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e Netanyahu’s alliance with the far right bodes ill for Israel —
Financial Times - NOVEMBER 3, 2022

After 18 months in opposition, Benjamin Netanyahu, who has towered over Israeli
politics for more than a decade, is on his way back. Following Tuesday’s
parliamentary election, his rightwing bloc is projected to secure 64 seats in the
120-member Knesset, returning the 73-year-old to the prime minister’s office for a
sixth term. His victory may ease a period of tumult that caused Israel to hold five
elections in three-and-a-half years. There is little else to cheer as his chosen path to
success now threatens to undermine the very democratic values the Jewish state
has long professed to espouse.

Aside from Netanyahu, the biggest winner is Itamar Ben-Gvir, an anti-Arab
ultranationalist previously convicted of incitement to racism: a fringe politician
whose entry into the mainstream not long ago seemed unthinkable. But thanks to
Netanyahu’s cynical machinations, Religious Zionism, which is led by Ben-Gvir
and Bezalel Smotrich, another far-right politician, is set to become the third-largest
party in the Knesset. Netanyahu brokered the deal that brought the pair together to
form a key part of his rightwing bloc.

Both now demand cabinet posts. Their rise to the corridors of power would mark a
dark chapter for a nation that has lurched ever more to the right over the past
decade.

High on Smotrich’s agenda is legal reform that would severely undermine the
independence of the judiciary. Ben-Gvir has said he would support legislation to
dismiss the corruption trial that has dogged Netanyahu for two years (critics argue
that avoiding conviction is Netanyahu’s ultimate aim).

The results are also a disaster for the increasingly marginalised and isolated
Palestinians, and risk stoking tensions in the intractable Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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Ben-Guvir, like Smotrich, advocates annexation of the occupied West Bank. He
once threatened to expel Palestinians with Israeli citizenship. He has moderated
this to expelling only those who are “disloyal”. Granting his demand for the public
security ministry would be catastrophic for both Israelis and Palestinians, who in
2021 endured the worst communal violence in the Jewish state in years.

Israel’s western allies should monitor events with deep concern. The US-Israeli
relationship will no doubt endure. But the inclusion of Ben-Gvir and Smotrich in
government would create discomfort in Washington, particularly if they get the
security posts they desire. The Biden administration should refuse to engage with
the extremists if they are given positions in the cabinet.

Another contentious point will be Iran, as long as Biden tries to revive the
moribund 2015 nuclear accord with Tehran. The focus of Netanyahu’s foreign
policy has been to scupper the deal, even at the expense of relations with
Democrats, a position that will be reinforced as he aligns with the far right.

The inclusion of Ben-Gvir and Smotrich would also create awkwardness for Arab
states that in 2020 agreed to formalise relations with Israel, notably the United
Arab Emirates. They were, however, happy to sign the Abraham Accords with
Netanyahu when he was last in office. The move highlighted how the UAE’s
concerns over lran, and its desire to co-operate with Israel on security, trumped the
Palestinian cause. That calculated approach may continue, although it would be
tested.

But Netanyahu has created a monster. The key question is whether he will use his
political skills to contain the extremists he has empowered. He is typically risk
averse when in power; a sabre-rattler, but cautious to act. The alarming alternative
Is that he has let the genie out of the bottle, risking a catastrophe for Israel and the
Palestinians.
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e Upsurge in violence heightens anxiety over stability of West Bank
— Financial Times — NOVEMBER 23, 2022

Late last month, Israeli commandos entered Nablus under cover of darkness to
confront the Lions’ Den, a newly formed Palestinian militant group behind a string
of attacks on Israeli soldiers and settlers in the occupied West Bank this summer.

For more than an hour, the narrow alleyways of the old city echoed with
explosions and gunfire. By the time the weapons fell silent, one Lions’ Den leader
and four other Palestinians were dead. A further 20 were injured.

