Promoting the indefensible:
Saudi Arabia's Brussels lobby shop
There can be few more controversial clients for a lobbying consultancy than the regime
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. No surprises, then, that a Brussels-based lobbying firm has
been less than forthcoming about its role. Corporate Europe Observatory lifts the lid on the
company lobbying on behalf of this repressive regime.
Corporate Europe Observatory can exclusively reveal that, according to an industry
insider, MSL Brussels – part of French media conglomerate Publicis Groupe – has had a
contract to represent the government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the EU from at least
October 2015. However, despite MSL Brussels having an entry in the EU’s lobbying
Transparency Register, they have not included Saudi Arabia in their list of clients. 1 Given the
kingdom’s brutal reputation (see Box 1) there are plenty of reasons for MSL Brussels to wish
to keep this contract quiet.
MSL Brussels has represented the Saudi Foreign Office
and Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman, via the Saudi
Mission to the EU, helping to convey the country’s key
lobbying positions to MEPs, the press, and EU institutions.
They helped frame the PR narrative and lobbied on some
of the key issues facing the kingdom, including:

there are plenty of reasons for
MSL Brussels to wish to keep
this contract quiet

• Defending the kingdom from accusations that it was linked to the export of terrorism,
including by placing press stories on the subject in the wake of the Brussels terror
attacks;
• Deflecting international condemnation of the Saudi-led coalition’s conduct in the war in
Yemen by emphasizing Saudi Arabia’s humanitarian aid;
• Promoting the popularity of Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman (‘MBS’) and
presenting him as a reformer;
• Presenting Saudi Arabia as a key ally for the West, and a serious and trusted partner for
the EU, including in trade and foreign policy;
• Along with Burson Marsteller (now Burson Cohn & Wolfe), promoting the Islamic Military
Alliance in Brussels (a coalition active in Yemen known as the 'Islamic NATO’);
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• Eliciting EU support against a US law that allows the families of 9/11 victims to sue Saudi
Arabia;
• Whitewashing the country’s terrible human rights record by putting a positive spin on
progress on women’s rights and other stories; and
• Promoting its commitment to tackling global warming, despite it being the world’s largest
oil producer and a key obstacle in UN talks to tackle climate change, among many
other topics.
BOX 1: A BRUTAL REGIME
Saudi Arabia, an absolute monarchy that detains, tortures, and executes its civilians, has been named
as a key exporter of terrorist ideology and financing. 2 It has also waged a brutal campaign in Yemen
since 2015. The kingdom received an additional wave of condemnation in the wake of the October 2018
assassination of Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi. Several lobby firms ended their work for
the country in protest, including Gladstone Place Partners; Glover Park Group; BGR; Gibson, Dunn &
Crutcher; and Portland Communications. 3 However Qorvis MSL, the source of the MSL Brussels
contract has not (see Box 4).4 The Economist notes the “increasingly authoritarian and unpredictable
nature” of Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman, and lists the country in the bottom ten of all countries
in its ‘Democracy Index 2018’.5

Saudi Arabia already has diplomatic channels with the EU. This begs the question
whether it is legitimate for EU-based lobby consultancies to be part of a third-country
propaganda effort to influence European institutions and press, and to have concealed their
role in doing so. At the time of publication MSL Brussels had not replied to Corporate Europe
Observatory’s requests for comment.
Between 2015 and late 2017, MSL Brussels’ support
to the Saudi Arabian Foreign Office included running the
website and Twitter accounts of the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia’s Mission to the EU (which also serves as its
embassy to Belgium and Luxembourg). They lobbied
MEPs (see Box 6), sent daily monitoring reports
concerning Belgian and international press to the client,
and placed stories promoting Saudi Arabia’s positions in
the media. They also sent relevant political updates from the European and Belgian
parliaments to the Saudi Mission. They helped with Mission events and set out to organise
trips for Saudi parliamentarians to the European Parliament. Their lobbying targets were
often MEPs in the Foreign Affairs Committee and the Delegation to the Arabian Peninsula.
They also wrote and sent out a monthly newsletter to a long list of key politicians and
officials in the European Parliament, the Commission, and the European External Action
Service (the EU’s diplomatic service, which is responsible for EU foreign and security
policy).
it is legitimate for EU-based
lobby consultancies to be
part of a third-country
propaganda effort to
influence European
institutions and press
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BOX 2: BRUSSELS, BERLIN, P ARIS ...
According to our source, the relevant MSL offices in Berlin and Paris did similar work for the Saudi
Foreign Office in Germany and France, including for their respective Saudi embassies. Sister company
in the Publicis Groupe, CNC (now KekstCNC) also lobbied on behalf of Saudi Arabia in Germany. These
roles should also have been entered in the Transparency Register, whether based in Brussels or not, if
they were engaged in activities intended to “influence the law-making and policy implementation
process of the EU institutions”.6

