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- France issues arrest warrant for Lebanon central bank chief - Financial
Times - 16 May 2023

An arrest warrant was issued in Paris against Lebanon’s central bank governor
after he failed to appear on Tuesday before French investigators for questioning on
corruption and money-laundering allegations.

French prosecutors and an investigating magistrate have been looking into Riad
Salameh, along with his brother and a close associate, over allegations that they
illicitly enriched themselves and laundered hundreds of millions of dollars of
public funds for personal gain.

Once hailed as a financial whizz who steadied Lebanon’s precarious finances
through years of instability, the 30-year Banque du Liban veteran has been the
subject of intensifying scrutiny since the country’s financial collapse in 2019
which drove three-quarters of the population into poverty.
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Salameh, 72, is under investigation in Lebanon and at least five European countries
for alleged financial crimes, but still commands support from many of Lebanon’s
powerful political leaders.

Salameh, as well as his brother Raja Salameh, have strenuously denied the
allegations against them. Salameh has repeatedly insisted his personal wealth stems
from his previous job as an investment banker, as well as family inheritance.

A person close to the French investigation said the arrest warrant issued in France
would be publicised abroad. But it was unlikely to be actioned in Lebanon.

Pierre-Olivier Sur, Salameh’s French lawyer, called the summons to appear
“invalid” because it was sent less than 10 days before the scheduled hearing.

Salameh said in a statement that the arrest warrant was a “violation of laws” and he
would appeal against the decision. He also accused Aude Buresi, the French
investigating judge, of “justice based on double standards”.

During the preliminary hearing that was supposed to be held on Tuesday, French
investigators were set to question Salameh with a view to determining whether
there was enough evidence to justify filing preliminary charges against him.
Because he was not present, they were not able to make such a determination, said
the person close to the investigation, but they could file preliminary charges at the
end of the inquiry, if appropriate, even in absentia.

The arrest warrant could complicate Salameh’s tenure as governor. His current
term ends in July and he has publicly said he plans to step down, despite no clear
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plan for his succession. With widespread debate over whether a caretaker
government with limited powers can even appoint his replacement, some political
leaders are privately discussing the possibility of extending Salameh’s term.

Last month, a judge in Lebanon lifted a travel ban she had imposed on Salameh
during her investigation of him. But it was widely assumed he would not travel to
France, over fears he could be detained there.

European investigators, including from France, have visited Lebanon many times
this year to question Salameh and dozens of others in connection with the state
corruption allegations.

The European probes 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 the central bank from 2002-2015 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. Both Riad and Raja Salameh have
denied wrongdoing.

In March 2022, more than $130mn in assets linked to the probes were frozen by
Eurojust, citing continuing investigations in Luxembourg, France and Germany.
Salameh has appealed against the decision.
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A second person familiar with Salameh’s case said lawyers had filed requests in
Lebanese courts to suspend the European investigations until Lebanon’s own was
complete, arguing that parallel European investigations undermined Lebanon’s
judicial sovereignty. Beirut’s public prosecutor pressed preliminary charges against
Salameh, his brother and the head of Salameh’s executive office at the central bank
in February.

Last week, a high-profile judge in Lebanon who has been leading the investigation
into Salameh was removed from office.

- ‘The police and military can’t be everywhere’: Israelis wrangle over
easing gun controls - Financial Times - 14/5/2023

At the Caliber 3 shooting range in Gush Etzion, a cluster of Jewish settlements in
the occupied West Bank, business is booming.

“I’ve seen a big uptick,” said Sharon Gat, an Israeli colonel who founded the
business in 2007. “Gun sales in the last two months have grown by 100 per cent,
and the number of people coming to train [has also risen]. It’s always like that
when the violence is up.”

For some at the range, obtaining a gun is a reaction to the wave of bloodshed that
has engulfed Israel and the West Bank for the past year. The surge in violence has
become the worst for a decade, with Israeli forces killing more than 250
Palestinians in a series of near-nightly raids in response to a spate of Palestinian
attacks that have killed more than 40 Israelis.
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But broader gun ownership is also a goal championed by Israel’s ultranationalist
national security minister Itamar Ben-Gvir, who argues it would make the public
safer. Critics dispute this, saying that more guns will fuel violence rather than
deter it and exacerbate already soaring tensions between Israelis and
Palestinians.

