
04  05The National The NationalSaturday, January 24, 2015 www.thenational.ae Saturday, January 24, 2015 www.thenational.ae

king abdullah
Aug 1, 1924 – Jan 23, 2015

→ Obituary, continued from 1

Over the decades King Abdu-
laziz ruled, he wove together a 
nation of rural and urban, oil-
rich and poor, Sunni and Shiite, 
Bedouin and landowners. When 
King Abdullah was born, he was 
proof of that cohesion.

As monarch, he proved that the 
many threads of Saudi Arabia 
could stand the wear of time. 
King Abdullah oversaw a vast 
economic modernisation of the 
kingdom, loosening rules for 
foreign investment, expanding 
education and improving infra-
structure. But on the weekends 
and holidays, he preferred the 
desert, where he raised Arabian 
horses throughout his life.

He once welcomed former US 
secretary of state Hillary Clinton 
– and her entire press corps – to 
his retreat in Radwat Khuraim, 
an elaborate network of chande-
liered tents.

King Abdullah’s ability to bal-
ance the traditional and mod-
ern may be one reason why he 
was known, even when Crown 
Prince, as a peacemaker.

He brought new ideas to the 
kingdom, just as his predeces-
sors had done. But he wanted 
them talked about. When he 
pushed forward the Foreign 
Investment Act, one of the key-
stones of his economic policy, 
when Crown Prince, he opened 
the draft up for discussion.

King Abdullah did not shy away 
from difficult discussions. One 
of his first moves as ruler was to 
open a dialogue about the une-
ven national development that 
left some parts of the country 
feeling left behind.

The role of women in the king-
dom was also a priority. King 
Abdullah named the first female 
cabinet member to the educa-
tion ministry in 2009. Then in 
September 2011, he promised 
women the right to vote and 
stand for office in the Shura 
Council and municipal councils.

“We reject to marginalise the 
role of women in Saudi society, 
in every field of works, according 
to Sharia guidelines,” he said.

Education, King Abdullah ar-
gued, was fundamental to his 
country’s development. And he 
put his money on it, with edu-
cation representing an incred-
ible 24 per cent of government 
spending in 2012.

When he opened his flagship 
research university, the King Ab-
dullah University for Science and 
Technology, in 2009, he called it 
“a dream of mine for more than 
25 years”.

Overseas, King Abdullah took 
his role as a conciliator in an 
equally serious manner. He en-
gaged warring factions from Pal-
estine and Darfur to Somalia and 
Iraq. When he visited US pres-
ident George W Bush as Crown 
Prince in 2004, he carried with 
him videos and tapes to show the 
American leader what life was re-
ally like in Palestine.

He also began a drive towards 
inter-religious tolerance that 
won broad praise, meeting Pope 
Benedict XVI in November 2007 
– the first time a Saudi leader had 
met a pontiff.

King Abdullah’s gestures car-
ried particular weight in the 
decade after the September 11 
attacks.

“[The kingdom] has equally 
treated all ideologies, factions 
and sects forming other socie-
ties, and called for dialogue, un-
derstanding and reconciliation 
in any region witnessing seeds 
of sedition and division,” he told 
the Shura Council that year.

Towards the end of his life, 
King Abdullah’s concern over re-
ligious strife was evident again. 
Conflict in Iraq and Lebanon, he 
felt, had reopened sectarian rifts 
in the second half of the 2000s.

As crisis enveloped Syria, at a 
summit of all Islamic countries 
in August 2012 he urged “soli-
darity, tolerance and modera-
tion” to solve the crisis there.

He loudly condemned the re-
gime of Bashar Al Assad, and at 
the time of his death Saudi Ara-
bia was involved in training Syri-
an rebel forces.

His pragmatism helped him to 
steer his country through the tur-
moil of the Arab Spring, using a 
blend of assertive foreign policy 
to support allies such as Bahrain, 
and dialogue to help others such 
as Yemen through shifts of power.

In November last year, King 
Abdullah again chose compro-
mise when he oversaw an agree-
ment between Gulf Cooperation 
Council leaders after Saudi Ara-
bia, the UAE and Bahrain had re-
called their ambassadors from 
Doha over Qatar’s failure to hon-
our a Gulf security agreement.

The personal involvement of 
King Abdullah was one of the 
main factors that encouraged 
GCC leaders to restore diplomat-
ic relations.

King Abdullah’s legacy will 
now shape what follows. His 
half-brother, former Crown 
Prince Salman, took the throne 
immediately after his death.