MSL’s lobbying work has been conducted under the radar.
MSL Brussels appears to
For example, it appears as though from 2016 to today, MSL
have dramatically underBrussels has misleadingly listed its client as ‘Qorvis’ in the
reported the value of the
Transparency Register.7 Qorvis MSLGROUP USA is a sister
contract
company based in Washington DC, owned by MSL Brussels'
proprietor Publicis since 2014. 8 Qorvis MSL is also Saudi Arabia’s highest paid lobbying firm
in Washington,9 with a multi-million dollar contract (see Box 4).10 According to an inside
source, Qorvis subcontracted the role of representing the Saudi Foreign Office via the
Mission of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the EU to MSL Brussels from late 2015 onwards.
This Brussels contract appears to have been severed by Saudi Arabia sometime after the
second half of 2017, though the Qorvis MSL contract in the US continues. 11
In addition, MSL Brussels appears to have dramatically under-reported the value of the
contract in question. In the EU Transparency Register it reports the Qorvis contract as worth
€50,000-€99,000 annually. 12 Yet insider sources indicate that Saudi Arabia was MSL
Brussels’ main client, and that the contract was actually worth in the region of €110,000 a
month. This is approximately €1,320,000 annually, almost double MSL Brussels’ entire
annual lobbying budget for 2017 as reported in the Transparency Register, 13 and almost
three times that of 2016. 14
BOX 3: CONTEXT : REGIONAL BATTLE FOR INFLUENCE
Saudi Arabia’s spending on lobbying in the EU and US needs to be considered in a wider context,
since a kind of proxy war for influence by Gulf powers is being playing out via lobbyists in Washington
and Brussels. Indeed, this rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran for dominance in the region has
boosted the kingdom’s lobbying spend in Western capitals. Moreover in June 2017 Saudi Arabia and
its allies, which include Egypt, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates, cut off relations with the Gulf
state of Qatar, with both Saudi Arabia and Qatar increasing lobbing spending as a result (UAE, Bahrain,
and Egypt also employ their own lobbyists in the US). 15
One example of how this lobbying war plays out, according to Politico, is Qorvis MSLGROUP’s
briefing of reporters during the Qatari Foreign Minister's 2017 visit to Washington DC. Qorvis presented
questions for journalists to ask Qatari officials that were framed within the context of the Saudi Arabian
perspective, such as “When will Qatar suspend its funding for Hamas and expel its leadership from the
country?”16
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MSL tweets about the reformer Crown Prince. 17 The
European Parliament describes "a pattern of a widespread
crackdown against prominent human rights defenders,
women activists, lawyers, journalists, writers and
bloggers” since the Crown Prince took control of Saudi
Arabia’s security apparatus. 18

BOX 4: QORVIS MSL
Washington DC-based PR firm Qorvis was bought by MSLGROUP’s owners, Publicise Groupe, in
2014.19 Upon the occasion of the merger the company’s website celebrated “Qorvis’ deep reservoir of
relationships in the public affairs community in Washington and with governments around the world”. It
pointed out the advantages of the merger: “Qorvis clients can now access MSLGROUP experts in nine
practice areas and more than 20 specialties from around the world. And this access is through a single
point of service. Additionally, as experts from both firms start to work together and with our clients in
new ways, the potential for breakthrough ideas and programs heightens significantly.” 20
Qorvis has been polishing the image of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the US since 2001, following
the 11 September attacks, when it emerged that 15 of the 19 hijackers were Saudi citizens. 21 The lobby
firm’s website says of Saudi Arabia that it is: “often misunderstood among Americans, the media and
the policymaking elite, and falsely portrayed by critics and rival governments that want to destabilize
Saudi-U.S. relations or upend America’s leadership in the region.”22 The latest contract filed with the
US Justice Department is for 2018. 23 After Publicis acquired Qorvis, it subcontracted PR work to MSL
Brussels in 2015. Other MSL offices such as Berlin and Paris did similar work in their own capitals.
Qorvis suffered a haemorrhaging of staff in 2011, around the time of the Arab spring, specifically
because of its willingness to represent repressive regimes: “more than a third of the partners at Qorvis
have left the firm to start their own lobby shops, partly because of the firm’s work on behalf of such
clients as Yemen, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the Central African nation of Equatorial Guinea,” reported
the Huffington Post. “I just have trouble working with despotic dictators killing their own people,” said
one Qorvis insider to the news site. 24 In the same report, unhappy former staff members of Qorvis
claimed that many of its most controversial ‘black hat’ clients come via that company’s relationship with
the UK’s most notorious public relations firm, Bell Pottinger. (Bell Pottinger is now defunct, but former
owners and staff are running several new PR firms, including outfits such as Consulum in London,
which represents Saudi Arabia Military Industries (SAMI), and Sans Frontières Associates.) 25
Recent highlights of Qorvis’ PR tasks for Saudi Arabia include media work, organising outreach and
lobby meetings (including chaperoning the Crown Prince on a US visit), and directing PR for the Saudiled campaign in Yemen. Qorvis created and currently runs various propaganda sites including
operationrenewalofhope.com, yemenplan.org, arabianow.org, as well as running social media and
YouTube channels for the kingdom’s 'Yemen Comprehensive Humanitarian Operations’. It also placed
an article by the Saudi Foreign Minister in Newsweek portraying Saudi Arabia as a bulwark against
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terrorism.26 (See Yemen section for similar PR focus on behalf of Saudi Arabia by MSL Brussels.)
Qorvis MSL's 2018 US Justice Department filing also includes information on contact with business
representatives on behalf of Saudi Arabia. These include Lockheed Martin and the US Chamber of
Commerce during the Crown Prince’s visit to the United States. It also mentions an engagement with
secretive UK corporate intelligence firm Hakluyt & Company, in connection with an event hosted by the
Saudi Ambassador. 27

