
Algeria-Morocco 
standoff threatens 
Spain gas supplies
TUNIS: Algeria pumps huge volumes of gas through Mo-
rocco into Europe, but with Algiers and Rabat at logger-
heads as a pipeline agreement nears expiry, experts say the
taps could soon be turned off. That would hit Spain’s gas
supplies just as prices soar across Europe and with winter
approaching, and Foreign Minister Jose Manuel Albares was
due in Algeria yesterday to discuss the issue, his office told
AFP. Algeria, Africa’s biggest natural gas exporter, has been
using the Gaz-Maghreb-Europe (GME) pipeline since 1996
to deliver several billion cubic metres (bcm) per year to
Spain and Portugal. But the GME contract is due to expire
at the end of October - just over two months after Algiers
severed diplomatic ties with Rabat over “hostile actions”.

And in August, Energy Minister Mohamed Arkab told
Spanish ambassador Fernando Moran that Algeria was
ready to deliver all its Spain-bound gas exports via an al-
ternative undersea pipeline, bypassing Morocco. “A deal
to continue the GME agreement before October 31 is
very unlikely,” Maghreb geopolitics expert Geoff Porter
said. “In light of the lack of diplomatic channels between
Rabat and Algiers, it’s difficult to see any pathway for ne-
gotiations.” —AFP
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MANAMA: Zionist’s top diplomat Yair Lapid began a landmark
visit yesterday to Bahrain where he will open the Zionist embassy
one year after the US-brokered normalization of ties. The Zionist
foreign minister touched down at Manama airport over an hour
before a Gulf Air A320 took off in the opposite direction for the
first commercial flight between the two countries. Crew members
waved the flags of Bahrain and Zionist entity from cockpit win-
dows of the passenger jet when it landed later at Ben Gurion air-
port near Tel Aviv. 

The Bahrain flight and Zionist entity’s first bilateral ministerial
visit to the Gulf country are part of a thaw in regional relations
after the United Arab Emirates, Morocco and Sudan also agreed
last year to establish ties with Zionists under agreements known
as the Abraham Accords. “We’ve landed in Bahrain. I’m proud to
represent Zionist entity in an official and historic first in the king-
dom. Thanks for the warm reception,” Lapid said on Twitter.

Lapid met later with his Bahraini counterpart Abdullatif Al-
Zayani. “We talked about the cooperation between our countries
and about taking the official peace between us and turning it into
an active, economic, security, political and civic friendship,” he
tweeted. However, anger simmers in some quarters over the ac-
cords, which broke with decades of Arab consensus that there
would be no relations with Zionists while the Palestinian question
remains unresolved.

Protesters burned tyres on the outskirts of Manama early yes-
terday, sending clouds of black smoke into the air, and the hash-

tag #BahrainRejectsZionists in Arabic was circulating on social
media. Extra security was stationed on the route to the airport
and no Zionist flags were visible on main roads. Opposition ac-
tivists have called for further protests later on. “The visit of the
FM to Bahrain is an act firmly rejected, condemned and de-
nounced by the people of Bahrain,” Sheikh Hussein Al-Daih,
deputy secretary-general of the opposition Al-Wefaq National
Islamic Society, told AFP on Wednesday.

‘Peaceful diplomacy’ 
Memorandums of understanding on technology and the

economy will be signed during Lapid’s visit, along with agree-
ments involving  national water company and Sheba hospital,
Zionist officials said. The Arab countries involved in the Abra-
ham Accords have stressed the economic benefits of ties with
Zionist entity, with half a billion dollars in trade already reported
with the UAE.

The UAE, Bahrain and Morocco became the first Arab states
in decades to normalize relations with Zionists last year, following
negotiations spearheaded by former US president Donald Trump.
The Zionist state had earlier reached peace treaties with neigh-
boring Egypt and Jordan. On the first anniversary of the accords
this month, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken pledged to con-
tinue the efforts of the Trump government. “This administration
will continue to build on the successful efforts of the last admin-
istration to keep normalization marching forward,” Blinken said.

