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Creaking wooden fishing dhows bob along-
side each other in the spark ling blue
waters of the port of Berbera, a key trade

point along one of the world’s busiest shipping
lanes. But big changes could be coming. While
container ships are rare here in the main trans-
por t hub of the self-declared republic of
Somaliland in northern Somalia, a contract just
signed with Dubai’s giant global port company
DP World will see the port developed.

For Somaliland, unrecognized as a country
despite 25 years of de facto independence from
the war-torn rest of the Horn of Africa nation, the
planned port development symbolizes hopes of
being taken more seriously as a nation. For now,
the port mainly exports sheep and camels to Gulf
nations, and the some 40,000 containers it handles
each year are but a tiny fraction of the 900,000 con-
tainers shipped through the far larger neighboring
port of Djibouti. The Dubai port investment is not
only a financial windfall of hundreds of millions of
dollars, but is also seen as a vote of confidence in
the stability of this small self-proclaimed state.

Strategic Position 
“We’re going to make Berbera one of the world’s

busiest ports, and become a gateway for the Horn
of Africa,” said port director Ali Mohamed. While
exact details of the agreement with DP World have
yet to be finalized, Somaliland says it will include a
doubling of the port’s capacity. “In a year, we will
be able to process 200,000 containers,” Mohamed
said. “Berbera is as strategic as Djibouti.”

On the southern coast of the Gulf of Aden,
Berbera offers an African base sitting at the
entrance to the Red Sea and the gateway to the
Suez canal, at the crossroads for cargo traffic
between the Arabian Peninsula, Asia and Europe.
Somaliland itself is far from being a major interna-
tional trading partner, but offers another route into
neighboring, landlocked Ethiopia, with a growing
market of 96 million inhabitants.

‘Try the Economic Way’ 
Expanding the port could help bypass the con-

gested port of Djibouti. An agreement signed in
March with Ethiopia forecasts that almost a third of
the country’s cargo traffic might be funnelled
through Berbera. Plans to boost the port have long
been in the works: France’s Bollore Africa Logistics
had hoped to win the contract, but Dubai clinched
the deal amid wider investment and expanding
influence in Somaliland by Gulf nations. Kuwait has
already financed the renovation of the airport in
the capital Hargeisa, as well as construction of reli-
gious schools, while Emirates is one of the few air-
lines providing daily flights.

“The DP World bid was the best,” said port chief
Mohamed, adding that Bollore may have “a second
chance” as Berbera will undoubtedly need further
development if the port is a success. The most
pressing challenge will be building a road able to
handle the lorries carrying containers to Ethiopia.
For Somaliland, with a population of some four mil-
lion, the port offers a chance of taking a bigger role
in the region.

Without legal recognition Somaliland is in lim-
bo. The government has a budget of $250 million
and its own currency, but cannot directly access
the World Bank or IMF loans needed to develop
infrastructure. The government in Hargeisa hopes
that the port might offer economic independence,
even if political recognition remains a distant
dream. “We did all that was possible politically, and
it did not work,” said Hanad Hashi, a councillor in
Hargeisa. “We have to try the economic way. We
need investors.”  —AFP

Issues

Somaliland dreams 
port will boost 
independence

By  Karim Lebhour

By Ned Parker

For at least a decade, Iraqi business mogul
Khamis Khanjar has bankrolled Sunni
politicians and fighters alike. Now, he

wants to use his multimillion-dollar fortune to
create an autonomous region for Iraq’s Sunnis.
Khanjar’s emergence from backroom deal-mak-
er to would-be Sunni champion is just one sign
of Iraq’s continued political drift.

Efforts by Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi to
reconcile Iraq’s Sunni and Shiites have mostly
foundered, despite increased US engagement
in Iraq. Shiite parties and militias are often more
focused on their own internal power struggles
than brokering a political compromise with
Sunnis. Sunni tribes tell security officials and
politicians they are at the mercy of both Sunni
extremist group Islamic State and Shiite militias.