Terrorism
Saudi Arabia uses PR framing to paint itself as primarily the
victim of terrorism, and as leading the charge against it. On the
other hand, leaked US diplomatic cables noted “donors in Saudi
Arabia constitute the most significant source of funding to Sunni
terrorist groups worldwide”;28 and a July 2013 study
commissioned by the European Parliament's Committee on
Foreign Affairs described the Saudi-brand of Islam, Wahhabism,
as a main source of global terrorism.29

Saudi Arabia uses
PR framing to paint
itself as primarily the
victim of terrorism,
and as leading the
charge against it

MSL Brussels worked to deflect press criticism of Saudi Arabia's relationship to terrorism
in the wake of several ISIS attacks in European capitals. Shortly after the March 2016
suicide bombings in Brussels, in which 32 people were killed and 300 injured, MSL wrote
and promoted a story in French and Flemish to Belgian media, on behalf of the Saudi
Ambassador Abdulrahman S. Alahmed. It was picked up by weekly news magazine Knack
with the title, 'Saudi Arabia condemns terrorism in all its forms, these are not empty words'
and, after expressing sympathy, notes that "Saudi Arabia has also been the victim of attacks
that sought to disrupt the country and terrorize Saudi civilians. That is why the Kingdom has
taken steps to combat extremism, regardless of the motives, faith or nationality of the
perpetrators." The piece promotes various Saudi foundations and initiatives to "promote
justice, peace and reconciliation". 30 (See below for more on Saudi PR in the wake of the
Brussels attacks.)
MSL Brussels' communications for the Mission also helped promote the narrative that
Saudi Arabia is leading the fight to defund terrorist groups and prevent the spread of their
ideologies. For example they quote Mohammed bin Salman on the occasion of the 2016
national day celebration, an annual event MSL helped organise at the Steigenberger Hotel in
Brussels, saying: “the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has presented a Saudi security experience
which has been appreciated and admired by everyone and has become a source of benefit
for many countries in fighting terrorism and drying up its intellectual and financial sources”.31
The Great Mosque of Belgium
Concerned by the ongoing criticism and attention that Saudi Arabia was receiving in the
wake of the suicide bombings in Brussels, MSL closely monitored the activities of the
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Belgian parliamentary committee looking into the attacks, and
alleged links with the Great Mosque of Belgium, on behalf of
the Saudi Arabian Foreign Office.

MSL closely monitored
the activities of the
Belgian parliamentary
committee looking into
the Brussels attacks

