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This was going to be the landslide win that set Nicolas
Sarkozy on a fast-track to regaining the French presi-
dency in 2017. Or at least that was his plan. Instead,

Sarkozy’s conservative party came behind the far-right in the
first round of regional elections on Sunday, and the ex-presi-
dent finds himself under growing criticism from within his
own camp. “There is no official, legitimate leader that repre-
sents the whole party,” said Eric Woerth, who as a conservative
minister was close to Sarkozy during his presidency.

From grassroots lawmakers to party heavyweights the
message is: as soon as this Sunday’s second round run-off in
the elections is over, the party must do some soul-searching.
“We need to have a debate on why we’ve become inaudible,”
former conservative prime minister Alain Juppe told
reporters. Sixty-year-old Sarkozy, a divisive figure both loved
and hated among right-wing voters, was president for five
years before losing to Socialist Francois Hollande in 2012.

Once nicknamed the “hyper-president” for his energetic
style, Sarkozy claims credit for helping France and the euro
zone through the global financial crisis. He also dashed off to
Tripoli to meet cheering Libyans in 2011 after a NATO bomb-
ing campaign, in which France played a leading role, had
helped rebels to overthrew Muammar Gaddafi. But Sarkozy
disappointed some French by under-achieving on reforms to
revive the economy, and he is also dogged by investigations
into his campaign financing. Now has come the regional elec-
tion setback, when the far-right National Front (FN) secured
27.7 percent of the first round vote nationally, boosted by
fears over the Islamic State militant attacks that killed 130
people in Paris on Nov 13. Sarkozy’s The Republicans and their
allies took 26.65 percent. “It’s a slap in the face,” political analyst
Thomas Guenole said. “They’re getting the same score as in
2010, when they were in power and were punished for the
impact of the global financial crisis. Now they are in the oppo-
sition but they’re not benefiting at all from voter anger with
the ruling Socialists.”

Juppe, who is also vying for the conservative ticket for the
2017 presidential elections, and other party heavyweights,
said they were closing ranks before Sunday’s runoff, but made
clear a tough debate would follow immediately. Asked if there
was a problem with the party line, he told reporters: “Yes, of
course.”

‘Big Showdown’
Juppe, who is set to be Sarkozy’s main rival in party pri-

maries next year, supports a centrist line. By contrast, Sarkozy
has set the party of a right-wing course since coming out of
political retirement a year ago. In doing so, he has tried to
counter FN leader Marine Le Pen by engaging on the very
themes that have boosted her popularity. “The big show-
down will be for Monday and it could well be bloody,” said a
senior lawmaker, who declined to be named because Sarkozy
has urged party officials to keep their views to themselves
before the runoff. Over the past few months, Sarkozy has
promised “war” on Le Pen but has at the same time taken a
hard line on immigration and Islam in an attempt to lure back
voters from her. Sarkozy has opposed school canteens provid-
ing an alternative meal when pork is on the menu, said he
favoured banning women from wearing a veil in universities,
criticised the Socialist government’s decision to take in 24,000
refugees as part of an EU-wide plan and called for immigra-
tion to be curbed.

He defended that line in an interview with France 2 televi-
sion this week. “We need to reinstate firmness and authority
in this country,” he said. This was the right response to the
“exasperation” that he said explained the strong FN showing
in the first round, he added. But Sylvain Crepon, a political
analyst who specialises on the far-right, said this was precisely
what explained why The Republicans had failed to benefit
from the Socialists’ unpopularity. “Running after the FN’s cam-
paign themes, basically campaigning for the FN and then say-
ing you are the barrier against the FN, how can that work?” he
said.

The number of regions that the party wins in the run-off
will be central to the party’s post-mortem. Party insiders say
Sarkozy had hoped a few months ago to score landslide vic-
tories in about 10 of the 13 regions, and had been planning to
use this success to overhaul the party more to his liking. One
of the biggest tests will be southeast France, where he backed
the candidacy of Christian Estrosi, who in the first round came
14 percentage points behind 25-year-old Marion Marechal-Le
Pen, the youngest family member of the FN political dynasty.

“We need to keep a cool head,” Sarkozy told a meeting of
party lawmakers on Tuesday, according to participants in
the closed-doors discussion. “Now is not the time to discuss
The Republicans’ line. After Sunday, yes, we can have that
debate.” —Reuters
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If Ali Al-Naimi were to review his time as
Saudi oil minister, he might feel events
had turned full circle. Two years after the

long-serving technocrat’s 1995 promotion
to become only the kingdom’s fourth oil
minister in 40 years, Naimi pushed through
an ill-fated Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries deal in Indonesia to lift
supply just as Asia went into economic tail-
spin. Designed to punish Venezuela for
flouting its output quota, the decision has
gone down in OPEC lore as the most poorly-
judged in cartel history. Oil prices halved to
$10 a barrel.

