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‘Neil Partrick has edited and written most of a very welcome addition to the

literature on Saudi Arabia – a country whose oil and geopolitical assets and

controversial export of its brand of reformist Islam will keep it in the policy

limelight for decades to come. There is currently no comprehensive study in English

of the Kingdom’s contemporary foreign relations, indeed very little available at all.

Where else could you get an incisive assessment of the state of Saudi relations with

all of its Middle Eastern neighbours, much of it country by country, at the same

time as a dissection of Saudi relations in south and east Asia, north and east Africa,

Russia, Israel and Palestine, Europe and the USA? Drawing on academic and media

sources as well as interviews with Saudi policy makers and other diplomats, the book

is also enhanced by a thematic focus on the domestic, Islamic and energy context

within which foreign relations are managed. Both informative and stimulating, the

book is impressive for its scope and attention to detail. It is timely because the

Kingdom currently faces extraordinary challenges such as the entrenchment of the

self-styled Islamic State (IS) at its northern border and an unfolding civil war across

its southern border – arguably the worst threats since its formative years in the early

twentieth century. The book is comprehensive, and written to provide a much

needed overview of Saudi foreign policy for scholars and policy makers, while also

being accessible to the wider public.’

– Gabriele vom Bruck, Senior Lecturer in the Anthropology

of the Middle East, SOAS, University of London

‘Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy is often viewed as impenetrable, but this useful volume

explains all in terms accessible to the regional specialist and non-specialist alike. It

combines a clear explanation of how domestic political, historical, economic, and

religious factors shape the Kingdom’s foreign policy with a tour-de-force review of all

Saudi Arabia’s major bilateral relationships. Especially important at a time when Saudi

foreign policy has become not only vigorous but muscular, this volume is terrific as a

reference and also a good read.’

– Michele Dunne, Director and Senior Associate,

Middle East Programme, Carnegie Endowment

for International Peace

‘With Saudi Arabia exerting its military muscle in both Yemen and in the struggle

against Daish this is a timely book to help us understand the history and motivation

of themajor Sunni regional power. SaudiArabia remains an opaque country not inclined

to explain its motivations in foreign policy either to an external or internal audience.

This collection of articles covers the whole gamut of Saudi Arabia’s main external

relationships including the role played by Islam and oil in shaping its foreign policy.’

– Sir William Patey, UK Ambassador to Saudi Arabia 2007–10



SAUDI ARABIAN
FOREIGN POLICY

Conflict and Cooperation

Edited by NEIL PARTRICK



Published in 2016 by

I.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd

London • New York

www.ibtauris.com

Copyright Preface and Editorial Selection q 2016 Neil Partrick

Copyright Individual Chapters q 2016 Mohd Fauzi Abu-Hussin, Mohammed El-Katiri,

Mark N. Katz, Yon Machmudi, Robert Mason, Neil Partrick, Menno Preuschaft,
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PREFACE

The primary purpose of this book is to examine the motivational factors
affecting Saudi Arabian foreign relations and the capacity or limitations

of policy application in key relationships.
The first three chapters provide an overview of the domestic factors

at play within the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and how these impact on

decision making, external outreach and the underlying economic and
political imperatives that drive policy formulation. The remaining

chapters examine relationships with key states, both in their own right
and sometimes in the context of regional dynamics. The importance

assigned to the political, economic, religious and other factors that
determine each relationship differs according to both the nature of

the relationship itself and the particular focus of each author. The
book thus allows for a number of approaches that collectively provide

a comprehensive picture of Saudi Arabia’s international priorities
and processes.

In most cases, the often overlapping relationships with states and

regions are contextualised historically before being analysedwith asmuch
relevance to the present as possible. The ‘present’ is of course constantly

changing. Not least, King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud acceded when
the first draft of the book was being completed. Early signs of a policy

redirection under his reign are noted, as are the continuities and
limitations to what, on the surface, may appear to be profound changes,

e.g. Saudi policy inYemen or towards theMuslimBrotherhood.Nodoubt
some examples used in the analysis of contemporary relations will have
been superseded by events that took place as the final version of the book



was being completed. However, the reader should find that the analysis

itself has not dated.
The degree of interconnectedness in Saudi Arabia’s foreign

relationships often makes it necessary to allude to other states and
events that may not be the primary focus of any particular chapter. In

such cases the reader will find fuller details in chapters that are more
directly relevant.

As with any undertaking of this ambitious scope there are inevitably
gaps. In some cases this is due simply to the constraints of time, or to fast-
moving events occurring as the book was being finalised. Sometimes it is

the difficulty of finding suitable and available authors. Some readers may
thus fault the absence of a chapter on Saudi–central Asian relations, or

perhaps Saudi–west African relations. On the former there is at least a
parenthetical understanding provided by Chapter 20, on Russia.

Europe has effectively been reduced to Germany, France and the UK.
This was partly because of a lack of sufficient and available specialist

understanding of Saudi relations with central, southern or eastern
European states (and vice versa), but also due to the editor’s assessment
that these relations do not figure highly in Riyadh’s present worldview.

Getting both sides of the story was not always an easy exercise either.
Frankness about how a particular country really sees Saudi Arabia was

sometimes elusive, or proved difficult to combine with an understanding
of the Saudi view of the countries concerned. Another complication

was the number of interviewees who preferred to remain anonymous
(and are therefore not credited in the bibliography). However, comment

by those relatively close to power, or able to speak from recent experience
of it, was often more valuable than what was available in ageing

academic tomes.
In particular, I wish I could name the Saudis who preferred to remain

anonymous but that would obviously undermine the above point. I

would like to extend a huge vote of thanks to those who contributed to
the book on that basis and indeed to all those who agreed to speak so

convincingly on the record as well. I would also like to express my
gratitude to the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies in

Riyadh who, invariably, enabled me to visit the Kingdom and, when
there, facilitated a number of very useful meetings.

I would like to thank Dr Gabriele vom Bruck, whose insights into all
things Yemeni was invaluable both for that chapter and more generally,
and Robert Powell for his input into Chapter 14, on Yemen. Thanks to
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Robin Bew at the Economist Group for kindly agreeing to provide, free

of charge, the specially commissioned maps, and to Gareth Owen in
particular for doing the work. A massive thanks also to my de facto co-

editor, Valerie J. Grove, without whom this book would, truly, not have
been possible.

Neil Partrick

Sussex, England
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GLOSSARY

Al-Saud: members of the ruling (and royal) family of the eponymous
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The term is often used in this book to denote

the rulers of the country, and as such has much more purchase than
phraseology used elsewhere such as the ‘Saudi government’.

Ba’athi/Ba’athist: an adherent of Ba’athism (ba’ath: literally

‘renaissance’ or even ‘resurrection’); a strain of Arab nationalism
otherwise referred to as the Arab Socialist Ba’ath. The Ba’ath are
organised in political parties in the Levant and Iraq; Ba’athism is the

statist and arguably chauvinist ideology that, formally speaking,
underpinned the leadership in Iraq (1963 and 1968–2003) and of

Syria (1963– ).

DAISH: Dawla Islami Iraq wa Sham, or the Islamic State of Iraq and

Syria (ISIS); or the Islamic State of Iraq and Sham (ISIS); or Islamic State
of Iraq and Levant (ISIL); or simply the Islamic State (IS). The acronym

DAISH, Dai’sh or Daesh is used in Arabic and sometimes is meant to
have a derogatory connotation. This is because it sounds like da’s or da’es
(to ‘trample underfoot’, ‘knock down’, ‘run over’ etc).

Islah: literally ‘reform’. This is the accepted name for the leading, but
by no means exclusive, trend among Saudi Shia in Eastern Province who

seek reform within the existing political system. Organised around
Qateef, but not solely present there, they tend to defer to the senior Shia
cleric Hassan Safar. It is coincidentally also the name of the Yemeni

Muslim Brotherhood.



Jihadi: from jahada, literally to ‘struggle’ or ‘strive’. Jihad is considered

holy in Islam and is able to take many different forms and spiritual
paths. The word jihadi is used in this book in order to denote fighting

groups with a strong political-Islamist underpinning as opposed to those
who conduct a personal or spiritual struggle to acquire knowledge or

faith, for example.

Salafi: literally ‘companions’, i.e. ultra-puritanical Sunni Muslims who
model themselves on the assumed life and behaviour of the Prophet’s

original associates.

Al-Sudairi: A leading Saudi Arabian family, but more specifically a
term used to refer to the Sudairi brothers, i.e. those sons of state founder
Ibn Saud born to his favoured wife Hassa Al-Sudairi. These included the

deceased (King) Fahd, (Crown Prince) Sultan and (Crown Prince) Naif;
and the surviving King Salman and former interior minister Ahmad.

Only three of the second generation of Sudairi are currently that
important: crown prince and interior minister Mohammed bin Naif;

Salman’s son Mohammed, the deputy crown prince and defence minister;
and, arguably, bin Naif’s full brother, Saud bin Naif, who runs Eastern

Province. However, the Sudairi factor, and the disempowerment felt by
some of the sons of deceased (and once highly powerful) Sudairi brothers

under the former king, Abdullah, is important if overstated. Notably,
Salman did not re-empower Ahmed, and his defenestration of the non-
Sudairi crown prince, Muqrin, was solely for the benefit of Mohammed

bin Naif and Mohammed bin Salman rather than for the Sudairi per se.

Wahhabi/Wahhabism: More politely referred to by some Saudi scholars
as ‘muwahiddun’ (unitarianians), ‘Wahhabi’ is the informal but widely

used term for the political salafi tradition in Saudi society. It is embodied
in the Al-Saud’s historic ruling compact begun with Mohammed bin

Abdul-Wahhab, a partner in the forming of the first Saudi political entity
in the eighteenth century. Contemporarily, Wahhabism is upheld by

Islamist clerics who adhere to the ultra-puritanical ideas on governance
and social mores that Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab represented.
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PART I

THE INTERNAL CONTEXT





CHAPTER 1

DOMESTIC FACTORS AND
FOREIGN POLICY

Neil Partrick

Context

Saudi foreign policy is articulated, applied and sometimes reviewed or
even reversed, according to both domestic and external factors. This

contextual chapter, the first of three, will examine the various domestic
constituencies and characteristics – tribal, religious, economic and
familial – that feed into the Saudi foreign policy making process.

Any political system in which leadership authority is based on
acceptance by key domestic constituencies exercises autonomy in the

conduct of foreign policy. However, it cannot wholly disregard popular,
‘collective’, sentiment. In Saudi Arabia, like much of the Arab world,

such sentiment is often about fealties to things other than the nation:
Islam, tribe and less coherently, to ‘Arabism’.

Saudi national identity is nascent but it is felt. The degree of affiliation
to the Saudi nation remains conditioned by other identities and by the

extent to which the ruling family, who partly define the nation, uphold
the highly conservative interpretation of Islam that the state has sought to
embody since its creation. State and nation are arguably not yet that

distinguishable. The latter did not predate the former and the deepening
of national coherence remains largely a state-led project. The challenges to

the Saudi nation state are compounded when it is almost by definition
indistinguishable from the family that rules it.



Acceptance, and in some cases admiration for the Saudi leadership has

come through a combination of state largesse – directly or indirectly –
and ideational mobilisation. However, the leadership are not beyond

criticism. Ever since the founding of the Kingdom, Islam has periodically
been used by some Saudi Islamists to rhetorically, or even violently,

attempt to delegitimise the leadership, sometimes in combination with
attacks on the inequity of wealth distribution.

The Saudi leadership navigates using the power of patronage on the one
hand and the promotion of Islam on the other. However, it is very aware of
the constraints of the former and of the ability of dissidents and regional

opponents alike to use the latter as a critique against them.

Islamic bodies

Saudi Arabia has created several Islamic organisations with influence in
the Muslim world which cement its sense of itself and perceptions of it as

an international Islamic actor. This was almost bound to be the case as
soon as state founder Abdulaziz bin Abdulrahman (aka ‘Ibn Saud’) took
the two holiest places in Islam (haramain) in 1925 and pilgrimage

revenues became the primary state earner until oil.
In the modern era, the Saudi state as organiser of the haj and umra

(secondary pilgrimage) provides a self and internationally defining role.
This does not make the state beyond criticism, as periodic tragedies

attest. There are inevitable logistical and security problems attached to
organising the haj, which attracts more than three million foreign and

domestic pilgrims, and umra, with approximately six million annual
participants.

Key Islamic bodies are the Organisation of the Islamic Conference
(OIC) established by King Faisal in 1969, Al-Rabita (Muslim World
League) founded a few years earlier as an Islamic outreach body and the

Higher Council of Ulema (HCU).1 All of these will be examined in greater
detail in the following chapter ‘Islam and Identity in Foreign Policy’.

In some cases the work of public bodies clashes with the state interest
as articulated by Al-Saud leaders. Bodies like Al-Rabita, the HCU

and charitable bodies linked to the government and to official ulema2

have been known to use their resources externally. This means that the

funds of religious bodies, as well as that of the King and other arms of
the Al-Saud political leadership, have been deployed abroad to influence
religious and political affairs on the ground.

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY4



In Yemen for example, financial support from Saudis, both within

and without the official conduct of foreign policy, is pocketed by those
who identify themselves as salafi and are seen as weakening the

Kingdom’s enemies. However, Yemeni salafis are not simply tools of
either the King or of Saudi religious bodies. Therefore, they are not an

extension of Saudi foreign policy, directly or indirectly, but an external
patronage network.