The lobbyists also reached out to the Belgian media in
order to counter their reporting of supposed extremist links to
the Great Mosque. On 11 February 2017, for example, MSL
Brussels issued a press release on behalf of the Saudi Mission to the EU which criticised the
“deeply embedded misconception” that Saudi Arabia was funding institutions that spread
radical Islamist ideology, reiterating the core message that “the Saudi leadership has long
been at the frontline of fighting terrorism” and pointing to its “leading role within the
international coalition to combat terrorist groups”.32
The press release also attacked the idea that the Saudi-funded Great Mosque of
Brussels, the Muslim community’s leading religious institution in Belgium, had any links to
terrorist ideology: “the Belgian Government itself found that there was not a trace of
extremism to be found at the Great Mosque of Brussels when it conducted its investigation
last year”. However according to Reuters a 2016 classified report by Belgian intelligence
services noted, “the Wahhabi branch of Islam promoted at the mosque led Muslim youth to
more radical ideas”.33 While the Belgian Parliamentary Commission into the Brussels attacks
indeed found no direct links to terrorist recruitment in the mosque, its October 2017 report
noted that nine of those who had undertaken religious studies there had gone on to join
radical foreign fighters,34 and recommended Saudi Arabia’s control of the mosque be
annulled. (In exchange for a guarantee of cheaper oil from Saudi Arabia, Belgium had
leased the Grand Mosque to Riyadh rent-free in 1969).35
Saudi Arabia agreed to withdraw from the mosque in 2018. 36 Before this mosque
depended upon the Belgian Islamic and Cultural Centre (CICB), which has very close ties to
Saudi Arabia: the President of its executive committee is the Saudi Arabian Ambassador, 37
Abdulrahman S. Alahmed, on whose behalf MSL Brussels worked. The executive committee
of CICB also includes several members who live in Saudi Arabia, and the organisation was
funded to the tune of five million euros a year by the Muslim World League (MWL), a Meccabased missionary society funded by the Saudi Government, described by Reuters as: “for
decades promot[ing] a hardline interpretation of Islam at dozens of institutions worldwide”.38
Indeed, the Belgian Government had previously complained to the Saudi Ambassador
about the inflammatory sermons of Khalid Alabri, the CICB’s then Director who was, at their
request, quietly removed from his post in 2012. 39 He had been accused of propagating the
extremist Takfiri doctrine (shared by groups like ISIS) which condones the use of violence
against Muslims accused of apostasy. ‘The Saudi Cables’, leaked from the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia Ministry of Foreign Affairs and published in 2015 by Wikileaks, revealed Saudi
Ambassador to the EU Abdulrahman S. Alahmed explaining the imam’s removal in an
internal memo, and complaining that “the Belgian government has become obsessed with
the rise of Islamic extremism (as they see it)”.40
9/11 families suing Saudi Arabia
Another of the key lobbying themes that MSL Brussels worked on for Saudi Arabia was
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mobilising EU support to oppose a 2016 US
MSL Brussels helped Saudi Arabia try
law, the Justice Against Sponsors of
and persuade the EU to back its
Terrorism Act, or JASTA. (Note that
opposition to JASTA
lobbying on this didn’t end after the law was
passed, as there is an ongoing question
into how the law may be applied.) This legislation facilitated a civil lawsuit against the
Government of Saudi Arabia, brought by survivors and the families of those killed in the 11
September 2001 attacks. 41 On 20 March 2017 plaintiffs consisting of 1,500 survivors and
850 family members filed a class action lawsuit alleging that the Government of Saudi Arabia
"knowingly provided material support and resources to the al Qaeda terrorist organization
and facilitating the September 11th Attacks”. They allege that some Saudi Arabian officials
provided financial support to Al Qaeda, funded terrorist training camps in Afghanistan,
provided “critical logistical support and resources to al Qaeda around the world”, and that
they “actively supported al Qaeda in its final preparations for the September 11th Attacks
through a network of the Kingdom's officers, employees and/or agents who met with and
aided the hijackers, providing them with money, cover, advice, contacts, transportation,
assistance with language and US culture, identification, access to pilot training and other
material support and resources".42
Should the plaintiffs win, considerable Saudi wealth and assets in the USA could be
affected. Not surprisingly, Saudi Arabia has employed an army of lobbyists to counter the
legislation. Most controversially, Qorvis MSL orchestrated a 2016 visit to Washington DC for
around 40 unwitting US army veterans to lobby against JASTA, who weren’t told Saudi
Arabia was the client behind the PR move.43 (See Box 4 for more on Qorvis MSL.)
Meanwhile MSL Brussels helped Saudi Arabia try and persuade the EU to back its
opposition to JASTA, regarding Europe as a key ally against the law, since it raises
questions of sovereign immunity from prosecution. For example the November 2016 Mission
newsletter produced by MSL Brussels describes JASTA as a “Pandora’s box” which risks
“destabilising international cooperation in the fight against terrorism at such a fragile moment
in history”.44
The Saudi Ambassador to the EU wrote an op-ed for the online European media platform
Euractiv on the subject, which MSL placed (it also featured on the MSL Brussels-managed
mission website).45 In it he urges that “the EU and its member states should consider taking
diplomatic and parliamentary actions to persuade the standing Congress to amend or repeal
the bill”, and pushes for EU support in making their position heard in Washington: “More
specifically, the EU, which already expressed its reserve about the bill before its adoption,
could urge the US Congress to restore the operative Foreign Sovereign Immunities Act
provision that JASTA withdrew.”46
MEP Rachida Dati (see Box 6 on lobbying of MEPs) tabled a parliamentary question
critical of JASTA on 17 October 2016: “Bearing in mind the impact of this act on international
law and the fact that the EU has long advocated a multipolar world, what implications might
ensue, in the opinion of the High Representative, from the adoption of the Justice Against
Sponsors of Terrorism Act?”47
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Framing Saudi Arabia as a key ally against terror
Saudi Arabia consistently presents itself as a key
ally to the EU in its efforts to counter terrorism, as
reflected in its PR strategies.

Saudi Arabia is strongly
criticized by human rights group
for opportunistically labelling
both domestic dissidents, and
rival nations such as Iran and
Qatar, as terrorists

However Saudi Arabia has been strongly
criticized by human rights group for opportunistically
labelling both domestic dissidents, and rival nations
such as Iran and Qatar, as terrorists or sources of terrorism. For example Amnesty
International condemned Saudi Arabia for “using the death penalty in the name of counterterror to settle scores and crush dissidents,” in the wake of the mass beheading of 47
dissidents in a single day in January 2016. 48

MSL Brussels ran the Mission's Twitter
feed, which included quoting this friendly
message from the EU Counter-Terrorism
Coordinator, Gilles de Kerchove.

Meanwhile Saudi-led projects like the Islamic Military Alliance (see Box 5) push the
narrative that it is countries like Iran that are key exporters and funders of terrorism.
The war in Yemen is also framed in communications produced by MSL as being waged
in self-defence and as an intervention against terrorism as well (see Box 5 and The fog of
war section). Qatar is also frequently portrayed as a key exporter of terrorism and terror
funding.

