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Introduction

This booklet summarizes the discussion in “New
Political Dynamism and Risk Factors in MENA
Region”, an international symposium held on 7
November, 2014.

Political and economic turmoil in the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region has caused
regional and international concerns such as
terrorism, threats to security, and issues of energy
supply. This symposium was intended to evaluate
the recent progress in the region from geopolitical
and historical perspectives, which will help to
prepare and manage risks in the future.

To the symposium, Institute of Developing
Economies, Japan External Trade Organization
(IDE- JETRO), the organizer of the symposium,
invited experts from the Royal Institute of
International Affairs (Chatham House), Japan
Institute of International Affairs, the Institute of
Energy Economics, and the University of Tokyo.
The experts, together with researchers of
IDE-JETRO, provided the audience in-depth
analyses and insights about the regional
development.
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Session 1: Irag and Gulf Area under New lranian Shadows?

Future of Nuclear
Negotiation in a
Vague Picture

RN

Complexity of lranian Decision Making

The election of Hassan Rouhani, the new President
of Iran who takes a moderate diplomatic attitude,
has generated the expectation that the nuclear
negotiation with Iran will advance. However,
increased complexity in Iranian decision making
process makes it difficult to predict the direction of
the negotiation. For example, conservatives are
still cautious of rebuilding the relationship with the
western states compared to reformists including
the former president Mohammad Khatami. In
addition, in the Rouhani administration, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs is in charge of nuclear negotiation,
instead of the Supreme National Security Council
that formerly took the responsibility. Currently, the

Council is said in charge of issues surrounding ISIL.

Since various groups in lranian political scenes are
active to maintain their interests and ideological
influences, it is difficult to tell where its policy and
nuclear negotiation is heading for.

ISIL isa Common Enemy to both US and Iran,
but Nuclear Negotiation Won’t Improve

Some mention a possibility that the US foreign
policy against Iran becomes tougher due to the
victory of the Republican Party at the mid-term
election in 2014. On the other hand, international
community hopes that the US and Iran improve
their relationship while the moderate and
cooperative President Rouhani is in the office. The
influence of the US domestic politics and
international community warrants attention in

terms of President Obama’s decision about lran.




Another variable in this regard is ISIL. There is an
opinion that the US may seek cooperation and
better relations with Iran to contain ISIL. However,
the possibility is very low. The current nuclear
negotiation with lran is a product of years of
negotiations among relevant states. ISIL only will
not provide sufficient reasons for them to get rid of
the once set plan by putting aside issues and
concerns emerged in the course of negotiations.
Iran also will not want to make the P5+1 process

further complicated by putting the ISIL issues on
the table.
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Iran, Saudi Arabia,
and ISIL:

ISIL: Geo-political and Religious Threat to
Regional Powers

ISIL has been successful in seizing the territory by
force and recruiting members by social media. This
success is a threat to Iran and Saudi Arabia, major
powers in the region. To Iran, rapid expansion of
ISIL territories in lrag and Syria was a shock
because Iranian influence to the two countries
would become smaller. On the other hand, ISIL
constitutes an ideological threat to Saudi Arabia
which takes pride in being the keeper of the Islam.
Especially, it is shocking to Saudi Arabia that ISIL
attracts larger population of young Muslims after
declaring the caliphate.

No Cooperation at Hand between Iran and
Saudi Arabia

Although ISIL is a threat to both Iran and Saudi
Arabia, they do not seem to consider that mutual
cooperation is an option for them. Each of the two
countries looks at itself as the leader in the MENA
region, and the each has its own philosophy on
how to formulate regional order. For example, Iran
wants to keep the Assad regime in Syria whereas
Saudi Arabia agrees with the western states to
remove the current Syrian government. The
difference in views of regional order and political
positions are so striking to Iran and Saudi Arabia
that the two major powers will not cooperate in
spite of the threat of ISIL. They rather keep
competing with each other for geopolitical
supremacy in the Gulf.
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The Third Factor:
Kurdish in Iraq

Kurdish Independence on Their Radar Screen
The Kurds in lIraq, especially young ones, are
developing identities as Kurds rather than Iragis.
How much independence is appropriate to them
has been always an argument in Iraq. However,
the Kurds today more frequently and openly
mention the possibility partly because they are
taking roles in battles against ISIL. In reality, the
independence is not an easy goal for the Kurds.
First, international community will unlikely
recognize their independence. Second, in some
regions, the Kurds are not the majority among
residents. In spite of these significant hurdles, the
Kurdish discourse about independence has
changed from, for example, “lIs it possible to
become independent?” to “What do we need to
achieve independence?” and “What do we do after
the independence?”.

It also deserves attention that the Kurds are not a
coherent group and sometimes they emulate
neighboring Kurds each other. The rivalry emerges
because each subgroup is interested in own
autonomy within  their current residential
territories.
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Session 2: Stable and Unstable Regimes in MENA Region

Transition in the
Post-Arab Spring
Era: Why Some
Succeeded and
Others Were Failing

Implications of Tunisian Success

When the Arab Spring was ignited in Tunisia, the
country had already satisfied conditions necessary
for political transition after the revolution. For
example, it had the small but well-trained military
and civil society relatively matured around the
middle class. Administrative and parliamentary
systems appropriate to the transition were
adopted, which served for democratic separation
of power and check and balance. In addition,
seriously committing to establish the new
constitution greatly contributed to stabilize society
during the transition.