“We will encourage more countries to follow the lead of the
Emirates, Bahrain and Morocco. We want to widen the circle of
peaceful diplomacy.” Beyond economics, the rapprochement was
also driven by mutual concern over Iran, with the regional rivalry
even pushing Saudi Arabia into quietly building relations with the
Zionist state. Lapid is the main architect of Zionist coalition gov-
ernment that ousted ex-premier Benjamin Netanyahu, who
signed the Abraham Accords. Lapid has visited UAE and Mo-
rocco since becoming foreign minister in June. —AFP
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The Western Sahara: 
Contested desert land
RABAT: The disputed Western Sahara, a former Spanish colony, has long
been a bone of contention on the international stage. In the latest twist,
the European Union’s top court on Wednesday cancelled two trade deals
with Morocco after a case brought by the Algeria-backed Polisario Front
movement, which seeks independence for the territory. Morocco, which
controls 80 percent of Western Sahara, has offered autonomy but main-
tains the territory is a sovereign part of the kingdom.

Desert and ocean 
Western Sahara sits on the western edge of the vast desert, stretching

along about 1,000 kilometers of Atlantic coastline. Its inhospitable terrain
supports only around 650,000 people. As Spain withdrew in 1975, its
northern neighbor Morocco moved in, claiming the territory as part of
its kingdom. But it was opposed by the Polisario Front, which took up
arms to fight for independence, with the International Court of Justice
ruling in favor of self-determination. In November 1975, 350,000 Mo-
roccans took part in the so-called Green March to the border, to press
the kingdom’s claim on the territory’s large reserves of phosphate and
rich offshore fisheries. The following year, the Polisario Front proclaimed
the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), with the support of allies
including Cuba and neighboring Algeria, its most important backer.

Sand wall 
The Polisario initially gained the upper hand, before being pushed

back into the interior. During the 1980s, Morocco built a sand wall to
keep Polisario fighters out of territory it controlled. The outermost de-
fensive line runs for 2,700 kilometers, ringing the part of Western Sahara
now under Moroccan control. It is fortified with barbed wire and
trenches, and is one of the world’s largest minefields. The SADR is a

member of the African Union, but controls less than 20 percent of the
territory, mostly empty desert.

Troubled region
The United Nations has failed to find a lasting settlement since it bro-

kered a ceasefire on the line of control in 1991. A referendum it organized
over Western Sahara’s future in 1992 was aborted as both parties ob-
jected to who was eligible to vote. Since 2007, Rabat has refused any
referendum and has offered only autonomy instead of independence.

Morocco-Algeria tensions 
The conflict has long poisoned Morocco’s relations with neighboring

Algeria. Their border has been closed since 1994, and between 100,000
and 200,000 Sahrawi refugees live in camps around the Algerian desert
town of Tindouf. In August, Algeria severed diplomatic relations with
Morocco, accusing Rabat of “hostile actions”. On September 22, Algiers
closed its airspace to Moroccan planes.

Talks fail 
Relaunched in late 2018 after a long break, United Nations-brokered

talks between Morocco, the Polisario Front, Algeria and Mauritania have
been deadlocked since the 2019 resignation of the UN’s Western Sahara
representative. In September 2021, Morocco said it had agreed to the
nomination of former UN Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura to the post.
UN reports have highlighted human rights violations committed by Mo-
rocco in the territory and a deterioration of conditions in the Tindouf
camps.

Migrant pressure on Spain 
In April, Polisario leader Brahim Ghali went to Spain, reportedly for

treatment for Covid-19, a move Madrid says was made on humanitarian
grounds but which prompted a diplomatic crisis between Morocco and
Spain. In May, between 8,000 and 10,000 migrants crossed into Spain’s
North African enclave of Ceuta from Morocco, in what some have seen
as a ploy by Rabat to put pressure on Madrid.—AFP

TEL AVIV: A Gulf Air A320 aeroplane coming from the Bahraini capital Manama
arrives at Ben Gurion Airport near Tel Aviv yesterday.  —AFP


