
Abattle for access to seaports is underway in one of
the world’s unlikeliest places: Somalia, now caught up
in a regional struggle between Saudi Arabia and the

United Arab Emirates on one side, with Qatar backed by
Turkey on the other. At stake: Not just the busy waters off
the Somali coast but the future stability of the country itself.
Somalia has been at war for decades and until the last few
years it has struggled to attract foreign investment. But rival-
ries in the nearby Arabian peninsula are resulting in serious
inflows into Somalia. 

A year ago, a company owned by the United Arab
Emirates government signed a $336 million contract to
expand the port of Bosaso, north of Mogadishu in the
semi-autonomous Somali region of Puntland. Less than a
year before that, another UAE-owned firm took control of
the Berbera port in the breakaway northern region of
Somaliland and pledged up to $440 million to develop it.
In March, Ethiopia took a stake in the port for an undis-
closed sum.

At the same time, Turkey, an ally of UAE rival Qatar, is
ramping up a multi-billion dollar investment push in Somalia.
A Turkish company has run the Mogadishu port since 2014,
while other Turkish firms have built roads, schools, and hos-
pitals. The rivalries have intensified since June, when the
most powerful Arab states, led by Saudi Arabia and includ-
ing the UAE, cut diplomatic ties with Qatar, accusing it of
supporting Iran and Islamist militants.

That Middle Eastern feud is driving the desire to control
the Horn of Africa and its waters, according to diplomats,
businessmen, scholars and Somali officials. Somalia is close
to vital oil routes and its ports could also serve landlocked
Ethiopia, which has a population of 100 million. Gulf nations
have had trade and religious ties with Somalia for centuries,
but those relationships are now up in the air as new rivalries
emerge. “Somalia has been caught in the middle of this effort
to try to expand influence, commercial and military, along
the coast,” said Rob Malley, president of the International
Crisis Group, a think-tank.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE increasingly view the Somali

coastline - and Djibouti and Eritrea to the north - as their
“western security flank”, according to a senior western
diplomat in the Horn of Africa region. Qatar and Turkey,
whose investments are almost all in Mogadishu, are focused
on supporting President Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed. He
and his chief of staff are widely viewed in Somalia and by
western diplomats as loyal to Doha after receiving funds for
their 2017 election campaign.

A Qatari official told Reuters Doha had provided $385
million in infrastructure, education and humanitarian assis-
tance to the central Somali government. The official said

making deals directly with regional governments in Somalia,
as the UAE has done, undermined the central government.
Somali finance minister Abdirahman Duale Beileh agreed.
“The Gulf region has a lot of money and if they want to
invest in Somalia we welcome them with open arms,” he told
Reuters. “But it’s a question of going through the right
doors.”

The federal government in Mogadishu has long been at
odds with the semi-autonomous regions of Puntland and
Somaliland. The latter operates virtually as an independent
state and has for years sought to secede from Somalia, but
has not won international recognition. 

Detrimental effect
Less than a decade ago there was virtually no com-

mercial interest in Somalia. That began to change in 2011
when Al Qaeda-backed Al-Shabaab militants retreated
from Mogadishu. Months later, Turkey launched famine
relief operations, opening the door for projects that now
make it Somalia’s biggest foreign investor.

The government hopes new investment, especially in
infrastructure, can help the country rebuild. Better tax
collection is boosting government revenues, but this
only covers public sector salaries. Huge amounts of
capital are needed for roads, schools and other basics.
Middle Eastern companies and charities could provide
some of it. However, the money could also destabilize
the country further by deepening tensions between the
central government, aligned with Turkey and Qatar, and
Puntland and Somaliland, which both receive money
from the UAE.

“These investments are having a detrimental effect on
our political stability and worsening the relationship
between our federal government and the regions,” said
former national security adviser Hussein Sheikh-Ali.
“This could cause a constitutional crisis that only al
Shabaab will benefit from.” The Gulf crisis has already
deepened rifts in Somalia. The central government has
stayed neutral, to the annoyance of the UAE and Saudi
Arabia, which Puntland and Somaliland have backed
against Qatar. “Getting out of this mess is very difficult,”
Sheikh-Ali said. “Without unity we cannot.”

