
Powerful trio 
cast a shadow 
over Congo poll 

Elections in Democratic Republic of Congo will
ostensibly bring the curtain down on the era of
President Joseph Kabila, in charge of the vast

resource-rich nation for nearly 18 turbulent years. If elec-
tions successfully take place on Sunday, it would mark the
first peaceful transition of power in the DRC’s post-colo-
nial history. But many analysts strongly doubt that Kabila
will quit politics. Instead, they predict he will simply wield
influence behind the scenes - a tactic likely to be emulated
by two rivals, ex-rebel Jean-Pierre Bemba and Moise
Katumbi, exiled former governor of Katanga province.

Kabila comeback? 
Kabila took power at the age of 29 after his president

father, Laurent-Desire, was assassinated in 2001 by a
bodyguard. If Sunday’s thrice-postponed vote goes
according to plan, Kabila will step down, taking up the
senator-for-life position offered to former presidents.
Kabila has been vague about his future but, aged only 47,
seems to have no plans to shuffle off into retirement. “In
life, as in politics, I do not rule anything out,” he told for-
eign media ahead of the polls. He said his political future
might be clearer in 2023 - the year the country is set to
hold its next presidential polls. 

Critics say Kabila plans to have the seat kept warm for
him by his hand-picked successor, hardline former interior
minister Emmanuel Ramazani Shadary, one of the fron-
trunners wins the election. After nearly 18 years in power,
Kabila has also built up a web of supporters in the military
and security apparatus, as well as a loyal political vehicle,
the Common Front for Congo (FCC), which earlier this
year declared him to be its “moral authority”. Kabila also
reputedly has major stakes in the economy, which would
also extend his potential influence. A Bloomberg investiga-
tion two years ago found the Kabila family had built up a
huge business network with interests across the DRC.

Bemba: Former warlord 
Former militia leader Jean-Pierre Bemba, 56, has been a

fixture in DRC’s political landscape, and a rival to the
Kabila clan, for years. He was once an assistant to Mobutu
Sese Seko, but left the country after Kabila’s father over-

threw the dictator in 1997. In 1998 he formed his
Movement for the Liberation of the Congo (MLC) militia
in armed opposition to Kabila senior. He became vice
president in an interim government in 2003, but in 2006
was defeated by Kabila junior in an election bid. He was
elected to the Senate the following year.

In 2008, Bemba was arrested in Brussels on charges of
war crimes in the International Criminal Court over atrocities
committed by his militia in the neighboring Central African
Republic. In 2016, the ICC found him guilty of war crimes
and crimes against humanity but this year overturned the
decision on appeal. But another ICC charge of witness
bribery meant he was legally banned from an election bid.
Bemba has a major power base, especially in the northwest-
ern DRC, and tens of thousands of cheering supporters
turned out for his return in August. Like Katumbi, he has
backed Martin Fulyani, a little-known legislator and former
oil executive, as a rival candidate to the pro-Kabila Shadary. 

Katumbi: Exile-in-waiting? 
Millionaire businessman Moise Katumbi has also been

barred from contesting Sunday’s election. But the 53-year-
old can still count on wielding influence on the DRC’s
future through his backing for Fulyani. His stronghold is
the mineral-rich southeastern province of Katanga where
he was once governor. After falling out with Kabila,
Katumbi has been living in self-imposed exile in Belgium,
the former colonial power, since May 2016. He was handed
a three-year sentence for property fraud-a charge that he
denies.

In January, he declared he would run in the presidential
election but was then accused of hiring mercenaries and
charged with offences against state security. In August, he
was blocked from entering the DRC as he tried to meet a
deadline for filing his election bid. In October, the case
was sent to the constitutional court - a procedure likely to
take months. — AFP 

US President Donald Trump’s planned
withdrawal of American troops from
Syria, a move that prompted the

resignation of Defense Secretary Jim
Mattis, was the right decision in the wrong
way and at the wrong time. Unless modi-
fied it could have disastrous consequences.

