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ALISTAIR BURT .

A reshuffle, in UK govern-
ment cabinets, is the pro-
cess by which new minis-

ters are brought in and existing 
ones either dismissed or moved 
to different portfolios. London 
experienced one such event late 
last week.

Reshuffles have a well-estab-
lished choreography. I have per-
sonally taken part in them over 35 
years, as Member of Parliament, 
a ministerial aide, a promoted 
minister, a recipient of the phone 
call dispensing with my services 
and as a returning minister. The 
days before are filled with spec-
ulation – mostly unfounded, but 
often pitilessly directed at likely 
victims – as to who is going to be 
in or out.

A chart is drawn up in Downing 
Street with the moves set out, 
early phone calls are made to get 
the sackings done quickly and 
then the winners are called to 
walk up Downing Street in glory 
to receive their confirmed roles 
in front of the political media 
machine, which in turn goes into 
overdrive to spell out a narrative 
behind the prime minister’s de-
cision-making.

And there is always someone 
who says “no”.

Last week’s reshuffle stuck 
faithfully to this pattern. Follow-
ing a remarkable election victo-
ry in December, Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson was always going 
to take an early opportunity to 

shape the government he wanted. 
This is a key moment, especially 
for an administration likely to 
be conservative – and perhaps 
under Johnson’s leadership – 
for the next decade. The UK is 
piloting a course outside the EU 
and answering questions about 
its place in the wider world – on 
trade, defence and security, al-
liances and the common global 

challenges of climate, population 
and migration.

The clues to the future are in 
the names appointed to be his 
close team. Keeping Priti Patel 
as Home Secretary and Domi-
nic Raab as Foreign Secretary 
was sound. Both shared the PM’s 
euro-scepticism during his cam-
paign to leave the EU, and keeping 
an existing Foreign Secretary in 

place to build the relationships 
needed in a difficult world is es-
sential, especially after he has 
spent only a few months in the 
role.

But the loss of Sajid Javid as 
Chancellor of the Exchequer – 
head of the treasury – was the 
big and unexpected shock. It was 
the “no” moment. As a Thatch-
erite with a smart financial back-
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Boris Johnson 
has reshuffled 
more than just 

his cabinet
The UK prime minister’s latest 

ministerial changes mark a new 
attitude towards dissent and 

control at Downing Street

STEPHEN RAKOWSKI  

Mozambique is losing its 
battle against Islamist 
insurgents. Last week, 

the United Nations declared that 
armed militants have carried out 
no less than 28 attacks since the 
beginning of 2020. It is a notable 
uptick in violent activity since at-
tacks first began in the country’s 
northern Cabo Delgado province 
in late 2017.

Sadistic raids on villages are 
now commonplace,  driving 
more than 100,000 people from 
their homes. As Andrej Mahe-
cic, spokesman for the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
noted on February 7, “They speak 
of men in particular being tar-
geted and beheaded, and many, 
many reports of women and 
children ... being kidnapped or 
simply disappearing.”

For Maputo, Mozambique’s 
capital, the timing could not be 
worse. In recent years, the coun-
try has successfully courted oil 
majors like Total and ExxonMo-
bil to pump billions of dollars 
into its promising offshore ener-
gy sector. Indeed, ExxonMobil’s 
joint $30 billion liquefied natural 
gas project with Italian giant Eni 
in Mozambique’s Rovuma Basin 
is set to be by far the largest in-
vestment by an American com-
pany in Africa for many years to 
come. The burgeoning energy 
sector could be a massive boon 
for Mozambique’s impoverished 
economy, which was devastated 

by a decades-long brutal civil 
war following independence 
from Portugal in 1975.

Yet the offshore energy sector’s 
uncomfortably close proximity 
to areas under militant attack has 
ratcheted up fears for these oil 
majors. In fact, reports surfaced 
in early February that Total and 
ExxonMobil demanded Maputo 
send additional security to pro-
tect their assets. Mozambican 
defence minister Jaime Neto has 
given assurances that the gov-
ernment “is doing everything so 
that these multinational [firms], 
including their workers, can op-
erate with tranquillity and se-
curity.”