Historical Explanations of Success and
Failure

Unfortunately, Tunisia is an exception. Historical
perspectives will be helpful to understand what lies
between the Tunisian success and outcomes in
other MENA countries; how their national
sovereign systems develop after colonization and
independence. In Tunisia after independence,
religious and ethnic tensions were not as high as in
other MENA countries whereas national identity
and national political system were solid. In the
case of Egypt, series of international conflicts
increased political influence of the military, and the
influence was maintained after the Arab Spring.
However, Egypt had established a solid national
identity as Tunisia did. Thus, after the Arab Spring,
the primary concern in Egypt was reallocation of
power and governance, not a collapse of the state
itself.




On the other hand, political and social stability was
attained by concentration of power and oppression
in Libya and Syria because national identity was
hard to develop in these countries that had longer
histories as colonies. As a result, once the collapse
of political authority in the Arab Spring brought
about chaotic conditions, the two countries almost

had to rebuild their states from the scratch.
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MENA and European

Influence

EU Influence is Waning despite Its Effort
MENA region is Europe’s backyard, and its
geopolitical importance to Europe has not been
changed. For example, EU adopted Support
Partnership Reform Inclusive Growth (SPRING)
programme to influence development in the region
after the Arab Spring. In the prgoramme, EU
provides grants to the MENA countries depending
on the progress in political, economic, and social
reforms. However, in spite of the EU initiative, such
countries as UAE and Kuwait provided generous
financial support to Egypt once the Muslim
Brotherhood was overthrown in the military coup.
By contrast, funding to Egypt through the SPRING
stopped because the European Council judged it as
unaccounted. These factors in Europe and the
MENA region have been weakening the EU’s
influence to the region relatively.

Regional Importance Intact Due to
Immigration, Refugees, and Security

On the contrary to the waning influence, EU has to
maintain good communication with the MENA
countries because of their geographical, political,
and socio-economic proximity. Countries in the
region, such as Syria, provide large part of the
immigrants and refugees to Europe, and ISIL has
been an imminent and common security threat to
them. As far as these close ties exist around the
Mediterranean, the MENA region remains far from
negligible to EU.
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Endnotes

In the symposium, the panelists also discussed
possible influence of the election results in the US
to Japanese diplomacy in the MENA region. The
Republican victory will be likely to constrain policy
options for President Obama, which provides
Japan a window to approach the region in its own
ways. It is important to use the opportunity well
for implementing “soft power” oriented policies,
for example, dialogues in parallel with cooperative
projects. This is because conventional methods to
handle regional situations, such as
democratization pressure based on the western
values and military intervention, do not seem
workable today. In this regard, Japan will have
many to contribute.

Risk control and management is essential to
Japanese firms and NGOs that are active in the
MENA region. At the same time, a caution is
necessary so that the precaution and vigilance do
not render negative effects to the relations
between Japan and the region where Japanese
contributions are desired now more than ever.

Author: Masaki Kataoka
Editor: Junko Shimazoe
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“New Political Dynamism and Risk Factors in MENA Region”

Date: 7 November, 2014
Location: Exhibition Hall, JETRO, Japan

13:30-13:40 | Opening Remarks: Daisuke Hiratsuka, Executive Vice President, JETRO
Session 1: Irag and Gulf Area under New Iranian Shadows?
Moderator: Hitoshi Suzuki, Chief Senior Researcher, Area Studies Center, IDE-JETRO
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13:55-14:10 | Speaker 2: “The Prospects for Iran-US Relations: Can Iran Play a Stabilizing Role in
the Region?”
Mari Nukii, Research Fellow, Japan Institute of International Affairs
14:10-14:25 | Speaker 3: “lraqi Kurdistan at a Crossroads: the Future of the de-facto State”
Akiko Yoshioka, Senior Researcher, JIME, the Institute of Energy Economics
14:25-15:10 | Panel Discussion
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Session 2: Stable and Unstable Regimes in MENA Region
Moderator: Hiroshi Sato, Chief Senior Researcher, Research Planning Department,
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15:25-15:40 | Speaker 1: “Key Elements for Regime Change and Regime Stability in the Middle
East”
Housam Darwisheh, Research Fellow, Middle Eastern Studies Group, Area Studies
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Satoshi lIkeuchi, Associate Professor, Research Center for Advanced Science and
Technology, University of Tokyo
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with Events rather than Shaping them?
Claire Spencer, Head, MENA Programme, Chatham House
16:10-16:55 | Panel Discussion
16:55-17:05 | Coffee Break
17:05-17:25 | Question and Answer, Moderator: Hitoshi Suzuki
17:25-17:35 | Conclusion: Hiroshi Sato
17:35-17:45 | Closing Remarks: Hiroshi Sato
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