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From the Editor in Chief
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          elcome to the second issue of Manara for 
2020!

Our theme this issue was ‘As Crises Unfold: How 
the MENA Region Responds’ - a pressing and 
prescient topic which, in many ways, is explored 
in real time within these pages. The core of our 
August issue is, of course, focused on the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic: one of the biggest and 
most significant global public health crises of 
recent years. In this issue, you will find Aaron 
Boehm’s comprehensive exploration of coronavi-
ruses in Saudi Arabia, which explores the numer-
ous socio-political factors which led the Kingdom 
from major mishandlings of virus patients in 
2014-15 to veritable containment success in 2020. 
Accompanying this are pieces such as Natalia 
Vasnier’s examination of the impact of COVID-19 
in Syria, providing a background to the brutal 
consequences of the virus’ arrival in the region, 
and Aalekh Dhaliwal’s evaluation of the severity 
of the pandemic’s hold in Yemen.

This issue also aims to consider the more abstract 
consequences of COVID-19, in the context of 
Middle Eastern inter- and intra-state relation-
ships. On this front, Erin Devine suggests that the 
nature of the virus has revealed fundamental 
issues in the existing framework of global geo-
politics, in her article on the human rights viola-
tions caused by US sanctions in Iran in recent 
years. Meanwhile, Felicity Garvey’s piece takes a 
different tack, and imagines the human body as a 
model for the body of the state - in doing so, 
exploring the idea of authoritarianism as a 
co-morbidity which massively increases the risk 
to citizens’ health and wellbeing.

Introduction
from the Editor
By Molly Bolding

mb2270@cam.ac.uk

Without a doubt, one of the most important 
aspects of the pandemic to consider is the exacer-
bating effect it has had on numerous existing 
issues and emergencies in the MENA. In my first 
full-length editorial for Manara, I took the 
opportunity to speak to members of refugee 
support organisations, such as Help Refu-
gees/Choose Love and Students and Refugees 
Together (START), to learn more about the ways 
in which COVID-19 has impacted vulnerable, 
refuge-seeking communities across Europe and 
the Middle East and what readers can do to offer 
support.

Other predominant topics in this issue, all under 
the umbrella of crisis, are migration in the Gulf - 
in particular the issue of the political disenfran-
chisement of the Bidoon people in Kuwait, at a 
time when access to healthcare is paramount - 
and MENA-China relations, with Jemima Baar 
exploring the redefinition of ‘soft power’ in the 
age of COVID-19. Finally, this issue also features 
an opinion essay from the Right Honourable 
Alistair Burt, former FCO and DFID Minister, in 
which he places the priorities and capabilities of a 
new ‘Global Britain’ into the context of the 
MENA, as well as many more pieces on topics 
ranging from digital currencies to Libyan state 
security.

Due to the pandemic, and the ensuing lockdown 
across the UK, all of the Forum’s events of the last 
few months have been conducted online. Anyone 
who is interested in finding out more can head to 
our Facebook and YouTube channels for record-
ings of our recent speaker events, and to find 
video interviews with the writers from this issue 
and the previous one.

I would like to offer huge thanks to all of the 
contributors in this issue - it was a pleasure 
working with you all - and to my fellow Commit-
tee member Patrik Kurath, for his valuable time 
and input. I enjoyed the process of collating this 
issue immensely, and I hope it is equally enjoy-
able to read.

Yours,

Molly Bolding, Editor in Chief

W
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Welcome from the Vice President

Help us Expand
the Manara Network
By Patrik Kurath

p.kurath@cmenaf.org

       ne of the challenges for those of us who study 
the Middle East and North Africa region has been 
the ever-increasing urgency with which to anal-
yse information that will allow us to understand, 
as well as anticipate, change. As grassroots move-
ments, bilateral diplomatic efforts and regional 
shifts in power relations that have brewed for 
generations are coming to fruition, our analysis 
must involve thoughts and ideas which are at the 
forefront of current affairs.

been lucky to work alongside Molly, and as we 
look ahead to take this project to the next stage, 
we are counting on your help too, our dear read-
ers, writers and supporters.

By making our contributors’ work and the Manara 
platform more accessible online, we are hoping to 
cultivate and expand the network that all of you 
have helped us build. Our outreach efforts to tap 
deeper into some of the largest intellectual hubs 
of local scholarship in the MENA region are well 
underway. In the meantime, with your help, we 
would like to see Manara become a permanent 
fixture on all university campuses and academic 
departments discussing the politics of the Middle 
East and North Africa. 

MENAF is proud to sponsor an up and coming 
generation of young academics and leaders, and 
help them share their insights into the politics 
and development of a region that features an 
ever-greater import role in British and European 
foreign policy considerations. Whether you study 
long-term trends, represent the world of current 
affairs analysts or seek to follow both approaches 
with the help of our Magazine, you now have the 
chance to be part of a unique initiative, aiming to 
link British, European and Middle Eastern schol-
arship together.

Patrik Kurath, Executive Vice President
Cambridge Middle East and North Africa Forum 
(MENAF)

O

With your help, we would 
like to see Manara become
a permanent fixture on all 
university campuses and 
academic departments 
discussing the politics
of the Middle East
and North Africa. 

At Manara Magazine, the Cam-
bridge Middle East and North Africa 
Forum (MENAF) not only provides 
students and emerging profession-
als with a platform to contemplate 
the “why’s” of change as part of 
historical and introspective pieces 
crucial for an accurate understand-
ing of long-term developments. It 
more importantly aspires to pro-
vide writers with the chance to 
highlight the “when’s” as well. 
That is, the understated or perhaps 
even overlooked aspects of domes-
tic and international politics capa-
ble of turning tables in the blink of 
an eye.

When we launched Manara, we did not believe 
that it would so successfully establish an 
inter-university network of young scholars 
across the UK, Europe and the Middle East in just 
under a year. Evidently, the guidance of Molly 
Bolding, Manara’s Editor in Chief, throughout  
this process has been vital in achieving this. On 
behalf of the whole of our team, I would like to 
thank her for her dedication to our mission. I have
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    n October of this year, the Cambridge Middle 
East and North Africa Forum (MENAF) will mark 
half a decade since its foundation as an intellec-
tual hub at the University of Cambridge for those 
interested in the Middle East and North Africa. We 
have come a long way since our founders first sat 
down in the Junior Common Room of Gonville & 
Caius College with the idea of establishing a new 
student society dedicated to further exploring our 
mutual interest in the MENA region. The Forum 
has since hosted over 60 speaker events including 
heads of state, ambassadors, academics and 
public intellectuals. We have built home at the 
university for over 5,000 people in the UK and 
abroad who care about and are interested in the 
study of the Middle East and North Africa. The 
highlight of this was when, in the summer of 
2018, MENAF led its first ever delegation to Israel 
and the Palestinian Territories for an on the 
ground study trip of what is arguably the most 
high-profile conflict of the MENA region.

At the end of 2019, we began a major expansion of 
our work. Hoping to translate the momentum of 
our network and the interest of our following, we 
established the think tank arm of our Forum, 
looking to make a deep, positive and lasting 
impact on the formation of British foreign policy 
as it relates to the region. Harnessing the curiosi-
ty and creativity which Cambridge is world-re-
nowned for, we completed three of our first 
original research projects, inquiring into poten-
tial improvements to the border strategies of 
MENA countries, evaluating the potential from 
the formation of a Marshall Plan for the Middle 
East and explored methods of kinetic warfare in 
Iran and Saudi Arabia.

Welcome from the 
MENAF Executive 
Committee

exec@cmenaf.org

This stands directly in line with our mission to, 
“bring out the best of Cambridge by synchronis-
ing our perspective with a unique, Cam-
bridge-style approach to research”.

Most recently, MENAF launched its News Update 
service with the contribution of local talent living 
and working in the MENA region. Our weekly 
published News Update not only summarises the 
most important social, political and economic 
developments pertaining to the region, it also 
interprets events and highlights areas that our 
subscribers should pay particular attention to in 
the immediate future. Our Arabic, Farsi, Turkish 
and Hebrew speakers guarantee that local 
vernacular sources are consistently featured in 
our work, making for a truly unique insight into 
the current affairs shaping the on the ground 
reality in the Middle East and North Africa.

Alongside these exciting new developments at 
MENAF, our events team continues to dedicate 
their time to bringing our followers events on the 
most pertinent of topics alongside the most 
qualified and high-profile speakers. Leveraging 
the opportunities which the current global state 
of emergency due to the coronavirus pandemic 
has provided us with, our flagship events are now 
conducted online, allowing people to access our 
events and interact with leading professionals in 
politics, economics and business from a distance.

As we are preparing for the upcoming academic 
year, we would like to extend a warm welcome to 
our members and followers, and all those who 
have just discovered MENAF. We look forward to 
building this vibrant community further with you 
all.

Jay Mens, Shlomo Roiter, Patrik Kurath
and Naman Karl-Thomas Habtom,

Executive Committee,
Cambridge Middle East and North Africa Forum 
(MENAF) 
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At the end of 2019, 
we began a major 
expansion of our 
work.

We consider Manara Maga-
zine an integral part of this 
expansion. By featuring the 
writing of young students and 
professionals from the UK, 
the MENA region and across 
the world, we hope to expand 
our network of connections 
and give a voice to those 
members of ours interested in 
having their opinions heard.
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EDITORIAL

Compounding a Crisis:
Covid-19 and Extant Refuge
By Molly Bolding

        pandemic is frightening. A 
pandemic of a confusing, volatile, 
and deadly respiratory disease 
like this coronavirus is even more 
so.  

Yet the effects of COVID-19 have 
been exacerbated by the existing 
health, welfare and space issues 
across the world: where there is 
no running water and soap, and 
you share a single room with your 
entire family, being able to wash 
your hands and self-isolate are 
privileges you simply cannot 
access. The universality of this 
fact is nowhere more obvious 
than within refuge-seeking 
populations all along the estab-
lished MENA-Europe migration 
route, from Lebanon, Syria and 
Yemen to the UK, France and 
Spain. To get a better under-
standing of the ways in which 
this pandemic has complicated 
the existing issues for 
refuge-seeking populations, I 
spoke to organisations that 
support refugees at all stages of 
the migration route.  

  

A Farah Al-Haddad, Programmes 
Officer at Help Refugees/Choose 
Love, gave me an insight into the 
impact of COVID-19 on the front-
lines. Help Refugees/Choose Love 
“grew from a hashtag” in 2015 
and found itself stretched 
attempting to meet the additional 
demand for services created by 
the pandemic. The organisation, 
Farah explains, was originally a 
purely front lines operation - a 
mere five years ago when the 
infamous image of Alan Kurdi 
made front pages, and interest in 
refugee causes had a well-mean-
ing but all-too-brief high - but 
has since evolved into a “holistic 
response” to all of the issues 
faced by the refuge-seeking 
populations and those attempting 
to support them.  

Help Refugees/Choose Love is 
now primarily a major logistical 
co-ordinator, streamlining 
donations, legal expertise and 
training to over 120 partner 
organisations in 14 countries 
along the migration route. Pro-

viding everything from food 
baskets, hygiene kits and PPE at a 
local level, to unconditional 
funding for new NGOs, Farah 
suggests that perhaps their most 
important role is supporting 
grassroots organisations with 
structural support, such as advo-
cacy advice and best practice 
protocol. The vast majority of the 
organisations in the Help Refu-
gees/Choose Love network are 
founded “by Syrians, for Syrians” 
or similar; an example of the 
effectiveness of empowering 
communities to identify and 
provide for their own needs.

I asked Farah if she felt it was 
possible to identify specific 
catalysts within the broader 
timeline of ‘The Refugee Crisis’ 
which has rumbled on for 
decades, and she painted a picture 
of a region already struggling 
with economic and political 
instability, hunger and poverty. 
Farah explained that the Arab 
Spring, with its protracted peri-
ods of violent war and foreign 

Credit: Hand in Hand for Aid and Development



10  MANARA | September 4th, 2020

intervention; the Syrian crisis that 
followed; and more recently 
currency depreciation and wide-
spread unemployment in Lebanon 
have accelerated an “already 
catastrophic situation” into a 
perfect storm for mass infection. 
Cheaper rents in dense urban areas, 
fuel scarcity, and the very real 
threat of starvation have meant few 
can afford to social distance or 
isolate: Farah emphasises the 
reality that many fear hunger far 
more than yet another ambiguous 
disease. In many of the camps, 
scabies and polio outbreaks were 
already signposting the potential 
for these areas to become hubs of 
infection - COVID-19 is just the 
latest in a series of unbridled public 
health crises.Credit: Molham Volunteer Team

For a truly comprehensive understanding of the impact of this pan-
demic on refugees, I moved towards the end of the migration route 
and spoke to Avril Bellinger: Honorary Associate Professor in Social 
Work at Plymouth University and Chair of Students and Refugees 
Together (START). She was one of the founding members of START - 
a UK organisation founded on ‘the strengths approach’; a social work 
principle which advocates that individuals in need are best placed to 
identify their own solutions. As she explains in our interview, START 
seeks to exploit the perception of students and refugees existing as 
“parallel burden[s] on host communities”, in order to create oppor-
tunities for immersive further education and community support. 
The organisation works with those who have been granted ‘leave to 
remain’ in the South West of England, and Avril explains that one of 
the things that makes university students and newly-arrived refu-
gees such an effective collaborative force is that they are often facing 
many of the same kinds of decisions, in the process of “assessing 
[their] ambitions and aspirations” for their futures.

The difficulties that have been faced by the organisation and its 
service users during this period have been enormous. START usually 
runs a number of programs to facilitate positive community engage-
ment, such as a Job Club, a communal Allotment, and Cultural Kitch-
en; all of which were forced to close during lockdown. Accessing local 
authority services, such as identity verification or interpreters, has 
become increasingly difficult; often involving the ridiculous task of 
holding two phones, one with an interpreter and one with the service 
user, up to each other while speaking. Moreover, and more concern-
ingly, the existing housing policy framework meant that many 
refugees are placed in multi-occupancy housing by the local authori-
ty once they are granted their ‘leave to remain’ - a policy that has 
created immense challenges to physical and mental health during the 
pandemic and increased the risk of infection. At both ends of the 
migration route, there has been a worrying rise in gender-based 
violence, mental and physical ill health, and concerns about political-
ly-motivated mistreatment as a result of refugee status.

Essentially, it’s a compounded crisis: a scenario in which dozens of 
communities and thousands of people, who were already deprived of 
their basic needs and facing imminent hunger and health risks, find 

The difficulties that 
have been faced by 
the organisation 
and its service 
users during this 
period have been 
enormous.
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themselves in the middle of a pandemic which has brought those 
troublingly quotidian issues to the doorsteps of those in privileged 
Western homes. The vast majority of people in Europe and the US 
know little of the fundamental instability that haunts refuge-seeking 
populations, and a taste of it - a spate of panic buying and rumoured 
food shortages; a deadly and highly infectious disease in general 
circulation; and a resurgence of populism and political exploitation - 
caused near mass hysteria.

It’s a compounded 
crisis: a scenario in 
which dozens of 
communities and 
thousands of 
people, who were 
already deprived of 
their basic needs, 
find themselves in 
the middle of a 
pandemic.

So, what can be done to help? Perhaps more importantly, what can 
you do?  

With the recent explosion in Beirut having killed 100 people and 
left nearly 300,000 homeless, now is a more compelling time to act 
than ever. Farah outlined a series of simple steps that make a 
massive difference: donate whatever you can afford (through Help 
Refugees, 89% of the money goes directly to frontline services); 
contact your local lawmakers to petition them to support organisa-
tions in the region or legislation that will facilitate safe refuge; and 
vote for meaningful change. Finally, “stay in the loop” says Farah - 
be aware of key events but avoid compassion fatigue.  

By doing so, you will be contributing to a wide range of positive and 
sustainable opportunities for change. Help Refugees/Choose Love, 
through partner organisations like Molham Volunteer and Women 
Now, provides a huge variety of programs: safe spaces and self-de-
fence training for women and victims of domestic abuse; practical 
training in new skills like sewing and IT; continuing education 
provided in Arabic and English; mobile clinics; orphanages; and 
much more. START have worked to protect accommodation for 
settled refugees, ensuring minimal risk from unnecessary travel, 
and provide services like grocery shopping and food delivery. They 
have also recently re-opened their allotment and are moving 
towards new working practices that will allow staff to support 
service users in person

Molly Bolding

For a truly comprehensive understanding of the impact of this pan-
demic on refugees, I moved towards the end of the migration route 
and spoke to Avril Bellinger: Honorary Associate Professor in Social 
Work at Plymouth University and Chair of Students and Refugees 
Together (START). She was one of the founding members of START - 
a UK organisation founded on ‘the strengths approach’; a social work 
principle which advocates that individuals in need are best placed to 
identify their own solutions. As she explains in our interview, START 
seeks to exploit the perception of students and refugees existing as 
“parallel burden[s] on host communities”, in order to create oppor-
tunities for immersive further education and community support. 
The organisation works with those who have been granted ‘leave to 
remain’ in the South West of England, and Avril explains that one of 
the things that makes university students and newly-arrived refu-
gees such an effective collaborative force is that they are often facing 
many of the same kinds of decisions, in the process of “assessing 
[their] ambitions and aspirations” for their futures.

The difficulties that have been faced by the organisation and its 
service users during this period have been enormous. START usually 
runs a number of programs to facilitate positive community engage-
ment, such as a Job Club, a communal Allotment, and Cultural Kitch-
en; all of which were forced to close during lockdown. Accessing local 
authority services, such as identity verification or interpreters, has 
become increasingly difficult; often involving the ridiculous task of 
holding two phones, one with an interpreter and one with the service 
user, up to each other while speaking. Moreover, and more concern-
ingly, the existing housing policy framework meant that many 
refugees are placed in multi-occupancy housing by the local authori-
ty once they are granted their ‘leave to remain’ - a policy that has 
created immense challenges to physical and mental health during the 
pandemic and increased the risk of infection. At both ends of the 
migration route, there has been a worrying rise in gender-based 
violence, mental and physical ill health, and concerns about political-
ly-motivated mistreatment as a result of refugee status.

Essentially, it’s a compounded crisis: a scenario in which dozens of 
communities and thousands of people, who were already deprived of 
their basic needs and facing imminent hunger and health risks, find 

Credit: The Lotus Flower

Molly Bolding is a writer, journalist, 
photographer and educator based in 
London, in her final undergraduate year 
at the University of Cambridge. She is the 
Editor in Chief of the Cambridge Middle 
East and North Africa Forum’s journal 
Manara.