The MSL-produced EU
Mission website
promotes Saudi King
Salman’s positioning of
Iran as the leading
source of global
terrorism.
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BOX 5: ISLAMIC M ILITARY ALLIANCE
Relevant European PR companies: MSL Brussels, Burson Cohn & Wolfe (previously
Burson Marsteller)
The Islamic Military Alliance, formally known as the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism
Coalition (IMCTC), is a coalition of 41 countries co-ordinated by Saudi Arabia that has been
described as the ‘Islamic NATO’. This controversial initiative, announced in Riyadh in
December 2015, appears to be a foreign policy move by Saudi Arabia to maintain
dominance and paint Iran and its political allies as the key exporters of global terrorism. The
coalition is only formed of countries with majority Sunni Muslim populations, and is currently
active in Yemen alone, as part of the Saudi Arabian offensive.
Critics have expressed concern that the public relations push for this Saudi-led axis
helps to create a front that could involve more Muslim countries in sectarian conflicts in the
region.49 “This alliance is a clear signal to the Arab-Islamic world that Saudi Arabia still wants
to set the main agenda in regional policy and, of course, another instrument of containing
Iran," according to Sebastian Sons, Associate Fellow at the German Council of Foreign
Relations, quoted in a story in DW.com. "The definition of extremism in Saudi propaganda is
that Iran is the terrorist. Thus, every anti-extremism measure is directed to roll back Iran's
influence in the region and to demonize the Islamic Republic as the main sponsor of
terrorism," Sons added. 50
Burson Cohn & Wolfe (BCW, previously Burson-Marsteller, BM): In the EU
Transparency Register, BCW in Brussels reports a contract worth less than €9,999, for the
years 2015, 2016, and 2017, to represent the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition
(IMCTC).51
According to Middle Eastern Eye, the London wing of the company was awarded the
contract by Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman, who is also the Saudi Defence Minister.
Their role is to undertake media work promoting the Islamic Military Alliance. 52
This was seen as part of the company’s move to develop more security and defence
related clientele in Brussels. Vice Admiral Peter Hudson, Commander of NATO's Maritime
Command Headquarters between 2013 and 2016, worked with Burson-Marsteller Brussels
between February 2017 and January 2018 to establish a new defence section at the
company, acting as a “trusted advisor to board members on the European defence sector,
raising awareness on defence and security issue so that BM can provide expertise to clients
on such matters within the context of their core outputs.” 53 He also continued to work with
NATO in an advisory capacity at the same time.54
Dennis Abbot, BCW’s Managing Director for Communications in Brussels, was also
mentioned by PRWeek as another senior figure involved in the company’s move to develop
its security and defence clientele; 55 he joined in 2015 after six years working for the
European Commission.56
Meanwhile the BCW office in Washington DC has lodged a Saudi Arabian contract with
the Islamic Military Alliance with the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) database. 57 The
contract is to “Support Global Counter Terrorism Week event in Riyadh by: content
development, media monitoring, media relations, stakeholder engagement/event support
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(including inviting speakers and participants) and managing a press office (virtual in Brussels
and US and actual in Riyadh during the GCTW),” and has a value of US$53,300 for 2017.58
MSL Brussels: MSL Brussels, as part of its contract to represent Saudi Arabia’s Mission
to the EU, has also promoted the Islamic Military Alliance and its work, via the Mission’s
website and Twitter. It repeatedly echoes Saudi Arabia’s claim to be “Fighting terrorism on all
fronts”, reporting in September 2016 that, “The first meeting of the Islamic Military Alliance to
combat terrorism was held in Riyadh today. Military chiefs from the member states vowed to
‘dry up terrorists’ resources’.” 59

The fog of war
MSL Brussels’ communications work enters us into a
topsy-turvy world where Saudi Arabia – spending vast sums
to wage war in Yemen, blockading food supplies, bombing
its water systems, and recruiting child soldiers to fight – is
portrayed primarily as occupied with humanitarian
concerns, sending food aid, setting up cholera clinics, and
rehabilitating child soldiers allegedly recruited by the other
side.

MSL Brussels’
communications work enters
us into a topsy-turvy world
where Saudi Arabia is
primarily occupied with
humanitarian concerns

Yemen
MSL Brussels has produced a considerable quantity of material for Saudi Arabia focused on
'KSRelief’ (King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief Centre). This distracts attention away
from the fact that Saudi Arabia created many of the humanitarian crises it says it is helping
with. In Yemen, for example, the Saudi-led coalition has used starvation as a weapon of war,
through both blockades and bombardment of domestic food production and storage
facilities.60 While both sides in the conflict have been accused of war crimes, the Saudi-led
coalition has an outsized and well-resourced war machine compared to its opponents.
Human rights groups have accused the Saudis of targeting civilians, and blamed their air
strikes for the destruction of medical clinics and critical infrastructure. According to Human
Rights Watch, "Saudi commanders face possible criminal liability for war crimes as a matter
of command responsibility.”61
The Mission website run by MSL contains video from October 2016 by the Supervisor
General of KSRelief presenting the organisation’s aims in Brussels,62 and another entry from
the same month claims: "The Kingdom is one of the world’s leading humanitarian donors". It
shows KSRelief officials sharing details of their programme in bi-lateral meetings with senior
Commission officials and EU policymakers.63 MSL also produced a series of propaganda
infographics highlighting Saudi Arabia's aid to Yemen. 64
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MSL Brussels promotes Saudi Arabia's
meeting to discuss its aid programmes with
European External Action Service, the EU’s
diplomatic service responsible for foreign
affairs and security policy.