The new Crown Prince is 
Muqrin bin Abdulaziz,  the 
youngest son of King Abdulaziz, 
and the Deputy Crown Prince,   
Mohammed bin Nayef, is King 
Salman’s nephew.

King Abdullah leaves the king-
dom in a fast-changing region – 
more intricately linked than ever 
by technology and the speed of 
news, but in other ways as divided 
as before in its modern history.
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A bold leader 
but cautious in 
push for change

Clockwise from above, King Abdullah greets President Sheikh Khalifa 
in Riyadh in 2006;  Sheikh Zayed and King Abdullah, then Crown Prince, 
meet at the Gulf Cooperation Council summit in Kuwait City in 1997; King 
Abdullah stands with US president Barack Obama in Riyadh in 2009.  
Reuters; AFP; Saul Loeb / AFP

Heads of state from Arab nations and the 
West send condolences for the passing  
of one of the region’s greatest mediators 

Veteran of leadership 
as governor of Riyadh 
and defence minister

Saudi Arabia’s new king, Salman 
bin Abdulaziz, is a veteran of the 
country’s top leadership.

He is well versed in diplomacy 
after nearly 50 years as the gover-
nor of the capital Riyadh and as a 
mediator of disputes within the 
sprawling royal family.

King Salman increasingly took 
on royal duties over the past year 
as his ailing predecessor, King 
Abdullah, became more incapac-
itated.  

He had served as defence minis-
ter since 2011 and so was head of 
the military as Saudi Arabia joined 
the US and other Arab countries in 
airstrikes against ISIL in Syria.

The kingdom regards the ex-
tremist militant group, which has 
also captured large areas of north-
ern and western Iraq, as a threat to 
its stability. 

The country faces the menace of 
turmoil in Yemen, where Houthi 
Shiite militias from near the Sau-
di border have overrun the capital 
and surrounding areas. 

King Salman also takes the helm 
as the kingdom tries to navigate 
social pressures from a growing 
youth population. More than half 
the population of 20 million are 
under 25 and are seeking jobs.

This at a time when falling oil 
prices have affected the country’s 
main source of revenue.  

The new king’s health has raised  
concern. He has suffered at least 
one stroke that has left him with 
limited movement in his left arm.

King Abdullah carried out a slow 
but determined series of reforms 
aimed at modernising the coun-
try, including increasing educa-
tion and rights for women.

King Salman appears to have 

concurred about those reforms 
but he has also voiced concerns 
about moving too fast.

In a 2007 meeting, he told a de-
parting US ambassador that “so-
cial and cultural factors” meant 
change had to be introduced slow-
ly and with sensitivity, noting the 
power of the kingdom’s  tribes, 
according to an embassy memo of 
the meeting leaked by WikiLeaks.

He hit the same theme in a 2010 
interview with Karen Elliot House, 
author of On Saudi Arabia: Its Peo-
ple, Past, Religion, and Fault Lines.

King Salman told her that while 
Americans were unified by de-
mocracy, Saudi Arabia was in es-
sence unified by the Al Sauds.

He is one of the dozens of sons of 
Saudi Arabia’s founder, King Ab-
dulaziz ibn Saud.

King Abdulaziz was thought to 

have had more than 50 sons from 
many wives. King Salman was one 
of the “Sudeiri Seven” – sons born 
to one of King Abdulaziz’s most 
favoured wives, Hussa bint Ah-
mad Sudeiri. The seven were seen 
as the family’s centre of power.

King Abdullah’s predecessor, 
King Fahd, was among the seven, 
as were King Abdullah’s first two 
crown princes, Sultan and Nayef, 
who died in 2011 and 2012. 

The family has long sought to 
keep a united front, papering over 
any internal disputes to keep the 
stability of its rule. King Salman 
appears to have played a frequent 
role in ensuring that unity. 

He is also known to have exten-
sive contacts among tribes and 
his influence is further extended 
through family businesses. 

King Salman became the gov-

ernor of Riyadh at a young age in 
1963. Over the next 48 years he 
oversaw its transformation from 
an isolated desert town to a crowd-
ed city of skyscrapers, universities 
and western fast-food chains.

King Salman also saw it struggle 
to keep up with demand for af-
fordable housing and public trans-
port for its 4 million residents.

He was elevated to defence min-
ister in 2011, and King Abdul-
lah then named him heir to the 
throne when Crown Prince Nayef 
died.