.
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    ntroduction

The novel Coronavirus (Covid-19) has wreaked 
havoc across the globe, threatening to crash 
economies, closing borders, and devastating lives. 
In the MENA region, Saudi Arabia stands in stark 
contrast to other regional powers such as Turkey, 
Iran, and Egypt, having acted quickly to close its 
borders and shut off internal movement in order 
to prevent the spread of the virus.  As a result of 
these assertive actions, Saudi Arabia has success-
fully mitigated the most severe social and eco-
nomic effects of Covid-19.  However, just eight 
years earlier, the Kingdom failed to control the 
spread of Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 
(MERS), a viral respiratory infection caused by 
the MERS-coronavirus (MERS-CoV).[1] Three 
intertwined problems are apparent in the Saudi 
response from 2012-2014: (a) a lack of govern-
ment-public communication, (b) institutional 
failings, and (c) insufficient healthcare infra-
structure.  The crisis of Coronavirus has been 
unfolding in Saudi Arabia for nearly a decade.  
Therefore, this article will argue that the King-
dom’s failure to effectively deal with the MERS 
coronavirus outbreaks in 2014 and 2015 acted as a 
catalyst for internal reform which placed Saudi 
Arabia in an advantageous position to deal with 
Covid-19, and also demonstrates important 
moves to develop the Saudi health sector in 
alignment with the Saudi 2030 vision.[2]

A Crisis Mishandled

Although MERS-Cov was first catalogued in 2012, 
it was not until 2014 that its more serious reper-
cussions began to be felt. Using Grunig’s Theory 
of Excellence - a theory which “specifies how 
public relations makes organizations more effec-
tive, how it is organized and managed when it 
contributes most to organizational effectiveness, 
the conditions in organizations and their envi-
ronments that make organizations more effec-
tive, and how the monetary value of public rela-
tions can be determined”[3] - to assess the MOH 
crisis response, Alsulaiman highlights frequent 
communication missteps taken by the govern-
ment.[4] For instance, the dangers of MERS were 
not properly communicated at the outset of the 
crisis with the Minister of Health Abdullah al 
Rabeeah telling the public that he had ‘no idea 
why MERS was spreading across Saudi Arabia.’[5] 
Polling at the time of the 2014 outbreak revealed 
that while 97% of respondents were aware of 
MERS, only 36% realized that taking antibiotics 
will not stop the infection, and only 41% recog-
nized that no medication has yet been manufac-
tured to treat it.[6] Only 47% knew that bats and 
camels were the primary source of the virus. Even 
after al Rabeeah’s dismissal from office in 2014, 
the jumbled governmental response continued, 
and a lack of knowledge concerning containment 
and transmission prevention among medical staff 
and affected communities constituted a signifi-
cant risk factor.[7]

Early Saudi mishandling is clear when comparing 
their endemic situation to the 2015 MERS-Cov 
outbreak in South Korea.  In particular, Willman 
et. al emphasize important distinctions between 
South Korea and Saudi Arabia’s preparation of 
healthcare professionals in dealing with MERS.  
For instance, South Korea actively trained health 
care workers (HCW) how to manage incoming 
MERS-Cov cases, whether the cases were con-
firmed or not.[8]  Consequently, South Korean 
HCW were better equipped to deal with potential 
cases of MERS-Cov entering hospitals and thus 
better equipped to avoid potential nosocomial, or 
intra-hospital, spread.  By contrast, at the start of 
the 2014 outbreak in Saudi Arabia, some medical 
professionals were unaware of how to isolate and 
manage patients, lacked basic knowledge of 
transmission and viral spread which enabled the 
virus to travel further and faster than if patients 
were isolated and protective equipment was worn 
by staff and visitors from the onset of treat-
ment.[9]  Poor risk communication to HCW by the 
MOH was further compounded by delays in the 
reporting of MERS cases between hospitals, 
laboratories and government departments.  In 
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in Saudi Arabia 
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one case, an infected man was transferred from 
another hospital to the King Faisal Specialist 
Hospital (KFSH), but doctors there were not 
officially informed by medical staff at the previ-
ous hospital that they suspected he might have 
contracted MERS.[10]

Further aggravating the poor Saudi early response 
to MERS was the absence of sufficient healthcare 
infrastructure in hospitals. Two years before the 
outbreak, a 2010 study called attention to under-
developed triage units in Saudi hospitals.[11] 
Indeed, during the 2014 outbreak in Jeddah new 
emergency patients were registered in crowded 
areas, and hospital rooms meant for four people 
often held 12.[12] Suspected MERS cases were not 
always identified and isolated, and patients 
unwittingly spread the virus around the hospital.  
Moreover, the majority of patients in the Jeddah 
MERS outbreak had contact with another health 
care facility, other patients, or both.[13] In both 
the 2014 and 2015 Saudi outbreak, overcrowding 
in emergency departments and failure to imple-
ment the appropriate protocols were found to be 
the primary causes of spread.[14] The risk of 
health care–associated transmission was there-
fore high, underlining the importance of proper 
screening and healthcare infrastructure in 
preventing the spread of the virus.  Overall, the 
Saudi MOH’s initial response to MERS-CoV 
signifies both what Coombs terms an ‘operation-
al’ crisis, in the sense that the virus became a 
serious threat to the Saudi public, and a ‘reputa-
tional crisis’, in that the MOH’s reputation was 
damaged after failing to provide either timely or 
factual information regarding the epidemic.[15]  
However, the shock of the outbreak was a signifi-
cant catalyst for institutional change.

Following the second major MERS-Cov outbreak 
in 2015 at a Riyadh hospital known for its well 
established infection control program (ICP), the 
hospital set three themes of institutional 
change.[16] First, the knowledge gaps in basic 
infection control concepts and the lax compliance 
to IC policy were addressed.  The second theme 
addressed difficulties in providing care in the 
busy emergency department (ED), with the core 
of the ED transformation designed to increase 
identification of potentially infectious patients in 
order to promptly isolate and diagnose them.[17]  
Furthermore, this transformation included 
extensive modification to triage units, restructur-
ing rooms as well as the addition of a second site 
for patients with signs of Acute Respiratory 
Infection (ARI).  The third change involved rede-
signing the patient flow for hospitalized patients 
in order to further avoid hospital transmis-
sion.[18] These developments in combatting the 
spread of MERS-Cov in Riyadh were paralleled on 
the national level.  Importantly, the Saudi MOH 

Aggravating the 
poor Saudi early 
response to MERS 
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sufficient health-
care infrastructure 
in hospitals
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designated more than 25 regional hospitals for 
the isolation and treatment of MERS patients.  
The Kingdom also made significant efforts to 
implement World Health Organization (WHO) 
recommendations on infection control and risk 
communication.  A 2016 WHO report stated that 
among other measures, Saudi Arabia was ‘estab-
lishing a mechanism to monitor compliance by 
hospitals in implementing appropriate infection 
prevention and control (IPC) measures.’[19] By 
2017, the WHO rated Saudi infection prevention 
and control programs a four out of five and Saudi 
International Health Regulation (IHR) capacities 
as one of the highest in the region (See Appendix 
1).  The efforts made by the MOH led to a signifi-
cant decline of health care-associated MERS-CoV 
cases, from 332 in 2014 to 60 in 2016.[20]  A 
further noteworthy consequence of the MERS 
epidemic was the Kingdom’s realization for the 
need for a central command and control center 
tasked with the tracing and handling of out-
breaks.  Founded in 2013 but not wholly opera-
tional until 2018, the Saudi Center for Disease 
Control (SCDC) has become the central agency 
tasked with orchestrating the Kingdom’s 
response to new diseases.[21] Thus, despite the 
slow initial response to the presence of the virus 
in 2012 and limited responses to the 2014 and 
2015 outbreaks, vital improvements to Saudi 
health institutions were made which prepared the 
Saudi government and hospitals for the emer-
gence of new viral respiratory infections.
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The Novel Coronavirus  

Saudi Arabia confirmed its first case of Covid-19 
on 2 March, 2020: a Saudi national returning 
from Iran via Bahrain.[22] What Ebrahim et. al 
classify as ‘key mitigation strategies’ were quick-
ly implemented.  The Kingdom had previously 
announced forceful proactive measures, such as a 
travel ban on Chinese citizens and residents on 
February 6 (Saudi Press Agency),[23] as well as 
suspending the Umrah (pilgrimage), and an 
evacuation of citizens from Wuhan, Beijing, and 
Hong Kong on 2 February 2020.[24] On March 12, 
they extended the travel ban to 39 countries, 
including Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, 
EU members, India, and Ethiopia.[25] Worrying-
ly, Saudi Arabia’s early efforts seemingly had 
sectarian tones.  On March 8, the Kingdom 
enforced a total lockdown of the eastern, 
predominantly Shi’a province of Qatif, where 
cases had rapidly escalated as a result of pilgrims 
returning from Iran.[26]  Shia communities 
across the country have historically faced mar-
ginalization and Shia religious authorities and 
activists viewed the selective lockdown as a 
reflection of the state's sectarian impulses.[27] 
Further adding to concerns over sectarianization 
of Covid-19 was a Saudi official’s statement that 
permitting the unofficial access of Saudi citizens 
to Iran was ‘evidence of Iran’s direct responsibili-
ty in increasing COVID-19 infections and in the 
virus’ outbreak around the world’.[28] However, 

efforts to restrain sectarianism, such as pardons 
for those who had travelled to Iran without 
reporting their journey, allayed some con-
cerns.[29] Social distancing measures and 
domestic travel bans were also introduced on 
March 24 with a national curfew being 
announced, and movement between all major 
urban centers banned by April 6. The SCDC had 
released IPC guidelines for Covid-19 in January 
2020 and the creation of new respiratory triage 
units within Saudi hospitals in reaction to MERS 
feature heavily in the guidelines.[30] Within a 
month, Saudi Arabia had completely closed down 
and begun to implement the IPC guidelines.  The 
25 hospitals designated for the treatment of 
MERS were also prepared for handling Covid-19 
patients.[31]

Crucially, effective risk communication and clear 
repercussions for the violation of curfews have 
been a feature of the Saudi Covid-19 response.  
Multiple awareness campaigns in different 
languages are available on various media plat-
forms to increase public awareness about 
COVID-19 and provide-up-to-date information 
on new cases, deaths, and recoveries.[32] Recent 
polling shows that 90% of people in Saudi Arabia 
take the Coronavirus threat ‘very seriously’, and 
nearly 60% of respondents say they will continue 
to wear face masks in public even when the 
pandemic is over in order to protect others.[33] 
Overall, the swift implementation of lockdowns 
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and success of risk communication in 2020 are a 
significant contrast to the Kingdom’s early MERS 
response. The health infrastructure that was laid 
down in the wake of the 2014 and 2015 MERS 
outbreaks was effectively utilized to tackle 
Covid-19 and Saudi Arabia has avoided scenes of 
disaster and the overwhelming of hospitals faced 
in other countries such as Egypt, Iran, Spain, 
Italy, or the United States.

Conclusion 

Coronavirus has been an unfolding crisis in Saudi 
Arabia since 2012. The Kingdom serves as a 
salient example of the importance of learning 
from the experience of the current pandemic in 
order to respond to the next.  Despite critical 
mistakes in their response to the onset of 
MERS-Cov in the region, Riyadh successfully 
pursued meaningful institutional reforms in 
order to mitigate the effects of future outbreaks.  
The creation of the SCDC and proactive, central-
ized response to Covid-19 demonstrates the need 

for a consolidated approach to any future pan-
demic.  Saudi experiences in dealing with the 
MERS-Cov outbreak undoubtedly contributed to 
their strong early response to Covid-19 in 2020.  
Developments in healthcare are a key plank in 
Saudi Vision 2030, and for the time being at least, 
it seems that Saudi Arabia has successfully avoid-
ed the worst of the pandemic

Aaron Boehm

.
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     or years Yemen has been 
plagued by civil war, starvation, 
and disease. With the new threat 
of coronavirus rapidly spreading 
across the country, how will 
Yemen’s healthcare system cope 
under this new pressure? Many, 
including a recent report by the 
BBC, have labelled the system as 
already being in a virtual ‘state of 
collapse’. Jens Laerke, a repre-
sentative for the UN Office for the 
Co-ordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA), called the condi-
tion of the health system 
‘extremely alarming’. Not only 
are the hospitals ill-equipped – 
with a severe lack of protective 
kit and disinfectants for staff – 
but doctors are being forced to 
turn patients away. Even in the 
capital of Sana’a, in a hospital 
deemed to be the best equipped to 
deal with the coronavirus pan-
demic, only 16 beds are available 
in the intensive care unit (ICU). 
Coupled with only 200 ventilators 
across the country, how can this 
possibly serve a population of 
nearly 30 million? Comparing 

(WHO) stated that coronavirus 
has the potential to affect 16 
million people – making up over 
50% of Yemen’s population. The 
fragile healthcare system, with a 
lack of medical supplies and 
modern technology, can only 
provide short-term solutions and 
is in no way prepared for a mass 
outbreak across the country. 
Some clinics even lack basic 
necessities, such as electricity, 
and have to make the impossible 
decision of choosing between 
buying essential medical supplies 
or fuel to power the generators. 
The lack of functioning health-
care facilities is particularly 
highlighted in the UN OCHA’s 
figures, which report that 
approximately 19.7 million people 
in Yemen require access to even 
basic healthcare. Of the health-
care facilities available, only 51% 
are fully functioning.  

The situation is even worst in 
rural areas, where medical practi-
tioners and healthcare centres are 
scarce. With over 60% of the 
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these figures to the United 
Kingdom – a country with a 
population of just over 66 million 
and 8,000 ventilators at the start 
of the COVID-19 outbreak – a 
severe lack of essential life-sav-
ing machines becomes apparent. 

Even before the panic that coro-
navirus has caused, the country’s 
healthcare system had been 
damaged by years of civil war. Dr 
Mahdi, a doctor in the district of 
Aslam in north-west Yemen, sees 
hundreds of malnourished 
children, and their families, each 
week who are dependent upon 
aid. In her district alone, she 
estimates that over 7,000 chil-
dren suffer from severe malnu-
trition, with inadequate access to 
food and water. Many also suffer 
from preventable diseases, such 
as cholera, diphtheria, and 
measles. In the context of coro-
navirus, these children – and 
their families – have a higher 
risk of contracting, and being 
severely affected by, the disease. 
The World Health Organisation 
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population living in rural areas, as of 2018, many people in Yemen do 
not have access to the health amenities that we take for granted. For 
example, in 2014, the United Kingdom had over 5 times as many 
physicians per 1,000 of the population than Yemen. The emergency 
ambulance and other services, including a readily available blood 
bank, are also virtually ‘non-existent’. One necessity particularly 
essential to stopping the spread of coronavirus – clean water – is also 
in increasingly short supply. In a world where we have easy access to 
hand sanitiser and other disinfectant products, many people in 
Yemen do not have running water and sanitary conditions in which to 
wash their hands. For the spreading virus, this lack of clean water 
means a crucial step in breaking the infectious cycle of the disease 
cannot be met.

Whilst the extent of the coronavirus outbreak in Yemen is unknown, 
with an underreporting of both cases and deaths, what is known is 
the fragile state that the healthcare system is in. Even before the 
coronavirus pandemic metastasized across the world and the coun-
try, much of the system was underfunded and severely under 
equipped with even the basic medicines, machinery, and resources. 
With the coronavirus pandemic comes many new problems and 
issues, as hospitals reach their capacity and ability to cope with the 
spreading disease
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In 2019, the UN had reported that almost 80% of 
Yemen’s population was at risk of starvation and 
disease, and almost 78% lived in poverty.[1] In 
addition to deadly (albeit preventable) epidemics 
of cholera, measles and diphtheria, the Sau-
di-imposed blockade of food aid has led to a 
man-made famine that has killed more than 
85,000 children under the age of 5. These facts 
and figures do not justify the situation on ground 
and a deeper look at the sectarian conflict in 
Yemen is necessary at a time when the United 
Nations has, once again, reported that communi-
ty transmission of the coronavirus could serve a 
death blow to “30 of the 41 UN-supported pro-
grammes in Yemen”[2] that would have to close 
due to a severe lack of funds. In a country as 
devastated as Yemen - where its civilians are 
constantly forced to migrate for shelter and 
scavenge for food - social distancing is impossi-
ble and hand sanitizers are a luxury. This pan-
demic could, indeed, obliterate the remaining 
societal fabric of the country.  

The Conflict in Yemen  

The war in Yemen is both a civil war and a proxy 
war, depending on how one interprets the politi-
cal and sectarian affiliations of its belligerents. 
Although the two warring groups clashed in the 
aftermath of the Arab Spring in 2011, the conflict 
only flared up in January 2015 when the rebels, 
colloquially termed as Houthis, captured the 
presidential palace in Yemen’s capital, Sana’a. 
The Yemeni government, led by President Abd 
Rabbu Mansour Hadi, was forced to resign by the 

insurgents who demanded equality and better 
standards of living, but eventually returned to the 
capital after securing a coalition that included 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Egypt, UAE and Jordan. 

The Houthi opposition, originally created in 1992 
in resistance to the then-despotic President Ali 
Abdullah Salah and named after a prosecuted Shia 
Zaydi tribe led by Hussein al Houthi, was hypo-
critically commanded by the experienced Salah 
himself, until his assassination in 2017. Since the 
beginning of hostilities in 2015, the Houthis have 
been militarily and logistically assisted by the 
Islamic Republic of Iran. Iran’s involvement is 
largely due to the Houthis’ shared adherence to 
Shia Islam, and strategically in order to retain a 
stronghold in the Gulf, especially the crucial Red 
Sea port of Al Hudaydah. Even though the Houthis 
are substantially supported by Iran (regionally 
and internationally), they are not liable to vener-
ate the Ayatollah or even obey President Rou-
hani’s orders since they are a homegrown move-
ment, comprised not only of Shias but also of a 
significant population “spanning religious, 
geographic and political spaces and hierarchies 
allied”[3] against the Saudi coalition. Previously, 
they have been known to operate independently, 
carrying out attacks against Tehran’s will because 
Iran’s agenda is solely and evidently aimed at 
sowing discord at Saudi Arabia’s doorstep. Fur-
thermore, Tehran’s funding of the Houthi move-
ment pales in comparison to the Arab coalition[4] 
as the latter’s bombing campaign has yielded 
unimaginable casualties each time Yemen has 
been struck, proving to the international commu-
nity that Saudi Arabia will not shirk from war 
crimes where its national security is concerned.  

Due to the aforementioned sectarian components 
of the conflict, Yemen has often been considered 
another pawn in the hands of Shi’a Iran and Sunni 
Saudi Arabia; a Cold War of sorts in the Middle 
East. The sectarian aspect of the conflict is often 
used as a smokescreen to conceal the geo-politi-
cal intentions of the actors involved. Warring 
sides have been blinded by notions of victory and 
retribution, mindless of the carnage that has 
engulfed the peninsula. Yemen was the poorest 
nation of the region before its war: now it is 
ravaged, starved, diseased, in addition to being 
poverty-stricken. Peace talks have not reaped 
results, the United States has closed its borders to 
Yemenis, and those fleeing war are stranded in 
Libyan detention centres instead of rebuilding 
lives in Europe.

The United States of America, France and the 
United Kingdom are culpable of war crimes in 
Yemen since these countries began providing 
intelligence support and signing billion-dollar 
defence deals with Saudi Arabia in order to sup-

I

COVID-19: SPECIAL REPORTS 

Credit: Getty

Conflict and
Coronavirus in Yemen
By Aalekh Dhaliwal



20  MANARA | September 4th, 2020

port its campaign in the country. War crimes that 
have been committed by these weapons have 
elicited massive protests in the West - but covert 
deals continue, and so do the deaths and 
displacement of innocent civilians. West-
ern-manufactured ammunition has fallen into 
the hands of terror groups, namely AQAP (Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula) and Ansar 
al-Sharia (offshoot of AQAP), that have taken 
advantage of the political vacuum and established 
strongholds in various enclaves across the coun-
try.[5]

Preventable Epidemics and Man-Made Famine  

In a report compiled by the OCHA, “a Yemeni 
child under the age of 5 dies every ten minutes of 
preventable causes.”[6] More than 1 million 
Yemenis had been diagnosed with Cholera 
between 2016 and 2019, 16 million had zero 
access to food or clean water, and 22 million - of a 
total 29 million people - are in dire need of 
humanitarian assistance.[7] The transportation 
facilities that were available for aid agencies have 
been blocked by the Saudi-led coalition in order 
to starve the Houthi rebels, but inadvertently or 
not, this blockade has brutally affected 5 million 
Yemenis who have been struck by famine. Every-
thing from water to humanitarian aid has been 
weaponised through the course of this brutal 
conflict.