The American military has been overex-
tended in the Middle East since 2003.
Invading Iraq was a strategic blunder of
the first order, perhaps the most costly in
American history. Since 2008, first Barack
Obama and now Trump have sought to
begin extricating the United States from
some of these commitments. Obama
announced a pivot to Asia and a new con-
centration on the rising Chinese challenge.
The Trump administration’s national secu-
rity strategy, announced last year, extend-
ed this rebalancing in order to prioritize
countering Russia as well as China.

Actually engineering these shifts has
proved difficult. Places like Iraq, Syria and
Afghanistan are sticky. They are not called
quagmires for nothing. Commitments are
made, obligations undertaken, solemn
promises offered, coalitions built, local
partners recruited. And everything which
results rests upon the good faith and relia-
bility of the United States.

In 2011, Obama pulled the plug on the
American military presence in Iraq. He
thereby abandoned the Sunni tribal militias
that had helped US forces defeat Al-Qaeda
and drove the survivors into Syria to the

mercies of a corrupt Shiite-dominated
government. In 2014, when those Al-Qaeda
remnants, now reorganized as Islamic
State, burst out of Syria, nothing appeared
to stand between them and Baghdad. Only
the combined efforts of the United States
and Iran allowed the Iraqi government to
hold its capital and eventually retake the
rest of its territory.

Trump’s desire to withdraw from Syria
is consistent with his and his predecessor’s
national strategies, but the manner in which
the decision has been taken is highly coun-
terproductive.
Surprise as a
device to throw
one’s adver-
saries off bal-
ance has utility,
but this deci-
sion has only
d i s c o m fi t e d
A m e r i c a ’ s
friends. The
United States
leads a multi-
national military coalition in Syria, none of
whom were consulted. Several of Syria’s
neighbors, notably Israel and Iraq, are
going to be negatively affected.

The most immediately impacted will be
America’s partners on the ground, the
Kurdish-dominated militias that have done
most of the fighting and dying in the large-
ly successful and still ongoing campaign

against Islamic State. The minimum condi-
tion for withdrawal from Syria compatible
with America’s honor and credibility is to
help its Kurdish allies negotiate an
arrangement with the Damascus regime
(and with Turkey) that affords them some
degree of political autonomy and allows
them to continue to secure the population
and suppress Islamic State in the east of
the country. 

Simply walking away and allowing these
former partners to be crushed between
two hostile forces would be the worst

debacle for the
United States
since the fall of
South Vietnam.
Yet American
officials, operat-
ing on the
assumption that
US forces would
be remaining a
while longer,
have been dis-
suading the

Kurds from seeking such an arrangement
with the regime in Damascus.

Another collateral victim of this deci-
sion is likely to be the peace negotiations
on Afghanistan. American officials are cur-
rently in talks with the Taleban about an
end to that war, an intra-Afghan dialogue
leading to the inclusion of the Taleban in an
expanded national government and the

withdrawal of American and other NATO
forces. Trump’s decision on Syria, and his
reported desire to also begin withdrawing
troops from Afghanistan, will pull the rug
out from under the American and Afghan
government negotiators, giving the Taleban
every incentive to await a comparable
move by the US president on Afghanistan.

Despite his relative inexperience, Trump
has so far avoided the kind of military
blunders that in the light of history have
marred the performance of many of his
predecessors - Presidents John F
Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs, Lyndon Johnson’s
post-Tonkin Gulf escalation in Vietnam, Bill
Clinton’s Black Hawk Down battle in
Somalia, George W Bush’s invasion of Iraq
and Obama’s 2011 withdrawal from Iraq.
This may be about to change.

Bob Corker, the Republican chair of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, has
asserted that Trump’s withdrawal decision
was made for political purposes. If true,
this would not be the first time for this or
any other president. But the apparently
impulsive nature of this decision, heedless
of evident consequences, uncoordinated
with allies or even among the relevant US
agencies should be cause for alarm. With
the arrival of a new Congress in January,
American domestic politics are likely to
become even more turbulent. If this turbu-
lence spills over into the realm of national
security, we could all be in for a very
rough ride. — Reuters 
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Iran’s economic 
challenges go 
beyond sanctions 

Iran’s government faces acute economic chal-
lenges as it announced its annual budget yester-
day, and not all of its problems are the result of

US sanctions. The rial has lost around half its value
against the dollar since US President Donald Trump
announced he was withdrawing from the 2015
nuclear deal in May and reimposing sanctions. That
has driven up prices and blocked much of the foreign
investment President Hassan Rouhani had hoped to
attract, with the International Monetary Fund now
predicting the economy will shrink by 3.6 percent
next year. But analysts say many of the country’s
woes pre-date Trump and the sanctions. 