Nearly two decades later, Naimi, 80, is
facing another supply crisis, driving oil
prices to the lowest in six years - at below
$40 per barrel, more than $100 below the
2008 pre-financial crisis peak. And as in
Jakarta in 1997, today’s crash has been
orchestrated by Naimi himself with the
same aim in mind: to defend Saudi market
share against rivals - primarily this time
against booming US shale oil supply.
Throughout his career, Naimi has worked to
avoid a repeat of the error of his legendary
predecessor, Sheikh Zaki Yamani, who was
dismissed in 1986 as he unsuccessfully tried
to fight an oil price collapse by unilaterally
reducing Saudi output.

Instead, through three cyclical down-
turns in oil prices, Naimi has always chosen
to use Saudi Arabia’s vast oil supply scale -
Riyadh produces more than a tenth of glob-
al crude - and its financial muscle to drive
out higher cost rivals. That survival-of-the-
fittest strategy means refusing to cut output
unilaterally, waiting to outlast other produc-
ers before they beg Riyadh to collaborate in
joint supply curbs to rescue prices. “In every-
thing Naimi did, he never wanted to repeat
the Yamani mistake,” said Gary Ross, a veter-
an OPEC watcher and the founder of US-
based PIRA Energy.

“He was prepared to manage the market
and cut only when he had reasonable part-
ners,” said Ross, who participated in the first
and only successful oil cooperation talks

between OPEC and Russia in early 2000.
“Today, from the Saudi prospective, they
have no allies.”

Recruiting Russia
Oil market watchers pore over Naimi’s

every word, and his past actions, to try to
predict how the veteran tactician will act. He
has always found a way to act jointly with
other producers, rather than cut supply
alone. After the 1997 oil slump, Naimi even-
tually steered OPEC out of trouble by engi-
neering a series of cuts with arch-rival Iran
supporting the strategy amid a thawing of

political relations.  Meanwhile, non-OPEC
Mexico helped bring Venezuela on board.

In 2001, Naimi found new allies as, after
months of standoff, leading OPEC rival
Russia pledged to join cuts, later reneging
on its promises. In 2008, all OPEC members
quickly supported supply curbs led by
Saudi as oil plunged in the aftermath of the
global financial crisis. As a result, oil prices
bounced back quickly, providing the capi-
tal for new investment in the controversial
hydraulic fracturing technology that saw

US shale oil supplies rocket.
That new supply source and China’s slow-

down have caused the latest downturn.
Saudi oil sources say this time around Naimi
will stick to his policy of high output levels,
even if crude prices fall further, until he finds
partners to cooperate. “If the price falls, it
falls, you cannot do anything about it. But...
others will be harmed greatly before we feel
any pain,” Naimi told the Middle Eastern
Economic Survey last year in the most
detailed explanation of his current thinking.

Naimi did not respond to requests to be
interviewed for this article. But his track

record of holding firm until other countries
join Saudi Arabia for joint action speaks vol-
umes. “You can’t beat experience, and Naimi
has loads of it. He earned his wings in the
70s and 80s at Aramco and has now gone
through three iterations of a crude price
cycle: Early 1980s, late 1990s, and the cur-
rent one,” said Yasser Elguindi of Medley
Global Advisors.

Isolated
The problem for Naimi is that he now

appears more isolated than ever before.

Described by admirers and critics alike as a
great technician, he has won respect in the
industry for driving OPEC policy along busi-
ness lines and, where possible, avoiding poli-
tics. Yet in the Middle East, politics and oil
cannot always be kept apart. And when poli-
tics come into play, even the most adept
negotiator may be prone to miscalculation.
OPEC has weathered internal strife and con-
flict many times before: wars between mem-
bers-Iran and Iraq in the 1980s, and Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait in the 1990s, both before
Naimi took the helm of the Saudi oil ministry.

But the Sunni-Shia conflicts now setting
Saudi Arabia and Iran at each other’s throats
in places like Syria and Yemen are unprece-
dented during Naimi’s tenure as minister. In
addition, predominantly Shia Iraq has
become a de facto ally of Iran within OPEC
since a US invasion ousted dictator Saddam
Hussein, and both countries have enormous
potential to increase supply. Outside OPEC,
Russia is at odds with Riyadh in Middle
Eastern conflicts, joining the war in Syria two
months ago on the side of Iranian ally
Bashar Al-Assad.

Meanwhile, many Saudis believe the US
shale oil boom has prompted Washington to
reassess its military commitment in the
Middle East that protects Riyadh in return
for a sure supply of crude. OPEC tensions
spilled into the cartel’s meeting last week
when the group failed to agree a production
target for the first time in decades, with Iran
saying it would steeply increase supply after
Western sanctions are lifted next year and
Iraq saying it would boost exports too.
“Some member countries produce as much
as they wish,” Iranian oil minister Bijan
Zangeneh told reporters after the meeting
in a clear reference to Saudi Arabia. “Iran will
need no one’s permission to raise its output.”