Since starvation of its people did not facilitate 
victories for either side, death by preventable 
diseases will definitely wipe out the populace. 
Despite three major cholera outbreaks since 2016 
which were left untreated because of the wrecked 
healthcare system, neither the Houthi governor-
ates nor the Yemeni government has devised any 
plan to ensure certain standards of sanitation in 
the country. The spread of diseases has become an 
intrinsic element of the blame-game being played 
between the combatants, and international 
organisations have been restricted from treating 
individuals unless ransom is paid to the warring 
camps, in cash or kind. Furthermore, most out-
breaks of cholera and dengue have occurred due 
to a lack of sanitary infrastructure and medicine 
supplies, the prevalence of crowded communities 
residing in tents and use of unhygienic, commu-
nal facilities to wash and clean. 5 million Yemenis 
have been displaced and forced to live in tents, 
scavenge for food from overflowing garbage 
dumps and drink water from sources polluted by 
shrapnel and debris.

The Impact of the Coronavirus  

The coronavirus pandemic has taken the world by 
storm with fatalities increasing exponentially by 
the day.  

Yemen is a country devoid of any comprehensive 
state machinery, lacking medical facilities and 
awareness regarding the virus. Although one of 
the more recent countries to report its first case, 
the lack of testing and underreporting are the 
only reasons for this piece of news. For all inter-
nally displaced persons (IDP) who have been 
forced to migrate from terror-struck regions, 
social distancing is an incomprehensible norm. A 
country that has to import food aid for survival is 
certainly far from manufacturing PPE kits, masks 
or even soaps. Starvation has resulted in malnu-
trition amongst Yemeni children, hence increas-
ing their susceptibility to coronavirus. Low 
immunity, unhygienic and cramped living condi-
tions, and lack of a medical infrastructure pose 
dire threats to the country’s infected population. 
According to MSF, people are delaying their visits 
to the hospital, hence increasing risks of trans-
mission and dying in a short span of time even 
after treatment is being given.[8] As operations 
and donations from across the globe have ceased, 
international humanitarian organisations 
battling both bombing raids and virus transmis-
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sion on frontlines are facing major financial 
issues. According to a WHO report, “there are 
only 18 operational COVID-19 isolation units, 520 
ICUs and 154 ventilators” in all of Yemen.[9] 
These are unbelievably shocking statistics for a 
country of 29 million people that has been sacri-
ficed at the altar of tyranny, ruthless domination 
and mercilessly selfish pursuits.

UN appeals for funding and cessation of war are 
five years too late for a country that has been 
precariously balancing on the brink of recession, 
poverty and rampant destruction. One cannot 
expect war survivors to fear a virus, especially 
those who have borne the brunt of annual 
epidemics. Soon enough Yemen could cease to 
exist, and the only positive outcome would be the 
end of hostilities led by a government that has 
nobody left to govern

Aalekh Dhaliwal

Yemen is a country 
devoid of any com-
prehensive state 
machinery, lacking 
medical facilities 
and awareness re-
garding the virus.
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     welcome this opportunity to 
share what I have been thinking 
about this terrible Covid-19 
pandemic. Like many of you, I 
have found this time to be one of 
reflection, of resetting priorities, 
and of considering what is most 
important in life. At the same 
time, I have mourned the physi-
cal and emotional damage 
wrought by the pandemic. My 
heart goes out to all who have 
suffered loss. Never has the entire 
planet been so stricken. I am sure 
that the world will never return to 
the norms of 2019. What will the 
new normal look like? What can 
we do to make the new normal 
better than the past? We will 
wrestle with those questions for 
years to come.

But the pandemic has brought 
some good news. The world has 
responded to it with unprece-
dented demonstrations of toler-
ance and human fraternity. As 
nature has thrown her worst at 

and curb the pandemic. Our lead-
ers made difficult decisions based 
on the best scientific knowledge. 
Our government has put the safety 
of its people first and continues to 
do so. I am particularly proud of 
the people of the UAE, citizens and 
expats alike, for following the 
guidance of the government and 
looking out for each other.

Our experience indicates that a 
country’s success in dealing with 
pandemics in the future will 
depend on the capacity of a gov-
ernment to make and implement 
sound, fact-based decisions, to 
respond quickly and effectively to 
challenges, and to maintain the 
confidence of the people. Because 
pandemics threaten the entire 
population, the government has a 
leading role to play that no other 
institution, civil or corporate, can 
fill in mobilizing people in 
response to emerging challenges 
and opportunities.
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us, we have responded with the 
best of human virtues. We are 
seeing countries helping other 
countries, countries helping 
businesses, businesses caring for 
their employees, and people 
caring for each other selflessly. 
The medical professionals have 
been exceptional heroes during 
this time. The many examples of 
altruistic responses to the pan-
demic assure me that the world’s 
diverse peoples have the capacity 
to work together for our mutual 
good. The pandemic has forced 
us to recognize our deep interde-
pendence, and we have been 
largely united in our response.

One thing has become abundant-
ly clear: a government’s response 
to the pandemic directly affects 
how many people will become 
infected and how many will 
perish. I am proud that the 
leadership of the United Arab 
Emirates responded quickly and 
effectively to flatten the curve 

What is Covid-19
Teaching Us?
Nahayan Mabarak Al Nahayan
Minister of Tolerance and Coexistence
United Arab Emirates
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Businesses have confronted major challenges during this crisis. As in 
any time of great change, there are businesses that can adapt and 
thrive, those that are only inconvenienced, and those that discover 
they are inadequately financed to survive without income or have 
simply become obsolete. We are seeing the shortcomings of some 
conventional business wisdom in dealing with such upheaval. For 
example, many businesses subscribe to the idea that they can 
increase shareholder wealth by leveraging cash flow to fund expan-
sion. While that strategy may work well when economic growth is 
continuous, it can be disastrous during a major economic crisis such 
as that experienced in 2008. The Covid-19 crisis is worse. Businesses 
will need to consider more sustainable ways of thinking that give risk 
considerations more weight.

Our experience indicates that 
acountry’s success in dealing with 
pandemics in the future will depend on 
the capacity of a government to make 
and implement sound, fact-based 
decisions, to respond quickly and 
effectively to challenges, and to 
maintain the confidence of the people. 

This pandemic has emphasized our basic need for other human 
beings. Physical distancing during the pandemic has introduced us to 
new ways for maintaining these connections. These connections will 
be crucial to our survival as we begin to deal with the economic 
fallout. Many businesses anticipate employing fewer people than 
they did before the pandemic. Many businesses will no longer employ 
any human beings because the businesses will be closed. And all the 
time, our knowledge economy continues to develop automated 
technologies that replace humans. We humans will have to be 
better—better educated, more creative, more compassionate, more 
resilient. We will have to help each other adapt to radically new 
working conditions.

We have seen some remarkable resurgence of the natural environ-
ment due to reduced pollution and decreases in human presence: 
dolphins in the canals of Venice, cleaner air over cities, wild animals 
venturing onto city streets with little or no traffic. The pandemic has 
for a moment reminded us of the complexity and extent of our 
environment as well as the precarious position of us humans in an 
environment marked anywhere and everywhere by Covid-19. We 
should realize more than ever that, just as we harm our environment, 
so nature can harm us. We must realize that we share our world with 
other living creatures. We must be aware of our common human 
fraternity. We must recognize that we all have the same basic needs 
and are affected by the same dangers worldwide. With that knowl-
edge we can perhaps cooperate globally to stop climate change. Our 
inspiration can be, so we may hope, our global cooperation in stop-

Businesses must also 
reconsider their drive for 
continuous growth and 
expansion. Such drive 
inevitably affects our 
natural environment that 
is already under terrible 
stress. We consume 
natural resources at an 
unsustainable rate. Our 
planet cannot survive 
growth that destroys. We 
need to devise new 
models for measuring 
success in business. And 
we must find ways to 
protect small businesses 
from the growth of behe-
moths.
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ping Covid-19. 

The most uplifting phenomenon that has emerged around the world 
during this pandemic is the incredible power of individuals to make a 
positive difference for others. The acts of kindness, expressions of 
support, practical actions taken to help others such as donations to 
food banks have proliferated. While each of these may be small 
individually, collectively they have made a profound difference. 
Seeing the best of human fraternity in action gives me great hope for 
the future. We have demonstrated a significant concern for the 
well-being of others and a willingness to actually take action in the 
face of adversity.

We, each individually, have surely reviewed our values and 
concerns. I suspect that many of us have reaffirmed the impor-
tance of personal resilience, particularly as affected by our own 
health. While not everyone has been blessed with natural good 
health, we must all pay attention to those activities that pro-
mote good health. Eating intelligently, engaging in regular 
exercise, avoiding negative behaviors such as smoking, and 
maintaining a reasonable weight are all things we can do to 
make our bodies more resilient. Viruses thrive on weaknesses.

The pandemic has underscored the importance not only of 
personal health but also of financial prudence and community 
support. Resilience foresees rainy days and knows that a strong 
social support network can work wonders. Even though we are 
practicing physical distancing, we are able to maintain our 
connections to the people we are emotionally close to. A con-
versation with a good friend can do wonders to put what seem 
to be insurmountable problems into perspective. It takes a little 
more work to stay connected now, but the effort is worth it. I 
hope that post-Covid-19 we will nurture our resilience.

Covid-19 is also teaching us some important lessons for our 
longer-term future. During this pandemic, people have had to learn 
in an incredibly short time new ways of interacting personally and 
working remotely. Ask any teacher who has had to switch from 
face-to-face to remote teaching. The learning curve is steep, and the 
effort required, intense. Teachers, students, and parents have 
labored hard and learned together in the past months. Both the many 
successes and the inevitable failures in remote learning raise ques-
tions about the shape of future education. If the virus persists, 
schools and universities must devise ways for safe and effective 
education. Even in a virus-free environment, new approaches to 
education will emerge from our Covid-19 days.

The world was not prepared for the Covid-19 pandemic. While a few 
scientists were concerned and had given due warning, we were too 
busy or too skeptical to act. Though proud of our global progress, we 
were not altogether modern in the sense conveyed by Oscar Wilde’s 
character who observes that “To expect the unexpected shows a 
thoroughly modern intellect.” We cannot afford to be intellectually 
antiquated.

The Covid-19 pandemic reveals that people who have established a 
healthy lifestyle have in effect prepared for the unexpected. Although 
we cannot predict the next world-changing geo-political event or 
the specific threat of disease or the state of technology in 20 years, 
we can identify the characteristics of individuals who will compose 
the future workforce and will be personally positioned to weather 

The pandemic has 
underscored the 
importance not only 
of personal health 
but also of financial 
prudence and com-
munity support. 
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future storms, whatever they may be.

Resilience enables us to adjust to a changing future. We must stay 
healthy, have a strong social support network, and be financially 
responsible.

A knowledgeable grasp of technology and the mastery of skills that 
technology requires will continue to be essential in the future. Con-
tinuous learning will need to proceed at a much higher pace than that 
of the past. People who develop their learning skills and apply them 
rigorously throughout their careers will have a much greater likeli-
hood of maintaining their relevance and capacity for contributing to 
an organization’s success.

Given that human skills will be the key differentiating success factor 
for businesses, people who establish and continually grow those 
skills will be most valuable. Communication, organization, dialog, 
conflict-resolution, negotiation, problem-solving, opportuni-
ty-generation, compassion, and teamwork are all good examples of 
the types of human skills and characteristics that will grow in impor-
tance.

This pandemic caught us unexpectedly. We must come to terms with 
the fact that not everything can be anticipated. Our collective chal-
lenge as governments, businesses, and fellow humans involves a 
re-positioning, a re-thinking and a re-aligning of our mindset. We 
must make a collective choice to learn from the current situation.

This is an opportunity to question conventional approaches, to 
devise new business models, new personal skills, and new mindsets 
that look to sustainable growth that is beneficial to society and the 
environment. While an opportunity taken alone can increase risk, the 
same opportunity taken together brings forth possibilities and 
makes us stronger in the process.

I have great confidence in the ability of the UAE government, the 
businesses in the UAE, and the Emirati and expatriate population to 
weather this Covid-19 storm and to emerge stronger than ever. That 
is not simply optimistic thinking; it is based on my personal experi-
ence. Over the past 49 years, under wise leadership and with the 
support of its productive population, the UAE has become a thriving 
country. From humble beginnings, our leaders have made the UAE 
globally competitive in education, health, transportation, housing, 
governance, tourism, and economic and security infrastructure. Our 
leaders have developed a tolerant and diverse society that has 
learned to work together peacefully and effectively. The UAE is a 
trade and financial hub for the region and exerts influence interna-
tionally. The same leadership, wisdom, creativity, innovation, and 
determination that have served us so well in the past will continue to 
shape a successful future.

His Excellency Sheikh Nahayan Mabarak Al Nahayan
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    ntroduction  

The migrant workforce is the silent engine of the 
Middle East. In 2019, a sum of 25 million 
migrants worked in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries.[1] These migrants, mostly 
originating from South East Asia, make up the 
majority of the populations of Gulf states like 
Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and 
Bahrain. The dawn of COVID-19 has cast new light 
on the absolute dependency of GCC countries on 
migrant labour for economic prosperity. It is, 
thus, ironic that even with this heavy reliance, the 
treatment and rights of these labourers vary 
greatly from those of nationals. Although these 
inequalities have long been acknowledged by 
various human rights organisations, the pan-
demic has evidenced the discrimination facing 
migrant workers through epidemiological statis-
tics and government responses. The numbers 
show that migrants are disproportionately affect-
ed by the virus, while citizens are largely spared. 
While inequality and racial discrimination could 
be easily overlooked before the pandemic, 
COVID-19 has made addressing these issues a 
matter of urgency, for the mutual benefit of 
residents and citizens alike. The migrant crisis 
could be an opportunity for long-anticipated 
permanent structural change in society, the law, 
and government.

Inequality in the light of COVID-19  

Epidemiological statistics published by Gulf 
governments reveal a welfare divide between the 
migrant working class and nationals. According 
to the Saudi Health Ministry in May, foreign 
residents comprised 76 per cent of new coronavi-
rus cases in Saudi Arabia, even though migrants 
account for 30 per cent of the Saudi population.[2] 
The reason for this disparity lies in the lack of 
healthcare and unsanitary and overcrowded 
accommodation facilities to which most labourers 
were confined to. As lockdowns were enforced, 
tens of thousands of workers from the construc-
tion, retail, and energy sectors abruptly lost their 
jobs. Construction workers were moved en masse 
into dormitories consisting of small, unventilated 
rooms accommodating as many as a dozen work-
ers each. Consequently, the virus proliferated in 
these conditions, leading to high infection rates 
and no way out. Ryszard Cholewiński, a senior 
migration specialist from the International 
Labour Organisation, confirmed that even with 
the best attempts of companies to sort out safe 
sleeping arrangements in camps, it was rare to 
find less than four workers sleeping in one 
room.[3] The lack of social distancing was com-
pounded by a lack of access to running water in 
some camps, overcrowded and neglected toilet 
facilities, and a paralysing lack of movement. All 
these factors led to alarming infection rates in the 
Gulf states, where the vast majority of infections 
were recorded among migrant populations.  

The panic caused by the spread of the virus has 
also exacerbated pre-existing racist attitudes 
against migrants, as exemplified by the words of 
famous Kuwaiti actress Hayat al-Fahad, who 
called for moving migrants ‘out of hospitals and 
into the desert to make space for nationals’. 
Xenophobia has also resonated from government 
officials such as Kuwaiti MP Safaa Al-Hashem, 
who utilised the tumultuous circumstances to call 
for the mass deportation of migrants in order to 
‘purify the country from illegal workers’.[4] 
COVID-19 has intensified racist public discourse, 
leading to government proposals by Kuwaiti 
lawmakers to ban new recruitment of ex-pat 
workers and curb the ex-pat population from the 
current 70 per cent down to 30 per cent.

Gulf governments have also indirectly discrimi-
nated against migrant workers by largely exclud-
ing them from new policies and stimulus packag-
es aimed at reducing the economic impact of 
COVID-19. Some GCC states have suspended work 
permit fees paid by businesses, and frozen rent 
and loan payments. These measures have largely 
benefited business owners but have done little to 
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cover the unreceived wages of minimum-wage 
workers or provide for them; in Bahrain, a survey 
of 300 migrant labourers found that over 60 per 
cent had not received their wages, and over 80 per 
cent were struggling to cover rent and food costs. 
While the Bahraini government, alongside Saudi 
Arabia, pledged to provide furlough payments to 
nationals, these policies were not extended to the 
ex-pat majority of the population. An ICU nurse 
who volunteered for Bahrain’s COVID-19 cam-
paign reported that, unlike Bahraini nurses, 
migrant workers do not receive hazard pay or 
compensation for their work.[5] 

Impact on female domestic workers  

A dismaying consequence of virus-related 
restrictions has been suffered by a group already 
at the highest risk. Although current data shows 
that COVID-19 is less deadly for women than for 
men, women in MENA economies will most likely 
disproportionately feel the social and economic 
impacts of the pandemic. Human Rights Watch 
reported a particular concern for female migrant 
workers who face increased exposure to gen-
der-based violence (GBV) and entrapment in 
employers’ homes, due to pre-existing abusive 
conditions amplified by the pandemic. Over 80 

per cent of Filipino domestic workers in Kuwait 
reported working longer hours, and the numbers 
of GBV complaints are continuously rising.[6] The 
month of Ramadan saw heightened workloads for 
many female domestic workers due to the 
employers’ inability to hire additional staff. 
Conversely, many workers have also lost their 
jobs and accommodation due to the scaling down 
of staff by employers. Moreover, due to the 
restrictions of available services, domestic work-
ers are asked to take on extra duties they do not 
have training or PPE for, leading to work-related 
injuries.[7] However, it is the kafala (sponsor-
ship) system which many domestic workers have 
found most detrimental during the pandemic. The 
legal system, utilised to varying degrees in all GCC 
states, means workers are not allowed to leave or 
change employers without their employer’s 
permission. The employer is in charge of their 
work visa and residence permit, giving them the 
ultimate power over the employee. Fleeing an 
abusive employer can lead to imprisonment or 
deportation and, in the light of COVID-19, some 
states are exercising additional penalties on 
workers fleeing abuse due to violating curfews 
and restrictions.[8]
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Responses of Gulf Governments

Government measures to alleviate the migrant 
crisis have been varied across the Gulf. Kuwait has 
granted amnesties and repatriation flights to 
undocumented migrants in the country, and a 
nationwide media campaign funded by the UN 
was publicised to counter the increase in xeno-
phobia.[9] Qatar took the lead in responding to 
the migrant crisis by becoming, at the height of 
the pandemic, the only GCC state to introduce a 
scheme protecting migrant workers’ wages. The 
Qatari government allocated almost a billion US 
dollars in bank loans for businesses to provide 
furlough and funds to cover rent costs.[10] Work-
ers in quarantine and isolation were also contin-
ued to be paid salaries with no deductions. How-
ever, it is unclear whether workers who lost their 
jobs are included in the scheme. Furthermore, due 
to the bank loan nature of these payments, some 
businesses may attempt to pass on the burden of 
repayment to employees.[11] The UAE claims to 
have implemented automatic visa extensions, 
guaranteed food and accommodation provision, 
and access to free healthcare, while Saudi Arabia 
was the first to offer free testing and treatment to 
all migrant workers. Nevertheless, an overlying 
drawback for all these measures is the migrants’ 
learned fear of authorities, and consequently 
their hesitance to report to local authorities for 
help. Although, as previously mentioned, multiple 
governments have offered amnesty and aid to 
undocumented workers, these people are still far 
less likely to contact authorities due to fear of 
detention, even if that is not the intention of the 
state. Indeed, 23,500 migrant workers who 
surrendered themselves to authorities in Kuwait 
following the announcement of amnesty mea-
sures were subsequently left stranded in desert 
detention camps in atrocious conditions for over 
a month.[12] There has also been a broad collec-
tive effort to repatriate hundreds of thousands of 
migrants, which resulted in various challenges. 
Home countries like India and Pakistan were 
initially not prepared to welcome repatriated 
workers, given the challenges associated with 
managing mass returns and the increasing short-
ages in job prospects at home. Moreover, many 
workers could not afford the costs of travelling 
home and staying in quarantine facilities for 14 
days. Ultimately, circumstances created by both 
the home and host countries resulted in a pris-
on-like limbo for the masses. 

