just west of Bagh-
dad, to the Iraqi Security Forces. 
Most of the troops that left one of 
the five bases are set to return to 
their home countries, while height-
ened security measures are in place 
for those remaining. And, “In or-
der to keep the troops safe, com-
manders adjust force protection 

levels including rules for the wear 
of personal protection equipment, 
guidelines for outdoor fitness 
and morale activities, and other 
measures to harden our defense 
posture,” coalition spokesman 
Colonel Myles B. Caggins III said. 
Threat levels fluctuate and mili-
tary personnel must adapt accord-
ingly. Last week, members of the 
coalition were instructed to wear 
protective body armour on a 24-
hour basis when outdoors, while 
this week the order comes into ef-
fect only at nighttime. In Baghdad, 
Sarkawt Shams (member of Iraq’s 
parliament) says the US-Iran ten-
sions remain high, and they are be-
ing played out inside Iraq: “It may 
escalate further as both sides are 
prepared to defend themselves and 
launch destructive attacks on each 
other’s targets.” Troop redeploy-

FROM PAGE 1

Withdrawal Symptoms
Reflecting on Coalition Redeployments from Iraq
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ment, added Shams, “is a precau-
tion against more militia attacks.”

Who wants America gone?
The US has never been without a 
long list of enemies in Iraq, with 
bloody battles against rogue mili-
tias dating back to the US-led in-
vasion of the country in 2003. But 
amid a myriad of armed groups, 
Kataib Hezbollah (KH) is often 
considered enemy number one. 
A member of the official military 
umbrella of the Hashed al-Shaabi, 
KH is Iran’s prime ally in Iraq. The 
group’s network extends through 
the region from Lebanon, into 
Syria and Iraq, all the way to Iran 
and is thought to have the ability 
to target not just US assets, but Is-
rael and Saud Arabia as well. The 
killing of KH commander, Abu 
Mahdi al-Muhandis, just three 
months ago has further embold-
ened the militia against US troops. 
Last week’s footage of a drone 
hovering over the US Embassy in 
Baghdad was posted online by the 
Usbat al-Thaireen group, warning 
that: “The embassy is at the mercy 
of our missiles.” This new-formed 
militia, however, is thought to be 
a mere front for KH, making it 
harder for the Trump administra-
tion to identify, with certainty, its 
enemy. This has not deterred the 
White House from issuing repeat-
ed threats against these nefarious 
groups, with Secretary of State, 
Mike Pompeo, often spearheading 
the battle. In late March the New 
York Times revealed that the Pen-
tagon had ordered military com-
manders to prepare to “destroy” 
KH. The armed group respond-
ed: we are ready to fight back. 
But groups like KH, whose tenta-
cles transcend brute armed force 
and reach into the country’s po-
litical elite, cannot be destroyed 
through missile attacks alone. 
Anti-American militias, including 
Asaib ahl al-Haq and its offshoot 
al-Nujaba have used Iranian sup-
port to force their way into Iraq’s 
destitute corners of society, mili-
tary ranks and government. On 04 
April Asaib ahl al-Haq and al-Nuja-

ba along with six other members of 
the Hashed al-Shaabi issued a state-
ment in which they threatened 
action against American forces if 
they did not fully withdraw from 
Iraq. In the statement, the groups 
also targeted pro-American prime 
minister-designate Adan al-Zurfi. 
Al-Nujaba followed the statement 
by posting a drawing of coffins cov-
ered by American flags and the cap-
tion ‘Your end is close’ on Telegram.
As threats and relatively small-
scale missile attacks show no sign 
of abating, some Iraq observers 
believe that a common enemy 
might not be enough to maintain 
unity among rival militias. The kill-
ing of  Soleimani and Muhandis 
could be the undoing of the mi-
litias’ united front, as the groups 
scramble to recreate a sense of 
normalcy and distribute resources.  
The killing of more than 500 pro-
testors over the course of Iraq’s 
five-month uprising is just one 
of the more recent rifts to appear 
between some groups. A number 
of unidentified militias have been 
accused of killing civilians, while 
others have taken to the streets 
to defend the demonstrators.   
The threat of an ISIS resurgence 
further exacerbates an already frag-
ile security situation. On 7 April 
ISIS carried out two different at-
tacks on a Peshmerga base and a 
federal police checkpoint in north-
ern Iraq, killing two Kurdish troops. 
According to a local journalist 
on the ground, the withdrawal of 
coalition troops and the Covid-19 
health crisis are paving the way for 
ISIS to regroup and resume their 
attacks.

