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Saudi Arabia’s execution of a leading Shiite cleric reflects
an assertive but risky new approach that threatens to
escalate its proxy wars with arch-rival Iran in Syria and

Yemen, experts said yesterday. Hours after the Sunni-ruled
kingdom announced Saturday’s execution of Sheikh Nimr Al-
Nimr, a driving force behind anti-government protests in 2011,
angry demonstrators set fire to its embassy in Shiite-dominat-
ed Iran. The United States said Nimr’s execution “risks exacer-
bating sectarian tension”, while the European Union warned of
“dangerous consequences” across the volatile region.

Nimr had been on death row since 2014, but his execu-
tion, rather than leaving him behind bars indefinitely, was
still surprising given the likelihood it would further enflame
Sunni-Shiite tensions. “Iran betted in the past on a hesitant
foreign and domestic Saudi policy, but over the past year,
things have completely changed and Riyadh has assumed a
position that is rather provocative towards Tehran,” said
Mahjoob Al-Zweiri, professor of Middle Eastern studies at
Qatar University. Nearly a year ago, King Salman succeeded
his half-brother Abdullah as the monarch of the region’s
Sunni heavyweight. He brought along his nephew
Mohammed bin Nayef as crown prince and interior minister
and his own young and ambitious son Mohammed as a
deputy crown prince and defence minister. In March, Saudi
Arabia took the unforeseen step of leading an Arab military
intervention in neighboring Yemen, launching an air cam-
paign against Iran-backed Shiite Houthi rebels in support of
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi.

‘Element of Rationality’ 
Last month, Riyadh brought Syrian political and armed

opposition factions together for unprecedented talks, reflect-
ing its rising profile in efforts to end the war. Shortly after - and
completely unexpectedly - Defense Minister Prince
Mohammed announced the formation of a 34-nation coalition
against Islamic “terrorism”. “Riyadh presses ahead with its
actions without giving much thought to reactions,” said Zweiri.
“It seems that there is a belief now that proactive and deter-
mined policies by Saudi Arabia could achieve results, including
responding to Iran and its policies in the region,” he said.

But for Francois Heisbourg, an adviser at the Paris-based
Foundation for Strategic Research, Nimr’s execution is part of
Saudi Arabia’s “headlong rush combined with an element of
rationality”. If the Saudis “think that the confrontation with
Iran is inevitable, they might as well provoke it now when
(their allies) the Americans are still around and that Iran is still
in a relatively weak economic and military state,” he said. Nimr,
56, was executed along with 46 other men, mostly Sunnis
accused of involvement in Al-Qaeda killings, according to the
interior ministry. Iran warned of a “high price” that Saudi
Arabia will pay, but the Saudis shrugged off Tehran’s reaction
as “irresponsible”. “We are completely confident with what
we’re doing and we believe in it and do not care how others
view our procedures, whether on justice or implementation of
sentences,” said interior ministry spokesman Mansur Al-Turki.

‘Polarization’ 
Jane Kinninmont, of the Chatham House think-tank in

London, said the execution “reflects a hard line on internal
criticism and is not simply a reflection of regional politics” as
Nimr was a “vocal and passionate critic of the royal family”.
But she expected that his execution would “add to Saudi-
Iranian polarization”. “Iran is increasingly seeking to position
itself as the defender of Shiite interests globally, and has a
growing constituency as many Shiites feel beleaguered and
victimized, especially with the rise of ISIS,” she said, referring
to the Islamic State group. “Saudi authorities will see the
Iranian response as an apparent validation of their percep-
tion that Iran is meddling in their domestic affairs.” Zweiri said
he expected tensions over the execution to have far-reaching
consequences. “This tension might push Tehran towards
more coordination with Russia to complicate the situation
further in Syria,” he said, referring to Moscow’s military inter-
vention in support of President Bashar Al-Assad. Tehran
“might also aim to prolong the conflict in Yemen where it
would aim to exhaust Saudi Arabia, particularly with the
sharp drop in oil prices,” he said.

“The difference between Riyadh and Tehran concerning
oil prices is that Tehran sees itself trained to face such tough
conditions, like with the sanctions, while Riyadh is not.” Zweiri
added, however, that the kingdom’s decision to lead major
Gulf oil exporters in rejecting a production cut despite plum-
meting oil revenues is part of Riyadh’s pressure on Tehran.
“This is also linked to the kingdom’s oil policy that Iran sees
similar to a declaration of war targeting any attempt to revive
the Iranian economy after the easing of sanctions” by the
international community.  —AFP

Focus

Riyadh asserts 
itself but risks 
an escalation

By Ali Khalil

By Karl Ritter

Since it opened in 2000, the Oresund
bridge between Sweden and
Denmark has been a towering sym-

bol of European integration and hassle-
free travel across borders that people
didn’t even notice were there. Today, new
travel restrictions imposed by Sweden to
stem a record flow of migrants are trans-
forming the bridge into a striking example
of how national boundaries are re-emerg-
ing. A year of clampdowns on migration
and terrorism has all but killed the idea of
a borderless Europe where you could drive
or train-hop from Spain in the south to
Norway in the north without ever having
to show your passport.