The shootout was one of the most intense of a series of violent incidents in the
West Bank this year that has fuelled longstanding fears that the security situation in
the territory — which Palestinians seek as the heart of a future state, but which
Israel has occupied since 1967 — could spiral out of control. Tor Wennesland, the
UN’s Middle East envoy, recently warned of “a deadly cycle of violence that is
increasingly difficult to contain”.

Israel began conducting near-nightly raids in the territory following a spate of
attacks by Palestinians that began in the spring and have killed 30 Israelis this year.
According to the UN, Israeli forces have killed 122 Palestinians in the West Bank
this year, putting it on course to be the bloodiest for Palestinians there since 2005,
the end of the uprising known as the second intifada.

Many of the Israeli raids have focused on Jenin and Nablus, two restive cities in
the north of the West Bank where the Palestinian Authority (PA) has limited
influence, with Nablus increasingly targeted as the Lions’ Den’s activity
accelerated this summer.
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The group, made up of a few dozen young Palestinians, never had comparable
capabilities to the established militant factions, according to security officials.
“They’ll tap into whoever will support their activity, but there’s not a massive
infrastructure of transactions like we see with Hamas or Islamic Jihad,” an Israeli
military official said.

But its emergence captured the imagination of Palestinians who long ago lost faith
in the stalled peace process, and are deeply disillusioned by their leaders in the PA.
Posters of its dead fighters line the stone walls of Nablus’s old city. The house
where one of its early leaders was killed quickly became a shrine, while its account
on the Telegram app has more than 230,000 followers.

“People . . . feel there’s no hope for a solution,” said Bassel Kittaneh, a community
activist from Nablus who was jailed in 2003 for affiliation to Hamas’s military
wing. “So when they find a group of guys like this, they will support them.”

Avi Melamed, a former Israeli intelligence official, said the fact the Lions’ Den
was not affiliated with any existing faction was also part of its appeal. “The most
significant factor in the story of Lions’ Den is that it meets the Palestinian need for
something new,” he said.

Over recent weeks, however, the group has been steadily weakened. Two days
before the October raid another of its leaders was killed by an explosive device
hidden on a motorbike that detonated as he walked past. Others have handed
themselves over to the Palestinian security services.

But analysts say that even if the Lions’ Den is dismantled, it is unlikely to change
the broader patterns of conflict in the West Bank. “It’s a matter of time before we
see a new Lion’s Den or another group somewhere else,” said Michael Milstein,
head of the Palestinian Studies Forum at the Moshe Dayan Center of Tel Aviv
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University. “And the main problem is that the PA has a very limited impact on
these organisations.”

Diplomats said the PA’s accelerating decline was a key reason violence had flared
this year. It has faced simmering infighting as rival factions position themselves to
succeed its 87-year-old leader Mahmoud Abbas.

“The PA’s loss of credibility and legitimacy has spilled over into the ability of the
Palestinian security forces to maintain law and order,” said a western diplomat. “If
they’re not seen as defending Palestinians, but as just co-ordinating with Israel, the
perception [among Palestinians] is that they’re not only sidekicks, but also
traitors.”

Officials in Nablus said other broader factors were also at play: anger at Israel’s
55-year occupation, and the coming of age of a generation too young to remember
the 1990s Oslo Accords, which briefly raised hopes of a resolution to the conflict
and an independent Palestinian state.

“There’s unemployment . . . the blockage by Israelis of Palestinian land, the
construction of settlements all over the West Bank and Nablus, restrictions on
movement from one place to another,” said Sami Ahmad Hijjawi, mayor of
Nablus. “All these things have brought frustration.”

For now, Israeli officials say talk of a third intifada comparable to those that
erupted in the late 1980s and early 2000s is overdone. “This is not an all-out
national uprising,” said the military official. “If we see a burning coal we come and
put it out so we don’t have an all-out fire.”
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But others argue that, in such a fragile environment, a single spark could ignite a
broader conflagration. Both Israeli and Palestinian analysts warn that the steady
decline of the PA’s writ is making the situation increasingly volatile. And some
fear this process could be accelerated if, as expected, Benjamin Netanyahu forms a
new Israeli government that includes an extreme-right party whose leader has
called for the organisation to be disbanded.