Saudi ‘private’ money is also provided (or encouraged) by princes for
foreign causes. This provision causes considerable ambiguity between
what is clearly the preserve of the state, albeit a family-run one, and what

is family. It encompasses donations that support Islamic activity, whether
religious, cultural or political.

Also falling under the heading of Islamic official bodies with a role in
foreign policy is the Jeddah-based Islamic Development Bank (IDB),

which provides developmental assistance largely in the Muslim world.
This is not a Saudi bank but it was a Saudi initiative and the Saudi state

is the largest shareholder and contributor.
The IDB is regarded as a reasonably efficient institution partly

because it operates at several removes from the Saudi government and

other shareholding Arab states. However, its autonomy has made
controversial funding decisions more likely and it can fall victim to

political differences. IDB assistance to Gaza after Hamas became
responsible for its administration embarrassed the Saudi government.3

However, this is the kind of funding that the Saudi and other Arab/
Muslim governments like to appear to have some distance from.

The most important domestic Islamic or related organisations are the
HCU and the Ministry of Awqaf, Da’wa (‘calling’), Guidance and

Islamic Affairs. The most important Saudi legal body is the Supreme
Committee of the Judiciary (SCJ). Membership of the SCJ is largely
made up of Islamic scholars who are expert in the Hanbali madhab
(school) of Islamic law whose conservative Sunni interpretation is
favoured byWahhabi clerics in the Kingdom and more widely. However,

salafism in Saudi Arabia, with its exclusive packaging of the sunnah
(traditions) of the Prophet from which acceptable hadeeth (sayings) are

gleaned, provides an almost post-madhab theology that suits the rulers.
Its relatively quietistic tradition of clerics providing private nasiha
(advice) has served the Saudi state well. The SCJ is headed by an HCU
member while the Awqaf is always headed by a member of the Ahl
Al-Sheikh family, descendants of Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab, the
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indispensable ally of the eighteenth-century Saudi entity’s founder,

Mohammed bin Saud.
The HCU has an executive board consisting of the 21 most senior

official clerics. It is under the chairmanship of the Grand Mufti, who is
almost always a member of the Ahl Al-Sheikh family. King Abdullah

gave the HCU the task of reforming the application of Islamic law. King
Abdullah’s desire to prevent any embarrassing fatwa (Islamic judgment),

or at least to provide an official one that could be presented as trumping
undesirable judgements on domestic social matters, or on issues with a
foreign affairs implication, effectively nationalised fatwa issuance.

However, so far that has not been anything other than informal control.
In the same way, a planned codification of shariah that would supposedly
enable predictability in the application of legal judgements across a
range of issues has not yet emerged. This would be useful for business,

both domestic and foreign, but it threatens the clerical class’ sometime
perception of itself as a partner in power. As such there is still some

official clerical resistance to the proposed reform but equally there are
those judicial officials who would welcome predictability and routine
rather than having to exercise responsibility.

Also relevant is the ministry of justice (MoJ), which is responsible for
the building and administration of the courts. Mohammed Issa (minister

from 2009 to January 2015), although not senior in either juridical or
clerical matters, proved adept at ensuring that the SCJ, and the

13 member board that heads it, was largely subject to his will. The SCJ
has a training and oversight role in the ostensibly independent Supreme

Court. Formerly part of the SCJ, this is the highest court in the
Kingdom. In February 2015, Issa was replaced as justice minister by

Walid Al-Samaani. If he is a less political player, MoJ attempts to
directly control the SCJ could subside. Either way, gradual legal reform
is assumed to remain on the agenda under King Salman.

Non-payroll clerics

Among those clerics not employed by the state, a more critical view is

sometimes expressed about both domestic and foreign matters.
Although these overwhelmingly salafi clerics dress up their comments

as nasiha (advice), they sometimes express them publicly which makes
them, almost by definition, political. Clerics with far greater numbers of
(virtual) adherents than the Grand Mufti can irritate, if not downright

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY6



antagonise those in government. A critical voice from the dissenting

1990s Sahwa (Islamic Awakening) movement, Mohsen Al-Awaji, was
detained for a week in July 2013 after calling for a petition in support of

the deposed Muslim Brotherhood (MB) president of Egypt, Mohammed
Morsi, a figure the Saudi leadership was delighted to see fall. Al-Awaji

had been a largely co-operative if not co-opted voice in the 2000s.
However, he remained close to clerical figures like Sheikh Salman

Al-Awdah who has made comments in support of the changes in allied
Arab countries and suggested the need for reform at home. Al-Awdah
himself has been relatively constrained by the authorities while more

radical elements from within the Wahhabi tradition have periodically
been imprisoned. Shortly after Al-Awaji was arrested, the Grand Mufti

spoke against seditious opinion. The ultra-conservative Sunni interpret-
ation that has upheld the nizam siyassi (political system) as opposed to

matters of aqida (religious creed) was ritually reinforced by official clerics
in the early period of the uprisings. However, this was reversed when

Saudi Arabia backed the forcible change of leadership in Libya and later in
Syria. Abstruse arguments that these were Godless regimes (in contrast,
presumably, with the Islamic standing of the former government of Hosni

Mubarak in Egypt) were used to justify this stance.
Non-payroll clerics who are prepared to link a reform mood elsewhere

in the Arab world with support for change at home are not influencing
Saudi foreign policy. However, the more popular clerics, coming as they

do from within the Sunni mainstream, sometimes raise government
hackles. This became acute when some clerics including a few who are

senior payroll figures4 criticised the method by which Morsi’s rule was
ended. That said, most dissenting Saudi Islamists are not pro-MB nor are

they necessarily supporters of multi-party democracy.
The Saudi MB, such as it is, is a subterranean and diffuse trend within

the Kingdom. Adherents can marshal support when given a (limited)

political opportunity such as the municipal council elections of 2005, and
some MB-inclined figures were a part of the Sahwa trend. It has played a

historical role, mostly via foreign MB exiles, in the Saudi education sector
and arguably has a ‘salafised’ presence in the court system too. In the 1960s

and 1970s King Faisal allowed the Saudi Islamic charitable foundation,
the World Association of Muslim Youth (WAMY), to be staffed by many

MB exiles as part of his competition with Nasser’s Egypt. However, the
MB is not an autonomous, organised actor in the Saudi body politic and
was not able to coherently exploit the Arab uprisings.
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Saudi Shia: A ‘negative’ foreign policy role

Among the Shia minority (around 10 per cent of the Saudi national
population) political opinion tends to galvanise around figures with

religious standing, although there are other influential figures from a
secular background who are not aligned with Saudi Shia clerics. The

predominant political trend in Eastern Province, where the Shia
tradition is ‘Twelver’ (as practised in Iran and Iraq), and where many, but

certainly not all Shia reside,5 is identifiable as Islah (reform). It is led by
those formerly from a radical strain of Shia Islamist opinion sympathetic

to Iran but who these days pursue gradualist objectives. Their semi
co-option included involvement in the late King Abdullah’s National
Dialogue, a state-sponsored discussion forum, and membership in a

municipal council in the populous Shia-dominated Gulf city of Qateef.
Other more radical Saudi Shia Islamists have come under greater

pressure since the Arab uprisings. Their strident attacks feed into a
government conception that Iran is not only a threat within the GCC

area, principally in Bahrain, which is proximate to Eastern Province, but
among the Saudi Shia too. The result is that any Saudi Shia domestic

dissent makes an improved Saudi government relationship with Iran
more difficult. The alienation caused to Saudi Shia by violent attacks on

them by Saudi DAISH supporters in May 2015 could further complicate
Saudi–Iranian relations.

Tribal underpinnings

Sunni and some Shia clerics, even some of those of a critical view, are part
of a clientelist structure in Saudi Arabia. It is when they break from

the unspoken bounds of that relationship that serious tensions occur.
Clientelism has been part and parcel of Saudi Arabia’s political life since

its formation. The clerics who officiated over the preter-state nizam islami
(Islamic political system) were originally genuine ‘partners in power’.6

The contemporary state’s clerics and the many co-opted but non-payroll
ones have since become parts of this clientelist fabric.

Ibn Saud’s ability to establish the Saudi state required this
partnership from the outset. It was intimately connected with the
tribal co-options necessary in the pre state era to capture and maintain

territory. It was tribal as much as Islamic dissent that sparked and
ultimately ended the infamous Ikhwaan revolt at Sabila in 1929. Part of
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Saudi Arabia’s founding national ‘myth’, the Ikhwaan were crushed by

an Al-Saud-led tribal alliance conducted in the name of wahde (unity)
under Islam. A tribal alliance, with the Al-Saud primus inter pares, has
held ever since as the state has become a patron of tribes through their
leaders, both within Saudi Arabian borders and without.

However, this is no longer the tribal state of lore. A Saudi’s fealty
today is not necessarily to the state simply because its head, the king,

is the ultimate chieftain dispensing largesse in a national’s diyar
(tribal territory). Tribal identity is still important to many Saudis, but
it is one of several group identifiers. Tribal heads were reportedly

being mobilised by rival princes as part of an elite coalition when the
contemporary succession debate began in earnest in the 1990s.7

However, there is also resentment at the importance that tribes still play
in some state recruitment and at the financial disbursement that falls in

the grey area between state and princely benefaction.8

The tribe is sometimes flaunted as part of the Saudi state’s agency in

neighbouring countries where it wants political leverage. In Yemen this
has meaning. In Iraq and Syria, it has been deployed along with the riyal
to influence opposition politics and militias but not necessarily much

else. Saudi, Yemeni and other countries’ tribal sheikhs still petition the
King and other senior Al-Saud. This in turn gives the patron influence

(state and otherwise) over the recipient. As a foreign policy driver, the
tribe is weak. As a foreign policy instrument, it has some utility.

Private sector: An emergent political class?

Throughout the Gulf, patronage of merchants has been the story of

ruling family authority and even of the expansion of political pluralism
in the case of Kuwait. In Saudi Arabia the business class has had limited
political ambitions except when it comes to mobilising in defence of

vested interests,9 a common feature of government throughout the
world. However, the discreet nexus between Saudi princes and

businessmen can be an input into foreign policy. Princes are agents for
business, domestic or foreign. This means that businessmen are a

component of a prince’s circle and thus, by definition, they have to
cultivate princely relations.

Private investment has been growing in importance in the Saudi
economy and some speculate that this could make private businessmen
more overt political actors. Their enhanced economic role is partly due to
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government encouragement. Since the weakening of the oil price in

the late 1990s, the Saudi leadership has been more concerned about
the limits of public investment, and government budgets have put

greater emphasis on recurrent spending, itself a necessary focus of the
unwritten social contract. Proportionately less capital spending has

made the private sector less dependent and more autonomous of the
state. On the other hand, because the private sector is not a significant

tax generator,10 the state is autonomous of it and economic stimulation
is still largely state-dependent. Despite the significant proportion of
GDP classified as non-oil and private, much of it remains dependent

on public expenditure. At the same time the public sector role in
economic consumption remains significant because of the extent of

public provision of services11 and the fact that the vast majority of Saudi
nationals are public employees.

Major business families traverse the grey lines between public and
private. Non-royal businessmen sometimes occupy important public

posts that enhance their economic influence, domestically, regionally and
even internationally. Senior princes receive the counsel of elite business
figures, whose overlap with the public sector is sometimes exemplified

by the receipt of generous government contracts. Some businessmen in
effect represent the state in Saudi or foreign business fora. For example,

the billionaire businessman, Saleh Kamal, is head of Jeddah Chamber of
Commerce, a public body if not a state one as such. Abdulrahman Al-

Zamil is chairman of the Zamil Group founded by his Najdi father and
has been a minister of commerce and industry. Abdullah Alireza is from

a prominent Jeddah business family and is also a former minister of
commerce and industry. The late Ghazi Al-Gosaibi, at one time a

minister of water and of labour and an ambassador, came from a
prominent Saudi/Bahraini business family although he personally was
not directly involved in commercial activities. Business people from the

Hijaz (including Jeddah) have been more associated with the Al-Faisal
(sons of the late king), while those from Najd or Eastern Province

(usually Sunnis) have graduated more to the Al-Sudairi (see Glossary).
Just like senior courtiers to the monarch, or other princes involved in the

making or discussion of foreign policy, they are listened to.
These elites have their own foreign connections beyond business and

they communicate to Saudi princes what they see as international image
problems or offer their own perspectives on policy. The hard-hitting
negotiations before Saudi Arabia was admitted to the WTO in 2005
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involved their counsel. The lack of progress on the long standing Saudi–

EU discussion on a Customs Union prompted leading Saudi business
figures to weigh in on the issue. However, even if such advice is

important and sometimes influential on inter-governmental business or
economic matters, counsel is not the same as making or shaping policy

and the Saudi state’s leadership are not beholden to formal or informal
business networks.

State largesse

Saudi government bodies with a foreign financial remit can give the
Saudi state some external leverage. The Saudi Fund for Development

(SFD)12 provides soft loans under the overall tutelage of the minister of
finance, its chairman. SFD has provided generous support to states for

the support of specific development projects. Much of this aid is spent in
Muslim majority or populous states in the Middle East, Asia and sub-

Saharan Africa.13 The finance ministry also provides direct budget
support to some governments in Muslim majority states.

Oil majors

The publicly owned hydrocarbon and related petrochemical sectors are
relatively efficient and have the power to affect the Kingdom’s political

economy, for good or ill. They are headed and administered by well-
connected commoners who are mindful of their impact on the country’s

wellbeing. The views of these people are also considered by senior
princes but their appointments are a reflection of the power of the Saudi

state or more particularly of senior royal figures within it, not the other
way round. For example an old Aramco hand like oil minister Ali Naimi
consulted with senior Al-Saud over output and therefore helped to shape

the international price of oil.14 This in turn determined the size of the
state’s purse and thus of its patronage.

