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On March 10, Iran and the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia announced a 
landmark deal – brokered by China 
in Beijing – to restore ties and reopen 
embassies seven years after severing 
relations with each other. In its 
most optimistic reading, the deal 
can be seen as a historic agreement, 
reflecting major changes happening 
in the region and in the world at large. 

Sources familiar with the 
negotiations revealed to The Cradle 
that regional and domestic security 
and stability were the primary reasons 
for this deal, particularly for Saudi 
Arabia. And that was quite easy to 
spot, as the deal was struck between 
the Supreme National Security 
Council of Iran and Saudi Arabia, with 
the intelligence services from both 
countries in attendance. As such, 
confidential clauses were inserted 
in the agreement to assure that 
their security requirements would 
be met, including an understanding 
between the two countries that they 
would not engage in any activity 
that destabilised either of them at 
security, military, or media levels. 

Saudi Arabia pledged not to fund 
media outlets that seek to destabilise 
Iran, such as Iran International. 
The Saudis also pledged not to 
fund organisations designated as 
terrorists by Iran, such as the People’s 
Mojahedin Organization (MEK), 
Kurdish groups based in Iraq, or 
militants operating out of Pakistan. 
Iran pledged to ensure that its allied 
organisations would not violate Saudi 
territory from inside Iraq. There were 
discussions during negotiations 
about the targeting of Saudi Arabia’s 

Aramco facilities in 2019, and Iran 
guaranteed that there would be no 
similar strikes from Iraqi territory. 

Hostility between the two 
sectarian rivals – predominantly Shia 
Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia – has 
dominated Middle Eastern politics 
in recent years, spreading into Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen. 

So, the final confidential clause 
includes the two sides agreeing to 
exert all possible efforts to resolve 

conflicts in the region, particularly 
the one raging in Yemen – although 
no details were agreed upon. And 
this, perhaps, is the most important 
part of the agreement, as it has 
the potential to bring some peace 
and stability to a region plagued by 
conflict and chaos. 

The two countries that will clearly 
be unhappiest with the Saudi-Iran 
détente are the United States and 
Israel. According to The Guardian, 
the agreement has “potentially wide 
implications for the Iran nuclear deal” 
and “shows the new determination 
of Saudi Arabia to conduct a foreign 

policy independent of the west.” To 
add to such concerns, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al-
Saud recently said that he believed 
the Iran nuclear talks in their current 
form were moribund, and that it 
would be better to change the format 
so that other currently excluded 
regional powers were included in 
them. Additionally, the deal might 
also throw a wrench in the US-
Israel plans to expand the so-called 
Abraham Accords introduced by 
former US President Donald Trump 
to include Saudi Arabia. 

China’s role as the deal’s mediator 
is another major red flag for the US, 
particularly because, according to 
inside sources, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping did not merely aid an 
agreement that was already going 
on between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
The Chinese leader apparently 

personally paved the way for it to 
materialise, delving deep into the 
details of it since his visit to Saudi 
Arabia in December 2022, and 
then later during Iranian President 
Ebrahim Raisi’s visit to Beijing last 
month. 

And this is what is most 
interesting about the process of this 
agreement. Why did China, which 
has historically always stayed away 
from mediating negotiations – partly 
not to lose any credibility should 
the negotiations or agreements not 
work out – put its neck on the line 
for this one? Is it because it strongly 
believes that this agreement will be 
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implemented properly? Is it because 
of its massive economic and energy 
interests in the oil-rich Middle East? 
Is it because China finally sees itself 
ready to exert its influence in a region 
predominantly considered as the 
United States’ sphere of influence, 
particularly with the US authority 
dwindling after Russia took a stand 
against it in Syria, where Syrian 
President Bashar al-Assad, backed 
by Iran and Russia, is now clearly 
winning? Or is it a combination of 
all of the above, and then some? 

Given the increasingly multipolar 
world and rising China-US tensions, 
the Iran-Saudi agreement illustrates 
how the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries – especially Saudi 
Arabia, which earlier slashed oil 
production by two million barrels per 
day, despite a request by US President 
Joe Biden to increase output – are 

manoeuvring to balance multiple 
interests and partnerships. And 
there are legitimate geostrategic 
reasons for it. 