“We’re turning back the clock,” said
Andreas Onnerfors, who lives in Lund, on
the Swedish side of the bridge. An associ-
ate professor in intellectual history, he said
he’s benefited from the free flow of people
and ideas across the bridge - he’s studied
on both sides and taught students from
both Sweden and Denmark. “We’re going
back to a time when the bridge didn’t
exist,” he said, referring to the ID check-
points being set up today on the Danish
side for train passengers wishing to cross
over to Sweden.

The move is meant to stop undocu-
mented migrants from reaching Sweden,
which abruptly reversed its open-door
policy after receiving more than 160,000
asylum-seekers last year, mainly from
Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. It follows the
reintroduction of border checks in
Germany, Austria, France, Belgium and
other countries in what’s supposed to be a
passport-free travel zone spanning 26
nations. The moves are supposedly tem-
porary, but are likely to be extended if
Europe’s migrant crisis continues in 2016.
“It’s basically every country for itself now,”
said Mark Rhinard, an expert on the
European Union at the Swedish Institute
of International Affairs.

Citing exceptional national circum-
stances related to security, terrorism and
public order, several European countries
have suspended EU rules that required

them to keep their borders open to each
other. It’s a significant development that
strikes at the very heart of the EU project -
the free movement of goods and people
across borders.

The Bruegel think tank in Brussels says
that in 2014 there were almost 1.7 million
cross-border commuters in the passport-
free zone known as the Schengen Area,
after the Luxembourg town where it was
created in 1985. Abolishing it would affect
their daily lives, but the consequences for

Europe would go deeper, given the “visible
and powerful symbol of European integra-
tion that Schengen represents,” Bruegel
researchers Nuria Boot and Guntram Wolff
wrote in December.

Whether the temporary reintroduction
of borders also means rebuilding mental
boundaries between EU citizens remains
to be seen. But the migrant crisis is becom-
ing an even bigger challenge to European
unity than the cracks emerging in recent
years over the bloc’s common currency,
the euro. EU nations demonstrated starkly
different views on how to deal with the 1

million migrants that crossed the
Mediterranean in 2015. Germany and
Sweden, until recently, said refugees were
welcome, while Hungary built a fence to
keep them out. The Danish government
took a series of measures to discourage
migrants from going there, including a
proposal to seize their jewelry to cover
their expenses in Denmark.

Common rules requiring refugees to
seek shelter in the first EU country they
enter collapsed, as Greece and Italy were

overwhelmed by sea arrivals and countries
further north just waved the migrants
through to their intended destination,
often Germany or the Scandinavian coun-
tries. Meanwhile the EU’s efforts to spread
refugees more evenly across the bloc met
stiff resistance from member states. By
November only about 150 of 160,000
refugees had been relocated from Greece
and Italy under an EU plan.

The crisis underlines structural flaws in
the EU, showing how it has implemented
common rules that it just can’t enforce
once the external pressures become too

great, said Karl Lallerstedt, co-founder of
Black Market Watch, a Switzerland-based
non-profit group focusing on cross-border
smuggling. “It’s not a strong federal state
that can overrule its members,” he said. “At
the same time individual states have obli-
gations to the EU. So you’re in this sort of
half-way house.”

Any hope of a quick return to a border-
less Europe was crushed by the deadly
Paris attacks in November, after which
France declared a state of emergency and
beefed up border controls with neighbor-
ing countries. However, if bottlenecks
build up at the borders, EU citizens and
companies moving goods in trucks will
eventually get fed up, said Rhinard, of the
Swedish Institute of International Affairs.
“As soon as it starts to bite economically,
people are going to start to ask: ‘Is this the
right solution to the problem?’” Rhinard
said.

That question is already being asked by
companies and commuters opposed to
new ID checks at the 8-km Oresund
bridge-and-tunnel, known to European TV
viewers as the focal point of the Swedish-
Danish crime series “The Bridge”. Train net-
works on either side have been integrated
to allow thousands of commuters to cross
the bridge daily, essentially incorporating
the southern Swedish cities of Malmo and
Lund into suburban Copenhagen.