Unlike in the US, there is no general right to bear arms in Israel. But Israelis can
typically get a licence for a firearm and 50 bullets if they meet certain criteria,
such as living in an area with heightened security threats, passing a medical test,
having no criminal record and completing weapons training. About 140,000
Israelis hold licences.

After a Palestinian gunman shot dead seven Israelis in the Neve Ya’akov
settlement in January, Ben-Gvir — a settler previously convicted of inciting racism
and supporting a terrorist organisation — pledged to loosen the rules and speed
up licensing. He reiterated his ambitions last month after reports he had decided
to make it easier for former combat soldiers, active reservists, police and
firefighters to obtain guns.

“There is no reason why tank and combat engineering soldiers, who made
up ... frontline forces on the battlefield, should not be allowed to carry
weapons,” he wrote on Twitter.

Boosting gun ownership is one of a number of measures demanded by Ben-Gvir in
response to the spiralling tension, which include establishing a national guard and
imposing the death penalty for terror killings. The violence poses a challenge to
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Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s hardline government, which has
accused its predecessors of being soft on security.

Advocates argue that arming more civilians would plug gaps the security forces
cannot fill. “We in Israel understood that the police and the military and the
security can’t be everywhere every time,” said Gat. “You have to create a layer
that isn’t dependent on those . .. And we decided that it will be civilians.”

Among those who have recently applied for a licence is Mike Epstein, a 32-year-
old from Tekoa, a settlement near Hebron. He did so because his family was
growing and he had heard “first-hand stories of people who were in incidents”.

“[It’s] something | hope to never, ever have to use except on the range,” Epstein
said, as he picked up his new handgun at Caliber 3. “But. .. I'd like to have it on
me in case of an emergency.”

However, critics dismiss Ben-Gvir’s plans as a political gimmick. “This is a way for
him to get votes very easily without struggling with the limits of [his] power in the
hierarchy of the government,” said Eitay Mack, a human rights lawyer. “But | think
he’s pushing Israel to a place that is going to be very, very dangerous for
everybody.”

Noa Sattath, head of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel, said attackers were
unlikely to be deterred as their chances of being killed were already high. Only 5
per cent of incidents classified by Israel as terrorist attacks between 2018 and
2020 were thwarted by armed civilians or security guards, she added, citing data
from the ministry of internal security.

66



Others argue letting more civilians own weapons would be counter-productive.
While gun violence remains low, it has risen since the last loosening of licensing
rules in 2018, with the number of people killed with firearms in criminal
circumstances rising from 84 in 2019 to 117 in 2021, according to data collated by
Gun Free Kitchen Tables (GFKT), an alliance that backs stricter gun controls.

Rela Mazali, co-founder of GFKT, said if rules were eased again, some weapons
would end up being used in organised crime, murders and domestic violence — in
particular against women — and would increase deaths by suicide. “[Guns] do not
protect civilians,” she said. “[In fact], they’re endangering more and more
civilians.”

The prospect of wider gun ownership has alarmed Palestinian citizens of Israel,
who fear the weapons will be turned against them. After a Palestinian citizen of
Israel was shot dead by a Jewish Israeli following a road-side scuffle last week,
Walid al-Huashla, an MP from the United Arab List, warned Ben-Gvir’s plans
would lead to “chaos and street executions”. A lawyer for the suspect denied the
incident had a nationalist motivation.

“It’s already terrifying living here as a Palestinian. You can’t make any mistakes,”
said Diana Buttu, a Palestinian analyst and former negotiator. “At any time the
police can view us as a threat and gun us down. And now [Ben-Gvir] wants to
extend this to private citizens.”

