
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            THE AMIR OF HUMANITY

            A LIFETIME OF COMPASSION

            By Andrew White

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            “SHEIKH SABAH HAS LONG BEEN A GLOBAL HUMANITARIAN LEADER. HIS SUPPORT OF DISASTER RELIEF, PEACE EFFORTS, AND ADVANCING PUBLIC HEALTH ARE AN INSPIRATION. OTHER WORLD LEADERS CAN LEARN FROM THE WISE EXAMPLE SET BY MY FRIEND, HIS HIGHNESS THE AMIR”

            PRESIDENT JIMMY CARTER
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            “ACTS OF GOODNESS AND CHARITY ARE VIRTUES INSTILLED IN THE PEOPLE OF KUWAIT SINCE ANTIQUITY”

            SHEIKH SABAH AL-AHMAD AL-JABER AL-SABAH
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            “KUWAIT HAS SHOWN EXEMPLARY HUMANITARIAN LEADERSHIP IN SUPPORTING OPERATIONS UNDER THE COMPASSIONATE AND PASSIONATE LEADERSHIP OF HIS HIGHNESS, THE AMIR. KUWAIT MAY BE A SMALL COUNTRY IN SIZE BUT SHE HAS A BIG AND BROAD AND COMPASSIONATE HEART”

            BAN KI-MOON, FORMER SECRETARY-GENERAL, UNITED NATIONS
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            PART ONE

            A LIFETIME OF COMPASSION
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            CHAPTER ONE

            A VIRTUOUS TRADITION

         

         The morning of January 30, 2013 was an unseasonably cold one in Kuwait City. Chill winds whipped off the Arabian Gulf and across Kuwait Bay, causing the hundreds of many-coloured flags lining the streets of the capital, to gutter and dance in the winter sunshine.

         The ensigns of scores of countries were visible, along with those of the United Nations (UN) and other humanitarian organisations. They afforded a vibrant welcome to the many political and charitable leaders who had travelled to the Gulf at the invitation of the Amir of Kuwait, Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah.

         Gathering at the picturesque Bayan Palace, delegates to the inaugural International Humanitarian Pledging Conference for Syria fell silent as their host stood to speak. The then-83-year-old settled behind the podium and addressed his audience with sincerity and quiet authority. “The humanitarian catastrophe in Syria is witnessing continued escalation,” he said. “The numbers of dead are multiplying, and destruction has become the main feature of every neighbourhood in Syria.

         “The facts and figures place huge responsibilities on our shoulders, and prompt us to work with the utmost ability possible to confront this disaster, rush to prevent the bloodshed of our brothers, and preserve whatever is left of their country’s infrastructure,” he continued. “It is my pleasure to announce a contribution from the State of Kuwait to the amount of $300m, to support the humanitarian cause of the Syrian people. I hope that we can all convey to the Syrian people a message that the international community stands with them, feels their suffering and will not abandon them in times of crisis. I pray to the Almighty to put a quick end to this humanitarian tragedy, so that peace and stability will return to every part of Syria.”

         A few hours later and the international community had pledged more than $1.5bn in humanitarian aid to Syria, in the most successful fundraising conference in UN history. The Amir’s eloquently expressed passion, matched with unparalleled generosity, galvanised observers into action that day, and would do so again at similar conferences in 2014 and 2015. Yet it should not have surprised them.

         
            
[image: ]
               Former UN head Ban Ki-moon recognised the Amir as “a great humanitarian leader of our world”

            

         

         Sheikh Sabah has for decades sought to help those in need – and inspire others to follow suit. Whether through political discourse and bridge-building, or remarkable personal generosity, his work is driven by a deep and profound sense of humanity.

         Much of his giving we will never learn about. Politely uninterested in plaudits or accolades, the Amir has conducted the majority of his humanitarian work in private without fanfare or attention. He lives as a man who gives in charity and hides it, so that his left hand does not know what his right hand gives, according to the Islamic tenet that speaks of the person who cares more about helping other people with good deeds, than what other people think of his good deeds. Whispers emerge from among those who benefit from his discreet efforts: from new schoolbooks to the settling of medical bills and the rebuilding of villages struck by natural or man-made disaster, anecdotes abound of Sheikh Sabah’s commitment to improving the lives of those less fortunate.

         The truth is that although the Amir would prefer to conduct all of his good deeds in private, he also recognises the benefit – indeed the need – to inspire others through his leadership in the humanitarian and peace-building space. Sometimes it is not enough just to act: one must light the path so that others may make the same journey. In public, then, Sheikh Sabah has become widely recognised within philanthropic circles as the most active and engaged leader in the Middle East.

         These tireless efforts have in recent years seen the Amir honoured by the UN and the International Organization for Migration, among other institutions. He accepted these accolades with humility and used those moments as another opportunity to drive awareness around key issues – relieving the plight of Syrian refugees, or the necessity for peace in Yemen – rather than referencing his own efforts in those directions. Individual awards are received graciously but mean little when compared to the challenges facing so many unfortunate people across the Middle East and beyond.
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               At the fourth Pledging Conference for the people of Syria, inspired by the Amir and supported by leaders from around the world

            

         

         Four years after that first pledging conference, the horrors continue in Syria and peace seems a more distant prospect than ever before. Estimates place the death toll as high as 470,000, while 4.8 million Syrians have fled to neighbouring countries and 6.6 million are internally displaced within their own homeland. Yet the situation would be greatly worse were it not for the continued efforts of Kuwait and its Amir, to alleviate the suffering of so many.