Banking sector 
Iran-based economist Mohammad Mahidashti

says the banking system is the “biggest problem -
riddled with fictitious assets and non-performing
loans”. Banks issued huge loans under Rouhani’s
predecessor Mahmoud Ahmadinejad with little
apparent care for whether they would be repaid.
Parliament’s economic commission said in March that
half of all these loans - worth around $27 billion at
the time - turned sour.

Desperately short of funds, banks have tried to
attract fresh deposits with interest rates of 30 per-
cent or more. While providing a much-needed source
of liquidity initially, the interest on these deposits has
only added to banks’ instability. Rouhani said recent-
ly that “unhealthy” banks were being kept afloat by
continuously borrowing from the central bank, and
the debts of private lenders have doubled in the year
to September.

Banks are also saddled with unsellable properties
after pumping cash into a construction boom that ran
out of steam around 2013. “We have close to two
million empty houses in Iran. There is simply no
demand out there,” said Narges Darvish, an econom-
ics lecturer at Tehran’s Alzahra University. But the
government is loath to let banks fail, fearing a public
backlash - especially after the collapse of dodgy
credit agencies helped fuel widespread protests a
year ago.

Currency crisis 
The US withdrawal from the nuclear deal fuelled a

run on the Iranian rial, but was not the only factor
behind the currency’s weakness. In September, cen-
tral bank governor Abdolnasser Hemmati instead
blamed “horrific growth in money supply”.  Its data
shows that the amount of cash flowing around the
Iranian economy has increased 24 percent annually
for the past four years. Given that Iran’s economy
offers few profitable and secure investment opportu-
nities, citizens had already long sought to change rial
savings into dollars.  

And when rising expectations that the US would
re-impose sanctions pressured the rial in earnest in
early 2018, the government’s reaction was a mess,
according to economist Mousa Ghaninezhad. “They
claim they believe in the free market but they have no
coherent strategy,” he told AFP. At one point, in April,
the government forcibly shut down exchange houses
and tried to fix the rate at 42,000 rials per dollar -
which only fuelled panic and drove speculators into
the black market. 

Recognizing its mistake, the government reopened
exchange shops and sacked the central bank gover-
nor a few months later. A fierce crackdown was also
unleashed on those exploiting the situation, with
dozens of traders put on trial and at least three busi-
nessmen executed since October. But the damage
has been done. Imports are now vastly more expen-
sive at the same time as sanctions make it harder to
move goods into the country. Prices have been rising
as a result - the cost of food and drink rose 60 per-
cent in the year to November, according to the cen-
tral bank.

State control 
Despite a privatization drive, much of the econo-

my remains in the hands of the state, either directly,
or because groups connected to the government or
military are the major shareholders. This has stifled
the private sector, which struggles to attract invest-
ment and compete for projects, analysts say.
Economist Ehsan Soltani says state-controlled indus-
tries like steel and petrochemicals benefit from huge
subsidies - totalling around $40 billion a year in fuel
and electricity discounts - but create relatively few
jobs and returns. “These industries are only wanted
because of rent and corruption,” he told AFP.

Hopes that the nuclear deal would bring a flood of
foreign investment to boost the private sector have
been dashed by the return of sanctions. Meanwhile,
efforts to bring greater transparency - notably, new
laws against money-laundering - have been opposed
by powerful vested interests, according to Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif. “Those places that
launder thousands of billions (of rials) are certainly
financially capable of spending a few hundred billion
on propaganda (against the laws),” Zarif told Khabar
Online news agency last month. — AFP  
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Decision has 
discomfited 

America’s 
friends

Trump Syria withdrawal - right idea, wrong time

Supporters of the Democratic Republic of Congo’s Union for Democracy and Social
Progress gather outside the party headquarters on Dec 21, 2018. — AFP 


