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Biden under pressure for tougher sanctions against Saudi crown prince
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The Office of the U.
S. Director of National
Intelligence (ODNI) re-
leased a newly declassi-
fied
on 26 February assessing that Saudi

intelligence report
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
approved the killing of the Saudi jour-
nalist Jamal Khashoggi. Meanwhile, the
State the
"Khashoggi Ban" on the same day, im-

Department  announced
posing visa restrictions on 76 Saudi indi-
viduals involved in the case, but Mo-
hammed was not on the sanctions list.
Public criticisms suspected that Moham-
med was not penalized due to the U.S.
President Joe Biden's consideration of
preventing any damage to the relation-
ship with Saudi Arabia, similar to the
former president Donald Trump's deci-
sion to shield the top Saudi officials
from the lability. The Cable News Net-
work (CNN) even criticized Biden for
failing to keep his promise during the
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election campaigns to punish the Saudi
leadership. The kingdom of Saudi Ara-

bia completely rejected the assessment,
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describing it as "negative, false and un-
acceptable” and emphasizing that it still
hoped to maintain strategic partnership
between both countries.

Before his death, Khashoggi wrote a
monthly column in the Washington
Post in which he often criticized the pol-
icies of Mohammed, and was eventually
killed during a visit to the Saudi Consul-
ate in Istanbul, Turkey in 2018, with
his body missing but believed to have
been mutilated. The US intelligence
agency submitted a report on the case
to Congress as early as the end of 2018,
but the Trump administration had re-
sisted releasing the report to avoid
harming the relationship with Saudi
Arabia.

Biden approved the publication of
the investigative report on the Khashog-
gi case after he took office. Right before
the report was released, he had a
phone conversation with King Salman
of Saudi Arabia, emphasizing the need
for close ties between two countries.
Yet, the statement issued by both sides
did not mention about their discussions

on the report.

ODNI's report listed 21 people sus-
pected of participating in the killing of
Khashoggi, including one of Moham-
med's main advisers and security person-
nel. It was also said that the Crown
Prince had absolute control over the
kingdom's security and intelligence orga-
nizations, so that the Saudi officials
would not have carried out such opera-
tion to kill Khashoggi without his autho-
rization, while Mohammed viewed
Khashoggi as a threat and supported us-
ing violent measures to silence him.

It was also pointed out that the
Crown Prince had probably fostered an
environment at that time in which the
aides were afraid that they would be
fired or arrested if they failed to com-
plete assigned tasks. This suggested that
they were unlikely to question Moham-
med's orders or undertake sensitive ac-
tions without his consent.

The U.S. Secretary of State Antony
Blinken announced a new policy called
"Khashoggi Ban" on 26 February, im-

posing visa restriction on individuals

who engaged in harming, threatening
or surveilling journalists on behalf of for-
eign governments, and the 76 people in-
volved in killing Khashoggi had been
blacklisted and barred from entering
the U.S. Meanwhile, the U.S. Treasury
Department rolled out new sanc-
tions against Ahmad Hassan Moham-
med al Asiri, Saudi Arabia's former dep-
uty head of the General Intelligence
Presidency, and Saudi Arabia's Rapid
Intervention Force (RIF), freezing their
U.S. assets and generally barring Ameri-
cans from dealing with them.

The Treasury Department said that
al Asiri was the ringleader of the assassi-
nation, and several members of the hit
squad that murdered Khashoggi came
from the RIF, a subset of the Saudi
Royal Guard answering only to the
Crown Prince.

When asked why Mohammed was
not on the sanctions list, Blinken said
that Biden did not want to break the
core relationship with Saudi Arabia but
hoped for a "recalibration” of the rela-

tionship with the kingdom in line with
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the interests and values of the U.
S. Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Foreign
Affairs criticized the U.S.

"false and inaccurate", but hoped that

report as

both sides could continue to deepen
their strategic partnership.

According to The New York Times,
the national security team of the White
House advised Biden that the decision
to ban Mohammed from entering the U.
S. or file criminal charges against him
would  inevitably jeopardize the strate-
gic relationship between both countries,
forcing the U.S. to bear a high cost in
terms of Saudi cooperation on counter-
terrorism and in confronting Iran. Re-
uters also pointed out that Biden had
been cautiously maintaining friendly re-
lations with Saudi Arabia as he aimed
at re-engaging Iran in the nuclear
but still needed to
count on Saudi Arabia as a counter-

deal negotiations,

weight against Iran and Islamic extrem-
ism, while the kingdom could also play
a key role in the Biden administration's
desire to help Israel strengthen diplo-
matic ties with some Arab countries.
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