Sattath said she was also concerned that along with Ben-Gvir’s other ambitions —
such as setting up a national guard and involving Israel’s Shin Bet internal security
service in policing Arab society — wider gun ownership could exacerbate tension

67



between Israel’s Jewish majority and its minority groups, such as Palestinians and
the Bedouin.

“In this atmosphere of incitement and the stoking of fear and violence, we worry
that these guns would not be used for security,” she said. “Stoking fears and
talking about guns may alleviate some of the [security concerns in society]. But in
reality, increasing gun ownership will lead to more deaths and more violence.”

- Saudi Arabia’s journey from troublemaker to diplomat - Financial
Times - 7/5/2023

As Sudan descended into war last month, Saudi Arabia sent navy ships to
evacuate thousands of people from the conflict. When one of the vessels
returned home, a female Saudi soldier was filmed carrying a rescued baby ashore.

The images turned her into a celebrity in the kingdom, as accolades for Riyadh’s
rescue effort poured in from the US and other countries. The Saudi foreign
minister has also led efforts to secure a ceasefire in Sudan. It was the latest
moment in a seemingly redemptive arc for Saudi Arabia, which in recent years
had earned itself a reputation as a regional troublemaker.

Once a bastion of staid foreign policy, Saudi Arabia adopted a muscular approach
from 2015 under then defence minister, and later Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman. It led to a series of aggressive moves including a military intervention in
Yemen against Houthi rebels, a regional embargo against Qatar and the brief
detention of Lebanon’s then prime minister.
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But Riyadh was forced to focus inwards after the 2018 murder of Saudi
commentator Jamal Khashoggi by state agents turned Prince Mohammed into
persona non-grata in western capitals. An attack on oil facilities a year later
blamed on Iran, which backs the Houthis in Yemen, underscored the assertive
strategy’s high stakes.

Now the kingdom is changing tack again, buoyed by a petrodollar surplus, a
rapidly growing economy and increasing confidence. It has become more active
once again on the foreign stage, this time de-escalating tensions with its foes
while moving ahead with extravagant mega-projects at home.

The kingdom surprised many by announcing in March that it had agreed to
restore diplomatic relations with rival Iran. Officials then visited Yemen as part of
a push to end the long-running war against Iranian-backed rebels. After calling for
the overthrow of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, Riyadh has led a successful
push for Damascus to rejoin the Arab League.

Prince Mohammed “is enjoying his moment”, said Emile Hokayem, director of
regional security at the International Institute for Strategic Studies. “The economy
has rebounded, big powers are engaging, he is recalibrating his foreign policy to
prioritise his geoeconomic, transformation and prosperity agendas.”

A senior Saudi official tied the recent flurry of diplomatic activity to Riyadh’s
ambitious development programme. “The region has got worse and there are
more complications around us,” the official said. “And our domestic success is
linked to stability in the region.”
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The official added that Riyadh also “had more bandwidth” as its domestic
development plans had gathered momentum.

A turning point for Saudi Arabia’s shift away from the more aggressive foreign
policy came on September 14 2019, when a swarm of missiles and drones evaded
the kingdom’s American-made air defences to strike vital oil infrastructure,
temporarily knocking out half its oil output.

“The value of the American security umbrella was punctured” by the attack, said
Ali Shihabi, a Saudi commentator close to the royal court. “After that, Saudi
realised that while it could not replace America it can complement its US ties with
a strong strategic relationship with a China that has enormous leverage on Iran.”

A year after the attack, Prince Mohammed lost a stalwart ally in the White House,
President Donald Trump. He was replaced by Joe Biden, who came into office
vowing to turn the kingdom into a pariah over Khashoggi’s murder.

Biden finally visited Saudi Arabia last year to push for more oil production, while
pledging that the US would not abandon the region to Russia, China and Iran. But
within months, he again threatened to reassess Washington’s relationship with
Saudi Arabia after the kingdom led an Opec+ production cut.

Tensions between Riyadh and Washington have since eased, and the US
continues to underwrite the kingdom’s security and seek its co-operation on a

70



range of issues, most recently the conflict in Sudan, where Saudi Arabia has
influence with the warring military factions.