Nevertheless, despite the gov-
ernment’s ongoing efforts, the 
insurgency shows no signs of 
waning. Instead, Mozambique’s 
political class and military are 
woefully unprepared to deal with 
a problem of this magnitude. For 
one, the country’s security forces 
must grapple with the tyranny 
of distance, as Maputo to Palma 
– the base of the growing LNG 
sector in the far north – is over 
2,700km, representing a signifi-
cant logistical challenge for the 
largely underfunded and poor-
ly-trained Mozambican military.

In truth, much of the con-
flict can be laid at the feet of 
Maputo. Decades of alienation 
from the more prosperous south 
have increased resentment in 
Cabo Delgado province, where 
Palma is located. Largely unde-
veloped, the province became 

the near-exclusive property of 
predatory local political and 
economic elites who pilfered 
government resources meant to 
improve education and infra-
structure. In addition to rampant 
corruption, security forces in 
the area are notorious for their 
heavy-handed responses. Con-
sistent reporting suggests that 
mass arrests, disappearances and 

possible torture are not uncom-
mon and have escalated in lock-
step with militancy.

Moreover, journalists have 
been largely prohibited from 
traveling to the area, both as a 
reaction to the rising danger and 
because Maputo seeks to strictly 
control the flow of damaging 
information. Nevertheless, this 
has made it difficult to ascertain 

the exact nature of the conflict 
between the insurgents and their 
enemies. Many details about the 
insurgents, including their lead-
ership structure and aims, re-
main shrouded in mystery. And 
the response from the govern-
ment of President Felipe Nyusi, 
who actually hails from Cabo 
Delgado, has not been promising. 
Maputo’s rhetoric has focused on 

Maputo is 
struggling 
to protect 

its oil fields 
from militant 

groups, 
and shows 
no signs of 

learning from 
the experience 

What Mozambique’s insurgency woes can teach oil and gas chiefs

Keeping Priti Patel as Home 
Secretary and Dominic 

Raab as Foreign Secretary 
was sound. Both shared 

the PM’s euro-scepticism 
during his campaign to 

leave the EU, and keeping 
an existing Foreign 

Secretary in place to build 
the relationships needed 

in a difficult world is 
essential. 
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This morning I spoke 
to Chinese President 

Xi to express my sympa-
thy and support for those 
affected by the corona-
virus outbreak. The UK 
government has donated 
vital medical equipment 
to the region and we will 
continue to offer our as-
sistance. (1/2)

@BorisJohnson

Faith is what has got-
ten me through dif-

ficult times in my life. It 
provides hope, purpose, 
and strength. And it is 
what gives me the rea-
son to believe that our 
nation’s best days still lie 
ahead.

@JoeBiden

After decades of being 
ignored by Washing-

ton, the forgotten men 
and women in America 
found a champion in @
realDonaldTrump. They 
are the same people 
Bloomberg has spent 
years insulting. He has 
no business leading our 
country!

@GOPChairwoman

London is and always 
will  be a part of 

Europe - Brexit hasn’t 
changed that. I had a 
good meeting with @
MichelBarnier  to discuss 
how vital it is that a Brexit 
deal protects our econo-
my, the rights of London-
ers and Europeans, and 
the relationship our city 
has built with Europe.

@MayorofLondon

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

ground, Mr Javid had many ad-
mirers during his time in the role. 
But he would only have been al-
lowed to keep it on the condition 
that he dismissed his own aides 
and merged his advisory team 
with one controlled by the prime 
minister’s office. Mr Javid said 
“no”, and no amount of persua-
sion could change his mind. By 
accident or design, Boris John-

son had lost a key player within 
weeks of winning the election.

Despite the “no” word being 
heard early in the process, the 
rest of the reshuffle continued, 
and the media and political world 
picked over its predictions to 
make sense of it all.

Nonetheless, there are other 
extraordinary features of what 
has happened in Downing Street. 
A quiet revolution is taking place 
in the UK, and the ministerial 
changes that have been made 
are pivotal.