The Somali presidency and the UAE government did
not immediately respond to requests for comments.
Western nations fear the Gulf rivalries playing out in
Somalia could sideline their multi-billion dollar, UN-led
efforts  to bui ld  a  funct ional  Somal i  army to f ight
Shabaab before the withdrawal of African Union peace-
keepers in 2020. Political crises between Mogadishu and
the regional authorities are undermining government
efforts to strengthen financial systems and embark on
other core tasks of a state, diplomats say. —Reuters
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Ex-con coal 
baron roils US 
Senate race, 
alarming Reps

West Virginians came embarrassingly
close to picking a prison inmate over
president Barack Obama in the 2012

Democratic primary. Six years on, will the state’s
Republican voters make an ex-con Trumpist their
party’s US Senate nominee? The provocative dark
horse in next week’s Republican primary in West
Virginia - the heart of Donald Trump country - is a
coal baron who spent a year in prison after an
explosion at his company’s mine killed 29 people. 

Don Blankenship’s surprisingly strong traction
has establishment Republicans terrified that a tar-
nished conservative could trigger another political
debacle as they struggle to maintain control of
Congress. With November’s mid-term elections
now six months away, and President Trump’s poor
approval ratings an anchor around the necks of
many Republican lawmakers, party grandees are
closely watching what transpires in West Virginia.

The impoverished Appalachian state has veered
Republican over the last decade. But having an ex-
con on probation as the party’s nominee could
make it harder to oust incumbent Democrat Joe
Manchin, and paint the party as unable to control
its rebellious wing at a time when political disci-
pline is crucial. 

And yet there Blankenship was Tuesday night,
one week before the primary, on stage debating
two other main candidates: state Attorney General
Patrick Morrisey, deemed by some as a carpetbag-
ger from New Jersey; and US congressman Evan
Jenkins, a onetime Democrat who, along with much
of West Virginia, turned Republican. “I’m up here
with two guys that’s never created a job,”
Blankenship, 68, told the audience in his soft drawl,
as he promoted his former role as chief executive
of Massey Energy.

He also dismissed charges he was responsible
for the Upper Big Branch Mine disaster of 2010,
instead accusing the federal government of taking
action that led to the explosion and then creating
a “fake prosecution” that convicted him of skirt-
ing safety standards. “They sent me to prison for
a misdemeanor,” he said. Blankenship has
expressed admiration for Trump’s ability to con-
found expectations and win the White House. The
latest GOP underdog and political rebel made
clear he will take no orders from political heavy-
weights in Washington. “I’m not going to DC to
get along,” he said. “You can’t drain the swamp
being like the swamp.”

‘Cocaine Mitch’ 
Republicans have been here before. Senate

candidate Roy Moore lost to a Democrat in last
December’s special election in conservative
Alabama amid accusations by women that Moore
assaulted, molested or pursued them when they
were teenagers. And Republicans missed two
pick-up opportunities in 2012 and 2010 when tar-
nished Senate candidates deeply embarrassed the
party. Stung by such failures, a political group
aligned with Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell has pumped at least $1.3 million into
anti-Blankenship ads, including branding the fellow
Republican a “convicted criminal” whose company
was “contaminating water supplies”.

Blankenship countered, using his personal for-
tune to launch ads blasting his Republican rivals
as insufficiently conservative, and brazenly
attacking the party’s leaders. “One of my goals as
US senator will be to ditch ‘Cocaine Mitch,’”
Blankenship said in an ad on Facebook, explain-
ing later that he was referring to McConnell’s
father-in-law’s Chinese company, whose ship was
allegedly used to smuggle $7 million of drugs
from Colombia to Europe.

McConnell’s wife, Elaine Chao, is US Secretary
of Transportation. A recent poll shows
Blankenship, who backs Trump’s positions on ille-
gal immigration, trailing the other two top candi-
dates, but a quarter of respondents remained
undecided. “The concern of the Republican
National Committee about a Blankenship nomina-
tion appears real,” Robert Rupp, political science
professor of West Virginia Wesleyan College, told
AFP, noting that party intervention may solidify
Blankenship’s claim as the outsider taking on
Washington. Given that ultimate outsider Keith
Judd got 41 percent of the vote against Obama in
West Virginia’s 2012 Democratic primary despite
sitting in prison, “no possibility is beyond expecta-
tion,” Rupp said. —AFP
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Rivalry in 
region drives 
new interest

Pedal power: 
Rise of Germany 
cargo bikes 

Whether they’re hauling parcels or
children, cargo bikes are becoming
a familiar sight in German cities as

the nippy, clean alternative to cars and deliv-
ery vans - and shaking up urban transport in
the process. A desire to go green has been
key to the rise of cargo bikes in a country
where dozens of smog-choked cities are con-
sidering diesel driving bans to combat air
pollution. “The diesel scandal is a major
incentive,” said Arne Behrensen, one of the
top promoters of cargo bikes in Germany, a
mode of transport as old as the bicycle itself,
which refers to a two- or three-wheeled bike
with a fixed load carrier, usually at the front.