King Salman’s sons include 
Prince Abdulaziz, deputy oil min-
ister; Prince Faisal, governor of 
Medina; and Prince Sultan, the 
first Arab astronaut, and head of 
the tourism authority.

* Associated Press

King Salman no stranger to diplomacy

King Abdullah’s 
ability to balance 
the traditional and 
modern may be 
one reason why 
he was known as a 
peacemaker

Succession // New king

Great changes over 
monarch’s reign

Orlando Crowcroft
Foreign Correspondent

LONDON // The word reformer 
is often used to describe the late 
King Abdullah.

And there is little doubt Saudi 
Arabia has changed in the 10 years 
since he formally succeeded his 
brother, King Fahd.

Under his stewardship the Sau-
di economy grew five-fold, to 
US$772.6bn (Dh2.83 trillion) last 
year from $157.7bn in 1996.  

Massive infrastructure projects 
were launched as a boom in devel-
opment swept the Arabian Gulf.

 Saudi Arabia set up a series of 
economic cities, including the 
King Abdullah Financial District 
near Riyadh, and invited interna-
tional firms and architects to build 
high-rises.

Meanwhile in Mecca, huge build-
ing projects led to the expansion of 
the Grand Mosque, new railways, 
road improvements and access 
for the millions of pilgrims visiting 
the holy city every year. 

The construction boom came at 
the same time as a limited opening 
of the Saudi stock exchange, the 
Tadawul, with foreign investors al-

lowed to buy shares through cred-
it default swaps in massive Saudi 
firms such as Saudi Arabia Basic 
Industries Corporation, with talk 
that direct investment may follow.

King Abdullah pioneered invest-
ment in education, with the King 
Abdullah University of Science and 
Technology his pet project.

It pioneered research into sus-
tainable development and renew-
able energy.

But Saudi Arabia remained very 
much an oil story, with critics say-
ing that every new initiative was re-
liant on its huge reserves. 

Analysts warned that falling oil 
prices endangered much of the 
economy – from its stock exchange 

(where petrochemicals have a 40 
per cent weighting) to building.

They have taken comfort from 
the fact that King Abdullah’s oil 
minister, Ali Al Naimi, will remain 
under King Salman, who is consid-
ered a safe pair of hands. 

“The oil ministry is largely head-
ed by technocrats and so it is rel-
atively shielded from changes in 
the kingdom’s political environ-
ment,” said Jason Tuvey, Middle 
East economist at Capital Eco-
nomics in London.

“We suspect Al Naimi will contin-
ue to take a sanguine view of the 
fall in oil prices and will resist pres-
sure from other Opec members to 
cut oil output to shore up prices.”

While King Abdullah hoped to in-
crease access to housing for young 
Saudis, this year the millions of 
new homes planned four years 
before were still not built, and the 
much-lauded mortgage law re-
mained bound in legal tape.

Critics also say that while the Sau-
di Arabian General Investment 
Authority said it wanted to encour-
age international investors, it had 
become unpredictable in licensing 
foreign companies using selective 
and unclear criteria. 

“As a result, it has become a 
more difficult place to work and 
invest in,” said Imad Ghandour, 
the managing director at Cedar-
Bridge Partners.

CedarBridge has offices in Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt and the UAE

In short, King Abdullah was un-
doubtedly a reformer – but a cau-
tious one.

“He acknowledged the need for 
Saudi Arabia to diversify away from 
oil and for the economy to open up 
to the world,” Mr Tuvey said.

“He put a lot of effort into im-
proving the education system 
and, more recently, to attract in-
vestment from abroad in order 
to create more jobs in the private 
sector.

“But his reforms were, on the 
whole, relatively slow-going.”
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Economy had five-fold growth in 10 years, and legacy is set to continue

Saudis on holiday 
in UAE go back 
early to mourn

Anwar Ahmad

ABU DHABI // The news of Sau-
di King Abdullah’s death yes-
terday shocked the entire Arab 
world, including the UAE. 

Emiratis and expatriates ex-
pressed their sorrow, while 
many Saudi nationals on holi-
days in the UAE decided to call 
off their trip and return home.  

Dr Aseer Al Harbi, who was on 
holiday in Abu Dhabi, was one 
who decided to return home. 

“I cried too much when first I 
got the news through social me-
dia in the morning,” he said.    

“I called my family in the morn-
ing. They are also in deep sad-
ness. It’s big loss for us all.”  

Badar Al Ghamidi, who was in 
the capital with his family, said: 
“King Abdullah was like a father 
for me. I am in deep sorrow.