In the first half of the 1980s the Kingdom’s oil output lurched
dramatically as correspondingly did government revenue. This was

because of policies adopted by then oil minister Zaki Yamani who was
sacked for his trouble. However, he showed that a Saudi oil minister can

have power over a fundamental part of the Kingdom’s foreign relations.
The global energy market and Saudi Arabia’s relations with the USA
were greatly affected by his decisions. Subsequent oil ministers have
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avoided pursuing too independent an oil policy. Royals, however, are

likely to continue avoiding formal ministerial responsibility for energy
in order to avoid blame for any major decline in the country’s primary

revenue source.

The heart of the machine

The Royal Court has been the greatest determinant of Saudi foreign
policy. Whether it is the diplomatic management of key bilateral
relationships, the pursuit of economic reform affecting foreign investors,

or defence and security alignments within the region or internationally,
the King and his close advisors take the lead.

Another change of monarch will affect the composition of these
advisors but the structure, the general basis and the specific application

to key bilateral relationships of decision making within the royal court
are unlikely to change that much. Some relationships are in a state of

flux. Saudi relations with China and India, for example, will be affected
by shifts in energy demand and, eventually perhaps, defence capability
in those countries. For the most part, however, the Saudi strategic

outlook underpinning foreign policy is clear. There is a longstanding
caution created by the need to manage more powerful allies and

accommodate, or at least not overly antagonise, key rivals. This overlaps
with domestic and regional factors that also inhibit too bold or unilateral

a course in foreign policy. These include attempted politico-religious de-
legitimisation of the Al-Saud leadership and a growing need to be seen

to prioritise internal interests.
The head of Abdullah’s royal court, Khaled Al-Twaijeri, was

important as a representative of the king and as a source of influence on
him on some regional matters. However, he was a commoner and the
political weight of ‘King Khaled’ was exaggerated by resentful royals as

well as by other commoners. Of great influence over King Salman, who
acceded in January 2015, is his son Mohammed, formerly chief of his

father’s court, including a period as head of the royal court whose current
head (Khaled Isa, whom Mohammed had installed) is unlikely to cross

him. Mohammed bin Salman is the defence minister and deputy crown
prince (second in line to the throne). He is in a key decision making

position, which makes him a very powerful foreign policy player.
Mohammed has ensured that many of his (non-royal) allies entered
the government and are members of his newly created policy oversight
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body, the economic and development committee. This committee, and

its politics and security counterpart run by the interior minister, Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Naif, could encourage some circumvention of

royal court bureaucracy while the court itself is subject to Mohammed
bin Salman’s influence. His constant presence at his father’s side is partly

a consequence of his key responsibilities but also reflects the fact that his
mother is Salman’s only surviving wife.

Wider voices than those close to the king also impact on foreign
policy, its implementation and occasionally its adjustment, however.
Most obviously this includes the foreign ministry, or more particularly

the foreign minister, who from 1975 until 2015 was Prince Saud Al-
Faisal, a close confidante of Abdullah. The importance of senior Al-Saud

personalities to the leadership of the country meant that when Prince
Saud was unwell some in his ministry said that there was no foreign

policy.15 He was replaced by a commoner, the former Saudi ambassador
to the USA Adel Jubeir, who while likely to exercise considerable

personal control at the ministry will be subject to the will of King
Salman, partly interpreted by Mohammed bin Salman and Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Naif. This precludes significant autonomy for officials

below the foreign minister, except when they have been directly tasked
by the King to exercise it. A typical example is the Saudi ambassador to

Lebanon who directly engages with leading Lebanese political actors in
order to encourage governments and policies to the Kingdom’s liking.

Depending on the country or issue concerned and the personality and
health of the office-holder, the foreign intelligence chief (head of the

General Intelligence Presidency or GIP), and the crown prince will
also play a role in the discreet discussion. Major initiatives, or policy

revisions, tend to require that the King (or his courtiers) consult with
these actors.

Succession changes little in substantive policy terms?

The role of the monarch in the foreign policy process means that the
succession from Salman (who is in his late seventies and not in the best of

health) to the designated heir apparent, Mohammed bin Naif and
beyond, is important. However, this eventual transition to a member of

the so-called ‘next generation’ of the Al-Saud is unlikely to prompt a
major shift in policy, even if the next king is under 60 when he accedes.
The consensus that is generally sought by Saudi monarchs with other
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senior Al-Saud means that the policy making or policy revision process is

not liable to alter either.
Saudi Arabia may respond tactically to changes in the region, as in

Egypt where its financial muscle opportunistically played a role in
President Morsi’s removal. However, the combination of traditional

caution, an under-developed policy making process and the need for
agreement among a narrow elite, means that a leader is unlikely to

initiate significant policy shifts. A systematic policy review process,
incorporating and empowering policy operatives with on the ground
expertise, is even less likely.

Notes

1. The HCU (or Senior Council of (Islamic) Scholars) is, in effect, the state clerical
council. Its members are appointed by the king and oversee the making and
dissemination of fatwas (religious judgments, which since 2009 have been the
HCU’s sole preserve, officially speaking).

2. Bonnefoy, Laurent, Salafism in Yemen: Transnational and Religious Identity
(London, 2011), p. 58.

3. Hamas won the Palestinian Authority election in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
in 2006, but was then reduced to running Gaza only after conducting what it
considered a pre-emptive coup there in 2007. IDB financial assistance arrived
during and subsequent to this period.

4. Such as Sheikh Abdulaziz Al-Fowzan, a figure courted by interior minister
Prince Mohammed bin Naif, who joined a number of other Saudi clerics,
including other payroll ones, in criticising the removal of the Egyptian
president, Mohammed Morsi, from power. ‘Saudi Muslim scholars denounce
“fully-fledged” coup in Egypt’, BBC Monitoring, 8 August 2013.

5. Ismaelis, who fall broadly within the Shia tradition but are not Twelver and are
not associated with Iran, are relatively populous in Najran, close to the Yemeni
border. Much smaller in number, they are a periodically dissenting voice in the
Kingdom.

6. After 9/11, Al-Rabita head Sheikh Abdullah Al-Turki claimed that the clerics
are ‘partners in power’. (See ‘Islam and Identity’ chapter).

7. Nonneman, Gerd Aarts, Paul, Nonneman, Gerd, Saudi Arabia in The Balance:
Political Economy, Society, and Foreign Affairs (London, 2005), p. 326.

8. Partrick, Neil, ‘Nationalism in the Gulf’, LSE paper (London, 2009).
9. Such as their opposition publicly expressed via theMajlis Al-shoura (consultative

council) in 2004 to government tax proposals aimed at foreign businesses but
with whom Saudi businesses are engaged.

10. Saudi businesses and individuals are obliged to pay zakat (Islamically prescribed
payment to good causes of 2.5 per cent of earnings). The payment and
distribution of monies or goods to charitable bodies has been organised via a
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department of the finance ministry. Under proposals issued in August 2013 this
role is supposed to be managed by a public zakat body separate from the finance
ministry.

11. Hertog, Steffen, ‘Private Sector and Reform in the Gulf Cooperation Council’,
LSE paper (London, 2013).

12. Linked to the Saudi Industrial Development Fund.
13. In 2012 SAR 4.1bn worth of loans were agreed for 24 different projects in

17 countries. Loans for projects in countries with either minority or practically
non-existent Muslim populations represented nearly half of countries aided.
In value, however, these loans totalled a comparatively small SAR 0.5bn. In part
this is because they were poor sub-Saharan African states whose projects were of
a smaller scale. In some of these cases, like Malawi and Benin, the population
had a statistically significant Muslim minority.

14. Since King Salman’s accession, the oil minister will have to consult with Prince
Mohammed bin Salman, head of a newly created Aramco Supreme Council, set
up as Naimi was removed from the post of Aramco chairman and the old
Supreme Petroleum Commission, which used to involve several senior princes,
was scrapped. While Mohammed’s ambitions have plainly included the desire
to shape economic policy, for which he has an oversight role as head of the new
Committee for Economy and Development, there is little evidence as yet that he
will seek to radically change pricing or wider oil policy.

15. Interview with Saudi foreign ministry official, Riyadh, 2 November 2013.
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CHAPTER 2

ISLAM ANDIDENTITY IN
FOREIGN POLICY

Menno Preuschaft

Introduction

At first glance the question of whether religion does or does not matter
in relation to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia seems rather easy to answer.

Even a cursory look at Saudi history reveals the crucial alliance between
the tribal leader Muhammad bin Saud and the religious reformer
Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab in the mid-eighteenth century. The two

men pledged loyalty to one another and vowed to re-establish the purity
of Islam and to unify the Arabian Peninsula under the rule of Islam and

as a single political entity.1 History also tells us about the successful re-
establishment of Saudi leadership and territorial unity under Ibn Saud

with the help of Wahhabi scholars (ulema) and religiously motivated
fighters, the Ikhwaan, eager to restore a ‘true’ Islamic order in the early

twentieth century.2

From the time of Ibn Saud up to the present, the Al-Saud dynasty has

sought to legitimise its rule by emphasising its protection of the ‘purity’
of Islam as taught by the conservative Wahhabi school of Sunni Islam.
The king’s title, ‘Custodian of the two Holy Mosques’ (hadim al-
haramain), is a concise expression of the religious element legitimising
the political rule of the royal family. It has to be understood as an

honorary title, as a duty, and also at times, as a burden. Relying on Islam
for a political narrative of legitimacy has often proven to a two-edged

sword for the Saudi royal family. Adhering to this vision of ‘purity’



means that religion has served as an anchor of stability but has also

turned out to be an obstacle to modernisation and reform. Furthermore,
while Islam as a religion has a universal claim, it is at the same time

utilised by Saudi monarchs to frame a political narrative for particularistic
objectives. First and foremost, for legitimising and stabilising the rule of

the Al-Saud but also as a founding narrative upon which collective
identity can be based. Finally, the vision of ‘pure Islam’ is itself a subject

contested by various actors both inside and outside Saudi boundaries.
Thus the ‘particularisation of universalism’ by the Saudi leadership for
purposes of leadership legitimacy and state identity has exposed Saudi

rulers to allegations of irreligiousness by internal and external foes
throughout Saudi history and is likely to do so in the future.3

So, again, does religion matter? With regard to the legitimacy of the
Saudi leadership it obviously does. Still, the extent to which it matters in

Saudi policy and actual decision making is hard to determine. It comes
as little surprise that there are no polls or statistics examining the matter

and even less so with regard to Saudi foreign policy. Given the centrality
of religion in Saudi political narratives, can Saudi foreign policy actually
be termed ‘Islamic foreign policy’? In order to give an answer to this

question one has to keep in mind that Saudi Arabia is not a theocratic
state even though the Qur’an is characterised as the country’s constitution

and the Kingdom is said to be ruled according to the shariah. Rather it
can be defined more accurately as a monarchy that is to a considerable

extent based on religion (i.e. the religious element in Saudi political
narrative) and based in religion (i.e. in a context of a highly religious

society and environment). Therefore, although religion might not be the
primary or single most important factor influencing and determining

Saudi foreign policy, it nevertheless remains a factor of high relevance. It is
a central element of Saudi (political/national) identity and of the Al-Saud’s
narrative of regime legitimacy. Religion comes into play in the Kingdom’s

foreign policy whenever these two factors are involved and so it does
matter very much.

In addressing religion and policy relevance it is important to balance
the role of public statements against actual policy decisions when it is

often clear that ‘[i]f the rhetoric of Saudi leaders is taken at face value, we
would have to conclude that Islam defines the role of Saudi Arabia in the

world’.4 Certainly, under Ibn Saud and his successor Saud bin Abdulaziz,
Islam ‘did not play the most important role in the foreign policy’.5 Once
the political interest of Ibn Saud turned from expansion towards
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consolidation, the Ikhwaan were suppressed when they would not follow

his political decision to let pragmatism trump religiously motivated
missionary visions.6 Still, at the domestic, regional and international

levels, Saudi leaders legitimised their role by intrinsically tying their
leadership to the narrative of being defenders of true Islam. Ibn Saud and

his successors have made use of Islam’s soft power potential by asserting
for themselves a leading political role among Muslim states because of

the central legitimising role of Islam on the domestic level, deriving
from their custodianship of the two holy places and their vow to protect
Islamic purity.