Financial incentives, more choice in mod-
els and the promise of zipping past rush-hour
traffic in the bike lane have added to the
appeal. “In the ‘90s, we were happy to sell
one a year,” said Gaya Schuetze of Berlin’s
Mehringhof bicycle shop, one of the capital’s
leading cargo bike centers. “Then we noticed
more and more interest, first from families and
then companies.”

Commonplace in northern Europe until the
mid-20th century, freight bikes were used to
deliver everyday essentials such as milk,
bread and newspapers. But these heavy,
unwieldy bikes quickly fell out of favor and
into oblivion as motorized vehicles gained
ground. The cargo bike’s revival began some
two decades ago in cycling-mad Denmark
and the Netherlands, blessed with flat land-
scapes and comfortable bike lanes, before
reaching Germany. Today Germany is
Europe’s largest market for cargo bikes in
terms of volume - with industry data showing

sales for electrically assisted cargo bikes
alone surged to 21,000 in 2017, 42 percent
over the previous year.

No sweat 
Over the years, cargo bikes have evolved

from bulky two-wheelers that required seri-
ous leg muscle. Modern upgrades offer lighter
frames and more spacious carriers, while e-
cargo bikes have allowed the less physically
active or those living in hilly areas to also
jump in the saddle. Cargo bikes “now reach a
wider audience, people who don’t want to
arrive at work sweaty or aren’t especially
sporty,” said Sophia Becker, a researcher at
the Institute for Advanced  Sustainability
Studies (IASS) in Potsdam near Berlin.

According to the European CycleLogistics
project, a staggering 174 models of cargo
bikes are now available, while some 50 brands
vied for attention at Berlin’s International
Cargo Bike Festival in April. Industry
observers say the cargo bike craze has yet to
run its course because “they can handle situa-
tions where a car previously seemed indispen-
sable”, says Becker. “In an average European
city, half of all motorized trips related to
goods transport could be shifted to bicycle or
cargo bikes,” Karl Reiter of the CycleLogistics
project calculated in a 2014 study, based on
journeys of a maximum of seven kilometers
with loads of less than 200 kilos.

Florists, chimneysweeps 
But the “workhorse of the 21st century”, as

the Frankfurter Rundschau newspaper
dubbed it, has yet to win over the masses. Just
one percent of Germans own a cargo bike, a
study released by the transport ministry in
March found - although seven percent said
they considered buying one. Becker believes
this will change “in the next few years”. “First
people need to be able to try it out” without
spending €1,300 to €5,000 ($1,500-$6000)
depending on the model, she said.

Keen to promote the climate-friendly car-
go bikes, several initiatives have emerged to

lend them to companies and individuals for
free trials. Last year, German firm Velogut
began loaning them out to 150 companies in
Berlin. Among the sign-ups have been pho-
tographers, coffee and pastry vendors, florists,
chimneysweeps, beekeepers, Christmas tree
deliverers and even a travelling anaesthetist.
The federal government has also got in on the
act by introducing a rebate of up to €2,500
for the purchase of an e-cargo bike with a
load of more than 150 kilos, while Berlin
authorities offer subsidies of €500 to €1,000.

‘Protect us’ 
But experts say the biggest roadblock to

cargo bikes going mainstream is the lack of
adapted infrastructure: Safe cycle lanes,
secure parking and easy-to-find repair shops.
“If they want clean air, they have to protect
us,” said Antje Merschel, co-initiator of a

recent Berlin referendum on cycling policies.
“We’re not going to risk our lives on a bike.”
Online retailer Amazon has started using car-
go bikes for deliveries, while shipping giant
UPS has been running battery-powered
freight bikes in German cities since 2012.

But the big players in delivery are still
waiting for bike manufacturers to catch up
and mass-produce reliable low-maintenance
models, which are so far mostly made by
small, independent companies. There is also
the complication of needing “micro-hubs” in
often high-rent urban areas from where
couriers can collect trucked-in goods for the
final kilometres to the client’s front door. “For
families, the bikes are here and they’re reli-
able,” said urban planner Francisco Luciano
of the French cargo bike manufacturer Douze
Cycles. “When it comes to cycle logistics,
we’re still learning.” —AFP 

This file photo taken on April 15, 2018 shows people inspecting cargo bikes during a bicycle fair
in Berlin. —AFP


