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Washington Watch

Cloud over 

Trump trip
By Dr James J Zogby 

As I write, President Donald Trump is on his way to
the Middle East where he has set a high stakes
program addressing some of the United States’

and the Arab World’s most critical concerns: Gulf securi-
ty, defeating extremism, reining in Iran, and resolving
the Arab-Israeli conflict. It is a heady agenda, to be sure,
but looming large will be the turmoil that is roiling the
Washington the president left behind.   

In Trump’s mind, the crises he is facing are “fake” and
manufactured by his enemies. He complained in a
Tweet on the eve of his departure that he is being con-
fronted by “the single greatest witch hunt of a politician
in American history”. Reality, however, is often at odds
with Trumps’ tweets and this is no exception, because
the president has no one to blame but himself for the
growing controversies that are putting his presidency at
risk. They are the result of his self-destructive narcissism,
his ignorance about the workings of government, his
dissembling, and his penchant for picking fights with
adversaries - including fights he couldn’t win. He simply
has not understood that being president is different
than being the star of his reality TV show or running his
real estate/branding enterprise.   

As a candidate and as president, Trump often struck
out at the media. He called them biased and unfair - and
his followers loved it. After the election, his attacks on
the media increased and were echoed by his spokesper-
sons. He routinely dismissed the networks and newspa-
pers who criticized him “fake news” and at press events
he harangued and/or insulted individual reporters.  

Attacks 
While Trump’s attacks were different in their harsh-

ness and demonstrated lack of civility, he wasn’t the first
president to use the media as a foil to stir up resent-
ment to serve his political ends. But as questions about
the relationships between his key campaign operatives
and Russia continued to grow, instead of merely upping
the ante against the media outlets that carried these
stories, Trump made a fateful decision. He went after the
intelligence community, the FBI, and career prosecutors.
The media may have served as a useful foil, but when he
went after these institutions Trump clearly overreached,
picking a fight he could not win. 

Rankled by the president’s false stories about
Michael Flynn and other operatives dealing with
Russian agents, the reasons behind his firing of FBI
Director Comey and what actually transpired in his con-
versations with Comey, and what occurred in the Oval
Office meeting with the Russian Foreign Minister - these
agencies struck back with well-timed leaks that contra-
dicted Trump, setting the stage for the Deputy Attorney
General’s appointment of a Special Prosecutor, Robert
Mueller, to investigate: whether Trump campaign opera-
tives colluded with the Russians; whether Trump or his
operatives were under the influence of the Russians; or
whether Trump, himself, was guilty of attempting to
obstruct justice by pressuring the FBI director to call off
his investigation of Flynn.   

Lesson
There is a lesson in all of this: You can fight all you

want with the press, but don’t mess with the FBI or the
intelligence agencies or career prosecutors, because
they’ll mess back - and they have ammunition that
gives them an advantage.  If Trump had been a bit more
knowledgeable about the workings of government and
less self-absorbed, he might not have picked these
fights. But he did, and now there will be a cloud over his
presidency as this investigation continues. 

At this point, we don’t know where it will lead. What
we do know is that Trump’s presidency will be weak-
ened and members of his own party (many of whom
only begrudgingly accepted his candidacy) will be
questioning his leadership. All of this is especially prob-
lematic coming on the eve of the president’s visit to the
Middle East where he is set to participate in a number of
meetings with GCC and other Arab and Muslim leaders.
In some quarters, there are high expectations for this
visit and at least the appearance of an alignment
between some GCC key objectives and the stated for-
eign policy positions of the White House. 

The visit will take place under a cloud. In addition to
ongoing concerns with the Trump Administration’s
unpredictability and disarray, and the continuing role of
anti-Muslim ideologues within the White House (one of
whom has been bizarrely tapped to write the presi-
dent’s Riyadh speech on Islam), it is now necessary to
ask whether the president’s troubles - that were of his
own making - will weaken his ability to deliver on for-
eign policy goals he has set for himself and the region.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Full tanks and tankers: A stubborn oil glut

After the first OPEC oil production cut
in eight years took effect in January,
oil  traders from Houston to

Singapore started emptying millions of
barrels of crude from storage tanks.
Investors hailed the drawdowns as the
beginning of the end of a two-year supply
glut - raising hopes for steadily rising per-
barrel prices. It hasn’t worked out that way.
Now, many of those same storage tanks
are filling back up or draining more slowly
than investors and oil firms had expected,
according to global inventory estimates
and more than a dozen oil traders and
shipping sources who told Reuters about
storage in facilities that do not make their
oil volumes public.