Dubai-based Khanjar says he offers an alter-
native: a federation in which Sunnis, Shiites and
Kurds could all run their own parts of the coun-
try without formally breaking it up.  A Sunni fed-
eral region would win billions in investments
from Gulf Arab states and Turkey, Khanjar and
partners in his alliance said.

Last week, Khanjar, a native of the embattled
Sunni city of Fallujah, announced in a televised
address that he was forming a delegation to
investigate “extrajudicial killing”, the “demolish-
ing and looting of property” and other alleged
human rights violations by Shiite militia there.
“The Iraqi government is granting a political
cover to militias and consistently denies the sys-
tematic violations of human rights” Khanjar said.

The government has consistently denied
any involvement by state forces in killings or
abductions and said it actively works to arrest
criminal gangs behind such actions. Over the
past year, the six-foot-tall tycoon, flanked by a
gaggle of aides and British private security con-
tractors, has made a series of trips to northern
Iraq. He limits himself to Kurdistan, because, he
says, his life is in danger from Islamic State and
Iranian-backed forces in other parts of the coun-
try. He is also paying $65,000 a month to a
Washington, DC-based lobbying firm run by for-
mer Clinton White House officials to promote
his cause in the United States.

Iraq’s ruling Shiite leaders deride him as a
destabilizing opportunist. Jabbar Al-Abadi, a

member of parliament from the Prime
Minister’s Dawa party, described Khanjar’s push
for Sunni autonomy as “an invitation to tear Iraq
apart”. Sunni rivals of Khanjar describe him as a
self-promoter and accuse him of putting his
desire for power above Iraq’s stability. Khanjar’s
advantage is his checkbook, which has helped
bankroll political coalitions, finance tribal upris-
ings and fuel nationwide protests. Sunni and
Shiite politicians alike have tried to woo him at
one time or another, including some who
despise him.

Former US diplomats say that Khanjar’s size-
able fortune and close ties with Gulf States and
Turkey allow him to be a secret and enduring
force in Iraq’s politics. “Khanjar will play any side
so as to gain advantage for himself,” one former
US official said. “Question is: does he really want
to influence his country for the best, or is he just
protecting and expanding his business net-
works? Or is it all just a game for a guy who is a
billionaire?” That matters because over the past
decade, assassinations by Islamic State and
Shiite militias, and political infighting have
severely winnowed the pool of budding Sunni
politicians. Ex-US diplomat Ali Khedery, who
worked in Baghdad from 2003 to 2010, said
“Khanjar is one of the very few Sunni figures
with vision, intellect, and money, who is left
standing, although he is far from perfect in a
country wracked by violence, sectarianism and
corruption.”

Khanjar’s history is controversial. Former
Sunni guerrillas in Iraq say he helped fund the
anti-US insurgency that began soon after the
2003 US-led invasion. Later, they say, he backed
the 2006 pro-American Sunni tribal uprising
that helped destroy Islamic State’s original incar-
nation, Al-Qaeda in Iraq. In 2010, Khanjar says
he helped found one of the two main political
lists in Iraq’s national elections. Three years later,
he helped finance nationwide Sunni protests
against Baghdad.

Ezzat Shabandar, a Shiite politician, who
negotiated with Khanjar during the 2010 Iraqi
government formation process, described the
tycoon as the man the Shiite parties had to
talk with earlier this decade. “He had power
and wealth,” Shabandar said, though cau-
tioned that the emergence of Islamic State
meant it would be harder for Khanjar to be an

unrivaled “strongman” for Sunnis today.
Khanjar’s net worth is estimated to be in the
hundreds of millions of dollars. His assets
include manufacturing, banking, financial
services and commercial and residential real
estate across the Middle East, Europe and
North Africa. Detractors - from former insur-
gents to Iraqi intelligence officers - say his
family built its fortune by setting up front
companies for members of Saddam Hussein’s
regime in the 1990s. They accuse Khanjar of
seizing his partners’ assets for himself after the
2003 invasion, accusations he denies. Asked
his worth, Khanjar laughed and answered:
“God has been very good to me.”