Where do We go From Here?
Today, a tit-for-tat rhetorical bat-
tle between the US and Iran is 
taking place against the worrying 
backdrop of the redeployment 
of coalition troops. In a Tweet on 
Wednesday, President Trump said: 
“Iran or its proxies are planning 
a sneak attack on US troops and/
or assets. If this happens, Iran will 
pay a very heavy price, indeed!” 
In response, Iranian Foreign Minis-
ter, Mohammed Javad Zarif, called 
President Trump a warmonger and 
said that Iran had friends, not prox-
ies. But leaders taking to Twitter to 
wage keyboard battles is only likely 
to exacerbate an already delicate 
situation. And the US, it seems, 
is unwilling to take chances. Not 
long after the relocation of the first 
batch of troops, Central Command 
confirmed that the US would be 
moving defensive systems into 
Iraq, including C-RAMS and Pa-
triot missile batteries. The move, 
said Captain Bill Urban of Cent-
com, aims “to protect Iraqi, coali-
tion, and US service members from 
a variety of air threats seen at Iraqi 
bases that host coalition troops.” 
Although the coalition feels com-
fortable enough in its success 
against ISIS to begin withdrawing 
and relocating large numbers of 
troops, the remnants of a four-year 
battle against the terrorist group 
are still there. This includes the 
emboldened and powerful Iran-
backed Shia militias that contrib-
uted to the downfall of ISIS, but 
which now run rampant, targeting 
not only Iraqi military personnel, 
but Iraqi civilians too.

by Sofia Barbarani
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Tuesday, 7 April—Lieutenant 
General Sir John Lorimer, United 
Kingdom’s Senior Defence Advi-
sor for the Middle East, and Nasser 
bin Hamad Al-Khalifa, Bahrain’s 
National Security Adviser and 
Commander of the Royal Guard, 
discussed the existing strategic bi-
lateral relation and its future fol-
lowing the eradication of Corona-
virus. Sir Lorimer congratulated 
Bahrain on its efforts to combat the 
virus and appreciated its contribu-
tion to the global efforts.

A Month in the Gulf

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

Bahrain Kuwait Oman

Tuesday, 17 March—Oman’s Tel-
ecommunications Regulatory Au-
thority announced that it will al-
low VoIP use of Skype for Business, 
Google Meet and Zoom to facilitate 
distance working, education and 
communication amid Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) outbreak. On Monday, 
the Oman Research and Educa-
tion Network (OMREN) launched 
a new video conferencing service. 
Similarily, the UAE lifted restric-
tions on the use of Microsoft Teams 
and Zoom to allow voice calls over 
the Internet for companies.

Qatar

Wednesday, 11 March—Qatar’s 
Deputy Prime Minister and Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs, Mohammed 
bin Abdulrahman Al-Thani, met 
with a delegation of the National 
Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary 
and Opposition Forces, led by the 
President Anas Abdah, to discuss 
the situation in northwestern Syr-
ia, particularly in Idlib. The Head 
of the Syrian Interim Government, 
Abdurrahman Mustafa, met with 
the Director General of the Qatar 
Fund for Development, Khalifa Al-
Kuwari, to discuss several projects 
in areas under its control.

Saudi araBia

Thursday, 9 April—Saudi Arabia’s 
Minister of Energy, Prince Ab-
dulaziz bin Salman Al-Saud, and 
his Russian counterpart, Alexan-
der Novak, co-chaired the 9th ex-
traordinary virtual meeting of the 
OPEC+ , which aimed to secure an 
agreement on crude oil production 
cuts between Russia and Saudi Ara-
bia, end the oil price war and sta-
bilise the oil markets. The OPEC+ 
agreed on cuts by 10 million barrels 
per day (bpd) from May to June 
2020, 8 million bpd cuts between 
July-December 2020, followed by 6 
million bpd until April 2022. Saudi 
Arabia’s cut consists of 3.8 million 
bpd. The final, official agreement 
depends on Mexico, which refused 
the plan calling for lower produc-
tion cuts.

uaE

Thursday, 9 April—The Abu Dhabi 
Investment Office (ADIO), a cen-
tral government hub supporting 
businesses, announced a AED 367 
million ($100 million) investment 
into four agtech companies, includ-
ing Madar Farms, Aerofarms, RDI 
(Responsive Drip Irrigation) and 
RNZ, to develop indoor farming 
production facilities and research 
on the next-generation farming 
and find solutions to growing food 
in the local conditions.
Monday, 6 April—The UAE deliv-
ered about 10 tons of medical sup-
plies to Italy, which will help about 
10 thousand local healthcare pro-
fessionals in combating the COV-
ID-19. The plane carrying the aid 
was welcomed by Italy’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Luigi Di Maio, who 
expressed gratitude for the support.