However, just as interests change from one time and place to another
and make flexible political strategies necessary, so the very concept of

Islam is often utilised in just as flexible a manner by the Saudi monarchy.
Generally speaking, while the predominant Wahhabi version of Islam in

Saudi Arabia – or at least in its structural political and religious system
– denounces cooperation with both Muslim and non-Muslim outsiders

because of their ‘unbelief’, the tenets and dogmas underlying such
perceptions of ‘others’ have been marginalised or even neglected for
reasons of realpolitik throughout the history of modern Saudi Arabia and

even against the opposition of domestic players.7 This was true even
during the reign of King Faisal (1964–1975) under whom Islam

became a weightier factor in Saudi foreign relations. Challenged by
Gamal Abdul Nasser’s vision of pan-Arabism, Faisal drew on the pan-

Islamic vision of a united ummah to strengthen Saudi Arabia’s regional
position and to prove ‘that the Saudis were still defenders of Islam and

far from thoroughly immoral as their critics were charging’.8 Islamic
tenets, such as takfir (excommunication) and al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ (loyalty
and disavowal) were utilised to forge alliances against political
opponents portrayed as ‘enemies of Islam’ often with ideological
support from official Wahhabi scholars.9

Official Wahhabi ulema and international Islamic bodies

Faisal’s reign made Islam a more important factor in Saudi foreign

relations. Among the most visible instruments of an Islamic foreign
policy established under his leadership are the Organisation of the

Islamic Conference, renamed Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC;
founded 1969), and the Muslim World League (Al-Rabita Al-Alam Al-
Islami; MWL), founded in 1962. Both bodies are an institutionalised
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expression of the Saudi self-conception of being guardians of Islam and

leaders of the Muslim world. The MWL, which is far more shaped by
Saudi personnel then the OIC (whose first Saudi secretary-general came

to office in 2014), runs an international network of offices, cultural and
education centres and is engaged in a variety of humanitarian projects.

Some MWL personnel have Saudi diplomatic status. The OIC has several
subsidiary organs including the Islamic Solidarity Fund (ISF), the

Islamic Development Bank (IDB), the International Islamic News
Agency (IINA) and a number of academic institutions such as the
Islamic Universities of Niger and Uganda, and the Islamic Foundation

for Science, Technology and Development (IFSTAD). It also works with
a number of affiliated institutions such as the Islamic Conference

Youth Forum for Dialogue and Cooperation (ICYF-DC).10 The two
organisations and their subsidiaries occasionally cooperate with each

other and have often taken a pro-Saudi stance on issues crucial to the
Kingdom’s foreign policy. One of their major functions is to serve as

instruments of propagating the Wahhabi reading of Islam globally
through educational projects, publications in many languages and
charitable work. They illustrate the two sides of Saudi Arabia’s religious

self-conception as leader of the Islamic world: the Saudi Islamic bodies
form part of the missionary role of Wahhabism while the course and

extent of religious colouring in the Kingdom’s foreign policy remains in
the hands of the Al-Saud leadership. However, the interests of Al-Saud

on the one hand, and the Wahhabi ulema on the other, are not always
consistent. The latter at times make use of ‘their’ international and

domestic organisations according to Wahhabi needs, creating paradoxes
in Saudi Islamic foreign policy especially concerning the Kingdom’s

stance towards fundamentalist groups.
The tension between the clerical role and Al-Saud state interest was

marked after 9/11. On the one hand the head of the MWL, Sheikh

Abdullah Al-Turki, was deployed by the Saudi state to push a message of
inter-faith tolerance and condemnation of all terrorism conducted in

the name of Islam. On the other, he angered at least two senior Saudi
princes, Prince Turki Al-Faisal (the then recently retired head of foreign

intelligence) and Prince Talal bin Abdulaziz (a half-brother of the then
king), by arguing that the ulema were partners in power.11 Both princes

publicly rebuffed this suggestion. Abdullah Al-Turki might have been
intending to emphasise that the precise role of the ulema had been one of
support ever since the alliance of Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab and
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Mohammed bin Saud. Prince Turki Al-Faisal argued that official clerics,

who are by definition state employees, should be precisely that – it is the
government that governs and clerics should adhere to state interests.

Detractors would argue that this perspective is as much prescriptive as it
is an analysis of intra-state relations.

Sheikh Abdullah does not usually deviate much from a position
advantageous to the Saudi political leadership, however. In August

2013, he showed how the MWL could be a prop of state foreign policy
interest when he stated that Muslims around the world should pay heed
to King Abdullah’s comments on the occasion of eid al-fitr to avoid

‘sedition, misguidance and deviation’. These comments were obviously
aimed, in part at least, at the Muslim Brotherhood and its resistance to

the coup that had removed them from power in Egypt.12

The official Wahhabi ulema of Saudi Arabia are influential in the

judiciary and in education, both of which are relevant to Saudi foreign
policy. First, the Wahhabi domestic organs such as the Higher Council

of Ulema (HCU or Senior Council of Scholars), headed by the Kingdom’s
grand mufti, often come to the defence of unpopular political decisions
by legitimising them with a fatwa. The most prominent case was

sanctioning the deployment of US troops, or ‘unbelievers’ from a
Wahhabi perspective, on Saudi ‘holy’ soil.13 This gave rise to an Islamist

opposition critical of the Al-Saud. Some even became vehemently
opposed and were consequently a major challenge to the monarch’s and

the Wahhabi elite’s narrative of themselves as defenders of Islam.
Secondly, the official Wahhabiyya have vast influence on Saudi school

and university curricula, often in exchange for their support in crucial
foreign policy decisions. While this has often and most obviously had

implications on the domestic and social level, especially with regard
to gender segregation and the role of women in the public sphere,14

Wahhabi educational control also has implications for Saudi foreign

policy. As religious education is a decisive part of any university study,
be it at the Umm Al-Qura University or the King Fahd University of

Petroleum and Minerals, the Wahhabi worldview is being commu-
nicated to Saudi and non-Saudi students alike. The Islamic University in

Madina is particularly directed towards international missionary work
(da’wa) and has attracted non-Saudi students of Islamic law ( fiqh) and
creed (’aqida) ever since its establishment in 1961.15 To a lesser extent
the Imam Muhammad bin Saud University in Riyadh, with branches in
Indonesia, Mauritania, the USA and Japan, performs a similar function.
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With international bodies such as the MWL and OIC also involved in

education, the Saudi vision of religious purity is a global export, and it is
one that frequently fuels local resentments and even conflict with those

not sharing Saudi Wahhabi sentiment.16

Saudi Islamic foreign policy in a changing regional
environment

Since the beginning of the 1990s the Saudi leadership has been
managing foreign relations in a more difficult environment. This is

especially true with regard to the Saudi–US relationship and to the
Islamic credentials of the Saudi political system. The communist threat

had lost its significance and could serve neither as a counter-identity
to Saudi Islam, nor as an ideological prop to the Saudi–US alliance.
Most significantly, developments following the 1991 Gulf War caused

internal and external strife for the Saudi monarchy including deep US
military involvement in the Kingdom and the wider Gulf region. This

led to one of the most troublesome periods in Saudi–US relations,
reaching its peak with 9/11 and the international spotlight under which

Saudi Islam was perceived by many in the west as enforcing hatred and
violence against others including the USA.

The narrative of ‘good’ (i.e. useful and supportive, or at least non-
offensive to US foreign policy interests) Sunni Islam was challenged by

the actions of these (former) Saudi nationals claiming to act in
accordance with ‘true’ Islam and even to be defending it. Saudi Middle
East diplomacy was being overwritten by an emergent narrative of Saudi

involvement in supporting international Islamic terrorism repeatedly
accompanied by footage of aircrafts crashing into the Twin Towers and

the Pentagon leaving chaos, devastation and death.
The soft power resource of Saudi Islam had been completely

undermined by some Islamists and by an anti-Saudi discourse in the
USA and otherWestern states. The Saudi political leadership took action

to reaffirm its reliability as a US ally and to rewrite the narrative of
sponsoring and safeguarding the only true understanding of Islam
and its values. Part of this project was (and still is) Saudi Arabia’s

engagement in the ‘war on terror’ by means of hard power against
extremists inside and outside the Kingdom.17

Moreover, with regard to its soft power credibility, the leadership also
invested in the ideological upgrading of its commitment to Islam.
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Under the patronage of the then Crown Prince Abdullah, the aim was to

spotlight the peaceful, tolerant and moderate character of the Islamic
religion as the most essential aspect of the commitment to Islam and to

emphasise the devotion of the Saudi leadership and nation to these
norms. The ‘National Dialogue’ was a state-organised deployment of soft

power to stabilise Saudi domestic leadership. In addition to the hard
power activities of fighting extremist terrorism, the Saudi leadership

used soft power to present itself as the driving force for dialogue,
toleration and reform within the Kingdom. Using a state institution,
the King Abdulaziz Centre for National Dialogue (KACND), the

leadership promoted their new vision of true Islam to refute the claims of
those challenging the Al-Saud’s legitimacy to rule. Moreover, with

regard to foreign policy strategies, KACND served as a counter-narrative
to the perception of Saudi Islam and the Saudi nation as supporting

hatred and violence. Instead of simply negating accusations of
marginalisation of sectarian minorities and of fostering hatred against

non-Muslims, Saudi leaders used KACND discussions to encourage the
reformulating of Saudi school curricula and other reform steps whenever
Saudi Arabia was attacked for how it practised Islam. Saudi efforts

yielded success when, in a joint declaration, Crown Prince Abdullah and
President George W. Bush emphasised their two countries’ close

friendship in a meeting in Texas in April 2005.18

King Abdullah led the international Saudi charm offensive concerning

the Kingdom’s commitment to Islam, and proposed several initiatives for
interreligious dialogue. In November 2007, he met with Pope Benedict,

the first ever meeting of a Saudi monarch with the head of the Roman
Catholic Church. Abdullah initiated dialogue conferences between scholars

of Islam and clerics and representatives of other faiths. A conference of
Muslim scholars of various schools was convened in Makka in June 2007,
which was supposed to lay the basis for a round of interfaith meetings.19

The Saudi narrative of dialogue and tolerance was then expressed in
conferences in Madrid and Yale (2008) and Geneva (2009), both of which

were organised by the MWL despite the fact that a subsidiary of MWL, Al-
Haramain Islamic Foundation, was dissolved in 2004 after being found by

the UN Security Council to have financial links to Al-Qaida. The MWL
subsequently founded the World Wide Association for Introducing Islam

(WWAII) to spread the message of Islam as one ‘of security, peace, of
civilization and human rights’.20 However, the WWAII has also been
suspected of financing radical Islamist groups.21
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The regional pressures that influence domestic, and in turn, the

Kingdom’s international policies became even more challenging with
the Arab uprisings that began in late 2010. As a consequence, along

with monetary and military means, Saudi Arabia reinforced the role of
Islam as an instrument of external influence, intimately connected as

always to reaffirming the legitimacy of the leadership.
Ever since the revolution of 1979 Iran has challenged the Saudi

self-conception of upholding Islam and its claimed leadership of the
Islamic world. Diverging, if not wholly contradicting visions of
Islamic history, theology and political systems have been used to

undermine the other’s credibility within the Islamic ummah. In part
the Saudi response to the uprising in Bahrain in 2011 was born of the

fear that the fall of the Al-Khalifa would open the gate to much
greater Iranian influence in the Arabian Peninsula and encourage

further disturbance in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. The Shia
inhabitants of the oil-rich province have long been marginalised and

suspected of being an Iranian fifth column due to their particular
Islamic affiliation.22

The Syrian conflict became a sectarian proxy war between Saudi

Arabia and Iran. The religious motive was not the sole reason for this
complex state of affairs in which loyalties, alliances and religious

zealousness formed on sectarian lines. However, the Arab uprisings
caused more complex challenges to the Islamic ingredients of Saudi

foreign policy than increased discord with Shia regionally. In fact the
Al-Saud regarded the political upheaval in Sunni Arab-led states, and

the period of Muslim Brotherhood (MB) government in Egypt and
Tunisia, with hostility. A democratically elected Islamist government in

Egypt, the most populous Arab state, directly challenged the Saudi
monarchical system and its attendant claim of religious legitimacy far
more than the Islamic Republic of Iran ever could.

The Islamic dimension of Saudi foreign policy cannot just be
explained through the lens of sectarian conflict. In fact, Saudi Arabia

does not necessarily want definably Sunni rule in other Arab states.
It wants countries ruled by Sunni leaders to act in a way that does not

contradict Saudi interests. Most importantly these leaderships should
not challenge the reign of the Al-Saud and its religious basis in any way.

This is why Saudi Arabia was in favour of the Egyptian military coup
that overthrew the MB. Al-Sisi does not claim to rule according to
Islam, much less to represent ‘true Islam’.
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A successful MB government in Egypt could have affected Saudi

Arabia domestically by encouraging domestic demands for political
participation. As a consequence the Al-Saud prevented support for the

uprisings, fearful that this would contradict their internal and external
interests. The case of Sheikh Salman Al-Awdah is one example among

many. Once a leading figure in an Islamist movement strongly critical
of the Al-Saud,23 he became one of the king’s most important religious

supporters following his release from prison in 1999. However, from
the very beginning of the Arab uprisings Al-Awdah was sympathetic.
In an article published in February 2011, he wrote of the necessity for

Arab rulers to ‘pause and think’, warning that they were mistaken to
assume that revolt could not happen in their countries and that

therefore they did not need to undertake reforms. He also warned that
‘[i]t is not enough to throw a few crumbs at the people’, and argued for

‘a new relationship between the ruler and the ruled, one that is not
based on fear and coercion, but on recognition, partnership, and

respect’.24 Although Al-Awdah did not mention the Saudi kingdom or
its leaders directly, and addressed all Arab countries in general and even
called on the people to ‘refrain from prosecuting people for their past

policies or political connections’, his words weighed heavily enough for
the Saudi authorities to ban his popular weekly TV programme,

The Life is a Word, and to hinder him from travelling abroad. Such
measures could not silence Al-Awdah, however. In March 2013, the

sheikh released an open letter calling for political reform and amnesty
for political prisoners in Saudi Arabia, and in August 2013 he was

amongst the loudest voices declaring his solidarity with the Egyptian
MB after it was ousted from office.25

In contrast to Al-Awdah and others, the official Wahhabi ulema of
Saudi Arabia supported the Al-Saud in the face of regional political
changes. After opposition calls for a ‘Day of Rage’ in Saudi Arabia became

public, the HCU issued a fatwa prohibiting such demonstrations.26

Besides expressing their loyalty and praising the king and the Al-Saud for

unifying the country under the banner of Islam, thereby repeating the
Saudi security-legitimacy-identity narrative, the scholars heavily

condemned demonstrations as ‘giving rise to unrest and division of
the community’.27 They supported this stance with reference to

Quranic passages and sayings of the Prophet Mohammed in line with
common perceptions of the dangers of anything that may split the
community and cause division. Wahhabis typically argue that the
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wellbeing of the community primarily relies on the cooperation of

the ruler and the religious elite. In order for the former to fulfil his
duty of a just reign and in accordance with the divine will, the latter

give him their knowledgeable advice (nasiha). Therefore, they argue,
all Saudis are obligated to agree on the decisions and steps of reform

taken by those in charge, while protests and even issuing statements
(isdar al-bayanat) must be regarded as illegitimate acts of splitting

the community.
With regard to the religious aspects of Saudi foreign relations the

Wahhabi scholars are in agreement with the interests of the Al-Saud too.

Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz Al-Sheikh repeatedly denounced the
uprising in other Arab states as ‘un-Islamic’28 and the result of ‘sin’.29

The internal and regional Saudi interests apply to the religious Wahhabi
elite of the Kingdom as much as they do to political leadership whereby

any further success for the uprisings, and especially for the MB, would
increase the challenge posed to Saudi Arabia’s and the Wahhabi scholars’

self-declared religious authority inside and outside the Kingdom.
However, the condemnations were adjusted in the case of states with
whom Saudi Arabia had poor relations like Libya and, what would

become Saudi Arabia’s bête noire, Syria.

Syria and the pitfalls of sectarian foreign policy

The case of Syria emphasises the pitfalls of pursuing a (Sunni) Islamic
foreign policy. While the Kingdom is interested in pushing back Iranian

influence in the Levant and breaking up the alliance between Iran,
Al-Assad and the Lebanese Hizbollah, it is also in need of loyal or at least

predictable partners in the Arab countries in transition and turmoil.
At the present time both are hard to attain. In the early stages of the
Syrian uprising Saudi Arabia supported secular groups, but in the

ensuing civil war the Islamic card became much weightier. With regard
to regional Sunni sentiment concerning Syria, Saudi Arabia’s Islamic

foreign policy is twofold. On the one hand, the Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques could not remain silent in the face of the cruelties

committed (perceptibly against a Sunni majority) on a daily basis.
On the other the monetary and military support of rebel groups by Saudi

Arabia, as well as the use of religious rhetoric, further fuels the religious
dimension of the conflict. Senior Saudi Wahhabis play their part in
these developments. In June 2013, Grand Mufti Abdulaziz Al-Sheikh
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publicly supported the pro MB preacher, Yousef Al-Qaradawi, who

encouraged Sunni Muslims to join what he called a jihad against Bashar
Al-Assad and Hizbollah.30 In addition, the General Secretariat of the

MWL, headed by Sheikh Abdullah Al-Turki, says that Iran, Assad and
Hizbollah, and also ‘sectarian militant factions from Iraq, as well as

Houthi rebels from Yemen’, are responsible for the Syrian civil war and
regards it as an outcome of a ‘sectarian conspiracy’ led by Iran.31 Other

bodies of the MWL, such as the International Organisation for Muslim
Scholars (Al-Hayat Al-Alamiyya li-l-ulema Al-Muslimin), joined in the
chorus of sectarianism blaming ‘Shiite personnel [. . .] carrying out

aggression against Ahlu Sunnah in Syria’.32

However, the Saudi contribution to deepening the sectarianism of the

conflict is not without danger to Saudi Arabia itself. The increased
number of rebel groups associated with Al-Qaida, including DAISH

(the ‘Islamic State in Iraq and Syria’ or ISIS), as Syria attracted fighters
from all over the world including Saudi Arabia, was a major concern for

Saudi officials. The Kingdom is said to support salafi groups not linked
to Al-Qaida and to have promoted a bloc of such fighters. The Saudis
expect such groups to be loyal to them as the major financial and

military supporter.33 The participation of Saudi nationals in such
brigades is something that the government became increasingly hesitant

about, however, mindful of the Afghan experience when salafi militants
turned against their former patron and Saudis spearheaded efforts

to destabilise the Kingdom. In October 2013, Grand Mufti Sheikh
Abdulaziz Al-Sheikh urged young Saudis not to join the fight in Syria.34

The Saudis have since outlawed any attempts to undermine public order,
at home or abroad, and labelled it terrorism.

Conclusion

Religion does matter to Saudi foreign relations. However, the religious
dimension of Saudi foreign policy is not an end in itself. Claiming that

Islam – or even Wahhabism – is the first and foremost driving force
behind Saudi foreign relations would be both an exaggeration and

simplification of the use of religious motifs. Rather, Islam serves as a
means for Saudi foreign relations to further some of the major interests

of the Saudi leadership: ensuring stability inside the Kingdom and
maintaining regional and global significance and influence. Therefore, as
much as it is necessary to realise that the Saudi kingdom is not a
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theocratic state but rather a religious state, it is also important to see

Saudi foreign relations as pragmatically Islamic at times, while not
Islamic at others. It is clear that utilising Islam in foreign policy has

proven to be a two-edged sword – giving legitimacy to Saudi rule while
also causing major opposition to it. However, it is also important to

highlight that an Islamic foreign policy can have manifold utility
serving as a basis for dialogue and the ‘most improbable alliances’35 as

well as serving religious exclusion, fuelling sectarian conflict and even
supporting the toppling of Sunni Islamist governments. As paradoxical
and contradictory as the results of such a policy may seem, they are

all grounded in the monarchy’s primary interest of stabilising and
legitimising its rule. The conclusion to which this leads is that Islam as a

means of structuring identity remains highly contested, both inside and
outside Saudi Arabia, and is much more ambiguous and hard to control

than official narratives suggest.
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fatāwā wa-maqālāt mutanawwiʿa Al-juz Al-awwal (Riyadh 1997), pp. 280–323.

10. For insight into the OIC’s organisational structures, strategic orientation and
history, see former OIC General Secretary, Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, The Islamic
World in the New Century: The Organisation of the Islamic Conference (London, 2010).

11. The term ‘partners in power’ was reportedly used in a live broadcast with King
Abdullah on Saudi state television, which prompted Prince Turki Al-Faisal to
publicly rebut the leading cleric’s argument. The editor of this book heard
Sheikh Abdullah Al-Turki use the same phrase (in translation) at a meeting
organised just after 9/11 at the Saudi embassy in London.

12. ‘MWL Urges Muslim to heed King’s call’, Arab News, 16 August 2013.
13. Gause, F. Gregory III., ‘Official Wahhabism and the sanctioning of Saudi–US

relations’, in Ayoob et al., Religion, pp. 135–40.
14. Prokop, Michaela, ‘Saudi Arabia: The Politics of Education’, International

Affairs, Vol. 79, No.1 (January 2003) p. 78.
15. Schulze, Reinhard, Islamischer Internationalismus im 20. Jahrhundert: Untersuchungen

zur Entwicklung der Islamischen Weltliga (Leiden 1990), pp. 156–8.
16. Prokop, Michaela (2005), ‘The war of ideas: Education in Saudi Arabia’, in

Aarts, Paul and Gerd Nonneman (eds), Saudi Arabia in the Balance: Political
Economy, Society, Foreign Affairs (New York, 2005), p. 75.

17. Gause (2009), p. 143.
18. Lippmann, Thomas W., ‘A most improbable alliance: Placing interests over

ideology’, in Ayoob et al., Religion, p. 133.
19. Ayoub et al., Religion, pp. 101–6.
20. As presented on the website of the association. This can be found online: http://

www.wwaii.org.
21. ‘Von der Sprachschule ins Terrorcamp’, Der Stern, 17 February 2010. This article

can be found online: http://www.stern.de/panorama/ermittlungen-gegen-
islamisten-von-der-sprachschule-ins-terrorcamp-1544212.html.

22. Al-Rasheed, Madawi, ‘The Shia of Saudi Arabia: A minority in search of
cultural authenticity’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1
(May 1998), pp. 121–38.

23. Sheikh Salman Al-Awdah was a leading figure in the Sahwa (‘awakening’)
Islamist movement of the 1990s, which was formed partly in reaction to the US
military presence in the Kingdom. It strongly criticised much of Al-Saud
government practise and sought major changes to domestic and foreign policy.

24. An English translation of Al-Awdah’s article entitled ‘Has Egypt’s Hour of
Reckoning Come?’ was published on Islamtoday.net. This article can be found
online: http://en.islamtoday.net/artshow-413-3937.htm.

25. With regard to the developments in Egypt, on 15 August 2013 Al-Awdah declared
via Twitter that ‘Whoever helps a murderer – whether by word, deed, financial
support, or even a gesture of approval – is an accomplice’ This can be found online:

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY28

http://www.wwaii.org
http://www.wwaii.org
http://www.stern.de/panorama/ermittlungen-gegenislamisten-von-der-sprachschule-ins-terrorcamp-1544212.html
http://www.stern.de/panorama/ermittlungen-gegenislamisten-von-der-sprachschule-ins-terrorcamp-1544212.html
http://en.islamtoday.net/artshow-413-3937.htm


http://twitter.com/Salman_Al_Odah/status/368012800058482689. Other
famous preachers, such as Aidh Al-Qarni and Muhammad Al-Arifi, also declared
their solidarity with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt after they were driven out
of power.

26. The Arabic original and an English translation entitled ‘A fatwa from the
Council of Senior Scholars in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia warning against
mass demonstrations’ can be found online: http://www.islamopediaonline.org/
fatwa/fatwa-council-senior-scholars-kingdom-saudi-arabia-warning-against-
mass-demonstrations.

27. Ibid.
28. ‘Saudi grand mufti slams protests as anti-Islamic’ Daily News Egypt, 28

November 2012. This article can be found online: http://www.dailynewsegypt.
com/2012/11/28/saudi-grand-mufti-slams-protests-as-anti-islamic/.

29. ‘“Sin” has led to Middle East unrest: Saudi Grand Mufti’, Al-Ahram Egypt
Online, 5 May 2012. This article can be found online: http://english.ahram.org.eg/
NewsContent/2/8/40898/World/Region/Sin-has-led-to-Middle-East-unrest-Sau
di-Grand-Muft.aspx.

30. ‘Grand Mufti urges Muslim world to flay Hezbollah’, Saudi Gazette, 7 June
2013. This article can be found online: http://www.saudigazette.com.sa/index.
cfm?method¼home.regcon&contentid ¼ 20130607168855.

31. ‘The MWL’s Statement on the Escalation of Violence in Syria, and participation
of Hezbollah and its Allies in the Killing of its People’, press release from the
General Secretariat of the Muslim World League. This document can be found
online: http://en.themwl.org/content/mwl’s-statement-escalation-violence-syria-
and-participation-hezbollah-and-its-allies-killing.

32. ‘Statement by International Organisation for Muslim Scholars on the incidents
to which the inhabitants of the Syrian city of Al-Qaseer and the necessity of
their support’, 27 May 2013. This can be found online: http://en.themwl.org/
content/statement-internationAl-organization-muslim-scholars-incidents-
which-inhabitants-syrian-city.

33. Oweis, Khaled Yacoub, ‘Saudi Arabia boosts Salafist rivals to al Qaida in Syria’,
Reuters, 1 October 2013. This article can be found online: http://www.reuters.
com/article/2013/10/01/us-syria-crisis-jihadists-insight-idUSBRE9900RO2013
1001.

34. ‘Saudi Arabia’s Grand Mufti urges young Saudis not to fight in Syria’, The
National (UAE), 29 October 2013. This article can be found online: http://
www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/saudi-arabias-grand-mufti-urges-young-
saudis-not-to-fight-in-syria.

35. Lippmann, ‘A Most Improbable Alliance’, pp. 123–34.

ISLAM ANDIDENTITY IN FOREIGN POLICY 29

http://twitter.com/Salman_Al_Odah/status/368012800058482689
http://www.islamopediaonline.org/fatwa/fatwa-council-senior-scholars-kingdom-saudi-arabia-warning-againstmass-demonstrations
http://www.islamopediaonline.org/fatwa/fatwa-council-senior-scholars-kingdom-saudi-arabia-warning-againstmass-demonstrations
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2012/11/28/saudi-grand-mufti-slams-protests-as-anti-islamic/
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2012/11/28/saudi-grand-mufti-slams-protests-as-anti-islamic/
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/2/8/40898/World/Region/Sin-has-led-to-Middle-East-unrest-Saudi-Grand-Muft.aspx.
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/2/8/40898/World/Region/Sin-has-led-to-Middle-East-unrest-Saudi-Grand-Muft.aspx.
http://www.saudigazette.com.sa/index.cfm?method=home.regcon&contentid = 20130607168855
http://en.themwl.org/content/mwl%E2%80%99s-statement-escalation-violence-syriaand-participation-hezbollah-and-its-allies-killing.
http://en.themwl.org/content/statement-internationAl-organization-muslim-scholars-incidentswhich-inhabitants-syrian-city
http://en.themwl.org/content/statement-internationAl-organization-muslim-scholars-incidentswhich-inhabitants-syrian-city
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/10/01/us-syria-crisis-jihadists-insight-idUSBRE9900RO20131001
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/10/01/us-syria-crisis-jihadists-insight-idUSBRE9900RO20131001
http://www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/saudi-arabias-grand-mufti-urges-youngsaudis-not-to-fight-in-syria
http://www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/saudi-arabias-grand-mufti-urges-youngsaudis-not-to-fight-in-syria


CHAPTER 3

SAUDI ARABIA AND THE
POLITICS OF OIL

Neil Quilliam

In spite of north America’s energy resurgence and the development of

unconventional energy elsewhere, Saudi Arabia will have enough spare
oil production capacity to enable it to remain the swing producer.

