
I spent most of the last year reporting two sieges, 
Mosul in Iraq and Raqqa in Syria. The defeat of 
Isis in its heartlands has not produced the 
rejoicing that might have been expected.  Not so 
long ago, its “emirs” ruled an area in western Iraq 
and eastern Syria which was the size of Great 
Britain and Isis-inspired or organized terrorists 
dominated the news every few months by carrying 
out atrocities from Manchester to Kabul and Berlin 
to the Sahara. Isis retains the capacity to 
slaughter civilians – witness events in Sinai and 
Afghanistan in the last few weeks – but no longer 
has its own powerful centrally organized state 
which was what made it such a threat.
But people are uncertain that the snake is really 
dead and rightly fearful that Isis can kill a lot of 
people in its death throws. I was in Baghdad in 
October and November where there are now less 
violent incidents than at any time since 2003. 
Compare this with upwards of 3,000 people blown 
up, shot or tortured to death in the capital in a 
single month at the height of the Sunni-Shia 
sectarian civil war in 2006-7. At that time, Iraqi 
young men would have their bodies tattooed 
so they could be identified after death even if 
they were badly mutilated. Only eighteen 
months ago, a bomb in a truck in the Karada 
district of Baghdad, killed at least 323 people 
so Baghdadis are understandably wary of 
celebrating peace prematurely.
But winners and losers are emerging who will 
shape the region for decades to come. 
Over-cautious warnings that Isis and 
al-Qaeda may rise again or transmute into a 
new equally lethal form underestimate the 
depth of the changes that have happened 
over the last few years. The Jihadis have lost 
regional support, popular Sunni sympathy, 
the element of surprise, the momentum of 
victory while their enemies are far stronger 
than they used to be. The resurrection of the 
Isis state would be virtually impossible.

Much of the destabilization of the Arabian 
Peninsula stems from the proactive foreign and 
domestic policies of Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman (MbS) which have made the Saudi 
Kingdom, once staunchly cautious and 
conservative, the regional “wild card”. Some of his  
actions, such as the reported detention and 
enforced resignation of Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Harari, have a comic opera aspect to them, 
but others are more serious. The stalemated war 
in Yemen is now the bloodiest and cruelest in the 
region, with eight million Yemenis facing famine 
because of the Saudi-led blockade; there are over 
one million suspected cholera cases, the biggest 
outbreak of the disease in modern history.
The main Saudi initiative in the Gulf has been the 
blockade of Qatar which has so far achieved little 
for the Kingdom and the UAE aside from pushing 
Qatar towards Turkey and Iran. This confrontation 
has produced some light relief with furious 
exchanges between the UAE and Turkey, the 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan tweeting 
the UAE foreign minister: “When my ancestors 

were defending Medina, you impudent (man), 
where were yours?” On the Red Sea side of Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan is considering withdrawing its 
troops from Yemen where they have provided 
many of the ground forces for the Saudi-backed 
coalition.
The US and the West Europeans treat Saudi 
Arabia as if it was a regional hegemon in the 
making. Their motives are self-interested and they 
obviously want to go on selling arms to the 
Kingdom and its remaining Gulf allies. But events 
in the Arabian Peninsula over the last year 
illustrate a general truth about oil states: their 
money may buy them power and influence up to a 
certain point, but their operational capacity is 
much more limited than they imagine. This is true 
of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE, Iraq and even little 
Iraqi Kurdistan which unwisely aspired to be a 
new oil-rich Emirate.
The recent history of these states illustrates a 
general rule: possession of great revenues from 
oil, gas or any natural resources such as minerals 
breeds arrogance and self-destructive ambition. 

When King Idris of Libya was told in the 
1960s that oil companies had found oil in 
his country, he is reputed to have replied: 
“I wish you people had found water. Water 
makes men work. Oil makes men dream.” 
The quotation is a little too pat, but 
everything that has happened in the Middle 
East and North Africa over the last half 
century has underlined the truth of his 
remark. Oil money can achieve only so 
much: it can buy expensive modern 
weapons, but it cannot win wars as we are 
seeing in Yemen. It can buy allies but they 
do just as little as they can for their pay and 
their loyalty ends just as soon as the money 
runs out.

Thanks to  Patrick Cockburn  
Counterpunch.org
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Party as Market Share?
Politics is always a gamble - new funds are letting investors put real money on it.
Active Weighting Advisors launched two ETFs Exchange-Traded Funds, under the 
EventShares brand that seek to provide exposure to political and policy-driven ideas. 
The actively managed funds, called EventShares Republican Policies Fund, ticker 
GOP, and EventShares Democratic Policies Fund, symbol DEMS, employ hedge-fund 
like strategies by taking long positions in companies that should benefit from party 
policies and shorting those that would be hurt.
These ETFs differ from the first politically themed fund, which started trading in 
September. Known by its ticker MAGA, (Make America Great Again) the passively 
managed Point Bridge GOP Stock Tracker ETF follows companies whose employees 
and PACs are highly supportive of Republican candidates. The strategy is already 
paying off, as buyers have poured more than $30 million into the fund in less than six 
weeks.
Active management gives the funds a hands-on approach, which is essential during 
an administration that can be so “spontaneous,” Phillips said. The managers won’t be 
doing day-to-day substitutions, but if there is a major policy shift they have the 
flexibility to swap companies, he said.
However, active management also makes the funds more expensive. The two 
EventShares ETFs have expense ratios of 75 basis points compared with 65 basis 
points for MAGA.

The GOP ETF is focused on defense and border protection, deregulation, 
infrastructure, U.S. energy independence and also has a bucket for tax reform. It owns 
companies like Cheniere Energy Inc., a U.S. natural gas transporter, because Phillips 
thinks they’ll benefit from potentially less stringent regulation on energy and 
transportation. The fund may short Kansas City Southern, a company that gets half its 
revenue from Mexico and that plunged 11 percent in the stock market the day after 
Trump won.
DEMS, on the other hand, focuses on health-care expansion, environmentally 
conscious companies, social good, education and finance reform. The fund holds a 
lot of health care stocks like Molina Healthcare Inc. and Universal Health Services, 
and will short financials like Goldman Sachs Group Inc. and SLM Corp., better known 
as Sallie Mae, the student-loan company.
A third EventShares ETF is the U.S. Tax Reform Fund, ticker TAXR, which is more of a 
“tacitcal opportunity,” Phillips said. It tracks companies that are expected to benefit 
from tax cuts and firms that could gain from policies that help exporters. Unlike the 
other two EventShares ETFs, it will only take long positions initially and is a bit more 
pricey at 85 basis points.
While these funds may be unique for now, investors should expect to see more of 
them, as there are likely to be other ETFs seeking to profit from the action in 
Washington.

Carolina Wilson 
bloomberg.com
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