But Riyadh has placed greater emphasis on balancing its foreign relations,
particularly with China and the kingdom’s Opec+ partner Russia, hosting Chinese
president Xi Jinping at an Arab summit in December.

A few months after Xi’s visit, China, the biggest buyer of Saudi oil, mediated
negotiations that led to the accord with Iran.

“Saudis have spoken openly about the fact that you don’t wonder what Chinese
policy will be in three years, but you do wonder what American policy will be,”
said Jon Alterman, director of the Middle East programme for the Center for
Strategic and International Studies.

Despite Biden’s vow to preserve Washington’s standing in the region, the
perception in Gulf capitals has long been that the US is disengaging as it shifts its
attention to Asia and Russia.

“We are feeling a lack of engagement [from the west] in the region,” said the
senior Saudi official. “It’s not so much there’s a problem [with the

west] ... nobody has the time, bandwidth and the money to spend on solving the
Middle East problems.”
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Some analysts question whether Prince Mohammed will continue to backtrack on
the robust foreign policy that characterised his first years in office, and whether
the new approach with Iran could work.

“For the global and regional interlocutors of Saudi Arabia, the history of the
recent past when the kingdom deployed muscle and power plays, remains fresh
and serves as a reminder of what could happen,” said Hokayem.

“Ultimately, it is unclear how strategic Riyadh’s regional approach is: can it
stabilise countries in the neighbourhood without giving up the whole store to the
Iranians?”

The senior Saudi official insisted that while the kingdom would be more
“engaged” regionally, it would not be “activist”.

“Saudi Arabia’s great power is political power, its economic power, its convening
power,” he said. “That’s where our greatest tools are and those are the ones we’ll

”

use.

- Arab world weighs price for Assad’s rehabilitation - Financial Times -
1/5/2023
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Long treated as an international pariah for the brutality of his regime, Syrian
president Bashar al-Assad has recently assumed a different role: host to Arab
dignitaries.

A flurry of visits in recent months suggests Assad’s 12-year regional isolation
could be drawing to an end, with little redress for the unsparing abuses of his
forces when crushing an uprising and fighting the ensuing civil war.

Within the region, officials and analysts say the debate is moving from whether
Assad’s rehabilitation is at all plausible, to what concessions it will seek from
Damascus. Normalisation with Assad looks increasingly inevitable, said Joseph
Daher, a Syria expert at the European University Institute in Italy.

“Arab states might have some differences, but these have been diminishing
significantly, while their common interest to consolidate a form of regional
authoritarian stability has grown,” he said.

Leading the charge have been the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, whose
foreign minister met Assad in Damascus in April, the first public visit by a Saudi
official since 2011. This followed a trip by his counterpart to Riyadh to discuss
“the return of Syria to its Arab surroundings”.

Meanwhile, Assad is feeling confident. At a recent meeting of foreign ministers
debating Syria’s readmission to the Arab League, officials said he had shown no
interest in compromise. “The Syrians want total surrender,” an official said.
“Some are joking that they might even ask for an apology.”
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Some Arab countries remain hesitant, with Qatar and Kuwait among those that
baulked at Saudi-led plans to invite Assad to the Arab League summit this month.

But senior officials from several Arab states, including Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iraq
and Egypt, have begun work on issues to raise with Syria. One diplomat said such
a negotiation would test whether Assad was “serious or not” about returning to
the Arab diplomatic fold.

Most Arab countries cut ties with Assad in 2011 when he began bombing,
torturing and gassing Syrians as part of efforts to defeat the nascent rebellion.
More than 14mn people have been displaced internally or sought refuge abroad.

But, backed militarily by Russia and Iran, Assad held on and eventually regained
control over most of the fractured country. The push to re-engage him soon
followed, led by the UAE, which reopened its embassy in Damascus in 2018, then
by Bahrain.

Pressure from the Trump administration stopped others from following, said
Andrew Tabler, an ex-US official and senior fellow on Arab policy at the
Washington Institute think-tank.