Whilst the Kingdom’s energy focus has already pivoted towards Asia, it
will also continue to depend upon traditional partners who value stable
markets and can secure the routes to global energy markets. Whereas

many argue that Saudi Arabia’s role as swing producer is coming to an
end,1 its prospects of holding on to that position, at least in the medium-

term, are good. The game-changer for Saudi Arabia is not changing
energy markets but meeting domestic demand.

Section I: Global energy environment

Matthew Simmons’ book Twilight in the Desert: The Coming Saudi Oil
Shock and the World Economy2 sparked an urgent debate about ‘peak oil’
and specifically the size of Saudi Arabia’s reserves and its ability to play

the role of swing producer. He made a familiar argument that the
national oil company, Aramco, had consistently over-reported the
country’s recoverable reserves.3 The controversy surrounding Simmons’

predictions heightened policy makers’ concerns about a looming
shortage of oil. Concomitantly, growing concerns over peak oil aided

climate change advocates who argued that phasing out fossil fuels was
essential to prevent environmental disaster.



Five years later a technological breakthrough, developed in the USA,

transformed the energy world from one of shortage to the prospect of
plenty. The technology of hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling

unlocked vast gas reserves almost overnight. It not only transformed the
USA from being a major gas importer to a prospective liquefied natural

gas (LNG) exporter, but revitalised its ailing petrochemical industry.
Additionally, the subsequent technology to develop unconventional oil

resources has further transformed the USA from energy import
dependency to potential crude exporter. According to BP, the USA is on
course to achieve energy independence by 2016.

The profound change in the USA’s energy position has led Saudi
Arabia to question whether its ally will lose interest in securing the

region. Although the USA is arguably no longer dependent upon crude
imports from the Gulf, it will continue to import from Saudi Arabia as

energy markets are global and oil is a fungible product. The USA’s gas
position, however, is very different and this has had a profound effect on

Qatar. Plans to import LNG from Qatar have been shelved and six
planned LNG import terminals along the US Gulf Coast are now being
converted into LNG export terminals.

As a result of this shale gas transformation, the US Geological Survey
has estimated that global reserves of unconventional gas and oil have

more than doubled volumes of the world’s recoverable reserves. The
successful development of shale gas resources in other countries could

quickly overshadow traditional oil and gas producers as resources are
widely spread across the globe. However, the technological advances

developed in the USA may not be easily replicated elsewhere as the
requisite conditions, including favourable geology, plentiful water

supplies, historical knowledge of the resource base, land ownership, tax
breaks, local industry experience and sufficient space, were peculiar to
the country. Nevertheless, both producing and consuming countries,

including China, are eager to learn from the US experience and develop
unconventional resources, which are much more geographically wide-

spread than conventional resources.
Oil companies downplay the prospect of the US experience being

replicated elsewhere for at least another 20 years. If this is the case, then
Saudi Arabia has a short time in which to respond, but Saudi Arabia,

more by fault than design, is well-positioned to accommodate such
game-changing moments. It has significant conventional reserves, which
can be produced at low cost, and abundant unconventional resources too.
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Although Saudi Arabia’s breakeven price, which is governed by domestic

political and economic factors, has increased from US$60 to US$85
since the Arab uprisings, the country can continue to produce at a cost

that new suppliers such as Canada, Brazil and Mexico are unable to
compete with. It remains the only country with enough spare capacity to

accommodate market change, and as such will remain the key player in
energy markets for at least 20 years and the dominant energy partner of

Western states. Since the end of the oil boycott of 1973–4, Saudi Arabia
has carefully built a reputation of being a dependable supplier unlike
other major producers such as Iraq, Libya, Iran and Venezuela. Saudi

Arabia prides itself as a price dove amongst hawks and has gone to
considerable lengths to persuade Western policy makers and OECD

consumers that a stable and fair price is beneficial for producer and
consumer alike.

However, Saudi Arabia’s key weakness will come from its inability to
manage increasing domestic consumption, which will likely grow so

quickly that it outpaces efforts to bring domestic gas or renewable
energy sources on line and thus dent the country’s crude export
position. In other words, whilst the country will probably

circumscribe the challenge posed by the development of unconventional
oil and gas resources for the next 20 years, its ability to play the

role of swingproducer may well be compromised by unrestrained
domestic demand.

Section II: Saudi Arabia’s energy position

Saudi Arabia contains the world’s largest proven oil reserves. It holds

265 billion (bn) barrels of proven oil reserves (plus 2.5 bn barrels in the
Saudi-Kuwaiti shared Neutral Zone), which amounts to 20 per cent of
proven conventional world oil reserves. Its reserves are concentrated

within a relatively small number of supergiant onshore and offshore
discoveries and this includes the world’s largest oil field, Ghawar.

Ghawar accounts for 25 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s oil reserves, whilst the
offshore giants, Safaniyah, Zuluf, Marjan, Manifa and Berri hold a

further 25 per cent. The onshore fields Khurais, Khursaniyah4 and
Shaybah comprise another 17 per cent of reserves. In short, Saudi Arabia

is an energy heavy weight.
Saudi Arabia is one of the world’s largest producers of crude oil (and

other liquids). It has consistently produced between 8–11 million
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barrels per day (mbd), dependent on demand and other market

conditions. Table 1 shows production figures since 2003 (including
other liquids) and also highlights the differential between Saudi Arabia

and its nearest rival producers. It is notable that US production is
increasing, although BP estimates that it will plateau and then decline

after 2020.
Saudi Arabia’s oil production in 2012 was an average of 11.8mbd, but

in 2013 it was 9.8mbd and in 2014 it was 9.74mbd. Production levels
usually vary between 9.5–10mbd. It was widely expected that Saudi
Arabia’s appetite to invest in increasing production capacity would

diminish due to forecast growth outside of the country, notably in
Brazil, Mexico and Iraq; but in 2013 Aramco announced further

capacity-expansion plans at Khurais (300kbd) and Shaybah (250kbd) in
order to take the pressure off its more mature fields. In 2014, Saudi

Arabian crude oil capacity was estimated to have been 12.5mbd and is
likely be maintained at this level until 2020 as expansion offsets capacity

reductions in older fields.5 The differential between production capacity
and actual production, known as spare capacity, is unique to Saudi
Arabia and provides it with considerable leverage to temper, although

not control, markets.
Saudi Arabia plays a unique stabilising role in the global oil market,

which depends on carrying excess production capacity that can quickly
be brought on stream to reduce the price impact of unexpected supply

disruptions or demand surges. Saudi Arabia’s ‘spare capacity’, currently
around 2mbd, is costly to maintain but provides both the country and

consumers with a cushion of comfort, especially when supply from other
countries is compromised. Since 2011 Saudi Arabia has responded to

outages from Libya, south Sudan, Nigeria and Syria. Saudi Arabia was
able to provide a cushion whilst sanctions on Iran effectively removed
1mbd crude oil from the market over a six month period. However, the

production increase of US crude in the form of unconventional oil (light,
tight oil; LTO) also helped fill growing demand.

Although Russia and the USA may periodically surpass Saudi
Arabia’s output,6 the Kingdom has spare capacity and can produce at

12.5mbd, which far exceeds its nearest rival. Naturally, this gives it a
strategic importance that no other country enjoys; and with a population

of only 27 million, it has a far greater export capacity than other
producers. As such, Saudi Arabia remains the most important producer
and, whilst states such as Mexico and Brazil have much promise in
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lifting production, they are decades away from nearing Saudi Arabia’s

levels. The only countries that could challenge Saudi Arabia’s position as
primary producer in the medium term are Iraq and Iran. Technically,

international oil companies in Iraq are contracted to lift production
from 3.2mbd to 9mbd by 2017. However, the country faces multiple

political, security and bureaucratic challenges. Therefore, Iraq has
revised down its official production estimates from 9mbd to 6mbd by

2017, although it is unlikely to surpass 4mbd by the same timeline.
Iran, on the other hand, could increase production by approximately
1mbd within 12 months if sanctions are lifted. Iranian plans to increase

production to 4mbd are unlikely to be realised during this decade, even
if there is a resolution of the nuclear issue. Despite interest from

international oil companies (IOCs) in re-entering Iran following the
lifting of sanctions, it is unlikely that the initial contracts will be

significantly attractive for at least a decade.
Although other countries, including the UAE and Kuwait, carry

small volumes of spare capacity, the market (and consumer states)
invariably turns to Saudi Arabia to provide assurance that outages
elsewhere in the market will be met. Typically, traders, bankers, hedge

funds and policy makers hang on every word a Saudi oil minister says,
although the message is consistent: Saudi Arabia will continue to meet

the demands of its customers.7 Consequently, Saudi Arabia is the ‘go to’
country for policy makers, when supply disruptions occur, and prices

begin to climb. Its policy, however, has changed. The dramatic fall in oil
price from US$100 in July to US$60 in December 2014, led many

market participants to expect Saudi Arabia to rein in production in order
to place a floor under the collapsing oil price. Whereas Saudi Arabia had

been willing to increase production to meet demand in previous years, it
signalled its intent to hold onto market share and allow the price to fall.
During the November 2014 OPEC meeting in Vienna, Saudi oil

minister Ali Naimi made it clear that he would only agree to a
production cut if other OPEC members did the same. Some analysts

interpreted this position as signalling that Saudi Arabia is no longer
willing to play the role of swing producer while others suggest that the

country has lost control of the oil markets. It is more likely a
combination of factors: a response to the predominance of north

American LTO; determination to hold onto market share with a long-
term eye on Asian demand; and the inability of the Saudi decision
making process to deliver a co-ordinated and coherent policy.
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Secrecy and vulnerability
Notwithstanding the Saudi commitment to a stable oil supply, there is
a problem with energy-hungry countries depending upon Saudi Arabia

and other major producers in meeting growing demand.
A considerable amount of secrecy surrounds Saudi Arabia’s oil

industry, which includes its reserves and its ability to produce at
12.5mbd. The International Energy Forum (IEF) promotes transpar-

ency by collating and analysing data submitted by the International
Energy Agency (IEA) and member states of the Organisation of
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to produce the Joint Oil Data

Initiative (JODI). Despite the fact that the IEF is hosted in Riyadh,
energy analysts, policy makers and traders continue to question the

integrity of the data supplied by Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Petroleum
and Minerals. The culture of secrecy, combined with the fact that Saudi

Arabia is critical to the well-being of the global economy, means that
any sign of social discontent or unrest that might go unnoticed in most

countries make markets jumpy when reported in Saudi Arabia. In a
country that shares so few features with open and transparent societies,

it is easy for energy investors and traders to misinterpret events and,
therefore, spook markets. Moreover, at a time when the energy industry
in Western countries is under increasing pressure to show greater

transparency, by means of US legislation and the G8 Transparency
Initiative, the secrecy around Saudi Arabia’s oil and reserves presents

consumers with a clear risk.
Whilst it is a genuine concern for policy makers, much of the

discourse on the country’s energy position is based more on anti-Saudi
sentiment than sound analysis. Saudi Arabia is not the only producing

or consuming country to withhold, or provide incomplete, data.
However, there is greater sensitivity over Saudi data than other
countries because it is a swing producer. Consequently, markets respond

quickly to outages, especially cumulative outages, when overall spare
capacity is believed to drop below 2mbd and prices naturally rise.8

Although Saudi Arabia claims that it can produce at 12.5mbd, US and
EU policy makers and analysts argue that this has never been

demonstrated. As markets tighten, concern over Saudi Arabia’s ability
to lift production over a sustained period comes into question. More

often than not prices edge upwards based on rumour and market
speculation that Saudi spare capacity cannot meet demand increases,

rather than on hard evidence.
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This was demonstrated during the Libya crisis in 2011 when Saudi

Arabia increased production to compensate for Libyan outage. Despite
Ali Naimi saying that his Kingdom had spare capacity of 3.5mbd,9

prices for Brent increased from approximately US$112/b to US$120/b
between January and February 2011 at the prospect of 1.6mbd of Libyan

crude leaving the market indefinitely.10 The price increase was driven by
a number of converging factors, but prime amongst them was fear that

the Saudis were not being honest about their ability to meet the
shortfall. On the one hand, Saudi Arabia is the country that policy
makers turn to and request increased production from to stabilise prices;

on the other, markets call into question the country’s will and ability to
lift production.

Doubt over Aramco data was not helped by the WikiLeaks cable
reporting that geologist and former head of exploration at Aramco,

Sadad Al-Husseini, met the US consul-general in November 2007 and
told him that the company’s 12.5mbd capacity, needed to keep a lid on

prices, could not be reached.11

Questions of whether Saudi Arabia has overstated its recoverable
reserves, or that it holds sufficient capacity to meet supply shortfalls

elsewhere or meet the increase in demand from China and other Asian
states, will likely only be answered when the need arises. The issue

will continue to concern markets, especially as economies grow and
demand begins to take-off again. However, it is clear that Saudi

Arabia was able to lift production during the Libya crisis and has
helped compensate for the loss of 1mbd of Iranian crude exports

since 2012.