A Silver Lining?  

It is important to observe that while the crisis 
affecting migrant workers during COVID-19 has 
been one of the most severe in modern history, it 
could also be the long-desired push for perma-
nent change in legislation, welfare, and society. 

Following a worldwide surge in online activism 
and anti-racism protests, international media 
campaigns to end the system of kafala have been 
numerous and visible on every social media 
platform. The campaigns are bringing fresh 
awareness to the plights of migrants in the 
Middle East and likening the exploitative system 
to ‘modern slavery’. An online petition calling for 
the abolition of kafala in Lebanon has gathered 
over 35,000 signatures, prompting the Lebanese 
government to initiate talks with the ILO.[13] The 
talks resulted in Lebanon’s Minister of Labour 
Lamia Yammine expressing her intentions to 
include foreign domestic workers in labour laws 
and to adopt a revised work contract for migrants 
which would address current inequalities.[14] The 
impact of this campaign has shown that ending 
kafala is achievable, even though there is still a 
long way to go.

The pandemic has also been an opportunity for 
Arab governments to address the working condi-
tions of migrant labourers. The virus has shown 
that it is in the interest of citizens themselves that 
migrant workers have access to healthcare, 
adequate housing, social security and just work-
ing conditions. Improved conditions for migrants 
result in lower overall infection rates in the 
population, protecting society as a whole. Con-
struction companies have invested in improving 
dormitory facilities to align with lockdown mea-
sures, and civic bodies are regularly conducting 
inspections to ensure adherence to 
anti-COVID-19 measures. Detailed recommenda-
tions have been made by international bodies for 
improving the health and safety of workers on 
future sites, a matter which was not given as 
much attention before the pandemic. In terms of 
legal rights, Oman announced in June the lifting 
of a ban on ex-pats changing jobs from January 
2021, a positive and long-awaited improvement 
for foreigners’ working rights.[15] On June 30th, 
Qatar set up a new office to implement verdicts in 
labour cases and enhance the complaints pro-
cess.[16] Finally, the pandemic has facilitated 
national discussions about countering racist 
attitudes towards migrants. Online racism has 
been met with viral responses from Arab celebri-
ties, who highlighted the lasting contributions of 
front-line migrant workers such as nurses, 
carers, and cleaners.[17]  

The post-COVID-19 world will likely face severe 
economic hardships, millions of job losses, and 
reactionary responses restricting labour migra-
tion in the Middle East. However, labour restric-
tions will never stop desperate populations from 
migrating, but instead drive riskier migration. 
Furthermore, struggling businesses will be 
enticed to save money by sourcing workers 
through unethical recruiters. These risks should 
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be acknowledged and seen as a reason to plan for 
a responsible recovery. Governments will have  
new incentives to make improvements and can 
utilise large volumes of valuable data gathered 
during the pandemic. Businesses will have to 
invest in re-establishing labour supply chains, 
offering them a chance to revise old practices and 
improve the treatment of thousands of workers. 

Today’s tragedy could be tomorrow’s
opportunity. 

Stephanie Graban
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With the novel coronavirus having advanced well 
into Kuwait, the country has seen nearly 42,000 
cases and 339 deaths despite a total lockdown.[1] 
The pandemic hasn’t affected Kuwaitis equally, 
however, with its stateless population in particu-
lar having been cut off from state aid and 
resources for decades. Known as Bidoon people, 
these individuals constitute a stateless social 
class in Kuwait, with a sizable population in Saudi 
Arabia and Iraq.[2]  

Kuwait specifically, however, has adopted a 
hard-line approach to governing the group, 
considering them “illegal immigrants” despite 
their demonstrable domicile in the nation for 
generations.[3] The group is defined slightly 
differently by various parties but is generally 
considered to comprise those who trace their 
lineage to Kuwaiti tribes who were ostracized at 
the time of independence.  

Bidoon Citizenry

In 1961, as the British protectorate came to an end 
and Kuwait became autonomous, tribes in remote 
areas of Kuwait did not come to learn of the 
newly-passed nationality law, either due to 
rurality or illiteracy, which led to their resulting 
statelessness and manifests in the present day as 

social division and class inequality vis-à-vis the 
treatment of Bidoon people.[4]

Countless other Bidoon trace their lineage to 
other Gulf countries, from which they arrived in 
Kuwait to fight for the government, seeking 
pay.[5] At the time, the Kuwaiti government 
thought it easier to relegate these fighters as 
Bidoon rather than divulging details surrounding 
their cross-border military recruiting processes.  

Politicians like Marzouq al-Ghanim, the speaker 
of Kuwait’s National Assembly, have backed 
legislation to grant Bidoon Kuwaiti citizenship, 
but only if they reveal their “original nationali-
ties” within a year’s time, a move that could 
prove dangerous to Bidoon who might subse-
quently be targeted by other Middle Eastern 
governments for alleged treason.[6]  

Bidoon are able to apply for citizenship, but 
Kuwaiti law curtails the maximum number of 
allowed annual citizenship grants to 2000, with 
actual statistics of naturalized Bidoon falling well 
below this threshold.[7] In a country in which 
well over 100,000 citizenship applications by 
Bidoon stagnate, al-Ghanim’s proposals are 
characteristic not of solidarity or sympathy, but 
rather of an apathetic approach to human rights. 
The past few months have seen especially low 
approval rates, as the Kuwaiti government cites 
the COVID-19 crisis as a justification to allocate 
resources away from an already-struggling 
populace.[8]  

Al-Ghanim has also not addressed the problem-
atic nature of Kuwait’s nationality law, which 
perpetuates further statelessness through its 
stipulation that children may only inherit nation-
ality paternally. Per this misogynistic code, 
Kuwaiti women are prohibited from passing their 
Kuwaiti nationality onto their dependents unless 
legal paternity is unestablished.[9]  

As a result, children that would otherwise be 
eligible for Kuwaiti citizenship are shunned 
societally due to parental factors out of their 
control, while Kuwaitis stigmatize the marriage 
of Kuwaiti women and Bidoon men, viewing them 
as illegitimate and a disservice to offspring born 
out of wedlock. Increased prejudice has been a 
ramification of this law and has manifested in 
recent months in the form of denial of essential 
services to some Bidoon.  

A Double-Edged Scalpel

A few weeks back, Kuwait’s Ministry of Interior 
put out an official call for unpaid medical volun-
teers, which saw young Bidoon doctors and 
nurses working tirelessly at medical clinics and  
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testing centres in an effort to prove their societal 
worth.[10] Nevertheless, this contingent is but an 
extremely small subset of Kuwait’s medical force 
as penury, and the absence of documentation 
needed to secure legal means of earning income 
and corruption within Kuwait’s public and private 
education systems, bar most Bidoon from attain-
ing higher education; a necessary prerequisite for 
medical service.[11] Many of these same Bidoon, 
due to their stateless status, are also ineligible for 
Kuwait’s otherwise fully state-funded healthcare.

Some Bidoon are allowed a restricted form of 
health insurance, though the process by which 
eligible Bidoon are determined has been mostly 
arbitrary.[12] Such insurance, however, has 
limited coverage, unlike that made available to 
full citizens of Kuwait. Surgical and palliative 
care, medication and testing are among aspects 
not covered by this insurance.[13]

The Kuwaiti government maintains that charita-
ble funds exist to cater to the immediate medical 
needs of Bidoon children and allow underprivi-
leged students educational access, although 
methods of acquiring these funds have proven to 
be excessively bureaucratic and undepend-
able.[14]  

The alienation of Bidoon has been especially 
illuminated in past months, as clinics continue to 
turn away Bidoon with symptoms of the novel 
coronavirus. Other Bidoon, disdained by the 
bigoted state of affairs in Kuwait, have accepted 
their grim fate, remaining holed up in their 
homes despite exhibiting symptoms.[15]  

In the past, deaths of Bidoon due to deteriorating 
health conditions have been deflected by the 
Kuwaiti government, which often baselessly casts 
Bidoon people off as “criminals” or “drug 
addicts.”[16] Many Bidoon have attempted 
suicide over the past years, a fact which the 
government has not addressed.[17] The mental 

The alienation of Bidoon 
has been especially 
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health of Kuwait’s Bidoon is scarcely an after-
thought for the Kuwaiti government.

Denied Documentation

In addition to mistreatment within Kuwait’s 
borders, countless Bidoon are rendered incapable 
of leaving the country due to lack of a passport. 
The Embassy of the State of Kuwait requires that 
all applicants submit such documents as a birth 
certificate, which discriminatory red tape bars 
Bidoon from obtaining to begin with.[18] Some 
also unfairly extort payments from Bidoon for 
government services that should operate free of 
charge. Kuwaitis found guilty of such exaction 
largely enjoy a life of impunity under the Kuwaiti 
regime.  
A lack of civil identification cards hampers the 
employment prospects of Bidoon as well, as many 
cannot be registered as legal employees. Kuwaiti 
laws also inhibit such individuals from receiving 
licenses to conduct businesses or owning proper-
ty in the country, thereby preventing them from 
pursuing self-employment.[19] Illicit jobs employ 
Bidoon, but deny them pensions, supplemental 
salaries for childcare, promotions and bonuses, 
job security and protection against unjust termi-
nation of work.[20] With mass layoffs and abrupt 
business closings in the wake of the pandemic, 
the plight of working Bidoon has exacerbated.  

Bidoon in these situations are also frequently 
taken advantage of by corporate employers, who 
coerce them into working long hours in common-
ly perilous conditions. Violence against Bidoon at 
workplaces is not uncommon either. Those 
Bidoon who do not work under-the-radar have 
no choice but to work as street vendors, local 
traders, mechanics, construction workers or 
other manual laborers.[21] These positions pay 
very little, offer little to no perquisites and lack 
legal protection from Kuwait's Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Labour. Upward mobility is virtually 
non-existent for Kuwait’s Bidoon people. 

Shortly after the Kuwaiti government established 
a committee [22], known officially as the Central 
System to Resolve Illegal Residents’ Status, to 
address the predicament in 2010, authorities laid 
out a list of guarantees that they promised to 
uphold, such as the mandatory issuing of death 
and birth certificates and the ability for Bidoon to 
apply for driver’s licenses in the country.[23] Yet, 
national legislation is seldom enforced in local 
jurisdictions, with some regional authorities 
complicating these processes and others outright 
denying services to Bidoon.

As a result, Bidoon remain stuck in a perpetually 
classist society. Seeking asylum in other countries 
is often not an option either, as much of the 
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international community ceases to recognize the 
infringement of Bidoon rights as an issue large 
enough to warrant refuge.[24]  

Since Kuwaiti independence in 1961 [25], the 
country's mainstream media has drowned out the 
voices of Bidoon protesters time and time again, 
focusing instead on other issues.[26] From the 
1982 Souk Al-Manakh stock market crash and the 
1983 Kuwait City bombings which killed five 
people to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and 
the Gulf War, both broadcasted airwaves and 
publication budgets have ignored Bidoon voices.  

Under the jurisdiction of Khaled Al-Sabah, the 
Minister of Interior, Kuwait has grown into a 
full-fledged police state over the past decade, the 
likes of the United States, India, Israel and Hong 
Kong. Throughout the months of February and 
March 2011, protesters gathered in the hundreds 
in Kuwait City [27] to protest the inhumane 
treatment of Bidoon by the central government, 
which later grew into a larger political movement 
aimed at removing then-Prime Minister Nasser 
Al-Sabah [28], an independent politician whose 
five-year term was viewed largely by Kuwaitis as 
autocratic.  

These peaceful demonstrations were met with 
baton strikes, tear gas and high-pressure water 
cannons from Kuwaiti police officers.[29] Several 
Bidoon were injured and many more were arrest-
ed. The dozens of daily and weekly newspapers in 
Arabic, English, French and Urdu which operate 
out of Kuwait City reported on the protests as a 
segment of the larger Arab Spring uprisings, 
framing them as indicatory of a shift in the 
Kuwaiti character towards democratic ideals.[30] 
Such coverage, however, was tone-deaf to the 
domestic inequality Kuwait’s Bidoon had been 
and continue to grapple with.

Media and governmental neglect of Bidoon 
together have engendered oppression of the 
group as a non-issue in the eyes of the general 
public, which in turn eschews public support of 
Bidoon, refusing them adequate education, 
employment and especially healthcare - the lack 
of which has made Bidoon particularly vulnerable 
to deaths related to the novel coronavirus. 

Active and deliberate efforts aimed at upraising 
Bidoon rather than simply quelling activism is 
vital to the successful resolution of this issue. 
While university quotas may increase the 
percentage of degree-holding Bidoon and boost 
public perception of the Kuwaiti education system 
vis-à-vis assisting minorities, they do not 

address the systemic denial of elementary and 
secondary education many Bidoon children face 
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which bar them from reaching the collegiate level 
on their own merit. Likewise, it is hardly enough 
for the Kuwaiti government to express dismay at 
individual cases of suicide within the Bidoon 
community without endeavouring to institute 
accessible and high-quality mental health 
services throughout the country’s six governor-
ates. It is also insufficient to condemn employ-
ment discrimination against Bidoon when the 
Kuwaiti government and justice system alike 
often neglect to enforce the equal employment 
measures the nation’s National Assembly has 
touted. 

Similar to lower-caste people in the Indian sub-
continent or people of colour in the United States, 
a lack of representation in the government and 
positions of authority has been a notable factor 
preventing the passing of truly progressive 
legislation. Virtually no Bidoon work directly for 
the emirate and a combination of statelessness 
and anti-Bidoon prejudices in hiring practices 
have inhibited any such employment. Both these 
predicaments must be tackled simultaneously 
with an expedited turnaround time for citizenship 
applications and the proactive pursuit of Bidoon 
to serve in cabinet positions across Kuwait’s 
ministries.  

Kuwait’s government is in a unique position in 
the Middle East in that it is semi-democratic.[31] 
The aforementioned changes must be spearhead-
ed by Sabah Al-Sabah, the incumbent Emir of 
Kuwait’s monarchy. Al-Sabah holds the most 
powerful position in the country and directly 
selects members of the cabinet. Only members of 
the Al-Ahmed and Al-Salem branches of the 
Al-Sabah family are eligible to succeed the throne 
of the Emir, however the National Assembly of 
Kuwait reserves the right to make individual 
decisions on an Emir and remove these leaders 
from their posts.[32]  

Conclusion

Radical change in this context is difficult, but not 
impossible. The purposeful crafting of a more 
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egalitarian and representative National Assembly 
can result in the appointment of an equally 
egalitarian Emir, who in turn may architect a 
cabinet capable of reforming Kuwait’s education, 
health, employment and other sectors in such a 
way that institutionalized discrimination may 
abate and Bidoon, thereby, may thrive. With 
regards to Kuwait’s Bidoon question, representa-
tion is the conduit for change. 

Until Kuwait’s Bidoon are given such representa-
tion, the country’s infrastructure, economy and 
tourism, aspects of Kuwaiti society the govern-
ment and media aim to disseminate internation-
ally, should not be lauded. Human rights must 
precede profits and the prerogatives of Bidoon 
must be upheld. Especially in an era like the 
present, the valiance of a society can be best 
evaluated by its treatment of its most powerless.

Visvajit Sriramrajan
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      he number of suicide attempts 
in Kuwait among the stateless 
Bidoon community have been far 
higher than reported, with those 
that do end up in state media 
creating public outcry. In the 
latest news, a 20-year-old man 
killed himself after being turned 
down for a job, after failing to 
produce a state-issued security 
card.[1] Abandoned, sans papier, 
and lacking in the provision of 
basic amenities, the Bidoon make 
up around 100,000 “illegal 
residents” in Kuwait, with esti-
mates of 500,000 across the Gulf. 
The UAE devised a solution to 
obscure the route of naturalisa-
tion by spending millions on 
passports purchased through the 
Union of Comoros’ Economic 
Citizenship Program, then coerc-
ing or deceiving the stateless into 
taking them, before sending 
them away.[2]  

With the ongoing migrant exodus 
from the Gulf, as a result of the 

stateless, who are no newcomers 
to public protests – in Kuwait last 
August many went on a hunger 
strike.[3]

Redressing the issue of the Bidoon 
is at the top of Kuwait’s parlia-
mentary agenda, with the Speaker 
of the National Assembly declar-
ing, last November, that a new law 
would allow the stateless to 
declare their original nationali-
ties.[4] He added that those who 
step forward would be granted 
permanent residency, with free 
healthcare and education, in a bid 
to resolve the stateless issue in 
one year. The fact remains that 
Kuwait’s Central System has 
accumulated “about 5 million 
documents issues since the 1960s 
that allow it to trace the original 
nationality of about 87,000 peo-
ple”.[5] As things stand, the issue 
remains far from resolved.  

Rethinking urban planning, in 
particular housing, would provide 

T
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pandemic outbreak, the Bidoon 
population may be the answer to 
filling jobs that nationals are 
reluctant to take on. The Bidoon 
residents, who live in the periph-
eral, outlying areas of the city, 
were former tribespeople who 
later became stuck in limbo when 
citizenship laws were promul-
gated. Despite having both 
linguistic and cultural affinities 
with the national populations, 
the Bidoon are often regarded 
with suspicion, as “mon-
ey-grabbers” or worse. Yet, as 
local sources confirm, many 
continue working in a variety of 
professions, accepting meagre 
wages despite the respectable 
nature of their jobs, many as 
doctors or teachers, due to their 
lack of documents. The issue 
then, should the Gulf countries 
tap into their “illegal” human 
capital, is not one of citizenship, 
but one that provides them with 
basic services. Failing to do so 
would risk agitation among the   

The Stateless Bidoon
Community of the Gulf
Dr. Clemens Chay
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Our experience indicates that a coun-
try’s success in dealing with pandem-
ics in the future will depend on the 
capacity of a government to make and 
implement sound, fact-based deci-
sions, to respond quickly and effec-
tively to challenges, and to maintain 
the confidence of the people. 

both a “soft” form of concession without ruffling political feathers, 
and also a genuine provision of basic services to the Bidoon. In the 
Gulf cities where residential zoning segregates quarters reserved for 
nationals from those for foreigners, both the stateless and 
low-skilled migrant workers are housed far from the city’s core 
districts – invisible and inaccessible. While non-national housing 
continues to be provided through the unregulated private marketing, 
in Kuwait for instance, there has been an oversupply of commercial 
properties with up to 30 per cent of all properties unoccupied.[6] 
These vacant residential units, situated closer to the central areas, 
could be allocated to “eligible” Bidoons filling in jobs for the state. 
This move would provide a huge step up from their current accom-
modation: shanty or ‘ashish’ in colloquial terms, describing tempo-
rary structures from wooden packing cases, old sheets and corrugat-
ed metal.[7] These informal housing for the stateless are located in 
fringe areas with few elements of self-support (shops, schools, 
mosques etc.).[8]  

With the ongoing migrant exodus 
from the Gulf, as a result of the 
pandemic outbreak, the Bidoon 
population may be the answer to 
filling jobs that nationals are reluctant 
to take on.

stateless community could plug the occupational gaps, a degree of 
integration remains crucial. Without inclusion in the current global 
climate of racial equality movements, the Bidoon could be another 
ticking time bomb in the Gulf.