         In the last four years Sheikh Sabah has donated an estimated $1.6bn to refugee relief for the Syrian crisis. He has also acted as a catalyst for record-breaking fundraising from around the globe, facilitating the pledging of close to $8bn at major conferences in Kuwait. His leadership and his example helped to convene a remarkably broad base of donor nations and bodies: funds were pledged from 78 different UN member states and 38 humanitarian organisations, testament to the Amir’s success in bringing people together from all over the world, and leading them to common ground and purpose.

         Kuwait has long been known as the humanitarian heart of the Gulf region and its leader has embodied that reputation throughout his life and career. He sees his actions as nothing but a continuation of a tradition dating from the founding of Kuwait in the early 17th century, where values of interdependence and mercy flourished, starting with an obligation to rescue anyone in trouble on the sea.

         From a small peninsula at the tip of the Arabian Gulf, hands of friendship were extended across water and sand, and eventually the world, and so Kuwait became known for its support for just causes and peace, respect for other countries’ sovereignties and non-interference in others’ internal affairs.

         Nobody has done more to foster this reputation for compassion and generosity than the Amir, whose deeds have not only touched millions globally, but also raised the standing of his nation, gained the respect of royalty and statespeople around the world, and earned the love of his people.

         When historians one day study the legacy of the 15th Ruler and fifth Amir of Kuwait, they will point to the development of the nation under his charge; to political, social and economic advancements; to the high regard in which he is held by leaders around the world. To gain a real understanding of the scale of his achievements, however, they should also listen to those without a voice: the displaced generations of Syria, the poor of Iraq, the hungry of southern Asia, the sick of Africa. For only they can truly understand and appreciate the extent of the compassion that lies in the heart, and guides the hands of Sheikh Sabah Al‑Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, the Amir of Humanity.
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               With King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi Arabia, a close ally in efforts to maintain security and stability in the region
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               The Amir has inspired the humanitarian efforts of other world leaders such as German chancellor Angela Merkel
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            CHAPTER TWO

            THE GROWTH OF A NATION

         

         Humanity begins at home and much of the Amir’s life has been dedicated to the betterment of his country, and its people. The fourth son of Sheikh Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, Kuwait’s 10th ruler, the Amir prepared to lead his nation over the course of a distinguished career that saw him labelled ‘The Prince of Arab Diplomacy’. His talents for compassion and tenacity came to the fore as he helped shape the constitutional and democratic evolution of Kuwait, at the same time as he preserved and grew its reputation abroad.

         When he was appointed Foreign Minister in 1963, few would have predicted that Sheikh Sabah would hold the role for 40 years, making him one of the longest-serving foreign ministers in the world. Yet such was his gift for politics and the service of his nation that there was no aspect of Kuwait’s development in which the Amir did not have an influence for good.

         Along with Kuwait’s leaders, Sheikh Sabah contributed hugely to the building of the modern state of Kuwait. He had a hand in the founding of its most august institutions, made key decisions at home and abroad, and balanced traditional and modernising impulses as he gained the wisdom of experience over several decades in service.

         His political career began in July 1954, when he was appointed a member of the High Executive Committee entrusted with organising government departments, designing their work plans, and ensuring the effective implementation of policy and strategy. His efforts laid the foundation of the administrative and economic systems upon which pre-independence Kuwait would stand.

         In 1955 he was appointed Chairman of the Department of Social Affairs and Labour, at which point the progressive personal principles of Sheikh Sabah can be traced more clearly in his work. He was passionately committed to providing abundant job opportunities for Kuwaiti citizens, a fierce advocate of balanced employee-employer relations, and understood innately the benefits that foreign migration into the country could deliver.

         Cognisant of the vital role that Kuwaiti women would play in the nation’s future, he established vocational training centres for girls, enabling young women to gain access to vital culture and information resources. He also encouraged the formation of women’s associations across the country. Meanwhile, men and women alike were grateful for his efforts to establish sports clubs and to preserve and celebrate Kuwaiti history and heritage. He worked tirelessly to help launch the Folklore Preservation Centre in 1956, and was one of the earliest advocates of theatre in Kuwait, inspiring young people to enter the arts.

         
            “SHEIKH SABAH BECAME KNOWN FOR HIS INTELLIGENCE, TRUSTWORTHINESS AND TACT. AS KUWAIT OPENED UP TO THE WORLD, ITS CALLING CARD WAS THE WARM SMILE OF THE AMIR”
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         In 1957, the Amir was appointed Chairman of the Press and Publications Department, the printing house of the Kuwaiti government responsible for all official literature, as well as the production of school textbooks. The following year he oversaw the publication of the first edition of Al Arabi magazine, one of the most respected publications in the Arab world, devoted to literature and celebrating the brotherly bonds between Arab nations. Before long he was appointed Minister of Guidance and Information – later renamed the Ministry of Information – and he continued to work towards the enlightenment and empowerment of Kuwaiti citizens, preparing a book on the history of the nation and overseeing radio, TV, cinema, the theatre and tourism in the country.
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