“Because of this news I can-
celled all my plans and I am go-
ing back home tonight.”

Khaled Sulaiman, who was 
also in the capital, said: “I am 
really very traumatised as the 
entire nation loved too much 
King Abdullah.” He said he was 
planning to go home last night.

Emiratis were also saddened 
by the death of the leader of a 

brotherly country and the custo-
dian of the Two Holy Mosques. 

“This is a sad day; we lost an Is-
lamic, an Arabic and Gulf coun-
try leader who was a powerful 
voice for tolerance, moderation 
and peace in the Islamic world 
and across the globe,” said La-
teefa Mohammed. 

“The death of King Abdullah 
is a real loss for peace in the 
Middle East. Like his father, 
King Abdullah was a man of tre-
mendous character and cour-
age, a historic figure dedicated 
to advancing the lives of his 
people at home as well as his 
country’s leadership abroad.” 

The President, Sheikh Khalifa, 
ordered three days of mourning 
in the UAE and a special prayer 
for the king after Isha prayers 
last night. Emirati Rashid Al 
Mazrouei was at the prayers. 

“May Allah rest his noble soul 
in peace and Jennah,” he said. 
“King Abdullah was similar to 
the late Sheikh Zayed as he had 
a heart for humanitarian works 
and was very generous.” 

Saeed Al Kareem, an Emirati 
from Dubai, said: “He’s been 
such a familiar face in the Mid-
dle East, I feel as though I’ve lost 
a member of my family. I can’t 
imagine Saudi without him. 

“I’ve been to Saudi a number of 
times on business and you can 
see the amazing changes that 
have happened there.”

People of other nationalities 
also expressed their grief.  

Michael Dawkins, 29, from 
New Zealand, said the news of 
the king’s death was a surprise. 

“I know he had been ill for 
a while so it’s not a complete 
shock, but you always take a step 
back when a world leader dies,” 
he said. “I don’t know too much 
about him but I work with a cou-
ple of Saudis and I think they 
will be distraught at the news.”

Abid Ali, 34, from Lahore, Pa-
kistan, said: “King Abdullah has 
always been a good friend to Pa-
kistan, as well as other Muslim 
countries, so this is a sad day.”
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* Additional reporting by 
Nadeem Hanif

Emiratis and expats 
express their sorrow

UAE in mourning // Reaction

Impact // Economy


King Abdullah 
was similar to the 
late Sheikh Zayed 
as he had a heart 
for humanitarian 
works and was very 
generous
Sheikh Khalifa

→ Abdullah, continued from 1

King Abdullah was born in Ri-
yadh in 1924 and ascended to the 
throne in 2005. 

He had, however, already been 
in a leadership role since 1996 
because his predecessor, King 
Fahd, had been incapacitated by 
a stroke. 

His death comes at a critical 
time when Riyadh is battling the 
extremist group ISIL, which has 
taken over large areas of Syria and 
Iraq, and has claimed responsi-
bility for an attack inside Saudi 
Arabia.

On the country’s southern bor-
der, Yemen is in turmoil with Shi-
ite Houthi rebels allied to Iran in 
control of Sanaa. The group’s ex-
pansion into Sunni areas of Yem-
en threatens sectarian war and is 
likely to boost recruitment for Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.

Another issue is Saudi Arabia’s 
relationship with its key ally, the 
US. The countries have disagreed 
over Washington’s efforts to im-
prove relations with Iran as world 
powers work towards a deal on 
Tehran’s disputed nuclear pro-
gramme.

Saudi Arabia continues to re-
gard Iran as its main rival and is 
concerned about its ambitions 
for regional influence.

After the announcement of King 
Abdullah’s death, oil prices rose 

over concerns about shifts in Sau-
di policy.

King Salman takes the throne at 
a time when oil prices are at their 
lowest levels since 2009, after Ri-
yadh resisted calls for Opec pro-
duction cuts. For now, the country 
is likely to ride out the decrease in 
revenue from oil with its estimat-
ed US$750 billion (Dh2.75 tril-
lion) in foreign currency reserves, 
but King Salman is expected to 

move quickly to advance plans for 
diversifying the economy.

Fahad Nazer, a Saudi politi-
cal analyst, said the speed with 
which King Salman ascended to 
the throne should reassure Saudi 
citizens and allies.

“I expect continuity in most, if 
not all, major foreign policy is-
sues, certainly in the short term,” 
Mr Nazer said.