Ibrahim Dalalsha, director of the Horizon Center, a Ramallah-based think-tank,
said: “What we’re seeing is not an intifada, but the upturn in violence in the past
few months is a sign of the weakness in the PA’s ability to prevent the formation
of armed groups like in Nablus.

“But if there were a breakdown in security co-ordination, a further weakening of
the PA, it could lead to such a confrontation.”

e Saudi Arabia opens economic zone in push for foreign investment
- Financial Times - 1 NOVEMBER 2022

Saudi Arabia has unveiled its first integrated economic zone as it seeks to position
itself as the region’s leading logistics hub and attract foreign investment, officials
said.

Apple has agreed to set up its Middle East distribution hub in the 3mn-square-
metre economic zone in Riyadh. The zone, which will be tax-free for companies
for up to 50 years, is part of a plan to diversify the country’s economy away from
oil.
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The ambitions place Saudi Arabia in competition with its smaller Gulf neighbour
the United Arab Emirates, whose tax-free zones such as Jebel Ali have made it a
regional hub for multinationals.

Abdulaziz al-Duailej, head of the General Authority of Civil Aviation, said the
creation of economic zones and cargo villages were key to “ensure we achieve its
objective of being the leading logistical hub in the Middle East™.

The kingdom aims to handle 4.5mn tonnes of air freight by 2030, up from an
expected 0.8mn tonnes this year.

Saudi Arabia wants companies doing business in the kingdom to establish their
regional headquarters in the country by the start of 2024. Most multinationals’
regional HQs are based in the UAE, which is to impose a 9 per cent corporate tax
next year outside of its free zones, lower than Saudi Arabia’s current rate of 20 per
cent.

The newly launched economic zone “adds to the long list of generous initiatives
aimed at attracting international companies to the Kingdom”, said Tarek Fadlallah,
chief executive of Nomura Asset Management in the Middle East.

“The Saudi market is huge but there are several attractive economic zones across
the region already. Economic zones across the region have competitive incentives
that will be hard to beat,” he said.

Saudi authorities hope their regulatory incentives, in addition to the zone’s location
in the political and commercial capital Riyadh, will help attract investors. In
addition to companies incurring no income tax they will pay no value added tax on
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products moved to and from the zone for reassembly, servicing or maintenance, he
said.

Labour force requirements will also be more flexible than the rest of the kingdom,
where authorities have set quotas for Saudi hires.

“You have a bundle of incentives that are being offered in the zone to make it
really attractive for investors, especially in logistics,” Al-Duailej said.

The country, which is enjoying a windfall from higher oil prices sparked by
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, is the Arab world’s largest economy and is projected
to have the highest rate of economic growth in the G20, according to the IMF. It is
using its budget surplus to plough ahead with its diversification programme and a
number of large projects steered by the sovereign Public Investment Fund.

One of the projects is a new airline scheduled to be announced this year. Officials
for the provisionally named RIA are in talks with Boeing and Airbus for a fleet of
planes, according to people familiar with the matter. The airline is expected to
overtake Saudia as the national carrier.

Al-Duailej said the kingdom was looking to triple the number of passengers by
2030 and more than double the number of destinations to 250 by 2030, with the
new airline and Saudia each serving 100mn passengers a year.
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e lran seeks to exploit widening gulf between Russia and the west -
23 OCTOBER 2022

Iran’s supreme leader used a recent address to academics to praise the
effectiveness of his country’s military drones, which according to Kyiv and the
west are being sold to Russia and used to pummel Ukraine’s big cities.

Whereas once people doubted our technology, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said, “now
they’re saying: ‘Iranian drones are very dangerous, why are you selling it to so and
s0?’.”

Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelenskyy has accused Russia of deploying the
Iran-made Shahed-136s against his country, saying Moscow had already ordered
thousands more. Iran and Russia deny any trade in combat drones, but what are not
in doubt are the increasingly cordial relations between Moscow and Tehran since
the full invasion of Ukraine in February.