Firstly, there was little attempt 
to ensure balance in terms of 
the great former divide over EU 
membership. The cabinet and 
senior ministers, to a man or 
woman, are individuals who ei-
ther campaigned to leave the EU 
on any terms or have totally ac-
cepted the possibility of such an 
outcome, and who can therefore 

be relied upon to support the 
prime minister’s decisions on the 
negotiations without question.

The EU should take note of this 
as its negotiations with Britain 
get seriously underway. Mr John-
son is playing off a full deck. In 
addition, the removal of a num-
ber of ministers – including some 
of unimpeachable quality but 
who were perceived to be either 
a potential source of difficulty in 
future or guilty of some political 
misdemeanour in the past – made 
clear that there is no longer any 
tolerance for dissent. Such ‘weak-
nesses’ in the past, the thinking 
goes, have are partly responsible 
for the Conservative Party’s fail-
ures since 2015.

Secondly, behind the scenes 
but brought to the fore by Mr 
Javid’s sacking, is a new men-
tality of micro-management and 
direct rule, architected by the 
prime minister’s chief adviser, 
Dominic Cummings. The whole 
government’s centre of gravi-
ty now lies firmly directed in 
the prime minister’s office at 10 
Downing Street. The takeover 
by Number 10 of the system of 
special advisers – political ap-
pointees who used to be personal 
to ministers, but are no longer 
so – suggests that neither indi-
vidual ministries, nor ministers, 
can be fully trusted to deliver the 
government’s existing or future 
agendas.

Watch this space. And get very 
used to the name of Dominic 
Cummings.

1945
World War II: Battle of Iwo Jima: 
About 30,000 United States 
Marines land on the island of 
Iwo Jima.

1948
The Conference of Youth and 
Students of Southeast Asia Fighting 
for Freedom and Independence 
convenes in Calcutta.

1949
Ezra Pound is awarded the first 
Bollingen Prize in poetry by the 
Bollingen Foundation and Yale 
University.

1953
Censorship: Georgia approves the 
first literature censorship board 
in the United States.
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labelling insurgents as bandits or 
manipulative thieves rather than 
focus on the rampant corruption 
and other drivers of the conflict.

Most inconvenient for Maputo 
is the widespread sense that its 
efforts to clamp down on the spi-
ralling militancy will fail. Even 
the introduction of Russian pri-
vate military contractors – two of 
whom were killed in November 

– has done little to stem the tide 
of bloodshed.

Mozambique’s struggle with 
its northern insurgents will 
prove to be a cautionary tale for 
oil and gas majors and natural 
resource ministries alike.

There are several reasons for 
this. First, those energy com-
panies that try to ensure sound 
corporate social responsibility 
practices – such as fair com-
pensation and building new 
housing for people displaced 
by their projects – cannot be 
sure that the government will 
follow through on its own part 
in these efforts. Instead, evi-
dence in Cabo Delgado suggests 
that surging local anger was the 
product of a belief that tradi-
tional land and fishing areas 
had been stolen and polluted 
for the benefit of corrupt elites 
and foreign interests, indicating 

that ExxonMobil and its coun-
terparts are on the losing end of 
a public relations battle despite 
their efforts to offset the social 
costs of their projects.

Second, the introduction of 
more security forces is unlikely 
to solve the crisis. At most, it 
will help to temporarily protect 
energy installations, but will do 
nothing more to improve the un-
derlying situation. Again, this is 
because poorly-trained and abu-
sive troops act rather as forces of 
insecurity, furthering alienation 
and anger among the victims of 
their cruelties.

For governments and private 
companies elsewhere who in-
vest in energy projects beyond 
their own borders, the lessons 
of Mozambique are worth not-
ing. No amount of intervention 
by foreign or local powers and 
security forces can make up for 
the severe governance gaps that 
corrupt and incompetent host 
governments foster. Instead, out-
side parties risk being party to 
heavy-handed tactics that only 
fuel more violence.

