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IDE-JETRO and
Chatham House
“Shared
Perspectives on
the MENA Region”
at A Collaborative
Meeting

On 27" March, 2014, researchers from IDE-JETRO
(Institute of Developing Economies — JETRO) and
Chatham House (Royal Institute of International
Affairs) gathered in London, UK, to discuss about the
latest development in the Middle East and North
African (MENA) region.

The meeting, as its theme “Shared Perspectives on
the MENA Region” suggested, embodied a rare
opportunity for the researchers to bring together
Eastern and Western views and opinions about the
region. In four sessions of the meeting — Key
Regional Themes, International Ramifications of
Regional Problems, Cross-Regional Approaches to
Country Specific Issues, and Brainstorm — the
researchers compared and appreciated differences in
their perspectives on political, economic, and social
conditions of the MENA region.

This report describes part of the one-day discussion
at Chatham House by focusing on stability of the
region, prospects of the regional economies, and
repercussions between moves of regional major

powers and international relations.

Appendix: Participant List
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1. Post-2011 MENA:
Development beyond
Conventional
European

Perspectives

Shocks of the Year 2011

The “Arab Spring” emitted two shockwaves to
traditional European perspectives about the MENA
region. First, the series of events challenged the
historically and normatively embedded assumption
that no autocrat and authoritarian state could
progress to democracy. Second, turmoil surrounding
political succession following the events suggested
that the traditional geopolitical approach of European
states might have serious flows to understand the
proceedings of the events. Today, sovereignty has
been rapidly degrading in many of the MENA
countries while regional powers including Egypt
cannot intervene due to weakening of their own
influence. In short, development after the Arab
Spring suggest that a new perspective, as developed
by the locally-grounded approach of IDE-JETRO, is
more than necessary to understand the region in the

post-2011 era.

“Tunisia was Surprise and Shock”

The new perspective has become more appropriate
than ever in Tunisia. The country was rarely a central
subject in traditional MENA studies in Europe in
contrast to those by IDE-JETRO. However, to the
eyes of European researchers, Muslim Brotherhood
and Salafists suddenly emerged in Tunisia, and then
secularization and civil society followed in spite of an
authoritarian regime. French-educated Tunisian
elites and Gulf States support the movement, but the
military is also behind it because political institutions,

such as parties, are still weak in Tunisia.

Egypt and Syria as “Problem States”
Egypt has been the opposite of Tunisia in two ways.

First, the country is a “problem state” and has been a
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central concern of MENA researchers. Second, the
military bears a central political role because Muslim
Brotherhood has failed to mobilize Egyptians. They
support the Sisi administration, but they are
interested in government subsidization and its
economic benefit more than democracy and
economic development. Future development of
Egypt depends on whether the latter two replace the

former and become major motives of people.

In Syria, which is another “problem state”, the Assad
administration shows a surprising degree of
resilience, but confrontation among sectarian forces
becomes even paranoiac as conflicts continue.
Sectarian wars become increasingly vehement,
which has been induced by internal conflicts of the
opposition side. In the case Syria rejoins
international community, the plan needs Iran, which
helps the Assad administration and tries to
reestablish the relationship with the US by itself.
Japan and Europe might play an important role as
mediators between the MENA countries and US if the

opportunity emerges.

Importance of Locally-Grounded Perspectives
With the above developments in mind, Japan and
Europe have to consider two aspects of the stability
in the MENA region. First, in the region, autocrats,
more than jihadists and extremists, rely on violence
as an instrument of governance whereas even
democrats have no vision of power-sharing. The
violence and confrontation, some of which spill over
beyond national borders, make the region
fragmented and vulnerable more than before.
Second, however, the normative,

democracy-oriented view may lead to erroneous
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expectation about the future of the region. For
example, undemocratic but legitimate, stable polity
may emerge from the current situation in which
oppressing regimes as in 1960s and 70s are gone
and regional powers, such as Saudi Arabia, Iran,
Egypt, and Turkey, are rebuilding themselves. It will
be better to take a balanced approach than to limit

relations to a few countries in the region.
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2. Models of
Economic Growth:
Flying Geese, Crony
Capitalism, and Iran

Diversity in Models of Regional Economic
Development

Researchers provided different views about whether
the Asian flying-geese model has relevance to
economic development in the MENA region. On the
one hand, the model is suitable with Dubai as the top
goose followed by Qatar and Abu Dhabi. Because
Dubai is obsessed with the Singaporean model, it is
even possible to consider Singapore as the top goose
flying in front of Dubai. In other words, the MENA
countries constitute a formation extended from Asian
countries, in which Singapore occupies the position

of the node between two groups of flying geese.

On the other hand, regional economies may follow
different paths from what the model predicts for
several reasons. First, the region shows no horizontal
relations that complement each of its economies,
which is very different from Asian ones. Second, in
counties like Saudi Arabia, economic development is
not comprehensive and regional gaps exist. Third, in
the region, geographical contestation is a historical
norm, and regional and international relations evolve
around the contestation instead of economic
development. Finally, Japan was a role model in the
Asian economic development, but in the MENA region,
a common model is crony capitalism of Egypt and

Syria.