Saudi Arabia’s exports
Saudi Arabia’s oil production is critical to the global economy and the
USA has played an important role in ensuring that the country’s oil can

flow to market with as few physical interruptions as possible. The move
towards US energy self-sufficiency, however, raises the question of

whether it will continue to guarantee Saudi (and other Gulf Arab states’)
oil exports through the Strait of Hormuz. The combination of a

perceived pivot towards Asia12 and a dramatic increase in domestic
production of light tight oil (LTO) and natural gas, have led many

commentators to conclude that the USA no longer needs Saudi Arabia’s
oil. However, that is not the case. The US decision to permit the export
of condensate, which will likely lead to the export of LTO, means that
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US refineries will continue to import Saudi Arabia’s heavier grades of
oil.13 In fact, the prospect of exporting LTO at a premium, rather than

begrudgingly trading with US refiners, will help ensure that refineries
on the US Gulf Coast set up to process heavy grade crudes will continue
to import from Saudi Arabia.

Aramco supplies crude to the US market because many of the
refineries on the US Gulf Coast are set up to process its sour crudes.

Consequently, in 2012 the USA imported an average of 1.4mbd of total
petroleum liquids, which accounted for 16 per cent of total US crude oil

imports. It marked an increase of 200kbd on 2011. As such, Saudi
Arabia ranked second after Canada as a petroleum exporter to the US – a

position it has maintained since 2004. Figure 3.1 charts the trend in US
imports since 1973 based on its three main suppliers. Imports from
Mexico have dipped since 2006, although the decision to liberalise its

energy sector and explore for unconventional gas has given rise to
speculation that it will increase exports to the USA in the next decade.

In spite of the US shale oil boom, Saudi imports since 2009 have
increased and Aramco has fought hard for the market, although often

increasing its monthly Official Selling Price (OSP) above West Texas
Intermediate (WTI) prices. Saudi Arabia has made strategic investments

in the USA to secure a market for its crude. For example, Motiva refinery
at Port Arthur in Texas has a nameplate capacity of 600kbd making
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it the largest in the USA. It is a joint venture owned by Aramco and

Shell and processes Saudi Arabian crudes. In 2012, the joint venture
invested a further US$10bn to expand capacity in order to further shore

up a market for its crude.
Although the US will remain an important market for Aramco as noted

above, its primary customer is Asia. The majority volumes of Saudi
Arabia’s crude exports, which amounted to 7.5mbd in 2012, have firmly

shifted towards Asia. According to the EIA, 54 per cent of Saudi exports in
2012 went to Asia, as shown in Figure 3.2 and included 1.1mbd (Japan);
1.1mbd (China), 800kbd (South Korea) and 700kbd (India). With the rise

of the Asian economies, driven by China and India, whose combined
economic weight as a percentage of the global economy grew from 4.7 per

cent in 1990 to 17.8 per cent in 2013, this export trend is likely to
continue. China’s oil demand is projected to grow by 3.6 per cent annually

between 2012 and 2030 and India’s by 2.6 per cent annually between 2012
and 2040.14 Saudi Arabia will play a major role in meeting this demand.

In 2012, Saudi Arabia, alongside its Gulf Arab state neighbours,
Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar and Oman, provided
over 36 per cent of China’s and 45 per cent of India’s imported crude oil.

Figure 3.2 Saudi crude exports by destination, 2012. Source: US Energy

Information Administration, APEX.
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South Korea and Japan are also heavily dependent on crude imports and

receive 70 per cent and 80 per cent of their oil imports, respectively,
from the Gulf Arab states.

Saudi Arabia’s relationship with China and its other Asian energy
partners will obviously continue to grow. The burgeoning energy

relationship has begun to closely tie the long-term economic interests of
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Arab neighbours to the economic well-being

of Asia. For example, the IEA expects that global oil demand will
increase from 90mbd in 2013 to 109mbd in 2035 and that Asia will
account for 88 per cent of the increase. As the USA heads towards

energy self-sufficiency and OECD demand plateaus, Gulf crude oil,
dominated by Saudi Arabia, is likely to satisfy Asian growth. Although

new sources of oil will come online over the coming decades, Saudi
Arabia’s proven resource base and ability to produce will ensure that it

secures its market. Furthermore, Asia’s dependence upon fossil fuels,
which is likely to continue for decades, will be key to drawing producer

and consumer ever closer.
Recognising the mutual benefits of aligning their long-term

economic interests, Saudi Arabia and its Asian partners have invested

in joint venture projects linking upstream and downstream operations.
For example, Aramco, Sinopec and ExxonMobil have invested

US$ 3.5bn in a refinery and petrochemical plant in Fujian that will
process 600kbd of Arabian sour crude. In 2012, Aramco invested US$

8bn in a refinery complex in Tuba, East Java, along with the Kuwait
Petroleum Corporation and Pertamina, the Indonesian state-owned gas

company. It is not all one-way traffic. The Yanbu Aramco Sinopec
Refining Company Limited (YASREF) is a joint venture which will

process 400kbd Arab Heavy crude from the Manifa development by
mid-2015.

Although Saudi Arabia’s relationship with its Asian partners, notably

China, is unlikely to replicate the US-Saudi ‘security for oil partnership’
– at least in the short to medium term – the seeds of long-term co-

operation and mutual dependence have been sown.

Section III: Satisfying demand: Saudi Arabia v Asia

Saudi Arabia’s large reserves and low production costs suggest it will
remain the world’s largest producer and exporter for years to come. It is
worth noting, however, that the IEA’s 2008 World Energy Outlook made
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no mention of the shale revolution looming on the horizon; this required

energy organisations and companies to revise their annual forecasts.
Nevertheless, there are two certainties that Saudi Arabia and its policy

makers can be sure of – both global energy demand and domestic
consumption will continue to grow.

Before considering Saudi Arabia’s domestic energy consumption, it
is helpful to better understand the global supply and demand energy

picture. According to BP Energy Outlook 2035, world oil demand is
set to increase from 87mbd in 2011 to 101mbd in 2035. Although
oil is forecast to remain the largest single component of the global

primary energy mix, its overall share is set to decline from 31 per cent
to 25 per cent. While global oil demand will grow, the overall change

is the net result of decreasing demand in the OECD markets and
increasing demand in non-OECD markets, particularly in Asia and the

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. The combination of
China’s increasing oil demand and decreasing demand in the USA will

result in China becoming the world’s largest oil importer. Concomitantly,
total oil demand growth in Asia is forecast15 to reach 13.9mbd by
2035, with India estimated to become the largest single source of

growth after 2020. Whilst coal, natural gas and renewable energy will
be key sources of primary energy in power generation, the exponential

increase in new vehicles on the roads will ensure that crude exports
from Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Arab neighbours are guaranteed access

to deep markets in Asia.16

The issue for Saudi Arabia, however, will be meeting growing

domestic and regional demand. The emergence of MENA as a major
centre of energy consumption, where oil demand is forecast to grow by at

least 50 per cent by 2035 (reaching 9.9mbd), will require a major
growth in supply. The increase will make it the world’s third largest oil
consumer after China and the USA. This will present Saudi Arabia and

its Gulf Arab neighbours with a dilemma; first, they will be compelled
to meet growing domestic demand, which is accelerating at speed (see

below); secondly, they will be compelled to meet growing regional
demand in the interest of stability.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have committed substantial funds to
Egypt to support and underpin President Sisi’s government. It would

not be in their interest to allow Egypt, Jordan or Morocco to suffer from
energy shortages. It is unlikely that Saudi Arabia would sell crude or
petroleum products at international prices to such allied, and needy,
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regional states. Saudi Arabia is more likely to subsidise them with loans

or grants and therefore pay a high opportunity cost for losing market
share in Asia. This is not the case at present but with MENA emerging

as a new centre of consumption it will likely materialise. In the
meantime, the challenge of meeting and managing domestic demand in

Saudi Arabia is very real and poses a threat, not only to the country’s
economy but to global energy markets.

Domestic demand
Saudi Arabia’s annual oil consumption is growing at double the rate of

GDP.17 The Kingdom’s rapidly growing population is increasing its
consumption of electricity, housing and cars, which only oil makes

possible. The population is expected to reach 30 million by 2016
which will begin to place natural constraints on the country’s resource

base. For example, Saudi Arabia has already experienced a sharp hike in
electricity demand from residential, industrial and commercial sectors.

This trend is expected to continue. The Saudi Electricity and Co-
Generation Regulatory Authority expects demand to increase from
45,000 mega-watts (mw) to 120,000mw by 2030. In order to increase

generation and to meet those targets it will require additional liquids,
further investment in its natural gas reserves and/or pursuit of a civil

nuclear programme.
The country consumes on average 2.8mbd, which amounts to

around 25 per cent of total production. The demand for oil and gas
together is growing at approximately seven per cent per year and as a

result, national consumption will double within ten years. The demand
drivers include demography, low prices and profligate consumer

behaviour. A growing consumer base accustomed to very cheap energy
poses a major challenge to Aramco and to the government. Table II
charts Saudi Arabia’s increase in consumption of crude oil since 2003.

What is most notable is both the rate of increase and actual
consumption increase compared with much larger states with much

larger populations. For example, India’s actual consumption increase
since 1973 has risen by 1.2mbd, whereas Saudi Arabia’s increase is

1.3mbd.
Saudi Arabia has the cheapest transport fuel in the GCC.18

Maintaining the provision of cheap energy diverts or forgoes money that
could be spent more efficiently; low prices of fuel and electricity relative
to higher incomes and turnovers encourage wasteful practices and
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investment decisions that lock in higher than necessary energy demand.

Furthermore, low prices deter individual or private sector investment in
efficiency improvements and cleaner power generation. For example,

solar and wind power plants would not be commercially viable under the
current pricing system. Saudi Arabia has until very recently avoided

addressing the issue of energy prices, chiefly because they form a key part
of the country’s undeclared social contract.

Unless the Saudi authorities better manage demand, the country’s
ability to maintain exports, retain spare capacity and build strategic
relations with China may be compromised. Current consumption trends

in Saudi Arabia will deprive the world market of 2mbd by 2020.19 Some
even claim that Saudi Arabia risks becoming an oil importer in the next

20 years.20 It is no coincidence that the estimate of demand growth that
will deprive the market of 2mbd equates with the oft-quoted spare

capacity figure. The implications of Saudi Arabia not taking any action
are clear: the market will be under-supplied in 2020 if growth in MENA

and Asia continues as projected and new supplies do not come online.
The scale of the challenge for Saudi Arabia is significant, however, as it
needs to address a history of low cost production and rising expectations.

Saudi Arabia’s high energy consumption is due to low production
costs. Domestic consumption started its rise in the early 1970s,

especially after the oil shock of 1973–4, but has since had no correlation
with the increase or decrease in the oil price. As a producing country one

would expect a drop in the oil price to have a negative impact on
consumption. However, with the cost of producing a barrel of oil in

Saudi Arabia at around US$5, it is hardly surprising that domestic
consumption is disconnected from international prices. As such,

domestically produced oil and gas have therefore been the preferred
fuels, both as the rational economic choice for the country’s energy
services and as a competitive advantage on which to develop industry.

However, Aramco and the Saudi state have to bear the opportunity cost
between supplying the domestic market at very low prices and selling on

the international market. The benefit has so far outweighed the cost,
given the enormity of its oil resource and the ease therefore with which it

has been able to meet the economic and social expectations of its
population.

The Saudi government has made several attempts at substituting
gas for oil in power generation, as the price differential between the
two makes it more economic to burn gas domestically and sell oil
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internationally. Following the 1973–4 oil price shock, when oil

exports increased nearly four-fold in value, Saudi Arabia developed the
Master Gas System as a means of increasing the percentage of gas in

the primary energy mix, chiefly in power generation. As a result, gas
constituted 58 per cent of total primary energy consumption by

2005. However, since then efforts to diversify into gas have stalled
because much of the country’s gas is associated, and the country’s

production is constrained by its OPEC oil quota. However, Aramco
has explored for gas in the Empty Quarter in a bid to develop domestic
non-associated gas.

On average Saudi Arabia produces 8.4 billion cubic feet per day
(bcfd) of gas, whilst demand is estimated to reach 14.5bcfd by 2030.

In 2000, amidst falling oil prices and the need for external investment
and industry knowledge, Aramco turned to IOCs to assist with natural

gas development. Four Aramco joint ventures were set up in the early
2000s with the aim of exploring for non-associated gas in the Empty

Quarter. The joint ventures included Shell, Sinopec, Eni-Repsa and
Lukoil. In many ways the business model represented a break with
tradition as IOCs had only been invited to participate in downstream

projects after Aramco was nationalised. However, none of the
companies have found commercial volumes of natural gas, so, by and

large, the project has failed.
The exploitation of gas from non-associated gas projects is more

expensive because of the special processes and technology needed to
extract gas in more complex, offshore and ‘tight’ geological structures.

This could cost between US$3.50 and US$6.00 per million metric
British thermal units (/mmbtu), making the current domestic price for

gas of US$0.75/mmbtu, highly unprofitable.21 The low domestic price
offers little incentive to foreign investors. Until the domestic price of
gas is changed, which looks very unlikely at present, international

companies will shy away from exploring in Saudi Arabia. IOCs were
willing to take the risk before mainly because they were seeking other

upstream opportunities and saw gas exploration as a vehicle for doing
so. This process has effectively come to an end and it is unlikely that

they will return for a long time. As a result Aramco will be compelled
to explore alone.