At that point the region was consumed by the rivalry between Iran and Saudi
Arabia, so there was little appetite to re-engage with Assad. Gulf states had long
backed opposition groups and opposed Iran’s increasing presence in Syria.
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But attitudes towards Tehran have shifted, driven partially by what regional
officials say is a lack of clear direction from the US and a desire by the UAE and
Saudi Arabia to de-escalate tensions with Iran and its proxies. This paved the way
for last month’s China-brokered detente between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

One senior Saudi official said that while re-engaging Syria was not a “requisite” of
the deal, “one has an effect on the other”, adding: “I don’t think we would have
reached out to Syria if we hadn’t reached out to Iran.”

Even Turkey, a critical backer of the anti-Assad rebels, has shown tentative signs it
could shift its position.

Following the massive February earthquake that struck Turkey and Syria, the US
temporarily eased sanctions restrictions to facilitate aid flows into Syria, creating
a moment for Arab leaders to seize on, to the surprise of US officials, said Tabler.

Unlike in 2018, the recent moves have not been met by strong pushback from
Washington. “Syria has not been a top priority for the Biden administration,” said
Mohammed Alaa Ghanem, head of policy for the Syrian American Council, a lobby
group that opposes Assad.

“The US went from, ‘don’t you dare normalise with Assad’ to, ‘if you normalise
with Assad make sure to get something out of it’,” Ghanem said. He referred to
recent remarks by a senior US official who said while Syria should be “treated as
the rogue that it is”, if Arab states wanted to re-engage Assad, they should “get

something” for it.
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Indeed, even Riyadh, which has led the recent diplomatic overtures to Damascus,
has yet to commit to full normalisation with Assad without some movement from
the Syrian side.

“Just because you’ve opened up the channel of discussion doesn’t mean that’s it,”
the senior Saudi official said. “It’s not opening totally, but without that
engagement. . .you can’t negotiate what you need.”

Another Arab diplomat said Syria’s re-entry in to the Arab League “should be an
outcome of an effort”. Following the Riyadh meeting of foreign ministers, the
diplomat said a committee of high-level officials from Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt
and Irag met to work on next steps.

“We came up with a consensus on which issues to focus on”, including drugs,
humanitarian issues and refugees, the Arab diplomat said. “These are issues we
want the regime to deliver on.”

The initiative gained momentum on Monday, when foreign ministers from those
countries met in Amman to discuss those issues, this time with Syrian foreign
minister Faisal Mekdad. A spokesman for Jordan’s foreign ministry said the
meeting aimed to discuss his country’s initiative “to reach a political solution to
the Syrian crisis”.

After Monday’s talks, Jordan’s foreign ministry said Damascus had agreed to work
on steps “to end drug smuggling” on the borders with Jordan and Iraqg, and
address refugees as well as the missing and internally displaced.
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Substantial progress may be hard. Experts said Arab leaders would not press
Assad on wartime abuses to avoid drawing attention to their own records. The
millions of refugees abroad, who fear rapprochement with Assad could force
them back to Syria, is also an intractable problem. Many remain fearful of
returning.

So the focus has turned to Captagon, a highly addictive amphetamine whose
trade has become an economic lifeline for Damascus. Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
Jordan have been heavily affected by the trafficking of the drug across their
borders.

“Captagon has now ascended to the top of the agenda in normalisation
discussions,” said Caroline Rose, director at the Newlines Institute think-tank,
who researches the trade.

“The regime has used the Captagon trade as leverage,” Rose said, adding: “But it’s
a fool’s errand to think they will stop it.”

Meanwhile, it is unclear what rehabilitating Assad would mean for the pockets of
Syria beyond the regime’s reach, including the north-west, which is either under
rebel or Turkish control, and the north-east, held by US-backed Kurdish forces.

“The restoration of political ties with Assad . . . leaves key questions
unaddressed,” said Dareen Khalifa, Syria analyst at Crisis Group. “Damascus has
proven over and over again that it’s unwilling to engage in a political solution.
That’s not how Assad works.”
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