Crony Capitalism: the Case of Egypt and Syria

In Egypt, the size of younger population is growing,
which may be good news for economic development
as far as the country can exploit the demographic
bonus. However, economic activities in Egypt so far
are instrumental for the administration in controlling

the youth and maintaining the regime. The
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administration argues for the private sector that may
be a relief against the heavy financial burden for its
pork-barrel strategy. However, almost no plan is
seriously considered, and in most cases,
quasi-national  corporations simply self-label
themselves as private companies. In addition, the
army sells the right to use the national land that it
possesses, but the business rather generates profits
for the army than increases GDP. In spite of these
contradictions, the size of public-sector economy is
far larger than that of even informal economy in
Egypt. As a result, the administration remains intact,
but it is a “big government” whose lifeline buried in

foreign assistance.

Populist economic policy by elites is also the norm in
Syria. Its public sector was nominally reformed into
the private one, and no new private companies have
been evolving. In addition, sons and daughters of the

elites own those “companies”.

The Reliable Gulf and New Face of Iran

On the contrary, the Gulf States and Iran may
provide the prospect of economic success in the
MENA region. The Gulf States have been politically
and economically stable compared to other states in
the region. Their market size is far beyond that of
North Africa. The leaders of the states are sensitive
to power dynamics of sectors and capable of finding
common ground. Given this stability, Japanese
corporations have been engaging in economic
activities in the Gulf. In Iran, with the recent

departure from religious ideology and ease of nuclear

tension, opportunities to invest seem to have revived.

Dubai and Abu Dhabi, in addition to Western

economies, show strong interest in economic
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relations with Iran, but Japan can take advantage of
its historical relations with Iran for the oil and gas
plant projects.
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3. Major Powers and
International
Relations: Transition
from Historical
Dilemma to
“Constructive

Patience”

Historical Dilemma of the West

The breakdown of geopolitical views after the Arab
Spring puts pressures on the Western countries to
transform MENA policy based on democratic values
and norms. The withdrawal of the US forces from
Irag and Afghanistan embodies the reaction to the
pressure. The US influence in the region will not
diminish even after the withdrawal, but its
isolationist tendency will be more explicit than ever.
In spite of this seminal example, the transformation
of policy is difficult because it has evolved with the
Western culture and normative standards since the

beginning of Cold War era.

For example, MENA policy has been explained to the
public in simplified contexts, such as democratization
of autocracy and energy security. It is politically risky
to discard the familiar logic for policy-making and
introduce extremely different one. National security
concerns may provide an appropriate reason for the
policy change, but economic conditions in Europe
allows intervention only for the absolute necessity.
History can be an issue with the MENA region, so that
no one there seriously takes an address by the head
of a Western state that supports democratic

development of the region.

Complications by Asian Commitment into the
MENA Region

Asian power in the region, especially Japan, China,
and India, adds complications to the policy
transformation by the West. The British Foreign &
Commonwealth Office has been considering merging
MENA policy with humanitarian aid, but impact of
Asian investment is difficult to estimate. Japan and

China, for example, are dependent on oil from the
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Gulf and will be attracted and invest to oil and gas of
Iran. The two countries also have to be good
mediators between the US and lIran for obtaining

access to the resources.

In addition, the Gulf States may take advantage of
these moves of Japan and China and distrust
between the two countries. Many differences
between them including human rights issues force
Japan to wish for reliable partners especially for
security issues in the MENA region. The Gulf States,
as transition of the GCC into a security regime
indicates, have an urge for regional security regime
after the US withdrawal, but it is risky for the leaders
to explicitly invite external powers into the region.
Under this dilemma, commitment of Japan and China
to the MENA region may be an excellent signal that
the Gulf State can send to the US. In any case, no
single Asian country can bear the regional security,
and the most likely option may be sharing the burden
with the US.

Russia after the US Withdrawal from
Afghanistan

Russia deserves more attention in terms of its plan in
the MENA region after the US withdrawal. For
example, Russian and Belarus think tanks worked
out an Afghan redevelopment plan that would
commence after the US withdrawal from the country.
The caveat was that the plan was intended to be a
proposal for international cooperation to solve
Afghan problems, such as drug production, at the G8
meeting in Sochi, which was a stillborn opportunity
due to the Russian partition of Ukraine. If the tension
surrounding Ukraine makes Russia lose the market in

G8 and other countries, the market in Iran may

E-8




substitute the loss.

The Need for “Constructive Patience” with
Diversity

Taking the balance between patience and
intervention is critical when policy-makers and
researchers study the MENA region. The first step will
be stopping to apply over-politicized lenses to the
region. Next, it is essential to accept inter- and
intra-regional diversities of the MENA countries as
done among advanced economies. For example, it
may be an excessive demand that the MENA
countries attain democracy overnight whereas
European democracies took centuries to realize the
value. In this regard, Europe and other advanced
economies should be patient enough to allow
independent development of politics, economy, and
society in the MENA region. On the contrary, security
issues of the region may require involvement of
outsiders. In the region, the classic security dilemma
occurs between Iran and the Gulf States, Israel and
the Palestine, and China and India. Japan and the UK
can study possibilities of regional cooperation to
solve the dilemma and encourage economic growth

of the relevant countries.
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Endnotes

The collaborative meeting provided an excellent
venue for researchers of IDE-JETRO and Chatham
House to exchange the Eastern and Western views
on the MENA region. The exciting and productive
discussion also exemplified a significant role that
research institutes can play in policy-making, which
is, providing in-depth knowledge and analysis while
avoiding the hazard of simplifying assumptions of
and approaches to the region. IDE-JETRO and
Chatham House will keep making their excellent
research on the region and urgent issues in the
world.

Author: Junko Shimazoe
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