Dr Clemens Chay

As the current pandemic 
situation forces a read-
justment of the demo-
graphics of the Gulf, there 
is a simultaneous call for 
the nationalisation of the 
workforce. Yet, many 
forget that there is an 
inherent mismatch in 
skillset for certain jobs, or 
a reluctance by Gulf 
nationals to fill 
low-skilled jobs that they 
consider socially 
demeaning. While the 
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The term ‘comorbidity’ refers to conditions that 
occur concurrently with a primary illness which 
present an increased risk to life and health out-
comes.[1] Hypertension and diabetes are two 
possible comorbidities of COVID-19.[2] In this 
article, I place this medical term in a political 
context and argue that the combination of 
authoritarian politics and COVID-19 presents 
such an increased risk to life and health outcomes 
so as to warrant the term ‘comorbidity’. It is, in 
particular, the politically “catalytic effect of 
crisis” that makes coronavirus such a threat to 
human rights and civil liberties within authori-
tarian states.[3] This threat lies in the passing of 
laws by authoritarian leaders without much 
scrutiny and the removal of what little oversight 
and civil liberties existed, all with the ‘consent’ of 
the governed due to the ostensible necessity of 
such measures for the public good. As such, while 
this pandemic poses serious risks to life by itself, 
its politicisation within authoritarian states poses 
its own threats.  

In April 2020, Human Rights Watch warned that 
COVID-19 might provide a “convenient pretext to 
silence critics and consolidate power”, and this 
warning has proven true.[3] In Hungary, Orbán 
continued his consolidation of power by codifying 
his right to rule by decree with no time limit.[4] 
In Israel, a bill was passed enabling the govern-
ment to enact emergency regulations without 
parliamentary oversight.[5] In Russia, prisons 
have become increasingly dangerous – not just 
due to the prevalence of the virus, but due to new 
laws limiting transparency and safeguarding, 
ostensibly in the interests of national security.[6] 
These kinds of measures can see unnecessary 
deaths when guided by political rather than 
humanitarian goals. A crisis, if effectively securi-
tized, can provide the context needed to reduce 
the threat of political opposition without much 
damage to the regime’s legitimacy. This potential 
for consolidation of power and stifling of political 
opposition is significant. The reality is that this 
opportunity to exploit a crisis and consolidate 
power could lead to a curtailment of human rights 
not only during the pandemic, but for a lifetime 
afterwards.

Some Theoretical Background  

Understanding the relationship between crisis, 
legitimacy and authoritarianism is vital in 
assessing how the COVID-19 pandemic might 
allow the consolidation of authoritarian power. 
Legitimacy, as set out by Gerschewski (2013), is 
essential for authoritarian regime survival as it 
creates “consent, compliance with the rules, 
passive obedience, or mere toleration”.[7] Due to 
the nature of legitimacy, there exists a nexus 
between it and repression, wherein too much 
repression – such as violent crackdowns – might 
serve to destabilize the state. Thus, discursive 
justifications for repression are vital as they limit 
the costs of repression and serve to maintain 
legitimacy and stability while removing threats to 
the regime.[8]  

The potential for such discursive justification 
exists in moments of crisis. The presentation of 
curtailing civil liberties as a necessary evil – a 
noble sacrifice for the public good – is evident in 
the history of national crises and authoritarian-
ism. Famously, it was emergency powers granted 
in 1933, in the wake of the Reichstag fire that 
allowed Hitler to establish his dictatorship by 
curtailing freedoms of the press and civil 
rights.[9] These powers remained in place long 
after the fire – the moment of crisis – itself. The 
presentation of civil liberties contra national 
security is a key part of the authoritarian play-
book, and public health emergencies are no 
exception. Indeed, the fight against infectious 
disease transmission has long been at odds with 
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civil freedoms. In 1986, Gostin noted the “poten-
tially massive infringement of individual liberty, 
autonomy, and privacy” required when attempt-
ing to stop the spread of disease.[10] Past respira-
tory disease epidemics, such as SARS and MERS, 
saw the same debates regarding the morality of 
lockdown and emergency laws that we see 
today.[11] The use of a public health crisis as a 
“pretext for governments to curtail or erode 
fundamental rights”  seen in this latest pandemic 
is, therefore not new.[12] It should also be noted 
that such actions are not exclusive to authoritari-
an regimes. In the USA, Black Lives Matter pro-
testors have been arrested under laws relating to 
coronavirus, infringing on their democratic right 
to protest.[13]  

The Middle East provides a particularly interest-
ing context for discussing authoritarian endur-
ance and adaptability. While hardly exclusive to 
the region, the resilience of authoritarianism 
across the Middle East (as discussed in Stacher 
2012, Posusney & Angrist 2005, and Schlumberg-
er 2007) is testament to the adaptability of Middle 
Eastern regimes to crises, and the COVID crisis is 
no exception. Iran, as the regional epicentre of the 
crisis, with its stable authoritarian regime since 
1979, provides a fascinating case study through 
which to explore the potential threats to civil 
liberties and human rights posed by the pandem-
ic. Using this case study, this article will then 
highlight key areas in which authoritarian states 
might take advantage of the current public health 
emergency.

The case of Iran  

Since the start of the pandemic, Iranian authori-
ties have confirmed over 12,000 deaths [14], 
however sources - including some within the 
government - claim this to be severe under-re-
porting.[15] As such, Iranian authorities have 
undertaken strict measures to control the rate of 
infection and quell public fear. This has included  

The resilience of authori-
tarianism across the Middle 
East is testament to the 
adaptability of Middle 
Eastern regimes to crises, 
and the COVID crisis is no 
exception.

prison releases [16], cancellations of mass gath-
erings and the closure of holy sites.[17] Despite 
efforts, Iran reports on average 3,000 new infec-
tions daily.[18] Continuing US sanctions through-
out the pandemic have been accused of worsening 
the situation, with a government spokesman 
terming them ‘economic’ and ‘medical’ terror-
ism.[19] Iran’s approach might not be a public 
health success, however it can be seen as a suc-
cess for authoritarianism in the country. So far, 
the potentially seriously regime-destabilising 
effects of the pandemic appear to be limited, 
while power within the state has been increasing-
ly consolidated with the Supreme Leader and his 
supporters. 

Formally, article 79 of the Iranian Constitution 
forbids a state of martial (emergency) law.[20] 
While this limits the short term controls that the 
government can take, it means the measures that 
are taken have no formal, constitutional time 
limit. Thus, the government has implemented 
new laws, including anti-fake news laws and 
partial lockdowns.[21] Despite the democratic 
presidential-parliamentary system in place, the 
Iranian regime is ultimately an autocratic theoc-
racy directed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Khamenei. The Iranian Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), a group closely aligned with the 
Supreme Leader’s ideologically hard-line out-
look, has been at the forefront of combatting the 
virus, thus consolidating power and strengthen-
ing the guard’s political standing relative to 
current-President Rouhani.[22] Actions such as 
setting up field hospitals and taking the lead on 
anti-COVID technology – such as an alleged 
device that detects every coronavirus case within 
100m [23] - sets up the IRGC as ‘heroes’ battling 
against the virus. Indeed, the use of the language 
of war in discourse itself helps the state as it 
discursively legitimates ‘inevitable’ sacrific-
es.[24]  

Iran initially censored its coronavirus outbreak. 
Already-limited press freedoms have become 
even more limited throughout the pandemic, with 
Iran falling three places on the World Press 
Freedom Index.[25] Contributing to this was the 
ruling in late February that there would be a 
three-year sentence for spreading rumours or 
fake news about the virus.[26] This phrasing is 
vague, and it appears that any apparent contra-
diction of the official figures could be taken as a 
violation. By the end of April, 3,600 had been 
arrested under the auspices of this ruling.[27] 
Some recent arrests have reportedly been politi-
cally motivated, such as the targeting of dissent-
ers potentially associated with the MEK (People's 
Mujahedin Organization of Iran).[28] There have 
also been allegations of targeted, govern-
ment-sponsored harassment of political prison 
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ers on COVID wards, in particular of human rights 
activists.[29]

Another potential threat to rights in Iran comes 
from technology – of particular note, the coun-
try’s equivalent of a test and trace app. Recom-
mended by the Ministry of Health, many Iranians 
received a message to their smartphones 
instructing them to download the app ‘AC19’, 
which claimed to diagnose coronavirus. Once 
downloaded, the app would proceed to provide 
the government with personal information, 
including “names, addresses, dates of birth” and 
real time tracking and location data. According to 
a tweet from the Iranian ICT minister, over 3.5 
million have downloaded the app and thus have 
shared this information.[30]  

Key threats to civil liberties in the coronavirus 
crisis  

From the above case study, we can draw four key 
areas of concern:  

‘Sticky’ policies  

Laws implemented during the crisis have the 
potential to remain in situ – these are ‘sticky’ 
policies in that they are harder for opponents to 
remove than they were to put in place. With 
continuing high levels of infections and the 
potential for a second wave, laws related to 
coronavirus are likely to ‘stick’ as they might be 
discursively legitimated for some time yet. In the 
case of Iran, the constitutional opposition to 
martial law means the Rouhani administration 
has sought to fit policy changes into the existing 
legal framework. This means that measures taken 
do not have an ‘expiration date’ that would 
otherwise be mandated by article 76. As such, 
non-directly health related policies passed during 
this moment of crisis may well remain in place in 
the aftermath, posing a lasting threat to civil 
liberties, press freedoms and human rights.

The strengthening role of security services in public 
health management  

The use of the language of war serves to nor-
malise an idea of ‘necessary sacrifice’. It also 
helps to legitimate the role of security services in 
handling the crisis. This helps to discursively 
support the active role of security services inter-
vening in ordinary civilian life. This broadens the 
sphere of involvement that security forces might 
have, widening the intersection between military 
and political actors, concentrating power and 
capacity for violence within the revolutionary 
regime.

Arrests and pandemic prison-time  
  

Laws implemented during 
the crisis have the potential 
to remain in situ – these 
are ‘sticky’ policies in that 
they are harder for 
opponents to remove than 
they were to put in place. 

Laws that do not clearly define who they might 
affect, such as the arrest of people ‘spreading 
rumours about the virus’, make infractions 
difficult to disprove and grants the government 
great power to define who might be acting crimi-
nally under such circumstances. For example, any 
criticism of the government could be interpreted 
as ‘spreading rumours about their management 
of the virus’ – thus giving the state cause to 
arrest any political dissidents. Additionally, 
during a pandemic, the threat of prison becomes 
far greater – the rapid spread of COVID-19 
amongst prison populations creates a very real 
chance of serious illness or death following arrest.

Track & Trace apps  

Track and trace apps can take advantage of fear 
among the general population to invade individu-
al privacy and serve governments interests. The 
potential to make use of such apps to eliminate 
political dissent is clear: the combination of 
personal identity data with real time tracking 
would allow governments to monitor those they 
considered a threat.  

Conclusion  

The response of each government to the 
COVID-19 pandemic is unique. In the case of Iran, 
the control of information has been prioritized 
alongside attempts to control the disease itself. 
Following the pandemic, a shift in the govern-
ment is eminently possible – with President 
Rouhani facing the end of his term limit, the 
upcoming 2021 Presidential elections presents an 
opportunity for the IRGC to further consolidate 
power under a candidate like Parviz Fattah.[31] 
The IRGC is, in turn, closely controlled by and 
allied to the Supreme Leader, who, so far 
throughout this tumultuous time has remained 
incredibly stable. Iran is yet to experience the full 
extent of the coronavirus crisis, but while the 
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public health response has been limited, the 
IRCG, and other factions allied to the Supreme 
Leader have acted effectively in working to con-
solidate power and curtail civil liberties.  

Measures restricting freedoms are, of course, 
necessary in a pandemic scenario. A lockdown to 
stop the spread of the disease has been imple-
mented by almost every country in the world, of 
every political orientation. Attempting to combat 
the spread of misinformation and fear make 
sense, as does the collection of personal data in 
order to track the spread and inform those poten-
tially infected. The mobilisation of military forces 
and security services to help support and alleviate 
pressure from a country’s civilian health service 
is also a reasonable step in times of crisis. All of 
these measures are, therefore, justifiable. Howev-
er, no matter how reasonable, such infringements 
must be considered critically. 

  Therein lies the benefit of considering authori-
tarian politics as a comorbidity of COVID-19:  in 
that it highlights how the risks to life from the 
pandemic come not only from the virus but from 
how political leaders respond to the virus. Making 
use of a medical frame of reference allows for an 
understanding of how the interaction between the 
public health crisis and authoritarianism might 
bring about potential ‘complications’. Scholars, 
civil rights activists and policy makers can draw 
lessons and warnings from the actions undertak-
en during the pandemic by authoritarian leaders 
today and further our understanding of authori-
tarian endurance. The use of the very real public 
health crisis for political gain signifies a shift 
towards authoritarianism that might, in some 
cases, long outlast the virus itself.

Felicity Garvey 
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When it comes to the pandemic, Western and 
developed countries face a major health and 
economic crisis that will impact them far into the 
future. Syria will face the same issues but ampli-
fied by the fact that the country is subject to 
humanitarian and terrorist issues that puts it on 
the brink of a dangerous multidimensional crisis 
on an unforeseen scale.  

The Situation As It Stands  

In 2011, escalating tensions between the Assad 
regime and peaceful Syrian protesters who 
demanded democracy resulted in the Syrian Civil 
War. Since then, constant warfare has led to mass 
displacement of the Syrian population - it has 
been estimated that there are 7.6 million inter-
nally displaced people, IDPs, and over three 
million Syrian refugees. Humanitarian aid agen-
cies have attempted to support these vulnerable 
populations in an environment of insecurity, but 
have ultimately concluded that over half of the 
Syrian population - of almost 22 million - needs 
humanitarian aid. Today, we can find many 
Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries such as 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey. Nicole Ostrand 
explains this choice to see refuge in border coun-
tries by the lack of interest and contribution that 
Western countries have in resolving the issue of 
the crisis in Syria. Therefore, she explains, it is 
easier for refugees to seek refuge where the most 
support is offered. Foreign policy expert Bendetta 

Berti calls the Syrian civil war a “regional spill 
over”, which suggests the scale on which the 
Syrian refugee crisis has affected the Middle East 
region. The issue remains that large-scale refugee 
camps situated in host countries are at high risk 
of COVID-19 infections, and these countries have 
limited resources to increase preparedness mea-
sures.  

Syria’s Response to COVID-19  

The peak of the outbreak has not hit Syria yet, but 
when it does, the refugee population will be very 
vulnerable. As of the 16th June 2020, official 
accounts of the pandemic state that 177 cases and 
6 deaths have been identified in Syria. Syrian 
ministries have given different accounts of the 
impact of COVID: there has only been about 100 
tests taking place each day, which is insufficient 
to assert if an outbreak has occurred. There have 
been reports of a rise in the deaths of civilians 
over the age of 60 diagnosed with pneumonias, 
but many doctors have been ordered to stay silent 
to avoid media attention.  

There has been a general realisation that social 
distancing and precautionary measures are near 
to impossible to put in place in cramped and 
unsanitary Syrian refugee and IDP camps. The 
Syrian National Survey Assessment has conducted 
research to check the level of knowledge about 
COVID-19 that has dissipated amongst the gener-
al public, and their findings suggested that only 
the wealthiest respondents had a reasonable 
understanding about the disease. Therefore, the 
scarce supply of protective gear that the country 
possesses has been overstocked by the upper 
class. The country has no facilities that are capa-
ble to host thousands of COVID-19 patients. The 
Syrian Ministry of Health and the World Health 
Organisation have reported that around half of 
Syrian hospitals are functioning, but three quar-
ters of healthcare workers have fled and only 325 
intensive care unit beds with ventilators are 
available. Like most countries around the world 
attempting to slow the spread of the virus, the 
regime has urgently asked people to self-isolated 
and wear protective gear, but this has proven 
unrealistic for more than half of the population 
living in poverty. In addition, the government has 
forbidden border crossing, closed international 
airports and imposed a curfew.  Syria is simply 
not ready for a COVID-19 outbreak.

National and International aid  

Russian and Iranian forces supported the Assad 
regime in its attacks against the rebels and ISIS 
during the Civil War. However, since the start of 
the pandemic their support has stagnated. This is 
partly due to the fear of the spread of the virus 
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among their troops in Syria, and the growing 
number of cases in their respective countries. 
Their presence is still apparent, but their actions 
are less significant now - leaving the Assad 
regime to stand alone against this “invisible 
enemy”. Yet these countries have also demanded 
all charges of crimes against humanity against 
them be dropped, to allow them to focus on their 
response to the pandemic. In the midst of the 
pandemic, a ceasefire was negotiated between 
Turkey and Russia, northwest of Syria, in March 
2020. Unsurprisingly, it did not last, and Turkey 
has decided to reinforce its implantation in the 
region. The situation on the ground is highly 
dependent on external factors, and since the 
Syrian regime’s allies have backed out it has been 
left to deal with the ongoing violence alone. 
According to relief organisations in the region, 
violence within Syrian borders has increased 
since the start of the pandemic. In result, the UAE 
tried to assert itself more in Syria by providing 
aid. On March 27, 2020, Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince 
spoke with Syrian President Assad; it was his first 
meeting with an Arab leader since 2011. Their aid 
is a geopolitical strategy to slight Turkey by 
reintegrating Syria in the Arab region, after it had 
been banned from the Arab League in 2011.  

The Humanitarian Dimensions  

The Syrian refugee crisis has become one of the 
most important humanitarian crises ever, with 
more than half of the Syrian population in need of 
assistance. For the international community, this 
has grown into the worst humanitarian crisis 
since the end of the Cold War. The UNHCR has 
affirmed that only 700,000 Syrians out of a 
suspected 3 million have registered as refugees: 
the majority did not sign up out of fear for the 
limitations that the official label of ‘refugee’ 
brings with it. Out of all the Syrian refugees in 
neighbouring countries, 85 percent of them live 
outside refugee camps - making humanitarian 
assistance for those populations even more 
difficult to access. These vulnerable populations 
have been prevented from living in suitable 
accommodation due to a rise in rental costs, and 
therefore had to settle in sub-standard housing 

According to relief organi-
sations in the region, vio-
lence within Syrian borders 
has increased since the 
start of the pandemic.

which in most cases lack sanitation, running 
water, and electricity. This was the situations 
most Syrian refugees were in prior to COVID-19. 

In terms of humanitarian aid the United States 
has been the most significant long-term contrib-
utor to Syria. Yet now that the US has retracted all 
support from the country, aid has become scarcer. 
The European Union has managed to fulfil to 
some extent the funding needed since US retrac-
tion, by providing development aid and encourage 
humanitarian action.