But the new ID checks mean there will
be no more direct railway service from
Copenhagen’s main station to Sweden.
Travelers heading to Malmo will have to
switch trains at Copenhagen Airport after
going through the checkpoints there,
adding an estimated half an hour to the
40-minute commute. To avoid the hassle,
Sweden’s national railway company SJ
cancelled service to Denmark altogether,
leaving only Danish and regional Swedish
operators with service across the bridge.
“This is what happens when national
states put down their foot down and say
security is most important,” said Onnerfors.
“It collides with the freedom (of move-
ment) they’ve been talking about for 20
years, which was the reason we joined the
EU to begin with.” —AP

After 1m migrants, Europe’s borders are back

By Angus McDowall

Saudi Arabia’s execution of a Shiite cleric provoked
sectarian anger across the Middle East, but by put-
ting to death dozens of Al-Qaeda convicts at the

same time it also delivered a strong message that Sunni
violence would not be tolerated at home. Riyadh knew its
killing of Nimr Al-Nimr and three other Shiites for involve-
ment in police deaths would prompt outrage and protests
abroad, but seemed to calculate that, within the kingdom
at least, the consequences would be controllable.

Amid rising regional turmoil and a series of bombings
and shootings that have killed over 50 Saudis since late
2014, Riyadh’s execution of 43 jihadists was a warning
that internal support for militant Sunni groups would be
crushed. Awadh Al-Qirni, a prominent Sunni cleric who
backs the government against the jihadists, tweeted that
the executions were “a message to the world and to crim-
inals that there will be no snuffing out of our principles
and no complacency in our security”.

The Al Saud ruling family regard the expansion of
Shiite Iran’s influence in the Middle East as a threat to
their security and to their ambition of playing the lead-
ing role among Arab states. Inside the kingdom, howev-
er, it is the threat of a rebellion by the majority Sunnis
that most alarms a dynasty whose rule is based on con-
servative support at home and an alliance with the West.
All past threats to the Al Saud, from a 1920s tribal rebel-
lion to riots in the 1960s, a siege at Mecca’s Grand
Mosque in 1979 and protests in the 1990s, were caused

by conservative Sunni anger at modernization or ties
with the West.

Wanton Excommunication
That was why the Al-Qaeda uprising that began in

2003, and attacked the Al Saud by turning its own con-
servative Salafi brand of Sunni Islam against it, was such
a danger. It is why the jihadist movement’s latest itera-
tion, Islamic State, is also a problem. While Islamic State
seems to lack real support among Saudis, some may
sympathize with its broader goals. By executing Al-
Qaeda ideologues and attackers, Riyadh was showing its
determination to crush support for the militant cause. By
also killing four Shiites, angering Iran in the process, it
was telling conservative Sunnis it was still on their side.

The notion that Saudi Arabia believes it is facing not
only a physical threat, but an ideological battle with a
rival interpretation of Salafi Islam, was strengthened by
state media’s focus on Faris Al-Shuwail Al-Zahrani among
the executed. Zahrani, bearded, bespectacled, and in
prison since 2004, is portrayed in Saudi media as Al-
Qaeda’s main ideologue during a series of attacks on
expatriate housing compounds, police stations and oil
facilities that killed hundreds.

Described at the time by the government as “one of
the heads of strife, a preacher of takfir”, Zahrani helped
articulate jihadist views. Takfir, the process of excommu-
nicating other Muslims by calling them infidels, is a cen-
tral pillar of Salafi Islam. But unlike in Saudi Arabia’s
Wahhabi version of Salafism, in which only Riyadh’s

state-appointed clergy are permitted to practice takfir,
the jihadists say any Muslim can declare another to be
infidel.

That and other differences have set up a fierce enmity
between the kingdom’s official clergy - which runs the
Sharia Islamic courts that sentenced to death the 43 Al-
Qaeda figures executed on Saturday - and the jihadist
ideologues. “The official view is that these people are
extremists involved in a wanton excommunication of
other Muslims, in disobedience to the rightful ruler and
in ‘sowing dissention and disorder in the land’. So they
are beyond the pale of Sunni Islam,” said Bernard Haykel,
professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton. The
jihadists dispute Saudi Arabia’s claim to lead Salafi Islam,
the position of its state-appointed clergy as arbiters of
religious orthodoxy.

Sectarian Balance
Official Saudi media presented the jihadist Zahrani

and the Shiite Nimr as equivalents - “inciters of violence
and terrorism” as Sunday morning newspapers described
them. It seemed to be an attempt by the government to
reassure conservative Sunnis that Saturday’s executions
did not mean Riyadh would stop championing their sect
against what it portrays as Shiite aggression across the
Middle East. “My sense is the Shiite executions are a very
convenient foil,” said Haykel, adding that while the Al
Saud did not regard its Shiite minority as posing as grave
a threat as the jihadists, putting some of them to death
helped rally the rulers’ conservative base.  —Reuters

Mass execution driven by fear of militancy

The sun sets over the Oresund Bridge between Sweden and Denmark in Malmo,
Sweden yesterday. —AFP