Blockades: There has been an intense focus on
spinning the Saudi-led coalitions' conduct of the
war in Yemen. For example, the Mission’s EU
website produced by MSL claims: “The rebels
are blocking activity in the ports in an effort to
damage the Saudi-led Coalition's reputation
whilst pocketing the black market income it
generates.” The February 2017 newsletter
boasts that despite this, “KSR Relief is proud
that the centre in Yemen has been able to reach all regions of the country, irrespective of
who is in control.... demonstrating Saudi Arabia impartiality and adherence to the
international humanitarian law."65
However, the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and international sanctions, Idriss
Jazairy, stresses that the aerial and naval blockade imposed on Yemen by the Saudi-led
coalition since March 2015 is one of the main causes of the humanitarian catastrophe in the
country.66 Disrupted food, fuel, and medical supplies due to the blockade, along with
bombardment of Yemen’s infrastructure, have resulted in mass malnutrition. More than
85,000 children under the age of five may have died from starvation during the Saudi-led
intervention in Yemen, according to a November 2018 report by Save the Children. 67
Cholera: MSL Brussels also spun a story about Saudi Arabia’s ‘battle’ against cholera in
Yemen. A 24 May 2017 post on the Saudi Arabia’s Mission website states that “25 trucks
carrying 550 tons of medicines have been sent to Yemen by the King Salman Center for
Relief and Humanitarian Action in a massive campaign aiming to tackle the cholera epidemic
in Yemen.” 68 However, a 2017 op-ed by global health expert Jonathan Kennedy in The
Guardian states the cholera outbreak is “a direct outcome of the Saudi-led coalition’s
strategy of targeting civilians and infrastructure in rebel-controlled areas.”69 The epidemic of
cholera that broke out in April 2017, due to the aerial bombardment of water infrastructure,
has infected an estimated 1.2 million people. 70
Child soldiers: The Saudi EU Mission’s website criticises the Houthi movement's use of
child soldiers in Yemen, 71 and its newsletter promotes the Saudi "Child Soldiers
Rehabilitation Project" which “provides multi-level assistance for children who were recruited
by Houthi militias”.72 Again this distracts from the Saudi coalition's own culpability: an
extensive 2018 New York Times investigation has found that Saudi Arabia recruits Sudanese
child soldiers to fight in Yemen as mercenaries, and, according to returned Sudanese
soldiers quoted in the piece, make up at least 20 per cent of the fighting units. 73
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Arms sales: Saudi Arabia has employed PR to help to avoid arms embargoes. For
example, in April 2017 MSL circulated a fact sheet from the Saudi Mission on ‘Saudi Arabia
and the Conflict in Yemen’, which insisted that “Saudi Arabia has a right to defend itself with
weapons purchased with their own funds” and that “Support for Saudi arms sales is support
for Saudi Arabia fighting its own battles in the region.”74 Several times the European
Parliament has called for an EU-wide arms embargo, including in June 2017, shortly after
this fact sheet was circulated. 75 In 2018, after the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, the
European Parliament passed a resolution for EU countries to stop selling arms to Saudi
Arabia.76
Other communications work MSL Brussels
More than 85,000 children
undertook for Saudi Arabia included promoting the
under the age of five may
results of a judicial review looking into UK arms sales
have died from starvation
to the kingdom. An entry on the Saudi Mission’s
during the Saudi-led
website is titled: “UK High Court confirms Saudi
intervention in Yemen
Arabia’s respect for the principles of International
Humanitarian Law” and celebrates the rejection of a claim brought by British NGO Campaign
Against the Arms Trade (CAAT) against the UK’s Secretary of State for International Trade.
77
CAAT claims that British arms sales to Saudi Arabia should not go ahead because UK
weapons are used in violation of international humanitarian law in Yemen. 78