The stalled drawdowns shed light on
the broader challenge facing OPEC - the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries - as it struggles to steer the
industry out of the downturn caused by
oversupply. With U.S. shale oil production
surging, inventories remain stubbornly
high and prices appear stuck in the low-
$50s per-barrel range. The market has not
strengthened enough to drain many major
storage facilities around the globe - which
OPEC oil ministers had hoped would be a
first step toward rebalancing what has
been a buyer’s market since late 2014.

Estimated inventories in industrialized
nations totaled 3.025 billion barrels at the
end of March - about 300 million barrels
above the five-year average, according to
the International Energy Agency’s latest
monthly report. Preliminary April data
indicated stocks would rise further, the IEA
said. Crude stocks stood at a record 1.235
billion barrels. OPEC and other non-OPEC

nations - most notably Russia - are now
widely expected to extend production
cuts for another nine months, through
March 2018. A panel reviewing scenarios
for the producer group’s meeting next
week is also looking at the option of deep-
ening the cuts. 

The ongoing struggle to thin supplies
has forced economists to cut their oil
price forecasts.  Bank of  America,  for
instance, last week lowered its 2017 tar-
get for Brent crude by $7 a barrel to $54.
During the two-year price war started by
OPEC, about half a billion barrels of crude
and refined products flowed into storage
facilities as oil prices hit lows of less than
$30 a barrel in early 2016. Much of the
inventory build-up came as traders start-
ed using storage to make easy money on
the widening spread between rock-bot-
tom spot oil prices and substantially high-
er prices for contracts to deliver the oil in
future months. 

That price spread - a market structure
known as contango - allowed traders to
profit even after they paid for expensive
storage in facilities such as the Louisiana
Offshore Oil Port (LOOP) - the only deep-
water U.S. oil port and a major conduit for
crude imports - or supertankers parked off-
shore in Singapore. Although the storage
trade has been less profitable since the
OPEC production cuts, much of that oil
remains in tanks, said Chris Bake, an execu-
tive committee member at Vitol,  the
world’s largest independent trader, during
an industry conference last week in
London. “ This 550 mill ion barrel-plus
inventory build of crude and products that
started in 2014 is still very much there,” he

said. “How much is going to come out?
That is an ongoing debate among all of us.” 

‘Clogged’ with Oil
From the Malacca Straits in Asia to the

ports of Northern Europe and the Gulf of
Mexico, drawdowns of global inventories
have slowed or even reversed. In the
Amsterdam-Rotterdam-Antwerp (ARA)
region - one of the most expensive areas in
Europe to store oil and the benchmark
pricing point for fuel - crude is starting to
flow back into storage because refiners are
“clogged” with oil, an industry source han-
dling deals in that region told Reuters.

Refined fuel inventories have also
jumped suddenly, with gasoil in tanks in
the ARA hub rising to an eight-month high
earlier this month, according to Dutch con-
sultancy PJK International. Gasoil includes
jet fuel, diesel and heating oil. At one of
the world’s largest oil storage facilities - on
the shores of Saldanha Bay in South Africa
- millions of barrels were sold in recent
months, traders told Reuters.

But more cargoes are flowing right
back into its tanks, which can hold 45 mil-
lion barrels, as sellers struggle to find
refiners to buy freshly loaded oil,  the
traders said. In the Houston region, stored
oil stocks touched record levels at the end
of March, according to energy information
provider Genscape. The state of invento-
ries appears more mixed in Asia. In China,
the world’s second-largest oil consumer
behind the United States, commercial
crude stocks hit their lowest level in four
years in March, according to the govern-
ment-controlled Xinhua News Agency. But
in nearby South Korea, inventories were

near a record, according to the Korea
National Oil Corp.

Slow Progress
While global inventories remain bloat-

ed, there are some signs that the OPEC
cuts have dented supplies. Recent data
from the US Energy Information
Administration showed that nationwide
stocks started draining in April this year -
the first decrease for that month since
1999. Declining costs for storage is another
indication that traders and oil companies
are putting less oil in storage than at the
height of the price war. 

At the largest US storage facility at
Cushing, Oklahoma, storage tanks costs
about 35 cents a barrel per month, traders
say, compared nearly 50 cents a year ago.
Parking oil in a supertanker off the shore of
Singapore, Asia’s refining hub, costs any-
where from 30 to 40 cents a barrel per
month, down from 50 to 80 cents just a few
months ago. The futures contract for oil
storage at the LOOP, off Louisiana’s coast,
dropped to about 24 cents per barrel
recently, one of the lowest prices this year.