This was evident during Vladimir Putin’s most recent visit to Tehran, when
Khamenei credited Russia’s president with taking “the initiative” in the war before
the west imposed a similar conflict on him.

An appreciative Putin responded by calling for enhanced military co-operation
between the two countries and held out the prospect that Iran could join trilateral
military drills with China.

Iran’s leaders are capitalising on the chasm that has opened up between Russia and
the west since the invasion to establish a strategic relationship with the Kremlin
that can help minimise the impact of painful US sanctions, analysts say.
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Curbs have severed Iran’s links to the global financial system and ability to trade,
and deprived it of the revenues needed to keep its economy functioning. Better
relations with Moscow can offset that, through trade and investment. Access to
Russian military hardware is another aim.

“The mindset in Tehran is that the more the gulf between Russia and the west
widens, the bigger the opportunities for Iran,” said Elaheh Koolaee, an
international relations professor at the University of Tehran, noting how it had
already paved the way for Iran to join the Eurasian Economic Union and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.

“These can help Iran develop its trade ties with other countries, which is an
opportunity Iran can’t ignore,” Koolaee said.

There are few signs yet that Moscow views Tehran as a permanent partner, Iranian
analysts say, with the relationship for now largely dependent on the course of the
war and the stalled process to restore the 2015 deal on Iran’s nuclear programme.
But the Islamic regime sees no other choice but to bet on Putin.

Iran views the US with deep suspicion and suspects its goal is to overthrow the
Tehran regime. Iranian politicians say European countries may not share this goal,
but they do fully comply with US sanctions that make improvement of trade ties
and oil sales impossible.

The US this week assessed that not only were Russian forces using Iranian drones,
but that Iranian forces were on the ground in occupied Crimea helping with
training. Russia has received dozens of unmanned aerial vehicles from Iran, the
White House said, expressing concern that it was seeking additional advanced
weapons from Tehran.
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Experts say feeding the Kremlin’s war was, for Iran, a first step towards a wider
relationship that includes replacing its ageing fleet of fighter aircraft with Russian-
made Sukhoi jets.

Decades of US sanctions on arms sales to Iran have prevented it from modernising
its air force, while leading it to focus on the development of cheaper ballistic
missiles and drones.

“The most modern fighter jets Iran has are MiG-29s bought from the Soviet
Union,” said Mohsen Jalilvand, a member of the scientific board at Islamic Azad
University, meaning even Tehran’s best military craft are decades old.

“Iran now hopes to buy modern jets such as Sukhoi Su-34 — but whether Russia
will sell them to Iran or not is unclear.”

Relations between the two countries have not always been straightforward.
President Ebrahim Raisi and other Iranian leaders know Moscow has never been a
reliable partner, recalling 19th-century treaties that led to the loss to Russia of
modern-day Dagestan, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia. More recently, the
contract with Russia to build the Bushehr nuclear power plant in southern Iran has
been beset with delays.

The two countries, however, collaborated to keep Syria’s president Bashar al-
Assad in power. Russia also backed restoring the nuclear accord that collapsed
when the US withdrew in 2018. Talks on the issue remain deadlocked after Tehran
and Washington failed to agree on the most recent proposal by the EU.
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Iran remains interested in a long-term deal with Russia similar to the one it signed
with China in 2021. That agreement was to expand co-operation in areas from
energy, petrochemicals and nuclear power to the high-tech and military sectors.

There are signs of a pick-up in Iran-Russia trade. Hessameddin Hallaj, deputy for
international affairs at Tehran’s chamber of commerce, said Russian business
delegations had visited Iran regularly since May.

Trade between the countries rose to $1.2bn in the six months to September, a third
higher than the same period the year before, according to official figures.

Saeed Laylaz, an analyst of Iran’s political economy, pointed out that Russia-Iran
trade was limited by the fact that neither needed to buy the other’s most valuable
commodity: hydrocarbons.

“Can we sell oil and gas to Russia or vice-versa? No,” he said. “The best potential
for co-operation is in the military sector.”
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