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Rich Arabs have been squandering huge sums of money for too long, to the anger and dismay of their own poor peoples and those in the wider world. The problem goes deeper than the difference between rich and poor; it touches the very core of the Arab conscience. It is the Arab conscience that needs to be awakened from its slumber—Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

The Asian Tsunami disaster has evoked a variety of comments in the Arab press. One Arab commentator takes the Arab and Muslim regimes to task for their apparent reticent and miserly response to a human tragedy and notes how the UN, the United States and others have made use of this occasion to make political and humanitarian capital.

BELATED RECOGNITION: “The richer Arab countries have belatedly—and somewhat sheepishly—recognized how costly it is not to contribute towards disaster relief,” writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.
Nevertheless, Arab reaction to the Asian Tsunami disaster was more a result of criticism than a serious attempt to review past mistakes and reverse traditional Arab indifference. That was why Arab contribution to the Tsunami relief effort was so pathetically small.

Even after doubling the sums they initially pledged, Gulf Arab contributions remained miserly compared with the amounts of aid pledged and actually delivered by other countries. The Arabs even failed to lend a helping hand to Somalia, a sister Arab country, which was also hit by giant tidal waves—although it did not suffer near as much as Indonesia, the world’s biggest Muslim nation, notes Dergham.

Despite the devastation and suffering, many countries saw the Tsunami and its aftermath as an opportunity; nations began competing with each other in the amount of aid given—for reasons beyond pure generosity. While many governments and individuals gave for humanitarian reasons, others had political motives in mind. Tsunami relief was seen by many countries, international organizations, and individuals as a means either of redemption or of wrapping themselves in glory.

Take the United Nations. The UN, and its Secretary General Kofi Annan saw in the disaster that befell South Asia an opportunity to divert attention away from the accusations of corruption and bribery surrounding the Iraq ‘oil for food’ scandal. The world organization thus stepped in to do what it does best: Coordinating aid efforts in times of natural and man-made disasters.
Annan interrupted his vacation and flew to UN headquarters to help coordinate the aid effort. He then immediately flew off to Indonesia and other stricken countries in Asia to see the devastation first hand. Annan’s UN Under Secretary for Humanitarian Relief Jan Egeland has become a household name around the world, thanks to his televised daily briefings detailing the latest casualty figures and urging the world to do more in response to this unprecedented human catastrophe.

And in spite of protests by President Bush and Secretary of State Powell against Egeland’s use of terms like ‘stingy’ to describe the initial response by wealthy Western nations, the UN escaped censure—mainly because the timing was inappropriate in the midst of a major catastrophe, and because Washington soon realized that its initial pledge of $15 million was indeed too small.

The U.S. administration subsequently increased its commitment to $350 million, and reminded the world that far from being stingy, it has been spending $2 billion a year on humanitarian aid.

In order to encourage American corporations and private individuals to do their bit, President Bush asked former presidents George H. Bush and Bill Clinton to lead a fundraising effort which has not quite matched the efforts of countries like Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Canada, and Japan.
The Japanese made $500 million available to the UN as ready cash, while Germany contributed even more, which led some cynics to believe that it was competing with Japan for a permanent seat on the UN Security Council when that body is reformed.

China, which sees itself as the giant of Asia and a future world leader, was embarrassed at its initial response and increased it to $65 million—still a small sum for such a powerful economy.

Iran pledged a small sum too, compared to the sizeable aid it received when the town of Bam was hit by an earthquake last year, and compared to its perception of itself as an important country.

It was unfortunate for the Muslim Iranians to have been preoccupied with the petty issue of whether the Gulf was Persian or Arabian which made them look extremely narcissistic compared to the tragedy which claimed the lives of tens of thousands of Muslims.

Libya, which has never hesitated to finance coups, terror attacks—and compensation claims—found it difficult to be generous to Tsunami victims.
Syria was busier with hosting outgoing U.S. Undersecretary of State Richard Armitage (and stressing to the press that discussions did not involve Lebanon). Damascus’ manic pursuit of political power in Lebanon has apparently blinded its eyes to the benefits of being seen to help the stricken children of Asia.

And what about Egypt? asks Dergham. Egypt, which is fond of seeing itself as the center of the Arab world, was also preoccupied with ‘fateful’ matters. Announcing to much fanfare that they were providing financial and material aid (without mentioning how much), the Egyptians were engrossed in how to avoid amending their constitution to allow anyone to rival Hosni Mubarak for the presidency.

The Egyptian ruling elite was busy fighting those calling for an inclusive political process that does not even exclude the Muslim Brotherhood by launching a campaign designed to persuade the United States to list the Brotherhood as a terrorist organization.

The Asian Tsunami also brought to the fore the activities of Muslim organizations, observes Dergham. These largely local organizations (not including al-Qa’ida) managed to provide humanitarian aid to Tsunami victims, which raised questions as to whether they might use their aid networks to recruit new people.

In the United States, questions were asked about whether the tragedy and its aftermath would enhance America’s capability to win the war on terror. Would the (largely Muslim) survivors appreciate our help and stop hating us? Will our money succeed in drawing them to our side, or will local Muslim organizations attract them to side with the ‘terrorists?’

On the Arab-Muslim side of this shameful argument, reaction to the Asian disaster was concentrated on rumors which said that American, Israeli and Indian nuclear tests were the reason for the tidal waves which devastated the Indian Ocean.
Those preoccupied with conspiracy theories should be ashamed of themselves for avoiding their essential civic duty. They are cowards, skinflints, and foolish even if their delusions were true. But they are not alone to blame for thinking in this fashion, because they have not lived in societies that encourage compassion, duty, and civic responsibility, says Dergham.
Alone among the Gulf states, Qatar was quick to understand the gravity of the situation and the urgent need for aid. Qatar was the first Arab government to pledge more than $25 million. Kuwait by contrast received the criticism it deserved for its miserly initial contribution of only $2 million. The Kuwaitis later saw the error of their ways and raised their contribution to $10 million, still a small sum and incomparable with the revenues the emirate has been receiving recently as a result of high oil prices—and certainly not proportionate with the generosity the world showed to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation.

Saudi Arabia, which recently launched a public appeal for Tsunami victims, was late in realizing the gravity of the error it made by initially pledging only $10 million. This amount was increased to $30 million, still a very small sum compared to donations by other countries. The Saudis are still smarting from their experience in wasting huge sums of money funding the Afghan Mujahideen, an expenditure that backfired on them later. Saudi Arabia is being criticized for failing to provide humanitarian assistance on a regular basis.

The Asian Tsunami disaster taught many countries and governments valuable lessons, and it is time for the Arab world—governments, peoples, and private sectors—to understand that it is part of the wider world as far as civic duty is concerned, says Dergham. It is simply not enough for an individual here or a government there to feel the need to be generous from time to time; what is needed is a serious and genuine appreciation of the duties and responsibilities towards other people.

“Rich Arabs have been squandering huge sums of money for too long, to the anger and dismay of their own poor peoples and those in the wider world. The problem goes deeper than the difference between rich and poor; it touches the very core of the Arab conscience. It is the Arab conscience that needs to be awakened from its slumber,” concludes Dergham.
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