Many external organisations have offered solu-
tions for mitigating the potential impact of a 
COVID-19 outbreak among the most vulnerable 
populations in Syria. The humanitarian aid com-
munity has proposed the creation of mobile 
testing stations within IDP camps, but the regime 
has not ratified this program yet. The responsi-
bility for education around basic sanitation, like 
hand-washing, has been left to local community 
leaders. The International Organisation for 
Migration has urged international donors to 
support the needs of IDP Syrians. They had hoped 
to secure $200 million to aid Syria, but less than a 
quarter of this amount has actually been assigned. 
Another solution that has proven to work is the 
treatment of NCDs (non-communicable diseases) 
and co-morbidities as shown by Médecins Sans 
Frontiers in Shatila refugee camp in Beirut, 
Lebanon in 2019. They treated Syrian refugees 
with diabetes and hypertension. Current studies 
have noticed that people with NCDs are more 
vulnerable to have a fatal reaction to the virus. 
The treatment of NCDs has proven to be effective 
making refugees less vulnerable to COVID. The 
main problem faced by humanitarian responses is 
the problem of protection. The lack of basic 
security in a violent environment makes it hard 
for any aid organization to assure the protection 
of these refugees. 

Political and Economic Dimension  

To understand the political dimension of the 
impact of the COVID-19, we can study the case of 
Idlib, situated in North-West of Syria. The city, 
with a population of 3.5 million and one million 
Syrians sheltered in camps, has been in the centre 
of the news since 2018 when the Syrian rebels 
took over. Aid workers have said that the region 
should be kept under the special monitor because 
it is at risk of being hit by a COVID disaster.  
According to the Islamic Relief report of 2020, 90 
percent of the hospitals are under equipped, do 
not have the basic medication needed to treat 
mundane medical issues, and their few respira-
tors are already being used. Once the virus arrives 
it will crush this precarious health system and the 
economy will collapse, leading the population 
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into a hunger crisis. No official cases have been 
confirmed in this region for now. Yet, all these 
crises could make it easier for the city to fall in the 
hands of the Assad Regime, who could use the 
pandemic as a weapon. Idlib was the centre of 
tensions in Syria even before the pandemic, but 
the implication of COVID-19 has made the city 
more unstable and vulnerable than ever. 

On the 14th of June 2020, anti-Assad protests 
sparked by extreme economic distress recently 
swept over the North-West region. The devalua-
tion of the Syrian currency has decreased the 
people’s purchasing power more than ever before. 
Humanitarians have observed that Syrian refu-
gees are more scared of starvation than of the 
COVID-19. A similar pattern has been apparent 
within the poorest populations of world countries 
when implementing quarantine - India is a 
notable example.

Terrorism Dimension  

Another major issue resulting from the COVID-19 
pandemic is the resurgence of ISIS infrastruc-
tures. As of March 2019, the US and coalition 
forces declared the territorial defeat of ISIS after 
the fall of its last stronghold in Baghouz, Syria. 
Due to the pandemic, security forces have shifted 
their attention from land protection, to focus on 
the cities where they will provide aid to the popu-
lations and guard ISIS prison camps. Therefore, 
this desertion has allowed for the return of 
terrorist activities seeking to re-establish their 
economic and logistic routes in the country. The 
only thing that controls their re-expansion is the 
fear of US air strikes. A map provided by the ISW 
shows that the terrorists have created links all 
over the Syrian-Iraqi border, mainly around the 
prisons and camps where ISIS members are 
detained. A new fear of prison riots is rising in 
Syria due to information of the revival of the 
terrorist organisation. These prisons are also 
considered as hot spots for COVID outbreaks due 
to the overcrowded cells and the lack of hygiene. 
The environment of uncertainty that rules within 
the prisons will allow more extremist groups to 
form and resist against the current regime who 
has neglected their rights. A risk of extreme 
radicalization is also rising during this pandemic, 
because of the lack of attention given to inmates.  

Conclusion  

Since the start of the Civil War, Syria has been 
home to the biggest humanitarian crisis of the 
twenty-first century. Once the peak of the virus 
hits Syria, the country will indeed face a multidi-
mensional crisis. Syria’s fragmented leadership, 
split between various political groups, prevents 
an effective response to COVID-19. Civilians are  
  

already affected by a severe economic crisis, 
amplifying a general fear of starvation. The 
COVID will have an impact on political leadership 
in the country and will potentially allow for the 
resurgence of terrorist activities within groups 
like Islamic State. Ultimately, Asseburg argues, 
this pandemic will not serve as a turning point to 
determine the future of the war, “it will exacer-
bate the already dire outcomes of war by dimin-
ishing state capacity, fragmenting sovereignty, 
and intensifying violent struggle over resources.”

Natalia Vasnier
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      he Jordanian reaction to the 
global coronavirus pandemic 
draped swiftly across the King-
dom. The unified leadership 
strategy wove consistent mes-
saging from His Majesty King 
Abdullah II’s Royal Court, the 
government, and the armed 
forces from the onset of the first 
confirmed cases. Public health 
measures for national safety 
received top priority in this 
country that prides itself on its 
international positioning as an 
illustrious medical tourism 
hub.[1] To contain the internal 
spread of COVID-19, the quick-
ly-declared national state of 
emergency patched together 
tactics of lockdowns, curfews, 
drone surveillance, closed bor-
ders, public gathering bans, 
media censorship, closed schools, 
quarantines, arrests, and penalty 
fines strenuously and continu-
ously over several months. 
Freedom of movement between 
the governorates restricted 

an national television constantly 
broadcasted nationalistic songs. 
The poetic lyrics and video imag-
ery often idolize the domestically 
patrolling army who enforces the 
federal COVID-19 defense 
plan.[14] The Minister of Health 
himself is also the subject of such 
leveraged cultural assets as 
well.[15]

As a consequence of this internal 
control, the resulting rate of 
infection is only 1,147 with only 10 
fatalities as of July 6 2020. [16]

Nonetheless, the lack of dramatic 
presence of COVID-19 in Jordan 
does not distract from another 
pressing problem, which is, 
unfortunately, not unique to the 
nation: the sharp rise in unem-
ployment due to global recession. 
Prior to this year, Jordan was 
relatively vulnerable economically. 
Now, Jordan will have to compre-
hensively reckon the reality of the 
ongoing spill-over economic 
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economic activity.[2] This has 
only recently been alleviated, 
although Jordan’s main airport 
still remains closed for routine 
commercial flights at the time of 
writing.[3] Moreover, the Oxford 
COVID-19 Government Response 
Tracker places Jordan’s rank 
amongst the highest in terms of 
government response stringen-
cy.[4]

Jordan has attracted internation-
al news coverage from prominent 
media networks such as Al 
Jazeera [5], BBC [6], the Agence 
France-Presse [7], and more. 
ABC News [8], CNN [9], and NPR 
[10] label Jordan’s COVID-19 
defense as “one of the world's 
strictest lockdowns”. The Health 
Minister, Dr. Saad Jaber, is often 
framed in the news as a hero by 
foreign networks like France 24 
[11] and Christian Science Moni-
tor [12]. Domestic news coverage 
also knits a positive spin about 
the strict measures [13]. Jordani   

Sense and Insensibility
in Covid-19 Jordan
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Our experience indicates that a coun-
try’s success in dealing with pandem-
ics in the future will depend on the 
capacity of a government to make and 
implement sound, fact-based deci-
sions, to respond quickly and effec-
tively to challenges, and to maintain 
the confidence of the people. 

effects wrought by a decline in key national GDP contributions such 
as tourism and foreign investments. Although loyalty and trust in the 
government remains seemingly high, the social fabric of the nation 
might find itself stretched if many find that their sources of income 
remain diminished or unstable as time advances. This is not only an 
issue triggered by domestic downsizing; the problem is exacerbated 
by a large number of expats forced to return to Jordan due to their 
loss of jobs and work visas abroad. The government might seek to 
alleviate this immediate pressure through a Central Bank-opened 
fund, Himat Watan. [17] The aim is to provide financial handouts to 
those in need; however, this short-term solution might not neces-
sarily address the diminishing economic opportunities as the crisis 
ramifications unfolds. The government is also accepting foreign aid 
to help address the vulnerable minorities present, such as Japan’s 
$3M UNICEF donation to Syrian children refugees displaced in 
Jordan. [18] Nevertheless, too much humanitarian aid could possibly 
continue to create systematic shifts in Jordan’s development priori-
ties. This can potentially further decrease sovereignty and indepen-
dence through an increase in national dependency on foreign sources 
of aid. [19] 

Although loyalty and trust in the gov-
ernment remains seemingly high, the 
social fabric of the nation might find 
itself stretched if many find that their 
sources of income remain diminished 
or unstable as time advances.

workforce operates informally [20], this ratio could have been more 
drastic. Jordan has a large youth demographic - the median age of 
the country is 23 years old [21] - so this could have lasting implica-
tions for their livelihood, unprecedented national population 
behaviours, and fissure deep strains on the industrial structures of 
the nation.  

The slowly increasing tension often translates into indifference 
about the future. It is a problem as it is linked to community margin-
alisation, economic hardship, collective suffering through unim-
proved living conditions, less efficient economies, lower education 
attainments and other unsustainable national paths.[22][23] Future 
national plans for economic and social recovery must tackle youth 
despondency. Just as morale was drummed up for the defensive plan 
against the coronavirus, optimism and proactivity should be high-
lighted via media effects. It is not just about financial inclusion 
efforts and community entrepreneurial initiatives. To be sustainable, 
effective strategic communication approaches can continue to be an 
asset in unifying a nation’s push towards hope, far after the troops 
are physically withdrawn.

Uncertainty about the 
future unravels hope. It 
exacerbates frustrations 
from the grassroots. 
Patience could be fraying 
thin among the youth - 
many of whom were 
already caught in the 
escalating web of unem-
ployment, pre-coronavi-
rus. Pre-pandemic, 1 in 5 
were officially unem-
ployed; however, given 
that more than half the 
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The Arab Spring revolts in North Africa in 
2010-2011 brought down Tunisian and Egyptian 
regimes, yet Morocco and Algeria escaped rela-
tively unscathed. While there were mass demon-
strations in both countries, their ruling powers 
managed to protect their position through con-
cessions to the public, such as the new constitu-
tion announced by King Mohammed VI of Moroc-
co in July 2011, and the revocation of Algeria’s 
emergency laws which had been in place for the 
previous nineteen years. While these measures 
were symbolically significant, they failed to bring 
about long-term social change and to answer the 
public’s demands for less corrupt, more trans-
parent political life. By stark contrast, Morocco’s 
regime appeared to become increasingly authori-
tarian, with public discourse being closely moni-
tored and journalists and bloggers regularly 
arrested.

Since then, Algeria and Morocco have both hit by 
major social unrest, with popular movements in 
both countries demanding justice and an end to 
authoritarian regimes. These movements, both 
named ‘Hirak’ (literally ‘movement’ in Arabic), 
have had a dramatically different impact on the 
political scenes of both countries. With the 

Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 bringing its own 
challenges to North African countries, I propose 
to examine how Algeria and Morocco have dealt 
with these very different types of crises and what 
it reveals about both countries’ regimes and their 
grip on power, within the context of their neigh-
bouring states. What attitudes have these regimes 
adopted? What are their similarities and differ-
ences? How successfully have they addressed 
health and political challenges? How are they 
approaching the announced economic crisis? 

The impact of the Hirak movement(s) in the 
Maghreb countries

The Hirak phenomenon first appeared in the 
Moroccan Rif: a region deeply marked by poverty 
and lack of infrastructure, and with a long history 
of rebellion against the monarchy. It emerged 
after the death of street vendor Mouhcine Fikri in 
late 2016, who was crushed by a rubbish collec-
tion truck after an argument with the police who 
had confiscated his goods. His death was sadly 
reminiscent of that of Mohamed Bouazizi, which 
sparked the Arab Spring events in Tunisia, and 
the public responded with outrage. It led to mass 
demonstrations in the Northern Rif. Other pro-
tests were organized in solidarity throughout 
Morocco, as well as abroad led by the Moroccan 
diaspora.[1] These spontaneous demonstrations 
then evolved into a wider movement of contesta-
tion demanding an end to the Rif’s decade-long 
social and economic marginalisation, and invest-
ment in basic infrastructure such as hospitals and 
universities for the impoverished region. The 
Hirak al-Rif broadly follows in the steps of the 
February 20th movement, which was born from 
the Arab Spring, but while the regime responded 
to some of their demands at the time, the Hirak 
movement was very severely repressed. Its lead-
ers, most notably Nasser Zafzafi, were arrested 
and jailed, and a 2017 report from Amnesty 
International brought to light dozens of accusa-
tions of torture in police custody.[2] The 
regime-controlled media also tried to discredit 
the Hirak movement by spreading rumours about 
its leaders and by accusing it of being under 
foreign influence (particularly of the Algerian 
polisario).[3] In May 2017, demonstrations in the 
city of Al-Hoceima were the scene of violent 
clashes between locals and the authorities, con-
firming the state’s very repressive stance towards 
the movement. Since then, a number of demon-
strations have been organised in major cities such 
as Rabat and Casablanca with a wider set of 
demands, but Hirak al-Rif’s leaders remain in jail.

Algeria’s own Hirak movement first appeared in 
February 2019, following an announcement that 
president Abdelaziz Bouteflika would present 
himself for elections for a fifth time, despite 
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concerns about his ailing health and ability to 
rule. Week after week after Friday prayers, mil-
lions of Algerians peacefully took to the streets to 
call for a regime change. While the protests 
started spontaneously, social media helped 
participants to organize themselves and share 
information, and student associations took a very 
active role in leading smaller demonstrations. 
Frederic Volpi reports that in March 2019, an 
estimated 5 million Algerians took part in the 
protest, which was unprecedented and led to 
division within pro-regime parties about how to 
proceed.[4] As a result, Bouteflika gave up his 
candidacy bid, which was a first victory for the 
movement but didn’t satisfy the demands of the 
protesters. He eventually announced his resigna-
tion on the 2nd April. Again, this failed to stop the 
growth of the Hirak movement. Galvanized by its 
success, protestors now demanded the resigna-
tion of top regime associates as well as fair elec-
tions. Elections were finally held in December 
2019, resulting in the victory of Abdelmajid 
Tebboune, a high ranking official who had very 
briefly served as a Prime Minister under Boutef-
lika. His election was thus far from the renewal 
Algerians had hoped for; by contrast, it seems to 
confirm the elite’s stronghold on power. Weekly 
demonstrations thus continued until the first 
cases of Covid-19 in Algeria forced the country to 
a standstill. 

Reactions to the Covid-19 pandemic: Contrasting 
Attitudes  

As COVID-19 cases swiftly rose across Europe, the 
countries of the Maghreb developed different 
strategies to protect their citizens. Morocco 
implemented strict measures quite early on by 
declaring a state of emergency on the 20th March, 
placing the country on lockdown. Steps taken by 
the government included the closures of school 
and public spaces, mosques and shops (apart 
from food shops). All international flights were 
suspended, leading to tourists trapped in the 

The Hirak phenomenon 
first appeared in the Mo-
roccan Rif: a region deeply 
marked by poverty and lack 
of infrastructure, and with 
a long history of rebellion 
against the monarchy.

country and Moroccans abroad unable to return 
home. A night-time curfew was put in place and 
police forces strictly monitored adherence to 
guidelines; Mohammed Masbah reports that 
“nearly 5000 people have been arrested for 
violating the state of health emergency”[5] The 
country was lauded internationally for its proac-
tive response, helping to prevent further spread 
of the virus; as a result, Morocco recorded a 
relatively low number of deaths (242 as of the 9th 
of July). The country also started producing a 
large number of facemasks and exporting them to 
European countries.

Algeria took a slightly more relaxed approach, 
only announcing measures a month after the first 
cases had been reported in the country, and it has 
a significantly higher number of fatalities com-
pared to its neighbours (988 on the 9th July 
2020). The health crisis started in the midst of 
political turmoil, with continued popular protest 
after the elections of president Tebboune, and it 
brought a sharp end to the weekly demonstra-
tions which had been running throughout 2019. 
Following decades of poor investment in health-
care and other public services, the Covid-19 
pandemic revealed the stark situation of hospitals 
in the country: very low number ICU beds, lack of 
basic hygiene conditions and in some cases, no 
access to clean water.[6] Until China stepped in to 
offer assistance, equipment, and medical teams, 
the country seemed to be heading towards 
catastrophe. President Tebboune acknowledged 
the dire health situation, promising an overhaul 
of the health system.  

Both Algeria and Morocco were forced to intro-
duce measures to support their economy and 
offer relief to the millions of citizens who had lost 
their income because of the lockdown. The poor-
est parts of the population were particularly at 
risk, becoming reliant on food handouts for their 
survival: a vast proportion of the workforce holds 
informal jobs with no security, no access to health 
insurance, or pension funds. Economies in both 
countries are considered to be vulnerable: Alge-
ria’s reliance on waning oil and gas revenue 
placed it in a particularly difficult position as the 
crisis developed. This financial pressure led to 
lockdown measures being relaxed as early as late 
April to allow more businesses to re-open. The 
government also pledged to protect public sector 
wages, despite offices being closed. While presi-
dent Tebboune has pushed for a new economic 
model and announced several reforms, it remains 
to be seen whether these will be successful. In 
Morocco, two major economic sectors have been 
deeply affected by the crisis: tourism and agricul-
ture. Emergency funds were introduced to sup-
port both the health and economic sectors, with a 
budget of 1 billion dollars. Several important 



48  MANARA | September 4th, 2020



49

business groups and holdings made large contri-
butions to the fund, and private donations were 
also encouraged. This proved a very efficient to 
raise funds while creating a sense of solidarity 
across public and private sectors.

The health crisis: an opportunity for North Afri-
can regimes?  

In the case of Algeria, it is clear that the health 
emergency and the impossibility for the Hirak 
movement to organise public demonstrations, 
which had rallied Algerians together every week 
for over a year, is currently playing in the govern-
ment’s favour. Adel Hamaizia and Yahia Zoubir 
call the crisis a “godsend”, noting that it allowed 
the new government to pass new, restrictive 
measures.[7] Despite the lack of adhesion to 
Tebboune’s government and his personal lack of 
legitimacy, as an individual associated to the 
previous regime, he pushed ahead with contro-
versial new laws, including one about fake news 
that puts freedom of press at risk. Despite the 
government’s reassurances, it seems determined 
to follow in Bouteflika’s authoritarian steps, as 
suggested by the arrests of Hirak activists and 
journalists such as Khaled Drareni and Sofiane 
Merakchi who had been covering the protests.

In Morocco, the government benefited from a 
positive response of the public to its handling of 
the crisis: Mohammed Masbah writes that, “the 
COVID-19 has increased public trust in govern-
ment”, despite low confidence in the public 
health system.[8] There has been an important 
solidarity movement both across Morocco and the 
Moroccan diaspora, bringing various political 
factions together and attenuating tensions to 
focus on the health emergency. However, this is 
likely to be short-lived unless the regime finally 
acknowledges the deep mistrust towards its 
leaders and the legitimate concerns of Moroccan 
citizens about corruption, human right abuses 
and poor governance. Ilhem Rachidi notes that, 
“as repression takes root, a culture of protest is 
slowly emerging throughout the country”.[9] The 
youth in particular is using social media to great 
effect, to express dissent despite associated risks, 
signalling that the protest movement is still very 
much active.  

