
Saudi Arabia: Crown prince will remain unchallenged despite Khashoggi affair

Event: Saudi Arabia's chief prosecutor met his Turkish counterpart in Istanbul on October 29 to
discuss a joint investigation into the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi.

Significance: The scandal over Khashoggi's death has been a profound embarrassment to the
Saudi government, which has belatedly acknowledged that senior officials were implicated.
However, there is no sign that the dominant position of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
has been affected. Western allies will seek to maintain security and economic ties, although they
may quietly seek assurances that such incidents will not recur.

Analysis: Jamal Khashoggi disappeared after entering the Saudi consulate in Istanbul on
October 2. Riyadh's initial response was a total denial that anything was amiss. Following
Ankara's drip feeding of information via leaks to the media, however, the Saudi authorities have
had to revise their story on several occasions.

On October 25, the Saudi chief prosecutor, Saud al-Mojeb, acknowledged that Khashoggi was
killed by Saudi officials and that this was premeditated. However, the foreign minister, Adel al-
Jubeir, quickly insisted that any suspects be tried within the kingdom, despite Turkish calls for
their extradition. The crown prince, for his part, has described Khashoggi's death as a "horrible
incident" and vowed to bring the killers to justice.

Key questions remain, however, notably the whereabouts of Khashoggi's body and what role, if
any, Mohammed bin Salman had in the affair, given that Turkish media reports have implicated
figures close to him. The crown prince's critics outside the kingdom allege that he must have
known about Khashoggi's killing, and may have personally ordered it. Allied governments and
major business leaders boycotted Mohammed bin Salman's flagship Foreign Investment
Initiative conference in Riyadh on October 23-25 amid concerns over his role.

The authorities now appear to have settled on a narrative whereby the killing of Khashoggi was a
tragic mistake, carried out by rogue operatives without the knowledge of the royal family. On
October 19, the government announced a series of measures that involve punishing sufficiently
senior officials to demonstrate that justice has been served. These included the dismissal of five
top officials, including two figures close to Mohammed bin Salman, his advisor Saud al-Qahtani
and General Ahmed al-Assiri, the deputy head of intelligence, as well as the arrest of 18
unnamed individuals.

The underlying message is that there is no intention to ask whether Mohammed bin Salman
personally made errors of judgment, and that his position is too important to be questioned. This
stance is unlikely to change, even if more damaging material is leaked by Turkey.

However, the foreign reaction has to led to speculation over the domestic political consequences
for Mohammed bin Salman, who is the country's de facto ruler.

Although Mohammed bin Salman has made many enemies within the royal family, any moves
within the establishment to try and unseat him are not likely to succeed. Since his father became
king in January 2015, the young prince has entrenched his own powers and closed off paths to
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power for potential rivals.

Mohammed bin Salman's initial power base was the Ministry of Defence. King Salman took
charge of the ministry in 2011, ending of almost 50 years of control by the Sultan branch of the
royal family, and then handed the post to Mohammed bin Salman when he ascended to the
throne. Mohammed bin Salman has retained the post of defence minister even as he has added
several other key roles, such as chairmanship of the state petroleum and economic committees.
In March 2015, he took control of the Public Investment Fund (PIF), the sovereign wealth fund,
from the Ministry of Finance.

In June 2017, Mohammed bin Salman extended his power by engineering the removal of
Mohammed bin Nayef from his positions as crown prince and interior minister. This allowed
Mohammed bin Salman to take over the role of crown prince. The interior ministry remains
nominally in the hands of the Nayef branch of the family, but the new minister, who is a nephew
of Mohammed bin Nayef, is believed to be close to Mohammed bin Salman, having previously
served in the defence ministry.

The removal of potential challengers from within the security establishment was completed in
November 2017 when Mit'ab bin Abdullah, son of the late King Abdullah, was dismissed as
commander of the Saudi Arabian National Guard, a powerful independent military force.

Mit'ab and around 200 other senior princes, ministers and businessmen were detained for
several weeks over corruption allegations in an apparent purge initiated by Mohammed bin
Salman.

The only figure in Saudi Arabia in a position to curb the crown prince's powers is his father, King
Salman. However, the king has long been rumoured to be ill and he has left day-to-day
governance to Mohammed bin Salman. As such, his ability to impose his authority over his son
is questionable. The crown prince is believed to control access to his father tightly and there is
little scope for senior princes to make a joint appeal to the king.

The prospects for a domestic popular movement against the crown prince are minimal.
Mohammed bin Salman's vigour and decisiveness, and his embrace of a degree of social
reform, have won him support among younger Saudis. Moreover, rising oil prices are enabling
him to boost public spending. On September 30, the government announced a 7% increase in
the state budget for 2019, and on October 22 reinstated annual bonuses to all state employees.

Despite Western politicians' expressions of outrage over the Khashoggi affair, most do not wish
to jeopardise Saudi commercial and security ties in the long term. They are likely to accept
Riyadh's version of events once it has solidified, although they may seek concessions, such as
commitment to a peaceful resolution of the war in Yemen or an end to the feud with Qatar.

Looking ahead: Mohammed bin Salman will defend his position, and may even extend his
powers, fearing that the incident may embolden his detractors. The authorities will accept the
necessity of holding some members of his entourage accountable for the murder and the
political crisis that it triggered. King Salman is unlikely to rein in the crown prince, and there are
no credible challengers from other branches of the Al Saud royal family.
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