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e Unrest and unsettled leaders bode ill for the Middle East in 2023 -
Financial Times - 23 Jan 2023
e European investigators arrive in Beirut for corruption probe -
Financial Times - 16 Jan 2023
e Netanyahu defends judiciary reforms in Israel after protests -
Financial Times - 8 Jan 2023
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Country Year Currency
adopted adopted
Ecuador 2000 U.S. dollar
El Salvador 2001 U.S. dollar
Kirnibati 1979 Australian dollar
Kosovo 1999 curo
Marshall Islands 1986 U.S. dollar
Microncsia 1986 U.S. dollar
Montenegro 1999 curo
Palau 1994 U.S. dollar
Panama 1904 U.S. dollar
San Marino 1999 Euro
Timor-Leste 2000 U.S. dollar
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e Unrest and unsettled leaders bode ill for the Middle East in 2023 -
Financial Times - 23 Jan 2023

There’s never a dull moment in the Middle East but every decade or so, events
collide to produce a different regional landscape. Think back to the Arab uprisings
of 2011, the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in
1990, the Iranian revolution of 1979. We are overdue a tectonic shift. Welcome to
2023 — the list of what could go wrong is long.

At the top is a combustible combination: in Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu is eager to
stay in power to avoid corruption trials and leads the most hard-right government
in the country’s history, and in Iran, the 83-year-old Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei, is worrying about succession and challenge to his rule. The
implications for their own societies, those they occupy, directly or by proxy, and
the region are considerable.

Last week there were warnings of civil war in Israel over Netanyahu weakening
the Supreme Court. The year started with Israel’s new extremist national security
minister, Itamar Ben-Gvir, former member of an outlawed extremist group,
making a provocative visit to the al-Agsa mosque compound in East Jerusalem.
When the then opposition leader Ariel Sharon visited the compound — also
revered by Jews as Temple Mount — nearly 23 years ago, it triggered the second
intifada. For now, Jordan has summoned Israel’s ambassador in protest and
Netanyahu’s first official visit to the United Arab Emirates was delayed. The
Abraham Accords are not in danger, yet, but Israel’s new Arab allies are in an
uncomfortable position and every taunt will make it more difficult to bring others
on board.
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For Palestinians, 2022 was the deadliest year since the second intifada. The daily
dose of violence by Israeli soldiers and settlers, evictions, arrests of minors and
humiliation of life under occupation are set to increase as extremists in Bibi’s
government claim oversight of the occupied territories.

Khamenei, challenged at home by a cross-section of Iranian society, will seize on
every Israeli move as a chance to burnish his regional credentials as sole defender
of the Palestinian cause — though it’s unlikely anyone believes this. The Iranian
protests, now in their fourth month, represent the longest spate of unrest since
the 1979 revolution. The theocracy may not be about to fall but if it does, it will
change the Middle East — and there will be no turning back, especially for Gen-Z.
The Iranian opposition will need to prove itself while the regime continues to
execute prisoners at home and deploys diversionary tactics in the region, relying
on its proxy militias from Lebanon to Iraq.

The unofficial death of Iran’s nuclear talks is likely to reignite Bibi’s bombast
against Tehran. The White House will be anxious to keep close tabs on him. An
Israeli military strike is unlikely but any attempt to reach out to the Iranian
opposition will be fatal.

If all this isn’t worrying enough, the worsening economic conditions and failing
institutions in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt and Syria are beyond crisis point.
Between a pandemic, the impact of war in Ukraine, inflation and rising energy
prices, the world is a less happy place overall than it was in January 2020. But the
region’s been unhappy even longer — with the exception of Gulf countries where
oil revenues are helping drive prosperity. In Saudi Arabia, social and cultural
reforms have transformed life for the youth, albeit with a heavy dose of
authoritarianism. There is some progress in Yemen, where a new truce may soon
be agreed.
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In Egypt, after political oppression comes economic oppression. The pound has
lost half its value since March, foreign currency is in short supply, creating a
backlog in imports, and food inflation stands at 30 per cent. Egyptians are cutting
back on staples as the government advises them to eat chicken feet in lieu of
chicken, all while president Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is funding vanity projects such as a
new capital city. The December deal for a S3bn loan from the IMF will be a blip for
109mn Egyptians.

After 12 years of uprising and war, the economic crisis in Syria has hit a new low
with paralysing fuel shortages in rebel and government-held areas. President
Bashar al-Assad can’t be sleeping easy: Vladimir Putin saved his regime in 2015
but Moscow’s attention is now on Ukraine, leaving an opening in Syria that others
— namely Turkey and Israel — may exploit.

Since Joe Biden came to office in the US, the leitmotif of his approach to the
region has been, with some success, de-escalation and integration, from pursuing
nuclear talks with Iran in Vienna to promoting regional co-operation. But between
general Middle East fatigue, fears of a global recession and the focus on Ukraine,
there’s a danger that the US and the world will be caught unawares by events in
the region. The words of the year will be escalation and disintegration.

e European investigators arrive in Beirut for corruption probe -
Financial Times - 16 Jan 2023

European investigators from Germany, France and Luxembourg have arrived in Beirut to probe
Lebanon’s powerful central bank governor and dozens of other people in connection with allegations of
state corruption.
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Once celebrated for steadying Lebanon’s precarious finances through years of instability, Banque du
Liban’s Riad Salameh has been the subject of intense scrutiny since Lebanon’s financial collapse in 2019
that drove millions into poverty and entrenched paralysis in the Middle East nation’s political system.