Conclusion  

The Covid-19 crisis could have been an opportu-
nity to bring both nations together and to imple-
ment long overdue, crucial reforms in the health 
sector and beyond. While promises have been 
made, it seems clear that both regimes are deter-
mined to hold on to their privileges and protect 
the long-reigning elites. Despite some successes 
in their handling of the health crisis and the 
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effective silencing of opposition movements, it is 
evident that the regimes on both sides never 
addressed the demands that were first made by 
the public during the Arab Spring demonstra-
tions. Corruption is still rampant, public services 
are dire, and in many ways protections for human 
rights seem to be regressing. Thus, it remains to 
be seen how long the Algerian and Moroccan 
regimes will be able to prevent larger uprisings, 
particularly with the threat of a looming econom-
ic crisis.
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When the Azadi Tower in Tehran lit up red and 
yellow on 18th February 2020 in solidarity with 
China’s battle against novel coronavirus, the 
world was primarily focusing on the internal 
effects the disease might have on China.[1] The 
total lockdown of Wuhan, a domestic trading hub, 
was predicted to heavily damage the economy.[2] 
Some commentators even postulated that the 
crisis may pose an existential threat to Xi 
Jinping’s regime if it were not swiftly con-
trolled.[3] Countries across the world sent medi-
cal aid to China, including some in the MENA 
region: Qatar sent 300 tonnes of medical supplies 
in February alone.[4]

However, just a day later, on 19th February, Iran 
reported its first cases of coronavirus in Qom.[5] 
While the pandemic has taken a devastating hold 
across the world, China has since largely man-
aged to subdue it.[6] The concerns voiced in 
February have dissipated and China has leveraged 
its strength in handling the pandemic, while 
capitalising on the U.S. and E.U.’s distraction as 
they struggle to contain the virus, to cultivate ties 
across the world, particularly in MENA. Through 
its ‘Covid Diplomacy’, China is establishing a 
stronger presence in the region than ever before.

A New ‘Health Silk Road’?

China’s engagement in MENA over the course of 
the pandemic has taken a variety of forms. Firstly, 
it has provided material support. China has been 
sending large shipments of masks, protective 
clothing, thermometers and rapid testing kits to 
states across the region, including Iran [7], Egypt 
[8], Jordan [9], and Libya [10]. Chinese firms have 
also assisted in building field hospitals. In April, 
Chinese oil company Sinopec converted its supply 
base in Kuwait into a 1,700 bed hospital.[11] 
Secondly, it has shared expertise on a range of 
issues including treatments and tracing apps. A 
delegation of Chinese doctors arrived in Iraq in 
March and virtual meetings have taken place 
between Chinese and MENA experts throughout 
the pandemic.[12] Thirdly, Chinese ambassadors 
have used their social media platforms to spread 
goodwill and participate in national discussions. 
For example, Chinese ambassador to Saudi Arabia 
Chen Weiqing shared pictures on his Twitter 
account of his activities during lockdown, includ-
ing reading the Saudi novel, ‘The Price of Sacri-
fice’.[13]

China’s actions are, in part, motivated by altru-
ism and gratitude for the support and assistance 
it received from MENA governments during its 
own crisis earlier in the year. Yet, they also have 
considerable strategic benefits. MENA is import-
ant to China not only for oil and trade but also for 
strategic partnerships that serve its broader 
geopolitical vision. Indeed, China’s ambitious 
‘Belt and Road Initiative’, though primarily 
focused on trade, infrastructure and investment, 
has a broad definition that includes ‘peo-
ple-to-people connections’.[14] As early as 2015, 
the idea of a ‘Health Silk Road’ has been touted as 
another mechanism for Chinese global out-
reach.[15] Conceived as high-level regional 
forums for health officials, the development of 
healthcare systems and co-operation and co-or-
dination in responses to health emergencies and 
medical research, the project has been expedited 
by the pandemic. MENA governments have been 
particularly receptive to China’s ‘Covid Diploma-
cy’. This new form of engagement has provided 
China with considerable opportunities to diversify 
its soft power, strengthen its economic ties, and 
expand its access to the region.

The impact of ‘Covid Diplomacy’: The Diversifi-
cation of Soft Power

The coronavirus pandemic has provided China 
with an opportunity to diversify its sources of soft 
power in MENA. Hitherto, Chinese engagement 
primarily consisted in bilateral economic rela-
tionships, which, though successful, lacked 
depth. China’s success in quelling the coronavirus 
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pandemic and its assistance to the region, which 
involves personal interactions as well as material 
assistance, may strengthen its bilateral ties.

China’s success in subduing the pandemic at 
home bears striking contrast with liberal democ-
racies such as the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and countries in the E.U. This has not 
gone unnoticed in MENA. In March, Saudi news 
channel al-Arabiya declared, ‘China is the only 
country that has performed well in dealing with 
this crisis’.[16] Notably, commentators in the 
region have linked China’s success to its authori-
tarian structures. For example, Abdel-Rahman 
al-Rashed, the chairman of Al-Arabiya’s editorial 
board, noted, ‘The U.S. government does not have 
enough military force to keep ten million people 
[in New York] at home, unlike China’.[17] The 
statement by al-Rashed, who is said to have links 
to the Royal Court, is especially significant given 
that Saudi Arabia is a long-term ally of the U.S. 
and the U.K.[18] The co-existence of economic 
growth and authoritarian structures in China was 
already the subject of admiration by similarly 
inclined leaders in MENA.[19] It seems that its 
response to Covid-19 has vindicated this position. 
China could leverage these normative similarities 
with key MENA regimes as a source of mutual 
understanding, which could deepen its bilateral 
relationships.

The pandemic has also been important for culti-
vating personal relationships between the Chi-
nese and the people in MENA. Previously, China 
employed a largely dispassionate and transac-
tional approach to the region.[20] However, the 
delegations of doctors, virtual meetings between 
experts, and Chen Weiqing’s popular tweets have 
added personal flair and warmth to China’s 
engagement. This, coupled with the conspicuous 
lack of assistance to the region by Western 
powers as they turn inwards to deal with their 
own outbreaks, will only serve to increase trust in 
China.

China’s success in subdu-
ing the pandemic at home 
bears striking contrast with 
liberal democracies such as 
the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and 
countries in the E.U. 

In soft power terms, therefore, China has 
emerged from the pandemic in a stronger posi-
tion than other international powers. In analysing 
the implications of this, it is important to clearly 
conceptualise China’s motivations in the region. 
Though much has been made of the U.S.’s sup-
posed withdrawal from MENA, it is unlikely that 
China is vying to fill this vacuum. China’s focus is 
primarily economic; it is wary of political entan-
glement in the region. Rather, there is a consen-
sus amongst Chinese and foreign scholars that 
China seeks to foster beneficial bilateral, and 
primarily economic, relationships in the 
region.[21] In other words, it seeks to provide 
MENA governments with another option, along-
side other global powers, for diplomatic and 
economic engagements. Its recognised normative 
similarities and its assistance over the course of 
the pandemic makes it an increasingly enticing 
‘option’.

Strengthening Economic Ties

China’s economic involvement in the region was 
already extensive. In 2016, it became the region’s 
largest source of foreign investment.[22] It is 
particularly concentrated on the region’s oil: the 
International Energy Agency predicts that the 
share of crude oil imported by China from MENA 
will reach 70% this year, and will continue to 
grow until 2035.[23] However, it has also diversi-
fied its economic ties through trade, surpassing 
the U.S. as the top destination for MENA’s non-oil 
exports in 2010.[24] Thus, pandemic or not, 
China’s economic ties in the region were likely to 
grow over the coming years.

However, the trust China has built with countries 
over the course of the pandemic will be an asset to 
its economic involvement in the region. As Gulf 
States embark on their ‘vision’ projects – the 
most famous being Saudi Arabia’s ‘Vision 2030’, a 
strategic framework intended to diversify its 
economy – they will require high levels of foreign 
direct investment. If it was not already likely 
before, the pandemic has provided China with the 
certainty that it will be first in line for key invest-
ment projects should it wish to support them. 
Given that a significant lever of China’s grand 
strategy is geoeconomics, this is a significant 
development for its position in the MENA region 
and the world beyond.

Expansion of Access to MENA

Perhaps the most notable aspect of China’s ‘Covid 
Diplomacy’ has been its extensiveness. As part of 
its ‘partnership diplomacy’ model, China assigns 
labels to its strategic partners in the region, and 
engages with them accordingly.[25] ‘Pivot 
states’, such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, the UAE 
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and Algeria, are those that have comprehensive 
strength in the region and function as hubs 
within China’s global partnership network. ‘Node 
states’, such as Turkey and Israel, are those that 
facilitate engagement with China’s interests 
beyond the region. For example, Turkey provides 
access to Europe, and Israel may facilitate better 
relations between China and the U.S. ‘Key states’, 
such as Sudan, Iraq and Morocco, are medi-
um-sized powers that have some economic clout 
and developmental potential, which can exert 
influence on neighbouring countries. ‘Stronghold 
states’, such as Qatar, Oman, Djibouti, Jordan and 
Kuwait, are those that are relatively small in 
terms of size, population and economy, but 
nevertheless exhibit friendliness towards China 
and have potential for economic co-operation.

While China’s support to ‘pivot states’ and ‘node 
states’ over the course of the pandemic was 
perhaps inevitable, what is particularly interest-
ing is its engagement with the relatively minor 
‘key states’ and ‘stronghold states’. Not only is 
China solidifying its already mature partnerships, 
it appears to be utilising ‘Covid Diplomacy’ as an 
entry tool to ‘key states’ and ‘stronghold states’. 
The prospects of greater diplomatic and economic 
engagement with such states not only allows 
China to accrue significant economic gains; in 
geopolitical terms, it also allows China to expand 
its sphere influence up to the edge of the Mediter-
ranean, i.e. Europe’s doorstep. 

Conclusion

While other global powers have been focused 
exclusively on their own outbreaks, China has 
capitalised on its success in tackling Covid-19 to 
expand its reach and influence in MENA. The 
implications of a concerted expansion of its soft 
power, economic ties, and access to the region are 
geoeconomically and geopolitically immense. In 
six short months, China has managed to map out 
a route that may significantly diminish American 
and European hegemonic power in MENA, which 
will have immense implications for the region for 
years to come.

Jemima Baar 
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     or many parts of the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) 
region, the UK’s bi-lateral rela-
tionship, often forged over 
centuries, has always meant 
more than its membership of the 
EU. Although there have been 
significant policy disagreements 
in the past - notably the Iraq war 
of 2003 - in recent times UK 
policy with its main EU partners, 
the so-called ‘E3’ including 
France and Germany, has either 
been fairly consensual, or the UK 
has steered clear of EU differenc-
es, as between Italy and France in 
Libya. I think the ‘E3’ partnership 
will continue to mean a great deal 
to the UK, and we will seek to act 
in concert as our broad aims 
remain similar, notably how to 
assist efforts for peace and 
mutual security in a region riven 
with conflicts.  

In MENA itself, there is more 
than enough to be going on with 
than to worry about Brexit and 

know the economic impact of the 
virus is likely to be far greater and 
longer lasting than many hoped. 
This will stifle economies in states 
already struggling with rising 
numbers of young people looking 
for work, and economies too 
dependant on the public sector, 
insufficiently diversified, and no 
longer buoyed by the oil revenues 
which have transformed the 
region in two generations.

It is hard to select any particular 
crisis as more potentially hazard-
ous than another, as all could 
spiral downwards further. At the 
centre of those, Iran and Saudi 
Arabia and its allies clash not just 
over generational disputed terri-
torial hegemony in the region, but 
over the very heart of the Islamic 
faith itself. State destabilisation 
cannot continue to be the norm; 
sooner or later it will not be man-
ageable. Yet there are parts of this 
issue into which the West cannot 
and should not insert itself, 
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how ‘Global Britain’ will fare. 
North Africa would like to see 
more UK trade, in itself and as a 
gateway to Africa generally, and 
traditional friends in the Levant 
and the Gulf will be keen to strike 
new trade deals rather than 
lament any break with the EU. 
That said, they will all recognise 
that the UK’s need to win such 
deals for domestic political 
purposes is a reasonable 
bargaining chip for them. 

Perhaps more important for all in 
MENA will be to see how the 
continuing influence of the UK, 
the ‘E3’ and the wider European 
partnership works with MENA 
states to mitigate the significant 
crises which affect so many of 
them, none of which will be 
helped by heaping economic 
pressures onto populations 
already struggling desperately. 
Lebanon is an acute example, and 
the echoes of the so called ‘Arab 
Spring’ have not gone away. We 

‘Global Britain’ and
Its Priorities in the MENA
By Rt Hon Alistair Burt
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Our experience indicates that a coun-
try’s success in dealing with pandem-
ics in the future will depend on the 
capacity of a government to make and 
implement sound, fact-based deci-
sions, to respond quickly and effec-
tively to challenges, and to maintain 
the confidence of the people. 

beyond a well-founded plea, born of past painful experience, for 
religious tolerance. The differing view of each other’s activities, of 
threat and counter-threat, pose a risk of physical conflict beyond 
boundaries, with massive potential destruction. I expect the UK to 
continue to work to descale this tension, to urge the US to refine its 
position on the JCPOA nuclear deal, whoever wins the Presidential 
election in November, and allow regional states of increasing signifi-
cance to find a pathway through for all.

I also expect the UK to continue to work with the UN on all the areas 
of physical conflict in the region, for Yemen, Syria and Libya are now 
effectively proxy wars inflicting huge suffering on populations. None 
are as straightforward as they may look, and nor is the UK’s position, 
but they all reflect the truth that wars in the region now last longer 
than ever before, and the capacity for suffering is almost tragically 
infinite. If the UN peacemakers in each are not backed up by UN 
Security Council members for real, not just words, then none will end 
with any long-term solution which will not flare up in the future. 
There should be no re-engagement with Syria on Assad’s terms 
either by the UK or the EU.

Yemen, Syria and Libya are now effec-
tively proxy wars inflicting huge suf-
fering on populations. None are as 
straightforward as they may look, and 
nor is the UK’s position, but they all 
reflect the truth that wars in the 
region now last longer than ever 
before.

than their historical one, but not, judging by the rhetoric before the 
anticipated date of unilateral action by Israel this summer, at any 
price. The UK must maintain its position of supporting a two-state 
solution and urge both Israel and Palestinian representatives to 
re-open channels. I still fear, as does Nickolay Mladenov, the UN 
Special Representative, that sooner or later other more malign forces 
in the region will take advantage of the failures to resolve matters in 
the past.

I have omitted much, for reasons of space. The people of the region 
continue to deserve rather more than life has offered for too long, to 
live the sort of lives of culture, society, family security and opportu-
nity we have long taken for granted. I hope the UK, despite the reali-
ties of difficult choices, will continue to do all that it can to work 
towards such an objective.

Rt Hon Alistair Burt

I have never, for thirty 
years, believed that the 
issues between Israel and 
Palestine could simply be 
managed. The US, by 
effectively ending its 
position as a neutral 
broker on the issue, 
offered, perhaps unex-
pectedly and accidentally, 
an opportunity for others 
to become seriously 
re-engaged when the 
‘deal of the century’ 
sparked such hostility - 
not least from Arab states 
which wish for a different 
relationship with Israel 

.
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While much of the rest of the world was confined 
to their homes due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
protestors in Lebanon defied curfews and took to 
the streets. Burnt tires, firebombed cash 
machines and confrontations with security forces 
are the culmination of months of popular protests 
and unrest due to Lebanon’s worst economic 
crisis since the 1975-1990 civil war.[1] The crisis’ 
roots lie in Lebanon’s history of high public debt 
that dates to post-civil reconstruction in the 
1990s.[2] Years of endemic corruption, nepotism, 
and horse-trading between the three confessional 
groups in government has resulted in a meagre 
1% annual GDP growth in recent years. Regional 
geopolitics have also played a role in Lebanon’s 
economic crisis: US sanctions targeting the 
Iranian regime and the Syrian civil war have both 
impacted Lebanese exports, and a crippled Irani-
an economy has resulted in a drop in the volume 
of funds sent to support Hizballah.[3]  

With the drying up of the Banque du Liban’s (BdL) 
foreign exchange reserves [4], Lebanon defaulted 
on $1.2 billion of foreign debt in March [5][6]. 
Although a waking nightmare for the Lebanese 
government, which started talks with the IMF on 
May 13th to secure a multibillion-dollar bailout 
[7], the reality of the situation is increasingly 
grim for the wider public. The crisis triggered a 
currency shock on the black market for US 

dollars, resulting in hyperinflation [8] and a crash 
in value of the Lebanese Lira to the tune of 60% 
(compared to the official exchange rate) by early 
May [9]. With the ensuing monthly rises in food 
prices of approximately 6.2% [10], the World 
Bank has predicted that by the end of the year 
more than 40% of the population will live under 
the poverty line [11]. In addition to inflation, a 
liquidity crisis has forced the government to put 
caps on cash withdrawals to avoid a run on the 
banks, leaving many with access to only a fraction 
of their already devalued savings. 

Alternatives to Traditional Currency  

In response to the Lira’s crash in value, some 
have turned to Bitcoin, an asset outside of Leba-
non’s fractured banking system, to provide 
protection against hyperinflation and to preserve 
their economic freedom. This trend has been 
observed across the globe in countries experienc-
ing economic turbulence, most notably in South 
America and Turkey.[12] Bitcoin is a decentralised 
form of electronic cash that is not controlled or 
issued by a central entity.[13] It was created by the 
pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamoto in the wake of 
the 2008 financial crisis, and was designed to 
exist outside of the traditional financial system by 
using peer-to-peer transactions which are pro-
cessed by a network of millions computers around 
the world. Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies 
operate using a technology known as a ‘block-
chain’ which, at its core, is a public ledger which 
provides a community with a decentralised and 
immutable record of transactions.[14] Finally, 
and perhaps most importantly, the total number 
of Bitcoin is capped at 21 million, making it a 
scarce asset. For many this hard-coded scarcity 
makes Bitcoin attractive to investors because 
unlike government-issued fiat currencies (such 
as the US dollar) it is not subject to inflation. It is 
important to note that not all blockchain projects 
are designed to be used solely as money. For 
instance, the second biggest cryptocurrency by 
market capitalisation (~$26 billion at the time of 
writing [15]) is Ether, the native cryptocurrency 
of Ethereum, which is a blockchain on which 
decentralised applications can be run.[16]

Since its creation, Bitcoin has oft been regarded 
with a deep suspicion by the financial sector, 
governments and the wider public. It is a specula-
tive and highly volatile asset that can be trans-
ferred with a relative degree of anonymity outside 
of institutional oversight. These features mean it 
has been associated with illicit activities such as 
drug trafficking and, more specifically to the 
MENA region, the funding of international 
terrorism.[17] As the technology has matured and 
other projects using blockchain technology have 
sprung up in their thousands, the narrative of 
Bitcoin and cryptocurrencies as a whole has 

I

CRISES COMPOUNDED

Credit: AFP

Bitcoin in Beirut:
Cryptocurrency
Adoption in the Face of 
Financial Turbulence
By Jonathan Cole



57



58  MANARA | September 4th, 2020

The Banque du Liban 
unveiled plans for a CBDC 
and recognised that digital 
currencies will play a 
prominent role in the 
future of finance and 
money. 

shifted from that of a tool used by criminals to 
that of a technology with the potential to disrupt 
global finance and revolutionise money. 