Pandora’s Box?
Earlier this year, Khanjar flew into Iraqi

Kurdistan to inspect some of the 14 schools and
three clinics he funds for the one million Sunnis
who have settled there after being displaced
from their homes across Iraq. Dressed elegantly
in a dark suit, he was greeted by dozens of
Sunni children in matching blue and white uni-
forms. The children dutifully recited poems
praising him as their rescuer from Iraq’s sectari-
an conflict. Khanjar smiled, folded his hands
and addressed them. Iraq’s Sunnis must fight
both Islamic State terrorists and Iraqi govern-
ment-backed Shiite militias, he said.

“We are heading towards a borderless,
bloody Sunnistan if there is no immediate
action by the Iraqi government to address
Sunni rights,” he told Reuters later. “Once we
cross the threshold, no wise men - myself or any
other - can close Pandora’s box.” Khanjar argues
that a federal region modeled on Iraq’s nearly
independent Kurdish territory will grant Sunnis
rights and help them to fight Islamic State. The
Iraqi constitution allows the country’s provinces
to create a federal region. Sunni provinces have
attempted to do so twice but were rebuffed by
former Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki.
Abadi, who took over two years ago, has
endorsed the principle of greater local gover-
nance. But he has been reluctant to address the
campaign for a broader Sunni region.

To push his case, Khanjar has recruited pow-
erful Sunni political allies, including the former
governor of Mosul, Atheel Al-Nujaifi, and ex-
finance minister Rafaa Al-Issawi. US officials

viewed Issawi as a leading Sunni moderate
before former Prime Minister Maliki issued a
controversial arrest warrant against him for ter-
rorism in Dec 2012. But Khanjar and his allies
complain that they have been frozen out by the
Obama administration. They say US officials do
not believe their complaints that the Iraqi gov-
ernment is failing to reconcile with Sunnis or to
address abuses carried out by the Shiite militia
forces. They say the US government has refused
to issue visas for Issawi and Nujaifi to travel to
the United States after the two visited
Washington last spring and criticized the Iraqi
government. US ambassador to Iraq, Stuart
Jones, denied that there was a deliberate policy
to keep the men out but declined to elaborate
on why their visas had been refused. Jones said
it was against policy to speak about individual
visa cases. “The US embassy has no interest� in
silencing Iraqi voices in Washington DC or any-
where else,” Jones said. “Nor do we have that
capacity.” US officials declined to speak publicly
about Khanjar.

Seeking to address the impasse with the
United States, Khanjar has deployed his wealth
in Washington. In Sept 2015, he hired the Glover
Park Group, a lobbying firm run by former
Clinton White House and Democrat campaign
officials. This winter, he opened an office in
Washington. And his current media point man
is the former spokesman of US ambassador to
the United Nations Samantha Power. “We have
great relations with Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and
Turkey,” Khanjar said, while emphasizing he was
an Iraqi patriot. “We want to leverage these rela-
tionships.”

Nujaifi, the former Mosul governor, says he is
focused on securing the support of Turkey for
the Sunni federal project. The pair are also
building their own paramilitary forces to fight
Islamic State. Nujaifi says his force now includes
4,000 men from Nineveh province who have
been trained by Turkey. Khanjar says he has
funded 2,400 men now fighting Islamic State
just outside Fallujah. He claims to have another
4,000 recruits who are ready for training.
Khanjar insists he is trying to save his country
for its sake, not his. “Anyone would like to see his
country stable and secure,” he said. “If it was sta-
ble and secure, I would never have thought of
going into politics.”  —Reuters

Could a millionaire save Iraq’s Sunnis?

By Rajesh Kumar Singh

In late 2014, the knives were out for India’s central bank gover-
nor Raghuram Rajan. Finance ministry officials were frustrated
by his reluctance to cut interest rates to stimulate growth, and

moves were afoot to ease him out of the job. Some were airing
their reservations about Rajan’s hawkish stance in the media.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi convened a meeting of senior
finance ministry staff that December to hear their complaints, said
a person who was present. At the end, the leader delivered a stern
message: Do not indulge in a public spat with the central bank.

The moment marked a turning point in ties between the heads
of the newly installed government and the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI). Since then, Modi and Rajan have developed a close working
rapport, government officials and people close to the governor
say, and that could be crucial to the $2 trillion economy. With
Modi’s patronage, it is more likely the government will reappoint
Rajan, whose three-year term expires in September, should he
wish to stay on, the sources said.