At least five European countries are known to be investigating Salameh on suspicion of laundering public
money in Europe, which stem from a Swiss investigation that was launched more than two years ago.

Swiss authorities suspect Salameh and his brother Raja of embezzling more than $300mn from BdL
between 2002 and 2015 through transactions to an obscure offshore company, according to a letter
from the Swiss attorney-general’s office requesting legal assistance from Lebanese authorities, sent in
November 2020. Swiss investigators alleged that the offshore company, Forry Associates, was controlled
by Raja, with more than $300mn then funnelled from Forry to Swiss bank accounts controlled by both
brothers.

Many Lebanese, including activists and opposition lawmakers, accuse Salameh of mismanaging
Lebanon’s monetary policy and reserves in his three decades at BdL's helm. They have also questioned
how he amassed his vast personal wealth. But political leaders continue to support him.

Salameh, 72, has repeatedly denied wrongdoing and says the international probes are part of a smear
campaign designed to scapegoat him for Lebanon’s financial implosion. He has said his money was
acquired during his years as an investment banker. His brother has also denied wrongdoing.

Salameh is also the subject of a corruption investigation in Lebanon, where a prosecutor charged him
with illicit enrichment and money laundering in March. He denies the allegations. The case was referred
to an investigative judge to conduct the inquiry, which has repeatedly stalled amid accusations of
political bias and meddling.

Lebanon’s economic crisis has seen the Lebanese pound lose more than 95 per cent of its value against
the dollar since October 2019. More than three quarters of the population is now under the poverty
line, with government salaries slashed. Lebanon’s judiciary only began a return to work last week after a
five-month strike over pay.
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Switzerland’s investigation was followed by inquiries launched in France, Germany, Luxembourg and
Liechtenstein. German and French prosecutors say they are investigating whether some of the funds
identified by Swiss authorities were used to purchase real estate owned by Salameh and his inner circle
in their countries.

Last April, the EU’s legal agency Eurojust said €120mn of Lebanese assets linked to an embezzlement
investigation had been frozen in France, Germany, Luxembourg, Monaco and Belgium. German
prosecutors confirmed the asset freezes were linked to investigations into Salameh.

“It is no longer a secret that Lebanon received requests for legal assistance from Germany, France,
Luxembourg and Switzerland over suspected financial crimes,” caretaker justice minister Henri Khoury
said last week. He added that during their week in the country, the European delegations will seek to
guestion the Salameh brothers, the heads of commercial banks as well as BdL auditors and officials.

Khouri said Lebanon had already sent Germany, Switzerland and France “numerous pieces of evidence”
requested. Lebanon is a signatory to a UN convention on corruption which stipulates mutual legal
assistance in such cases. But German officials, who arrived last week, are said to have been frustrated by
some of their judicial counterparts, who have limited their access to some files.

e Netanyahu defends judiciary reforms in Israel after protests -
Financial Times - 8 Jan 2023

Israel’s prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu has hit back at criticism of his plans for a sweeping overhaul
of the country’s judiciary, branding claims that it would spell the

end of democracy as “without foundation”.

Thousands of people took to the streets in the liberal bastion of Tel Aviv on Saturday night to protest
against Netanyahu’s new government — widely regarded as the most

rightwing in Israeli history — which took office last month and has made reining in the judiciary one of
its priorities.
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At a cabinet meeting on Sunday, Netanyahu defended the plans, which were unveiled last week and
would give the government and its allies control over the appointment

of judges, and allow a simple majority in parliament to override decisions by Israel’s top court to strike
down laws.

“We received a clear and strong mandate from the public to carry out what we promised during the
elections and this is what we will do,” he said. “This is the

implementation of the will of the voters, and this is the essence of democracy.”

Politicians from the extreme right and ultrareligious groups with whom Netanyahu has built his ruling
coalition have long demanded an overhaul of the judiciary, arguing

that it had gradually assumed powers it was never formerly granted, and used them to push a partisan,
leftwing agenda.

However, critics of the government’s plans — which include the opposition, legal and judicial groups,
and civil rights organisations — regard them as a brazen assault on

Israel’s checks and balances.
Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu

Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu defended the plans unveiled last week, which would give the
government and its allies control over the appointment of judges

© Ronen Zvulun/Pool/AP

In a series of television interviews broadcast on Saturday, Aharon Barak, who headed Israel’s Supreme
Court from 1995 to 2006, likened the plans to the attacks on
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judicial independence carried out by authoritarian governments in Poland, Hungary and Turkey, and
warned the proposed changes were “fertiliser that will lead to the

growth of tyranny of the majority”.

The plan to weaken the powers of Israel’s top court has provoked particular criticism, since it is one of
the main checks on Israeli governments. Parliament does not have

a second chamber that can review or block legislation, the president has no veto powers and most laws
can be changed with a simple majority.

In an interview with Channel 12 News, Barak said that if the top court’s power of judicial oversight was
eroded, then there was a risk that citizens’ human rights would be

imperilled, adding that the proposals overall amounted to “a clear and tangible danger to Israeli
democracy”.

“If the Knesset passes a discriminatory, racist law . . . then you need to have someone with the power to
say that you, the Knesset, have passed a racist law that contradicts

the [principles of Israel’s] Declaration of Independence, which says there will be no racism,” he said.

The plans have also drawn fierce criticism from Gali Baharav-Miara, Israel’s attorney-general, who
warned last month that if they were enacted, Israel would “be left with

the principle of majority rule alone. That and nothing more, democracy in name only but not in
substance.”

Netanyahu insisted that the proposed changes would be debated “seriously and in depth”, and that “all
opinions — without exception — will be heard”.
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