Maputo is out of its depth and 
simply reacting, with no clear 
strategy to the crisis on its hands. 
For their part, interested parties 
like oil majors and foreign gov-
ernments must push Maputo to 
take a hard look at addressing 
the drivers fundamental to the 
conflict. Until then, the situation 
will only worsen, until all of the 
country’s promising energy po-
tential fades for good.

What Mozambique’s insurgency woes can teach oil and gas chiefs
For governments and private 

companies elsewhere who 
invest in energy projects 

beyond their own borders, 
the lessons of Mozambique 

are worth noting. No amount 
of intervention by foreign 

or local powers and security 
forces can make up for the 

severe governance gaps that 
corrupt and incompetent 
host governments foster. 

Lebanon running  
out of credibility

DR DAINA KHATIB 

Despite the continuing public anger 
and widespread protests in Leba-
non, deputies went to Parliament 

last week to give the government a confi-
dence vote. Some had to rely on armored 
vehicles to avoid facing angry protesters. It 
is obvious that those in power are no longer 
representative of the people; however, that 
does not change the fact that they are ruling 
the country. This government has the low-
est confidence rating ever. It was confirmed 
with 49 percent of the vote. In any case, the 
new government is only a reincarnation of 
the previous ones. The same political par-
ties are controlling the same key ministries. 
The change has been cosmetic by pushing 
to the front unknown figures who are con-
trolled by the old guards.

The speech of Prime Minister Hassan 
Diab, with which he gained the confidence 
of the Parliament, was surreal. He spoke of 
promises upon promises with no real mech-
anism or means on how to achieve them. 
In Jan. 27 parliamentary session, in which 
the new government ratified the previous 
budget proposed by the Saad Hariri gov-
ernment, a deputy said: “No money no hon-
ey.” The Lebanese political configuration, 
thriving on corruption, had always found 
someone to bail them out, but not anymore.

The Lebanese central bank can no longer 
create money. No one wants to lend to a 
country that is about to default. Since 2018, 
the central bank has been spending from 

reserves that are the economy’s 
live flesh. A $1.2 billion payment 
in Eurobonds is due on March 9. 
The government can choose to pay 
from its reserves or default. Both 
cases are catastrophic. The debt 
is no longer internal. Banks have 
sold a big chunk of their bonds to 
foreign investors at a discount to 
access liquidity. If the government 
defaults, then debtors can sue the 
government. If it pays off the debt, 
it will no longer have reserves to 
pay for the necessary imports.

Another alarming signal is the 
measure the central bank has un-
dertaken to escape the liquidity 
problem. The central bank has 
started to print money. Printing 
money is the beginning of the end 
for any system. Though the central 
bank says it is doing so to replace 

old bank notes, observers believe the new 
notes were used to inject liquidity into the 
market.

The country’s situation is grim. The gov-
ernment has no national or no international 
credibility. If any help is expected from the 
international community, there should be 
transparency as well as serious structural 
reforms. However, the current government 
has no political power and no political will 
as its patrons are looking for ways to save 
the day for themselves.

Diab’s long ministerial statement had no 
substance. It promised the Lebanese people 
great projects like the metro and a modern 
military hospital, as well as the eradication 
of poverty. However, when it came to the 
obvious economic catastrophe facing the 
country, the prime minister was elusive. 
He said that his team is preparing a plan 
that will be revealed in the coming month 
— while, logically, the rescue plan should 
have been the basis on which the newly 
appointed government was to obtain the 
confidence of the Parliament.

Lebanon’s political leaders are trying to 
deflect the situation. The ousted foreign 
minister Gibran Bassil blamed the situation 
on refugees, after offering a disclaimer at 
the beginning of his speech, saying that 
there is also corruption and faulty poli-
cies being implemented. He claimed that 
refugees have cost the country $43 billion, 
which is absurd.

The country’s 
situation is grim. 
The government 

has no national or 
no international 

credibility. 
If any help is 

expected from 
the international 

community, 
there should be 

transparency as 
well as serious 

structural reforms. 