That would allow him to try to revive India’s banking sector
that has been smothered by distressed debt, which, in turn, is
choking off economic recovery. “Rajan will get another term and
he will accept it,” said Arvind Mayaram, India’s former finance sec-
retary who Rajan worked with closely first as the government’s
chief economic adviser and then as RBI governor. “He is well
entrenched in India’s political economy.” A top government offi-
cial said the decision rests with Modi and the leader has not yet
said what he wants to do. Modi recently told The Wall Street
Journal that Rajan’s reappointment would come up only in
September. The official, speaking anonymously because he was
not authorised to discuss the matter with the press, added that
the prime minister was “proud” of the RBI governor and that a
campaign against Rajan would not affect Modi’s decision. The
prime minister’s office and finance ministry did not respond to

requests for comment. Rajan, former chief economist at the
International Monetary Fund, has not disclosed his plans, and did
not respond to requests for comment for this article.

Modi’s Support is Key
Modi’s support would be important if the 53-year-old RBI chief

is to get the big state banking sector to complete a cleanup of
massive debts and force defaulters to pay up. Banks making provi-
sions for bad debt are reluctant to issue new loans, leading to criti-
cism within the sector and complaints from smaller businesses
and politicians. Patronage from above will also help shield Rajan
from lingering opposition within the ruling nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) to a man known for his straight talking and will-
ingness to question government policy and achievements.

As the personal understanding between Rajan and Modi
appears to grow, some officials still resent him. The fact that Rajan
was appointed by the previous Congress government did not help
him win friends in Modi’s BJP, and the former University of Chicago
professor has been viewed by some with suspicion as a product of
the West, not India. BJP parliamentarian and economist
Subramanian Swamy, one of those leading a campaign to remove
Rajan, recently accused him of “wilfully and deliberately wrecking
the Indian economy.”

Bonhomie
The governor’s penchant for blunt commentary raises hackles.

Rajan’s appeal for tolerance late last year was perceived to be a
veiled criticism of the government for appealing to the Hindu
majority at the expense of minority communities, prompting
Swamy to rebuke him for speaking like a “grandfather”. Rajan
recently compared India’s fast-growing economy to a “one-eyed
king in the land of the blind”. Trade Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
publicly censured his comments.

The first signs of growing bonhomie between Modi and Rajan

came early last year, when Modi called Rajan the “best teacher” for
explaining complex economic issues to him. Days later, the gover-
nor returned the compliment, saying the teaching went both
ways. The prime minister backed Rajan in the monetary policy
panel’s composition and blocking moves to strip the RBI’s authori-
ty to regulate government bonds and manage public debt.

Modi’s office also directed the finance ministry to pursue only
those policies where there was agreement with the central bank, a
former finance ministry official said. The governor frequently visits
New Delhi to meet Modi, a government official with direct knowl-
edge said. But their meetings are mostly kept away from the public
gaze. Modi’s office declined a request to disclose the number and
details of the meetings, saying the information relates to “econom-
ic interest of the state”.

Rajan had help from junior finance minister Jayant Sinha, a
college friend and one of the more influential economic voices in
the Modi government. At the December meeting, Sinha told the
attendees that the clashes were undermining the government’s
credibility, the person present said. A government source said
that Sinha also facilitated meetings between Rajan and Modi to
broker a compromise on thorny issues such as the composition
of the new monetary panel. Sinha did not respond to a request
for comment.

Learning on the Job
Rajan may prove a more effective governor second time around

if he gets the chance, say some RBI insiders and economists.
Although he fended off a market attack on the rupee early in his
tenure, bankers, economists and his former colleagues said he was
relatively slow to grasp how liquidity flows through the economy
and how to fine tune it to meet his primary policy goal of taming
inflation. Under Rajan, the RBI forced banks to source limited short-
term funds from cash-for-bond auctions rather than getting unlimit-
ed funds from the central bank at a fixed rate. —Reuters

Indian central bank chief wins over Modi