Still, the patchy evidence of draining
storage has fallen far short of what
investors expected after OPEC and non-
OPEC nations agreed on production cuts
last November. The glut is ending, and
tanks are slowly emptying, but not at the
rate many oil market players had hoped,
said Amrita Sen, chief oil analyst at Energy
Aspects.  “People were impatient and
thought we’d start drawing 10 million bar-
rels a day since the first week of January,”
she said. “We’re still in excess, and there’s
lots of inventory around.” — Reuters 

Iranians yearning for detente abroad and greater free-
doms at home have handed President Hassan Rouhani a
second term, but the hardline forces he defeated in

elections on Friday will remain defiantly opposed to his
plans. Rouhani built his resounding win in Friday’s presi-
dential election by promising more economic opportuni-
ties for Iran’s youth, as well as social justice, individual free-
doms and political tolerance. He also picked a rare public
fight with hardliners close to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, angrily criticizing their favorite in the race,
Ebrahim Raisi, a judge seen by reformists as representing
the security state at its most fearsome.

The Revolutionary Guards (IRGC), the country’s most
powerful security force, are unlikely to forget his attacks,
which played to widespread frustration with a state that
controls how Iranians speak, gather and dress. During one
rally Rouhani referred to hardliners as “those who cut out
tongues and sewed mouths shut”.

“Rouhani will face more pressure in his second term. The
Revolutionary Guards and other deep state organisations
will create more problems for him,” said Meir Javedanfar, an
Iranian-born Israeli lecturer on Iran at the Interdisciplinary
Centre Herzliya in Israel. “Since the 1979 revolution, when-
ever hardliners have lost a political battle, they have tried
to settle scores.” One way the Guards could re-assert their
dominance at home would be to stoke more confrontation
abroad, where they provide the shock troops for Iran’s
interventions in Iraq, Syria and elsewhere in the Middle
East. “I would worry about the more confrontational policy
of the IRGC in the Persian Gulf ... and more confrontational
policy with the U.S. and Saudi Arabia,” said Javedanfar.

Collision Course
Rouhani’s allies say he still has the wherewithal to deliv-

er progress. An insider from within the upper echelons of
power, he has worked with the supreme leader Khamenei
for decades. “As the economy is among Khamenei’s top pri-
orities, Khamenei will be obliged to give limited backing to
Rouhani’s liberal economic policy like the cautious support
he gave to the nuclear deal,” said an official, close to
Rouhani’s government.

Rouhani, first elected in a landslide in 2013 on a promise
to reduce Iran’s diplomatic isolation, spent most of his
political capital in his first term on a nuclear agreement
with six powers that resulted in a lifting of most sanctions
in return for curbs on Tehran’s nuclear program. Domestic
social reforms were largely ignored. But in his second term
Rouhani will be under more pressure from his followers to

deliver on changes at home. He has now contributed to
that pressure himself by campaigning hard as a reformist,
particularly in the final days.

“Clearly it’s going to be difficult to back down on some
of this stuff,” said Abbas Milani, director of the Iranian
Studies program at Stanford University. Milani noted “the
challenges he gave to the IRGC” as well as promises to
release reformist leaders held under house arrest.  “All of
these are going to put him on a confrontation path if not a
collision course with the conservatives,” he said.

The internal power struggle in the Islamic Republic is
not just a philosophical argument between reformists and
hardliners, but a battle to preserve the dominance of a
theocratic establishment with vested interests and privi-
leges. The Revolutionary Guards have an extensive busi-
ness empire to protect, and believe opening up to the West

could lead to regime change. Given the importance of the
Guards to the clerical leadership, few Iranians harbor high
hopes that Rouhani will to fulfill all his promises.

“Rouhani will likely be unwilling or unable to push back
against hardliners.... Those who want real change ... will once
again - and most unfortunately - be stuck between a rock
and a hard place,” said Behnam Ben Taleblu, a senior Iran
analyst at Washington-based Foundation for Defense of
Democracies. Still, the prospect of victory by Raisi, who was
one of four judges in the 1980s that approved the death sen-
tences of thousands of political prisoners, was enough to
drive even doubtful Iranians out to vote for Rouhani in force.
“Iranians are perhaps not overly optimistic that Rouhani can
move the country forward, but at least he didn’t want to drive
the country backward,” Karim Sadjadpour, senior fellow at the
Carnegie Endowment who focuses on Iran, said. — Reuters 

Expect Iran hardliners to ‘settle scores’

An Iranian woman walks past portraits of President Hassan Rouhani outside his campaign headquarters in Tehran
yesterday. — AFP 