After the 1973 war between 
Egypt and Israel, the then Egyptian 
President Muhammad Anwar Sadat 
unceremoniously dumped his Soviet 
military and political backers and 
started looking towards US President 
Richard Nixon and Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger to get the occupied 
Sinai back from Israel and to get 
Egypt out of the cycle of disastrous 
Arab-Israeli wars. While explaining 
why he was flying to Washington 
all of a sudden instead of heading 
towards Moscow, Sadat said the US 
“has 99 percent of the cards.” What 
he meant was that it was the US 
alone which could conclude a peace 
between Cairo and Tel Aviv, as the 
Soviets did not have the same trust 

from the Israelis as the Americans 
did. 

Fifty years later, it seems to be 
the Chinese who now hold most of 
the cards when it comes to relations 
across the Gulf region. 

The extremely hard line taken by 
the US against Iran, with a de facto 
global financial and trade embargo 
against its oil exports, has meant 
that the US basically has no influence 
over Iran. Its unconditional support 
for Israel, invasion of Iraq, and 
support for armed groups against 
the Syrian government means that it 
has also alienated them. 

With Saudi Arabia now pursuing 
a more independent foreign policy, 
this agreement with Iran, mediated 
by China, might signal a sea 
change in the global political order, 
originating, ironically, from the 
deserts of the Middle East. 
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ACROSS
1 Pool floats
6 To this time
11 Knucklehead
12 Writer Walker
13 White of TV
14 Polite chaps
15 Easter find
16 Sauna site
18 “Scram!”
19 Even score
20 Holds
21 Cain’s mother
22 Icy dessert
24 Raised 
25 Old layout work
27 Ice chunk
29 Unbroken
32 Quarterback 
Manning
33 __ Plaines
34 Lyricist 

Gershwin
35 Writer Beattie
36 Ensign’s org.
37 Habit 
inhabitant
38 New Testament 
book
40 Sean of “Rudy”
42 Bumbling 
43 Oscar winner 
Witherspoon
44 Right now 
45 Over

DOWN
1 Metal fasteners
2 Slow tempo
3 Like a booked 
suspect
4 Cargo unit
5 Hides away
6 Long tales

7 Flamenco call
8 Made some 
simple art
9 On the go
10 Took a breather
17 Burger joint 
supply
23 Do a checkout 
job
24 Except
26 Catch
27 “Scram!”
28 Climate-
affecting current
30 Liner trip
31 Like many 
lifeguards 
33 Not recently 
cleaned
39 __ tree
41 Capitol Bldg. 
worker

On many issues, we don’t see eye to 
eye with the prime minister. But when 
it comes to issues of sovereignty, 
national purpose, and dignity, we are 
her sincere supporters. When she says 
that Bangladeshis must stand tall in 
the world, it resonates in the heart of 
every one of us. Recently, when asked 
about outside pressure to hold a free 
and fair election, she replied, “No 
pressure will work on me,” and added, 
“We will do whatever is required for 
the welfare of the people.” On both 
counts, we are with her.

But the question, on which so 
much hangs, is: who is to determine 
what is “required for the welfare of 
the people”? The PM has made it 
clear that only the Awami League 
can deliver it. For the BNP, only the 
removal of AL from power will ensure 
people’s welfare. Theoretically, people 
are expected to decide what’s good 
for them. Free and fair elections are 
the only global and historically tested 
mechanism to ascertain “public will” 
that will ensure “public welfare.” 
And hence the need for its free and 
unhindered expression through a 
genuine election.

Nothing should be done just 
because our foreign friends are 
saying so, but because we want it, and 
we want it because we know its value 
and have fought for it (our War of 
Independence was for democracy and 
our right to vote, which Pakistanis 
denied us till 1970) and have suffered 
terribly due to its absence in the 
recent past. 

National pride can be a great 
pusher for the positive. But it can 

also make us insular and resistant to 
vital messages – both internal and 
external – that contribute to public 
welfare. The biggest example is the 
transformation of our RMG sector 
following the Rana Plaza tragedy. 
The buyers formed two groups – the 
Accord and Alliance – and literally 
forced upon us crucial reforms 
that benefited the whole sector to 
the extent that our global status, 
devastated by the deaths of 1,100-
plus garment workers, is now largely 
restored, and presently we have the 
highest number of fully compliant 
“green” factories in the world.

While we are not particularly 
fans of the IMF, we welcome their 
conditionalities for granting the $4.7 
billion loan. We feel that our financial 
sector, especially the banking sector, 
may finally see some crucial reforms 
that hundreds of media reports, 
editorials, and columns could not 
bring about, as was also the case 
with enforced disappearances and 
custodial and crossfire deaths at the 
hands of Rab and police. Like magic, 
it almost disappeared. So much 
for internal accountability versus 
external actions.