One executive from a major oil company
said that while Naimi’s tactics against US
shale were working and the low oil price
was beginning to depress rivals’ output, the
Iranian comeback has complicated the pic-
ture: “Sometimes it feels that the Saudis
have miscalculated how quickly Iran could
clinch the nuclear deal and return to the
markets”. —Reuters

Naimi cuts a lonely figure in oil battle

Saudi Arabia’s Minister of Oil and Mineral Resources Ali Al-Naimi speaks to journal-
ists as he attends the 168th Ordinary meeting of the Conference of the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries OPEC at the OPEC headquar-
ters in Vienna on Dec 4, 2015. —AFP

By Michael Mathes

Donald Trump’s incendiary new provocation on
Muslims plays on American fears about extremists
and Syrian refugees, in what analysts said Tuesday

was a calculated move by the Republican presidential fron-
trunner ahead of the first primary votes. The real estate
mogul unveiled the most extreme proposal of his rabble-
rousing campaign for 2016 on Monday when he called for a
“total and complete shutdown” of Muslims entering the
United States.

Trump’s call, made in response to last week’s mass shoot-
ing in California by a Muslim couple believed to have been
radicalized, drew stern condemnation from both Democrats
and Republican rivals, from Muslim leaders around the
world and the White House.  But it was greeted with cheers
from supporters at Trump’s rally in South Carolina, many of
whom are hostile to President Barack Obama’s plans to take
in 10,000 Syrian refugees in the coming year, and to immi-
gration in general.

Trump’s Muslim ban proposal was not an off-the-cuff
remark; it was laid out in a timely press release from his cam-
paign. Analysts argued that he was taking calculated steps
to rally support before the first nomination votes in Iowa on
Feb 1 and New Hampshire eight days later. “Strategically,
what he’s doing makes sense,” said American University pro-
fessor of government Jennifer Lawless.

Trump has already galvanized core conservative voters
fearful of undocumented workers taking US jobs with his
oft-repeated pledge to build a wall along the Mexican bor-
der. Lawless said it was unlikely Trump would be able to win
the nomination “entirely on immigration”. “But if you can link

immigration to terrorism and foreign policy and national
security, then you have the potential to cast a much wider
net.” The question, she said, is whether Trump has over-
stepped the bounds.

‘We’re at War’ 
Widely denounced as “fascist”, Trump’s comments were

seen as so far-fetched in singling out the entire Muslim com-
munity that they drove the Philadelphia Daily News to com-
pare him to Adolf Hitler. “The New Furor,” the paper blasted
on its front page. “This is not conservatism,” the Republican
House Speaker Paul Ryan told reporters. “What was pro-
posed yesterday is not what this party stands for, and more
importantly, it’s not what this country stands for.”

The billionaire doubled down on his us-versus-them pro-
posal in interviews Tuesday. “We are at war, get it through
your head,” he told CNN. “We need... a certain toughness in
this country or we’ll end up like a lot of other places and
we’re not going to have a country left.” Trump has extended
his lead in the Republican race amid controversy over his
remarks on Muslims, with support from 27 percent of regis-
tered voters according to a Quinnipiac University survey last
week.

His Muslim ban call could pay short-term political divi-
dends, but in the long run, experts believe his overall voter
ceiling remains low. David Siegel, political science professor
at Duke University, said the proposal in itself was unlikely to
win over the undecided. “I can’t imagine many people are
never seeing this before, and thinking ‘Oh, well that’s a fan-
tastic idea,’” he said. But the controversy keeps Trump in the
media - standing out from his rivals - which is crucial for a
celebrity candidate counting on a fear factor among voters.

“People are risk-averse, terrorism seems like a risky and
scary thing, and there’s not a clear way of solving the prob-
lem,” Siegel said. “So when someone comes along and offers
these simple proposed solutions, even if they won’t actually
solve it right, it seems like it’s a way out for them from the
unnamed fear.”

Against the Constitution 
There are precedents for barring ethnic groups from

entering the United States. Amid heightened anti-Chinese
sentiment, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in
1882, and early 20th century immigration legislation barred
Japanese, Indians and Southeast Asians from entering the
country. Trump’s call for banning people based on religious
beliefs would likely run afoul of the US constitution, which
bars discrimination on the basis of faith. But his backers
might be turning a blind eye to that, said professor Robert
Boatright of Clark University. “Trump’s supporters care more
about his attitude, and the sense that he can get things
done, than they care about whether things he’s proposing
are legal or practical,” Boatright said.

Christopher Arterton, a professor of political manage-
ment at George Washington University, said Trump is
appealing to voter fears that the United States is evolving
towards a so-called “minority-majority” nation, in which
minorities make up more than half the population. “There is
sense of real concern, loss of cultural identity,” he said. Trump
appeared unmoved by the criticism. Told on CNN that
France, which suffered a horrific attack last month that left
130 dead, has no intention of banning Muslims or halting
refugee inflows, he responded: “Maybe they’re going to
have to.”  —AFP

Provocation, vitriol is Trump strategy