EU trade and relations
An important lobbying strand for MSL Brussels has been the presentation of Saudi
Arabia as a modernising, key trade partner to the EU, particularly in the context of Crown
Prince Mohammed Bin Salman’s ‘Vision 2030’, which he announced on 25 April 2016.
Communications produced by MSL Brussels for the Saudi EU Mission emphasizes the
twinned social and economic reform that Vision 2030 represents – selling the business
opportunities and ignoring the still-ongoing human rights abuses. The Mission’s November
2017 newsletter quotes former French President Nicolas Sarkozy as saying: “I am not sure
the world has understood the importance of what is happening in Saudi Arabia. This is like a
tsunami,” at an event called the Future Investment Initiative, a global investment conference
held in Riyadh. The newsletter goes on to celebrate how: “Top British and American
businessmen also discussed investment strategies
during a session dedicated to “The world in 2030:
Creating value for the next generation”. The hosts, the
Public Investment Fund of Saudi Arabia (PIF), are
described as "looking for further international
partnerships as part of their aim to become the largest
sovereign wealth fund in the world.”79
Selling reform? ‘Vision2030’ pledges to improve the
situation of women. Yet the male guardianship
system continues. 80
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BOX 6: OUTREACH TO MEPS
An important aspect of MSL Brussels’ role has been lobbying MEPs on behalf of its client, the
government of Saudi Arabia. MEPs regarded as potentially friendly lobbying targets include French
MEPs Michèle Alliot-Marie and Rachida Dati, both former ministers in French conservative
administrations, and both members of the right wing European People's Party grouping in the EU
Parliament. France – one of Saudi Arabia’s major arms exporters (along with the US and UK) –
remains opposed to Germany’s suspension of arms sales to Saudi Arabia after the October 2018
murder of Jamal Khashoggi. Saudi Arabia was the second-biggest purchaser of French arms between
2008 and 2017, with deals totalling more than $12.5bn; according to the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), it also accounted for nearly half of the UK's arms exports in 2017. 81
MEP Michèle Alliot-Marie is Chair of the European Parliament’s Delegation for Relations with
the Arabian Peninsula (DARP). A key figure in French right-wing governments from the 1980s
onwards, she had to resign her post as Minister for Foreign Affairs in the Sarkozy administration in
2011 after she offered French support to the Tunisian Government during the beginning of the Arab
spring, in order to quell the pro-democracy protests. The BBC reported that for some this scandal
symbolized the problem of "an unhealthy personal proximity between French politicians and
autocratic leaders in the Middle East". 82 She became an MEP in 2014.
In 2015 Alliot tabled several amendments aimed at weakening potential EU restrictions on exports
of surveillance technology to repressive regimes, in relation to debate around a legislative proposal
entitled: ‘Human rights and technology: the impact of intrusion and surveillance systems on human
rights in third countries’.83
As Chair of the European Parliament’s Delegation for Relations with the Arabian Peninsula, Alliot
several times visited the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and welcomed officials to Brussels. For example
she took a trip to Riyadh along with four other MEPs in late 2017 when, 84 as the Saudi Arabian EU
Mission newsletter notes, MEPs “met with HE Al Qassabi, Saudi Minister for commerce and
investment" and "announced the launch of a Working group on Saudi Vision 2030. It will contribute to
a stronger relationship and cooperation on trade and investment between the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia and the European Union.”85
MEP Rachida Dati formerly served in the Sarkozy administration as Minister of Justice,
although she was subsequently dropped. She became an MEP in 2009.
In 2016 Dati was invited to Riyadh by the Saudi authorities to discuss her parliamentary work
on terrorism and preventing radicalisation. Dati’s press office says of this visit: “The Saudi authorities
have reaffirmed their full commitment to the fight against terrorism by criminalizing those who provide
financial support to terrorist organizations and setting up centers for counseling, care and deradicalization follow-up. All these initiatives confirm the strategic role played by this country within the
Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition, for regional stability and the security of Europeans.” (See
Box 5 on the controversial Islamic Military Alliance). 86
In 2016 Dati also filed a critical parliamentary question about the Justice Against Sponsors of
Terrorism Act (JASTA), a US law that allows families of 9/11 to sue Saudi Arabia. 87 (See 9/11 families
suing Saudi Arabia.)
Dati is currently a 'substitute' on the Delegation for Relations with the Arabian Peninsula and,
along with Alliot, met with Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir when he visited the European
Parliament in February 2018. 88
Sample of votes* in the European Parliament related to Saudi Arabia:
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• At a 25 February 2016 vote on the humanitarian situation in Yemen, Alliot abstained, and voted
against restriction of arms exports to Saudi Arabia; Dati voted for the resolution but abstained on calls
to restrict arms exports.
• At a 31 May 2018 vote condemning the arrest of 11 prominent women’s rights defenders and
human rights activists in Saudi Arabia, both Alliot and Dati defied their party grouping by voting
against the resolution. Dati later entered a note saying she had planned to abstain.
• At a 4 October 2018 vote on the situation in Yemen, Alliot voted against and Dati abstained on a
paragraph which "urges all EU Member States in this context to refrain from selling arms and any
military equipment to Saudi Arabia". 89
• At the 25 October 2018 vote to condemn the assassination of Jamal Khashoggi in the Istanbul
embassy, Alliot and Dati both voted in favour. However, Alliot rejected paragraph 14 which called for
an EU-wide arms embargo against Saudi Arabia, including "the export of surveillance systems and
other dual-use items that may be used in Saudi Arabia for the purposes of repression”;90 Dati
abstained on the same paragraph.
* Voting information from Votewatch.eu.
At the time of publication, neither MEP had responded to a request for comment from Corporate
Europe Observatory.

In September 2017, the Saudi EU Mission produced a glossy photo brochure celebrating
50 years of “Saudi-EU cooperation and partnership” for an “overview of the cordial relations
that have blossomed between the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the European Union over
the past 50 years”. It reiterates the key point that “Saudi Arabia is the EU’s 15th biggest
trading partner and our shared trade was worth €53 billion in 2016.” 91
The brochure also celebrates “Parliamentary
cooperation,” which it says “has a long history in
Saudi-EU ties. The Majlis Al-Shura – the Saudi
consultative assembly has had meaningful and frank
exchanges with members of the dedicated Delegation
for Relations with the Arabian Peninsula as well as
Committee for Foreign Affairs in the European Parliament.” MSL Brussels was charged with
trying to organise visits to the EU for Saudi parliamentarians. The brochure talks of the
“Regular visits to the Kingdom paid by Senior European Commission representatives,” as
part of “a fruitful dialogue and… a shared desire to grow and modernise our economies
together.” And finally, hitting almost all the lobbying/propaganda points that Saudi Arabia has
in relation to the EU, it concludes: “The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the EU are united on a
wide range of issues, be it the need for a Middle East peace process, the fight against
terrorism, support for international development programs, safeguarding the supply of
energy, putting an end to the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and minimising
the impact of global warming.”92
“Saudi Arabia is the EU’s 15th
biggest trading partner and
our shared trade was worth
€53 billion in 2016”
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MSL Brussels promotes supposedly reformminded energy and climate messaging on
Twitter. But Saudi Arabia, the world's largest
oil producer, has repeatedly been a major
block to climate progress at UN meetings. 93