In the present-day world, all 
of us are entwined in a web of 
interdependencies, some of which 
are apparent, but most are invisible. 
To drive home the point at a personal 
level, consider the operation of 
airlines in and out of Dhaka airport. 
The number of agreements that 
needed to be signed, protocols 
observed, clearances acquired, and 
compliance ensured before a single 

flight could operate illustrates 
fully the nature of the present 
collaborative world. Every aspect of 
our lives, even for our remote villager 
who never ventures anywhere save the 
village haat, is determined by global 
agreements and legal frameworks 
and their meticulous compliance on 
everyone’s part, including ours.

Another example of the integrated 

world is our acceptance of the 
graduation process from being a 
Least Developed Country (LDC) to 
becoming a Developing Country. 
Who termed us an LDC? Shouldn’t 
our nationalistic pride have made 
us reject it, saying, “Who are you 
to stigmatise us as being ‘least 
developed’?” Why don’t we now 
declare ourselves a “developed” 
country without waiting for some 
international body’s consent? Not 
only did we comply, but requested two 
years’ extension so that we continue 
to enjoy concessions given to LDCs 
as we prepare to graduate. This is not 
surrendering to outside pressure, but 

living together in a global village to 
derive maximum self-benefit.

Like in the world of trade and 
business, so also in the area of 
democracy, rights, freedoms, 
governance, especially in the specific 
area of democratic elections, there 
is a huge stack of laws and global 
practices formulated by the United 
Nations with our consent, at least 

the ones professing democracy. 
Compliance with these practices 
gives global recognition to national 
elections that ultimately translate 
into respect and acceptance of 
national governments on the 
international stage. The most potent 
indicator of it is FDI, and for us the 
message should be unambiguous. In 
spite of us being termed a “super star 
of development” – by The Economist 
magazine – we have a very low FDI, 
notwithstanding road shows, visits, 
and conferences.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, 
regardless of her unmatched track 
record in the area of development, 

will be well advised to examine the 
questions and the scepticism that 
surround the last two parliamentary 
elections. These are not merely BNP 
propaganda or the work of what she 
frequently terms “conspirators trying 
to discredit her government.”

Whatever the faults of the past 
two elections were, Sheikh Hasina 
was able to weather the criticisms and 

carry on in power without difficulty. 
That has emboldened her as to her 
ability to hold elections, however 
flawed, and retain power. But far 
more damagingly – a point we want 
to stress – it has encouraged her fair-
weather supporters, who are corrupt 
to the hilt, to operate in double shifts 
believing that they will remain above 
accountability as she will find some 
way through another election and 
retain power.

It is these elements who are far 
more opposed to a free and fair 
election than others, as their lives 
depend on a “managed” election. 
This group includes – many but not 

all – politicians, business leaders, 
senior and mid-level bureaucrats, 
law enforcement bodies, intelligence 
community, and other wielders of 
power including members of my own 
profession.

This formidable group forms 
the core of the nexus who are 
fundamentally opposed to a 
genuinely free and fair election in 
Bangladesh, and will do everything 
possible to subvert all attempts to 
go in that direction. They serve as 
an obstacle to any flexibility that the 
PM may be willing to exercise. (It is 
rumoured that in the last election, 
the PM was willing to share some 
number of seats with the opposition, 
but the plan was sabotaged at the 
operational level).
Returning to Sheikh Hasina’s 
assertion that “we will do whatever 
is necessary for the welfare of the 
people,” the question remains: what 
will serve “the welfare of the people” 
best – a controversial election or 
a free and fair one? The answer is 
embedded in the question itself 
– anything that is free and fair is 
infinitely better than that which is 
not. And that should be our option 
of choice – not to please this or that 
power, but to work “for the welfare of 
our people,” as the PM said. 

Postscript
We are deeply disturbed by the 
happenings of the past two days. 
If elections to the Supreme Court 
Bar Association cannot be held 
peacefully on the sacred premises 
of our highest court, participated by 
those who practise law, then what 
can we expect in the national polls, 
where the stakes are so much higher 
and voters are both neutral and party 
supporters? These lawyers, practising 
in our highest court, did not confine 
their differences to be resolved 
through dialogue, but transformed 
themselves into bamboo-wielding 
violent activists, injuring journalists 
engaged in their professional work. 

‘We will do whatever is required for 
the welfare of the people’

So who determines what is ‘required’ to ensure that welfare?
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