The full Arab Gulf Bulletins are available at www.egic.info/gulf-monitor
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Operation Irini:
The EU’s New Bid to Bring Peace to Libya

An agreement among European 
Union (EU) member states was 
finally reached (26 March 2020) 
to launch a new Naval Opera-
tion in the Central Mediterranean 
aimed at intercepting illicit weap-
ons entering Libyan territory. The 
new mission, named Operation 
Irini (the Greek word for peace) 
will substitute Operation Sophia, 
whose mandate finishes at the end 
of March. According to a statement 
issued by the EU’s High Repre-
sentative of Foreign Affairs, Josep 
Borrell, the EU has reiterated its 
‘full commitment to support the 
Berlin Process and the UN-led 
mediation efforts’ further show-
ing its readiness ‘to deploy all the 
instruments necessary to ensure 
full implementation of the Berlin 
Conference Conclusions, includ-
ing through the new Common 
Security and Defence Policy op-
eration EUNAVFOR MED-IRINI.’ 
Though Irini is set to substitute 
Operation Sophia, its primary goal 
will be different. Irini’s mandate 
focuses on halting the interna-
tional traffic of illicit arms, used 
to fuel the year-long civil conflict 
in Libya. Operation Sophia, on 
the other hand, aimed at disrupt-
ing human trafficking and smug-
gling off the coast of Libya saving, 
in the process, more than forty four 
thousand lives. This Common Se-

curity and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
paradigm shift points to the con-
solidation of a securitisation ap-
proach in the Mediterranean. 
Both Austria and Hungary, headed 
by right-wing leaders, have been 
adamant in assuring that the new 
mission will be strictly focused on 
enforcing the UN arms embargo 
in Libya. Indeed, they were initial-
ly opposed to the new Operation 
claiming that it could potentially 
also act as a “pull-factor” for asy-
lum seekers trying to reach the EU, 
despite previous mission numbers 
showing otherwise. Since CSDP 
missions require all EU mem-
bers to be on board, a lower com-
mon denominator had to be met 
through guarantees that Opera-
tion Irini’s main objective would 
be that of disrupting illegal arms 
trafficking. Luckily, in order to 
end the impasse, Greece agreed to 
open its ports to the migrants who 
happen be rescued by Operation 
Irini, based on the understanding 
that they would be then relocated 
voluntarily to other EU members. 
The intensification of the conflict 
in Libya has raised concerns in 
the EU about regional stability as 
concerns over migration flows, oil 
production and interference of 
foreign powers continue to loom. 
Fighting has been relentless as the 
UN-backed government of Tripoli, 

headed by Prime Minister Fayez 
al-Sarraj, and supported by Turkey, 
Italy and Qatar, continues to suffer 
attacks by the Eastern forces of Gen-
eral Khalifa Haftar, supported by 
Russia, France, Egypt and the UAE. 
Sadly, amidst this upsurge in proxy 
fuelled violence, the first case of 
Covid-19 has also been diagnosed 
in Libya. Following this diagnosis 
a dire warning was issued by the 
International Rescue Committee 
(IRC) about the devastating effects 
that such a pandemic could have on 
an already war-torn health system. 
EU High Representative Josep Bor-
rell statement also called for an 
immediate cessation in hostilities 
in order to face this new health 
threat insisting that ‘the challeng-
ing circumstances created by the 
Coronavirus pandemic make the 
need to halt the fighting in Tripoli 
and across the country even more 
urgent’ strongly condemning ‘any 
attack against civilian population.’ 
Operation Irini is set to set sail in 
April, yet only time and further 
monitoring will help us tell if its 
presence in the Eastern coast of 
Libya will have a long lasting effect 
in slowing down the conflict. One 
thing is for sure, the EU’s move 
could help to consolidate its pres-
ence in the Central Mediterranean 
once again.

by Melissa Rossi

Read also: 
"Turkey- Libya Maritime Agreement: 

A Further Threat to East Mediterranean 
Stability?"
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