The Saudi EU Mission website also promotes
several high-profile business and trade meetings
such as the November 2017 Saudi Arabia Belgium Business Forum, “Vision 2030: Towards
a smart partnership”. The event, co-organised by
the Arab-Belgian-Luxembourg Chamber of
Commerce (ABLCC), in collaboration with the
Council of Saudi Chambers (28 Saudi chambers
of commerce), and technology industry lobby
group AGORIA (Belgium's largest employers'
organisation and trade association), welcomed a
delegation of businessmen from Saudi Arabia to Brussels. The ABLCC states that “Belgium
is also the 10th country importing from Saudi Arabia” and noted that, “the genuine interest of
Belgian entrepreneurs for the new vision 2030 and the Saudi Market!” 94

Conclusion
MSL has hidden this controversial but lucrative
client. And, according to our source, after its
previous contract for Saudi Arabia ended at some
point after late 2017, it remains keen to woo Saudi
Arabia back.

“If you’re embarrassed by your
clients, if you don’t want to say
who they are… it shows you know
it’s indefensible work.” – Human
Rights Watch

However Corporate Europe Observatory’s view is that there is no legitimate business
case for PR and lobbying work of this kind. Many lobby firms suffer from an ethical ‘tunnel
vision’ when it comes to taking on repressive regimes as clients, claiming, as an editorial in
the PR news site the Holmes Report does, that “The underlying question ought to be about
the ethics of the firm’s advice, not the ethics of the client”. 95
Yet public relations, media communications, branding, and lobbying, are all essentially
about telling a story about the values and ethics of the clients, about who they are, what they
represent, why one might want to ally with them, and what they stand for. Managing the
message is a key component in the exercise of power. Its very purpose is to create financial
and political support for a regime, both at home and abroad. There is no question of a lobby
firm not being ethically implicated in the actions of its clients.
US trade sheet O’DwyersPR asks if it is good PR for a French communications company
like Publicis (MSLGROUP's owner), a publicly traded company, to be “connected to a
barbarous client with scant tolerance for dissent and freedom of the press?” Yet the piece
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then goes on to rationalise the situation, observing that “even the most reprehensible client
deserves the right to communicate. It's the only way to promote understanding and positive
change.”96 However, public affairs consultants are not like lawyers, and one does not have a
‘right’ to the services of a lobby firm. No-one would argue against the promotion of dialogue
and understanding, but Saudi Arabia already has well-funded diplomatic channels through
which to communicate. There is no justifiable reason why MSL, or any other lobby firm,
should collaborate with the Saudi Arabian regime.
Ultimately, if MSL Brussels thinks its work lobbying European Institutions on behalf of
Saudi Arabia was legitimate, why did it leave out the client from its lobby register entry, when
it was happy to share details of its other clients? As Andrew Stroehlein from Human Rights
Watch points out: “If you’re embarrassed by your clients, if you don’t want to say who they
are, maybe there’s a reason for that. It shows you know it’s indefensible work.”
BOX 7: TRANSPARENCY FAILURE
In the US, failure to disclose third party government funding for a lobby operation is a federal
crime (witness the jailing of Paul Manafort in the US). But in the EU there is a major lack of
transparency over third-country influencing operations. Furthermore, there is no serious deterrent to
misleading entries in the EU’s Transparency Register, such as MSL’s. There is only a voluntary ‘Code
of Conduct’ which asks that companies:
a) always identify themselves by name and, by registration number, if applicable, and by the
entity or entities they work for or represent; declare the interests, objectives or aims they promote
and, where applicable, specify the clients or members whom they represent; ….
d) ensure that, to the best of their knowledge, information, which they provide upon registration,
and subsequently in the framework of their activities covered by the Register, is complete, up-to-date
and not misleading. 97
(Our complaint about MSL Brussel’s misleading entry in the Transparency Register will be
available online via our website.)
Corporate Europe Observatory recommends that:
• The EU institutions replace the current voluntary lobbying register with a mandatory one.
• The EU register must be legally-binding, with well-resourced oversight and sanctions for noncompliance.
• Lobbyists must disclose accurate up-to-date client and financial information, and not hide their
clients behind sub-contracts from sister firms.
• Transparency rules should include a specific clarification that lobbying for non-EU governments
and states (including by lobby consultancy firms, law firms, think tanks and other groups) is required
to be reported.
• Beyond that, EU Institutions should adopt ‘legislative footprints’ for each file, which could include
lists of everyone they have met with to discuss specific issues, and force lobby organisations to
submit their policy papers and other lobbying documents to a central, publicly accessible, online
database.
On the 31 January 2018 members of the European Parliament will vote on a change to the Rules
of Procedure that would oblige Rapporteurs, Shadow Rapporteurs, and Committee chairs to
proactively list their lobby meetings. If this rule is adopted, there will be less space for those lobbying
on behalf of repressive regimes and human rights abusers to hide their work.
To learn more about this and other ways in which the EU’s lobby transparency rules need to be
reformed, and to find out how to help, visit the Alliance for Lobby Transparency and Ethics Regulation
in the EU (ALTER-EU).
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