Al Jazeera reported in February that people in 
Lebanon have increasingly chosen to purchase 
Bitcoin to protect their savings. Although the 
price of Bitcoin is notoriously volatile, the decline 
of the Lira has made “digital gold” look like an 
increasingly good investment.[18] However, 
restrictions such as slow internet, the intermit-
tent availability of electricity and restrictions on 
purchasing Bitcoin have led to the rise of informal 
WhatsApp groups in which Bitcoin is purchased 
or exchanged for other types of goods. Reportedly 
houses, cars, and phones have all been posted for 
sale on a group of 250 members.[19] Because of 
the informal nature of the networks involved in 
Lebanon’s burgeoning Bitcoin trade, hard statis-
tics are hard to come by; however, one anony-
mous trader estimated that the monthly trading 
volume is between $1 million and $5 million. This 
boom stems from a deeply eroded trust in Leba-
non’s banking system but also the hike in fees of 
hawala [20] networks due to increased 
demand.[21]

An Early Model for Lebanon: Turkey

The economic factors that drew attention to 
cryptocurrency in Lebanon display similarities to 
those during Turkey’s financial and economic 
crisis of 2018. Triggered by a high current account 
deficit and high inflation, the crisis saw a curren-
cy collapse in which the value of the Turkish Lira 
tumbled against the US dollar (from 3.75 in 
January 2018 to a peak of 7.22 in August).[22] The 
sudden devaluation of Turkish Lira led to a mass 
adoption of digital assets [23] and by the summer 
of 2019, Turkey had the highest percentage of 
investors in digital assets globally, with one poll 
finding that one in five Turks owned cryptocur-
rencies (for comparison ownership in the United 
Kingdom was 6%).[24] With the surge in interest 
amongst retail investors, the Turkish government 
has capitalised on the trend, announcing a spate 
of projects within a national blockchain technolo-
gy framework for use in public administration 
late last year in a bid to reinvigorate the econo-
my.[25] Plans for a digital form of the Turkish 
Lira based on blockchain technology (known as a 
central bank digital currency, or CBDC) were 
announced in July 2019. According to the Resmi 
Gazete, the government’s official journal, it is due 
to be deployed at the end of this year.[26]

Turkish blockchain adoption is not limited to 
projects of national scale. When I visited the 
Anatolian city of Konya, famous for being the 
home of the 13th century poet Rumi and the 
mystic Mevlevi order (better known as the Whirl-

ing Dervishes), it came as a surprise to discover 
that this seemingly conservative city steeped in 
history is at the forefront of national effort to 
adopt this cutting edge technology. According to a 
detailed report by the city’s chamber of com-
merce, 10 smart city projects are in the pipeline 
ranging from payment systems for public trans-
port to the disbursements of social benefits. 
These projects coupled with the establishment of 
the city’s “Science and Technology Valley” aim to 
lay the foundation for a blockchain-based finan-
cial system.[27] On the back of the nationwide 
push for adoption, the CEO of Binance, one of the 
largest cryptocurrency exchanges (platforms on 
which digital assets are traded), stated that he 
believed that Turkey had the potential to become 
a major player in the financial technology 
space.[28]

Conclusion

Despite having a long history of being a major 
financial hub, whether Lebanon will follow 
Turkey’s lead in creating a favourable environ-
ment for blockchain technology is uncertain. 
Firstly, the official government position on 
cryptocurrencies is ambiguous. In an announce-
ment in 2017, the Banque du Liban unveiled plans 
for a CBDC and recognised that digital currencies 
will play a prominent role in the future of finance 
and money. Since the original announcement, 
updates have been far and few between. Addition-
ally, high levels of corruption and instability 
make for an unfriendly business environment: 
over the last decades the nation has dropped 40 
places to 143rd in ease-of-doing-business rank-
ings.[29] These problems will likely ward off 
foreign investment from the financial sector until 
reforms are implemented and trust in govern-
ment is regained. If the Lebanese government 
manages to overcome these domestic issues in 
combination with the creation of a favourable 
business environment via legislation, regulation, 
and reform, one might hope a scenario similar to 
that seen Turkey to play out..
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    n what was arguably one of the 
most shocking foreign policy 
developments and biggest news 
items of that year, NATO-aligned 
forces invaded Libya in March of 
2011 to topple the-then de facto 
leader of the Libyan Arab Repub-
lic, Muammar al-Gaddafi; better 
known to the western world as 
Colonel Gaddafi.

Yet today, in 2020, those who do 
not regularly acquaint them-
selves with foreign policy devel-
opments could be forgiven for not 
being aware of the present-day 
developments in Libya. Although 
the current state of the world is 
not exactly short of a crisis to 
report, it is bewildering nonethe-
less that the developments in 
Libya receive so little attention in 
mainstream media.[1]

The NATO-led invasion of Libya 
shocked the world, and for the 
first time, it brought the country 
into the mainstream conscious-

is so serious. 

Nine years on from Gaddafi’s 
removal, Libya remains a deeply 
divided country.[4] Two parties 
are vying for control of Libya: the 
UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA) and the 
Libyan National Army (LNA). 
Notably, the LNA currently con-
trols the crucial port city of Sirte in 
eastern Libya, where much of the 
country’s oil-producing assets 
sit.[5] Both the GNA and the LNA 
are supported, economically and 
in some cases militarily, by 
foreign states, for various eco-
nomic and political reasons.[6]

This means that there are two very 
large and extremely well-funded 
armed groups vying to control a 
state with huge economic poten-
tial that has no effective ‘main’ 
government.

It is inevitable that at some point, 
unless some form of agreement is 

I

CRISES COMPOUNDED

Credit: Hazem Turkia/Anadolu Agency

ness. Although some may argue 
that the invasion was, in an 
overall sense, beneficial for 
Libya, it is an irrefutable fact that 
the invasion itself was deeply 
catastrophic for Libya and the 
wider North Africa region as 
well.[2] Death toll figures vary, 
but on account of Libya’s 
National Transition Council 
30,000 died and 50,000 were 
wounded.

It would be somewhat of a safe 
bet then that most would agree 
that, on balance, it would proba-
bly be better that Libya isn’t 
invaded again. If not for the 
Libyan people, for the rest of the 
world. 

Yet unfortunately, the country is 
now in crisis, quite possibly on 
the brink of another internation-
al incident.[3] Complacency is 
the enemy.

Here’s why the situation in Libya 

Libya: What is the
Cost of Inaction?
By Thomas Barnes
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Our experience indicates that a coun-
try’s success in dealing with pandem-
ics in the future will depend on the 
capacity of a government to make and 
implement sound, fact-based deci-
sions, to respond quickly and effec-
tively to challenges, and to maintain 
the confidence of the people. 

reached whereby the whole of Libya is controlled by a single, 
UN-recognised government, that external intervention will come, 
and with it, violence, an exodus of Libyan citizens and regional 
chaos.

Here’s why you should care.

There is good reason why Italy has chosen to back the GNA govern-
ment in Libya. Italy is reachable by sea from Libya, so from Rome’s 
perspective, backing the GNA is a matter of national security.[7]

There are really no winners if an exodus of Libyans flee to Europe to 
avoid another catastrophic invasion. Although Italy is (technically) 
reachable by sea from Libya, it is nonetheless an extremely treacher-
ous crossing, where the possibility of migrant deaths is very high.[8]

Should the refugees make it to Italy in one piece, the COVID-19 
pandemic poses a unique challenge in the sense that Libyan refugees 
could act as ‘super-spreaders’ of the disease as they move around 
Europe if they are infected with COVID-19. It has also been shown 

Nine years on from Gaddafi’s remov-
al, Libya remains a deeply divided 
country.[4] Two parties are vying for 
control of Libya: the UN-backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA) 
and the Libyan National Army (LNA). 

There’s a second reason why you should care about Libya: NATO & 
Russia. For a considerable time now, Russia has been active in Libya. 
Russia considers Libya as the ‘weak underbelly’ of Europe and from 
Day 1 Moscow has sought to exploit the lack of consensus, particu-
larly the lack of Western consensus [10], over who governs Libya for 
its own benefit and to undermine NATO’s effectiveness in the 
region.[11]

Although better reserved for a separate discussion, the strength of 
NATO has decreased significantly since 2011, on account of the 
Trump administration’s decision to decrease NATO funding [12], the 
movement of Turkey away as a U.S. ally [13] and the decision to 
withdraw 12,000 American troops from Germany.[14]  Russia’s 
involvement in Libya presents yet another challenge to NATO.

Without a proper consensus on who governs Libya, Russia (who 
supports the LNA) can use its relationship with the LNA to use Libya 
for its own nefarious purposes, such as by building military bases in 
the country.

that refugee communi-
ties, because of their 
propensity to live in 
high-density living and 
lower-than-average 
living conditions, are 
more at risk of infec-
tion.[9] Given the highly 
infectious nature of the 
disease, it is not out of the 
question for a resurgence 
in infections in Italy to 
have global implications.
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Our experience indicates that a coun-
try’s success in dealing with pandem-
ics in the future will depend on the 
capacity of a government to make and 
implement sound, fact-based deci-
sions, to respond quickly and effec-
tively to challenges, and to maintain 
the confidence of the people. 

Libya is something of a ‘perfect storm’ situation. Where an interest 
in oil assets, political Islam, the weakening of NATO and the 
COVID-19 pandemic collide together.

In Libya’s case, the cost of inaction and complacency is too great to 
fathom.
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China’s relationships with Western powers are in 
a state of crisis. This is partly a result of - and is 
shown by - issues such as Hong Kong’s new 
security law, possible government involvement in 
Huawei’s business, and perceived failings in the 
response to COVID-19. The recent establishment 
by senior Conservative figures of a ‘China 
Research Group’ led by Tom Tugendhat, current 
chair of the House of Commons foreign affairs 
select committee, shows that some politicians in 
the West are actively pursuing a reorientation of 
relations with China.[1] The same can be seen in 
the US, where Christopher Wray, the current FBI 
director, has spoken out against China’s ‘Opera-
tion Fox Hunt’ as well as apparent intellectual 
property theft and political interference.[2] That 
China recognises such sentiments and is con-
cerned by them was shown more recently when 
the Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, said that US-China 
ties were at their lowest point since 1979.[3] But it 
is not just the West which is facing challenges in 
its relations with China. For Muslim-majority 
countries of the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA), perhaps the greatest potential difficulty 
is how to respond to the appalling Chinese treat-
ment of the Uighur ethnic minority, a predomi-
nantly Sunni Muslim group. How are theocracies 
such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, where Islam is a 
central component of both culture and of govern-
mental power, balancing religion and diplomacy 
in responding to what some have called an ongo-
ing ‘cultural genocide’ of Uighurs?[4] In a way, 

there is a simple answer: it is diplomacy over 
religion - countries of the MENA region have 
generally ignored any sense of pan-Islamic 
solidarity on the issue. However, their reasons for 
doing so are manifold. To explore them, it is 
useful to first understand the situation of Uighurs 
in China.

Uighurs in China  

One of the fifty-five ethnic minorities (alongside 
the Han majority) officially recognised by the 
Chinese government, the Uighurs are concentrat-
ed in northwest China in the Xinjiang Autono-
mous Region. Although they are not the only 
predominantly Muslim ethnic group in the coun-
try – the Hui are another large group – they have 
been specifically targeted on a massive scale by Xi 
Jinping’s Beijing. One motivation for this cam-
paign of ‘sinicisation’ or ‘cultural genocide’ is 
fear of violence, especially outside Xinjiang. In 
2013, a car attack in Tiananmen Square killed two 
people and in 2014, thirty-one people were 
stabbed to death by a group of Uighurs in Kun-
ming.[5] But importantly, the Uighurs are recog-
nisably distinct from the Han majority in China, 
being Muslim, speaking a Turkic language and 
having a history of relative independence from 
Beijing; their difference poses a threat to China’s 
authoritarian brand of socialism.[6] Since 2014, 
the Chinese government has pursued an aggres-
sive campaign of repression and re-education, 
using surveillance technology, compulsory 
guarded ‘schools’, and bans on elements of 
Uighur Muslim culture such as long beards and 
veils.[7] There has also been widespread demoli-
tion of places of worship, such as the historic 
Kargilik mosque in southern Xinjiang.[8] On this 
account, governments of majority-Muslim 
countries where Islam is the official religion, such 
as Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Iran, would be 
expected to be strongly critical of this Chinese 
repression. Instead, the treatment of Uighurs has 
been met with relative silence by such powers.

In July 2019, thirty-seven countries signed a 
letter to the UN’s Human Rights Council celebrat-
ing China’s record on human rights and their 
‘counter-terrorism and deradicalization mea-
sures in Xinjiang’. It used similar language to 
Chinese government statements and was a riposte 
to an earlier letter condemning China’s actions in 
Xinjiang signed by twenty-two ‘mainly European’ 
countries (the US quit the Council in 2018 and 
only signed a later, similar statement in Octo-
ber).[9] Those thirty-seven signatories included 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Bahrain. Although Qatar 
later withdrew its signature in favour of a ‘neutral 
stance’, this was no departure from the general 
tendency of MENA governments towards support 
or silence with regard to China’s treatment of the 

I

CRISES COMPOUNDED

Credit: Flickr

MENA and the Uighurs: 
An Analysis
By Joseph Hearn
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In several countries, in-
cluding Turkey, the US, 
Egypt, and the Netherlands, 
they have been harassed 
from afar by the domestic 
Chinese authorities.[13] 
And significantly, in some 
MENA countries such as 
Turkey and Egypt it appears 
the local authorities have 
aided this campaign of in-
timidation.

Uighurs. Turkey is the only country in the region 
to have offered much resistance to the repression. 
In February 2019, Turkey’s Foreign Ministry 
condemned China’s actions, calling them a ‘great 
shame for humanity’.[10] However, since then 
Turkey has tacked closer to the MENA mode, with 
President Erdogan criticised by activists for 
failing to publicly raise the issue on a trip to China 
last year.[11] In February this year, Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu asserted the 
historic links between Turks and Uighurs, coun-
tering Chinese claims to the contrary, and called 
for ‘Uighur Turks’ to be treated as ‘first class 
citizens’. However, this veiled criticism was 
tempered by the claim that Turkey, unlike other - 
unnamed - countries, did not wish to treat the 
issue as a ‘political tool’ against China.[12]

Uighurs in the MENA  

Nor have the Uighur diaspora found sanctuary in 
the MENA region. In several countries, including 
Turkey, the US, Egypt, and the Netherlands, they 
have been harassed from afar by the domestic 
Chinese authorities.[13] And significantly, in 
some MENA countries such as Turkey and Egypt it 
appears the local authorities have aided this 
campaign of intimidation.[14] For example, in 
July 2017 the Egyptian authorities arrested several 
dozen Uighurs, mostly male students.[15] Thus, 
not only have the region’s governments either 
expressed support for – or chosen to largely 
ignore - China’s campaign against the Uighurs, 
some seem to have actively contributed to this 
repression.  

This is not to say that governments of Western 
and non-MENA Muslim-majority countries have 
been assiduous in their condemnation of China’s 
policy towards Uighurs. John Bolton’s recent book 
accused Donald Trump of telling President Xi that 
building camps for Uighurs in Xinjiang was 
‘exactly the right thing to do’.[16] Under pressure 
from Congress, the US (along with the UK) has 
since started to take a harsher line, with Mike 
Pompeo announcing in early July new sanctions 
on senior Chinese government figures, including 
Chen Quanguo, party secretary of the Xinjiang 
Autonomous Region and a member of the polit-
buro.[17]

Western democracies may have been careful in 
their response to China’s ‘sinicisation’ campaign, 
but their general tendency has been one of 
increasing opposition. But what is remarkable 
about MENA governments’ reactions is not 
simply their ignorance or tacit support, but the 
domestic risks of such a response. For theocratic 
governments of the region such as those of Saudi 
Arabia and Iran (or simply those with Islam as the 
official religion), a lack of intervention in China’s 

overtly anti-Muslim policies risks undermining 
their legitimacy. As Darren Byler, a researcher at 
the University of Colorado, has pointed out, 
‘greeting someone in Arabic … or even naming 
one’s son Mohammed … can result in detention or 
prison sentences for Uighurs.’[18] According to 
some measures ‘Mohammed’, or variations on it, 
is the most popular male name both in the Arab 
world and worldwide.[19] The Saudi Crown Prince 
is called Mohammed. Where China has been 
destroying mosques, leaders of MENA countries 
have been building them. An article on the com-
petition of state mosque building in the last 
edition of this magazine argued that, ‘Mosques 
now function as a tool for the ultimate expression 
of power and wealth in the region.’[20] To greater 
and lesser degrees, leaders in the region have 
invested their legitimacy and money in religion 
for many years. The long-term connection 
between Wahhabism and the House of Saud is an 
obvious example – it has run since 1744.[21] This 
year, President Erdogan decreed the conversion of 
Hagia Sophia into a mosque and last year, the 
largest mosque in Africa - with the world’s tallest 
minaret - was opened in Algeria, generally inter-
preted as a legacy project for the recently resigned 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.[22] The apparent 
contradiction between these governments’ 
domestic and international relationships with 
Islam has not caused substantial opposition in the 
region. Recently, there have been mid-scale 
protests in Jordan and Turkey in support of 
Uighurs, and twenty-seven Kuwaiti lawmakers 
have called on their government to intervene to 
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stop China’s repression of the group.[23] It has 
even been suggested that the 2009 Green Move-
ment in Iran was partly fuelled by a parallel 
protest led by reformist clerics such as Ayatollah 
Youssef Sanei over Iran’s silence on China’s 
treatment of Uighurs, including the response to 
riots in Urumqi in July 2009.[24] Yet these exam-
ples, as with the rest of the world, have generally 
been small-scale and anomalous. 

As is common with diplomacy, the contradictory 
nature of MENA leaders’ treatment of Uighurs is 
partly driven by economics. Algeria’s new ‘Great 
Mosque of Algiers’ (see above) demonstrates this 
well; it was built by the state-backed China State 
Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCE-
C).[25]  The CSCEC has benefited from links to 
state-backed financing, with China lending 
African governments and their ‘state-owned 
enterprises’ $143 billion between 2000 and 
2017.[26] The most famous element of this 
programme of Chinese infrastructure building is 
the Belt and Road Initative (BRI), launched in 
2013. As of August 2019, China had signed BRI 
agreements with eighteen Arab countries. And by 
2018, bilateral trade between China and Arab 
countries had reached $244.3 billion.[27] Thus, 
China provides both cheap and efficient infra-
structure construction and substantial capital 
investment. Just as Western governments are 
having to consider the significant economic 
benefits of a close relationship with China, so too 
are those of the MENA region.  

A desire to avoid international scrutiny of human 
rights abuses lies alongside economic consider-
ations as a motivation for some MENA govern-
ments to ignore China’s treatment of the Uighurs. 
The July 2019 letter to the UN Human Rights 
Council did not just support China’s actions in 
Xinjiang, it also condemned the ‘naming and 
shaming and publicly exerting pressure on other 
countries’ over human rights violations.[28] And 
although regional leaders have invested power 
and money in religion, many remain wary of 
political Islam, as shown by President Sisi’s 
crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt.[29] Many therefore have sympathy when 
China claims to be conducting an anti-extremism 
campaign in Xinjiang.[30]  

As China’s influence on the world stage grows, 
and its repression of Uighurs continues, the 
balance between religious, and diplomatic and 
economic considerations will continue for MENA 
governments. As the US and Europe take a harsh-
er line on China, ignorance of or implicit support 
for China’s ‘sinicisation’ campaign will become 
more apparent and controversial. As with the July 
2019 letters, governments will be increasingly 
forced to explicitly support or condemn China.  

The balance between economics and concerns 
about human rights exposure, and pan-Islamic 
solidarity may be given closer scrutiny on the 
domestic stage. With Uighur activists now urging 
the International Criminal Court to open pro-
ceedings against China for attempting to deport 
members of the ethnic group from Cambodia and 
Tajikistan, this issue will not disappear.[31] 

Joseph Hearn
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