“Down the road, King Salman 

will likely try to put his stamp on 
the throne one way or another, 
but it remains to be seen wheth-
er that would be in the form of a 
major reassessment of relations 
with the US. 

“I think it is unlikely.”
King Abdullah also served as 

commander of Saudi Arabia’s Na-
tional Guard from 1962 to 2010. 
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Continuity likely in foreign policy

King Salman makes his first public address yesterday in Riyadh. AFP

Mourners gather around the grave of King Abdullah in Riyadh yesterday.  Mohammed Mashhur / AFP

RIYADH // World leaders yester-
day paid tribute to King Abdullah 
of Saudi Arabia, praising the late 
monarch as a key mediator be-
tween Muslims and the West.

US president Barack Obama 
said he and King Abdullah, whose 
country had for decades been 
a strategic ally of Washington, 
enjoyed a “genuine and warm 
friendship”.

And the US secretary of state, 
John Kerry, sent a message of con-
dolence saying : “This is a sad day. 
The US has lost a friend, and the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Mid-
dle East, and the world has lost a 
revered leader.

“He was so proud of the king-
dom’s journey, a brave partner in 
fighting violent extremism who 
proved just as important as a pro-
ponent of peace. 

“The courageous Arab Peace Ini-
tiative that he sponsored remains 
a critical document for the goal 
we shared of two states, Israel and 
Palestine, living in peace and secu-
rity.”

The initiative, in which Arab na-
tions offered to recognise Israel 
in return for the creation of a Pal-
estinian state, was put forward by 
the late king in 2002.

Former Israeli president Shi-
mon Peres, who was attending the 
World Economic Forum in Davos, 
also praised King Abdullah for 
his “courage in a very demanding 
period of time to stand up and to 
introduce a peace process for the 
Middle East”. 

The king’s death “is a real loss for 
peace in the Middle East”, he said. 

Palestinian president Mahmoud 
Abbas declared three days of 
mourning, calling the late mon-
arch a “sage”.

Lebanon, which has close ties 
with Riyadh, spoke of losing “a 
defender and a partner” who had 
stood by Beirut “in difficult times”.

Tunisia’s newly elected presi-
dent, Beji Caid Essebsi, said the 
late king “ensured support for 

causes of justice, peace and devel-
opment in the Arab, Muslim and 
entire world”.

Tunisia joined the UAE, Algeria 
and Mauritania in announcing 
three days of mourning, while Cai-
ro said its official grieving would 
run for a week. 

The Egyptian president, Abdel 
Fattah El Sisi, had planned to at-
tend the funeral but was unable 
to go because of bad weather, the 
state news agency Mena said. 

“The Saudi kingdom and the Arab 
nation have lost a leader of its best 
sons,” Mr El Sisi said.

 Turkish president Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, who interrupted a tour 
of African nations to attend the fu-
neral in Riyadh, said King Abdul-
lah had contributed “to strength-
ening cooperation and solidarity 
in the Muslim world, especially 
concerning the Palestinian ques-
tion and the situation in Syria”.

King Abdullah, who officially 
took power in 2005, guided his 
country through a turbulent dec-
ade, with neighbours Iraq and 
Yemen racked by insecurity after 
the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, 
and the growth of religious ex-
tremism.

The British prime minister Da-
vid Cameron, who is due to trav-
el to Saudi Arabia today to pay 
his respects, said King Abdullah 
would also be remembered “for 
strengthening understanding be-
tween faiths”.

The Russian president Vladimir 
Putin described King Abdullah as 
a “wise politician”, while Spain 
hailed him as “a respected figure 
throughout the Middle East for 
his willingness to help resolve 
conflicts”.

President Francois Hollande of 
France, a close ally of Saudi Ara-
bia, said the late king’s vision of “a 
fair and durable peace in the Mid-
dle East remains truer than ever”.

The German chancellor Angela 
Merkel said he was “fair and mod-
erate” and praised him for aiding 

“dialogue between the Muslim 
world and the West”.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II was 
among several leaders who cut 
short overseas trips to travel to Ri-
yadh and pay their respects.

He left the World Economic Fo-
rum in Davos, organisers said, be-
fore declaring 40 days of mourn-

ing for the late Saudi King.
Iran, Saudi Arabia’s main region-

al adversary, sent condolences to 
the Saudi people and announced 
its foreign minister would travel 
to Riyadh this weekend.

* Agence France-Presse and 
Associated Press

World leaders pay tribute to an   advocate of peace
A look back at King Abdullah’s life in pictures.  
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