Ali Al-Naimi has estimated that Saudi Arabia holds over 600 trillion
cubic feet of unconventional gas reserves, more than double its proven
conventional reserves, which if developed would prove enormously
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beneficial for the country. However, shale gas production within Saudi

Arabia faces considerable challenges and the most significant of these is
the low local gas price. This dates from when the country had more than

adequate associated gas production from its oilfields, including Ghawar.
Any changes to this price, which Aramco has called for, would have to be

initiated at the senior Saudi leadership level.
Another means of increasing the percentage of gas into the primary

energy mix and lifting crude exports would be to import gas. Saudi
Arabia’s gas-rich neighbour Qatar has the largest non-associated gas field
within its territory. The UAE already imports gas from Qatar through

the Dolphin pipeline, so the precedent has been set. The Saudi
government has considered the issue and has held low level talks about it

with Qatar. However, two issues have prevented the Saudis from
pursuing this option. The first is national pride and reputation. Saudi

Arabia is the world’s fourth largest holder of proven gas reserves even if it
has had little good fortune in developing these. As such, it appears that

importing gas from either its neighbours or even further afield would be
an affront to national pride. Secondly, the Qataris have proven to be
tough price negotiators. With LNG prices to Asia fetching, at the time

of writing, between US$10–14mmbtu, Qatar had little incentive to sell
gas to its neighbours at a rate much below US$10mmbtu. Importing gas

at this rate would either require the Saudi state to subsidise the price to
consumers or liberalise the gas price regime. Neither option looks likely

in the medium-term. The net result is that, in order to meet growing
demand for power generation, Saudi Arabia will simply have to burn

more and more oil.
Saudi Arabia’s efforts to diversify its economy, which includes

developing its petrochemicals industry, have only exacerbated the
situation. The establishment of gas-fired power plants and a
petrochemicals industry has locked in demand for gas, which has risen

with electricity demand and industrial growth. Saudi Arabia has
experienced gas shortages over the past decade. A 2006 royal decree

mandated that all coastal power stations were to burn oil in order to save
gas. Demand for gas in power plants has also left the petrochemical

industries short on occasion and new petrochemical projects are now
required to be based on liquid feedstock. As a result of these measures,

the percentage of oil in the primary energy mix has once again surpassed
gas and increased to 65 per cent. It presents Aramco with a major
challenge: the opportunity cost for selling into the domestic market is
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extremely high, whilst the breakeven price for oil is rising

commensurate with demographic, social and political change.

Section IV: Oil and the economy

In essence, Saudi Arabia is an oil-based economy. Its petroleum sector
contributes approximately 80 per cent of budget revenues, 45 per cent of

GDP, and 90 per cent of export earnings. It is the bedrock upon which
the country has flourished and will likely remain so until exploring,
developing and producing fossil fuels becomes too expensive for the

global economy and is replaced by other energy sources.
The fact that Saudi Arabia has capitalised upon its abundant resource

base has enabled the state to accrue enormous financial resources,
accelerate the pace of development within the country and perpetuate its

governing structures. Furthermore, it has enabled a social contract
whereby the state provides for everything and society supposedly wants

for nothing; in return, society acquiesces to the authority of the state.
Thus oil, the mainstay of budget revenues, is also the source of stability.

According to rentier state theory, as long as the state can provide for

its nationals, stability should ensue. The issue for Saudi Arabia, however,
is that oil price volatility presents it with a continuous problem: when

the price is high, revenues increase, but demand drops; and when the
price falls, revenues decrease, appetite for additional investment in the

sector falls too, but demand grows. In the first case, the government,
over the short-term, benefits from a windfall and can provide further

services, which leads to expansion of major infrastructure projects,
including transport, education and health. In the second case, the

government is compelled to tighten its belt, mothball large projects and
manage signs of discontent. The government has made efforts to
diversify but while hydrocarbons continue to contribute so much to the

economy, the state budget will be vulnerable to price volatility and the
breakeven oil price.22

Efforts by producers, consumers, and multilateral organisations have
done little to manage, let alone eliminate volatility. The oil price had

been unusually stable in the two years or so prior to the second half of
2014, in spite of regional turmoil and sanctions on Iran’s oil industry.

Had it not been for additional supplies from the USA, and Saudi
willingness to increase production beyond 11mbd, the oil price would
have been nearer US$140 per barrel than the US$100–110 range seen
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until the price collapsed. Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia benefited from

price stability over much of 2011–14, and was able to plan and execute
expansionary budgetary spending that to a large extent was aimed at

addressing signs of discontent.
The difference for Saudi Arabia, however, is that the breakeven

price of oil has increased from approximately US$60 to US$85 per
barrel (/b). With its sustained increase in social spending, the

government requires an estimated minimum price of US$85/b to
balance its budget. The demands on government provision have
continued to grow and the leadership has been eager to satisfy them

given events elsewhere in the region. In turn, this has limited the
government’s margin for manoeuvre when attempting to influence the

market. It can no longer simply ‘flood’ the market, as it has done in
the past, when it wishes to lower the price and force more expensive

producers, such as Canadian tar sands and ultra-deep offshore projects,
offline. It also constrains Saudi Arabia from taking similar action

against other OPEC countries, when they continuously produce far
more crude oil than agreed at bi-annual meetings in Vienna. In other
words, the Saudi breakeven price, driven by the desire to offset

discontent and meet the rising demands of its population, acts as a
break on the country’s leverage over markets and the oil price. The

decision to hold on to market share in light of the 2014 oil price
collapse, which shut-in some north American LTO production, was

driven by a desire to maintain volume sales and maximise oil revenues
at lower prices, rather than risk losing market share to other OPEC and

non-OPEC producers. It was largely based on the decision to hold on to
existing customers in light of a soft market, likely to have been

oversupplied until Asian economies recovered and over which Saudi
Arabia’s ability to swing was constrained.

Learning new tricks?
The Saudi political leadership and Aramco executives are aware of the

challenges that oil dependency brings. They are also fully aware of the
merits of developing renewable energy resources, and the cost restraints,

and, although some may deny the effects of climate change, some quietly
subscribe to it too.

Of course, Saudi Arabia’s location and climate offers opportunities to
develop renewable sources of energy. With a view to lowering its
dependency on fossil fuels, as well as freeing up additional volumes of
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crude exports, the Saudi government has invested in developing a solar

energy industry. To that end, it has established key research institutions
tasked with developing renewable energy resources, including the King

Abdullah City for Atomic and Renewable Energy.23 The former Saudi
diplomat Prince Turki Al-Faisal told the Global Economic Symposium

in October 2012 that the country has plans to become 100 per cent
powered by renewable and low carbon forms of energy. Although the

goal is unlikely to be realised, the government is intent on capitalising
on its other resources to meet domestic demand, insulate the domestic
economy from oil price volatilities and maintain crude exports.

Conclusion

Saudi Arabia will remain the world’s most important energy player for

at least another 20 years. The shale revolution will make the USA self-
sufficient but that should not be mistaken for energy independence.

The USA will continue to import Saudi crude, although possibly in
lower volumes, while Aramco’s strategic investment in the down-
stream sector will ensure that it continues to find a market. Prospects

for developing unconventional gas and oil reserves outside the USA
look promising but this is unlikely to happen for at least two decades,

which means that Saudi Arabia will continue to be the world’s biggest
oil exporter for at least that period. Moreover, whilst oil supply from

newly producing countries and regions, including Brazil, Argentina,
east Africa and the eastern Mediterranean looks promising, the

timeline is again uncertain. In short, there are no near-term challengers
to Saudi Arabia as the top oil exporter – its nearest contender, Iraq,

looks years away from reaching even 5mbd production.
The threat to Saudi Arabia’s dominance of global energy markets

resides deep within the domestic environment. The economic

expectations of a youthful population have placed even higher demands
on the state. As the population continues to grow and expectations rise,

the government will require a higher breakeven price and a higher
volume of exports to maintain the status quo. However, the energy

hungry Saudi population already consumes up to 2.5mbd, and if Paul
Stevens’ and Glada Lahn’s analysis24 is correct, then domestic demand

will grow to 8mbd by 2030 and exports will drop to 4.5mbd at an
absolute maximum. Should this be the case, there will be a question over
Saudi Arabia’s ability to produce at 12.5mbd.
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The Saudi government has several options to address its predicament.

It can increase domestic energy prices so that they better reflect
international prices, and encourage energy conservation. This immediately

begins to compromise the social contract however. The second option is to
import gas from its neighbours so that a higher percentage of Saudi crude

can be exported to meet global demand at international prices rather than
burning crude for domestic power generation. However, this would

require agreeing a deal with Qatar in line with the National Balancing
Point,25 whereas Qatar’s pursuit of maximum profit inclines it to Asia.

Saudi Arabia is working against time. It has a cushion of about

20 years before new sources of oil come online in a significant way. It has
the time and opportunity to cement its long-term relationships with

Asia, in particular China, by investing in mutual upstream and
downstream projects that bind the economic interests of the two

countries together. However, demand from China, India and other Asian
countries will increase and Saudi Arabia will need to maximise its

exports in order to meet it.
In sum, Saudi Arabia needs to address the greater challenge of

growing domestic demand now in order to secure its long-term market

access to Asia, which new producers will compete hard for once the
shale revolution catches on. Saudi decision makers understand the

challenges before them but, whilst Aramco has pushed for rational
economic choices to be made, the ruling family still has to maintain

the social contract.
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CHAPTER 4

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH EGYPT

Neil Partrick

Background

For most of its existence Saudi Arabia has sought good relations with

Egypt. There have been periodic tensions between the two and their
leaders even led rival sides in the ‘Arab cold war’1 in the early 1960s.

However, both countries now see that period as an exception. Almost
regardless of who holds power in either state, the relationship has to

work. After the so-called Egyptian ‘revolution’ of 1952, President
Nasser and King Saud worked to uphold the good relations that had
existed between King Farouq and King Abdulaziz. Initially they

succeeded, but when the Saudi king’s brother, Prince Faisal, took over
management of day-to-day affairs the bilateral relationship turned sour.

Faisal objected to what he regarded as King Saud’s acquiescence to
Nasser’s secular Arab nationalist assertiveness.

After Egypt’s perceptible victory in the 1956 war with Anglo–French
and Israeli forces, and the subsequent, and related, Iraqi overthrow of its

monarchy in 1958, Nasser was riding high. The lopsided union he then
formed with Syria proved unsuccessful, at least from a Syrian point of

view.2 However, at the very least Nasser had successfully exported a
revolutionary idea, even if states like Iraq and Syria were resolute in
asserting their sovereignty and their own, also influential, interpretation

of what Arab nationalism should be in both theory and in practice. This
was the background to the battle of ideas and occasionally of arms that



characterised Nasser’s rhetorical tirades against Saudi Arabia and the other

hereditary systems of the Arabian Peninsula.
In Saudi Arabia’s south-western neighbour, north Yemen, Nasser

sent troops to assist its ‘revolution’ to overthrow the Zaidi imamate and
then to prop up its republican successors. Saudi Arabia responded with

cash to support the local loyalists in their attempt to restore the Imam.
The northern Yemeni conflict threatened to seriously escalate when

Egyptian forces attacked the Saudi side of the Yemeni border in May
1967. Saudi Arabia was never going to take on Egypt militarily but,
with border security still weak, Saudi forces conducted interventions in

Yemen against Yemeni nationalists.3 Egyptian troops departed north
Yemen when the civil war’s conclusion was negotiated in late 1967.

This occurred in the context of the UK’s related withdrawal of its
commitments in the south. In the Gulf and in Jordan, Egypt waged a

proxy, but mostly unarmed, war via local Arab nationalists. Insensitive
to the often subtler realities of domestic politics, especially in

relatively politically advanced Gulf countries like Kuwait, Nasser’s
Sawt Al-Arab radio station inveighed against the ‘reactionary despots’
and local ‘lackeys’ of Britain.4

Faisal acceded to the Saudi throne in 1964 and formed the Islamic
Front in 1965. This was an association of all countries with a Muslim

identification, although perceptibly secular states such as Egypt, Turkey
and a host of African and some Asian countries were invited to join.

This was essentially a Saudi drive to unite conservative, anti-nationalist
(and loosely pro-Western) Muslim states under the Kingdom’s

influence. Its Islamic assertiveness included an embrace of the Muslim
Brotherhood (MB) given that they were also enemies of Nasserism.

King Faisal made Saudi Arabia a place of exile for MB figures from
Egypt, Syria and the wider Arab and Muslim world, while the state’s
Islamic foundations and charities employed leading MB figures and

channelled funding to MB and to other less political Islamic projects
around the world.5 In the 1960s and 1970s, the leading Saudi Islamic

charitable foundation, theWorld Association of Muslim Youth (WAMY),
was known for being populated with many MB exiles. Former MB

guide, Mohammed Mahdi Akef, who worked for WAMY in the 1970s,
has boasted that the ‘Muslim Brotherhood were like a beauty spot on

the face of Saudi Arabia’.6

Nasser though became a chastened figure: the survival of an allied
northern Yemeni state and a seemingly friendly one emerging in the
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south, were inadequate compensation for Arab losses in the June 1967

war with Israel. Nevertheless, he continued to talk tough and Nasserism
remained powerful in the immediate aftermath of 1967. The

revolutionary impetus, or at least the willingness of Nasserite or Ba’athi
colonels to claim its even greater necessity in reaction to Arab weakness

on the battlefield, continued to unsettle Saudi Arabia. In 1968, Iraq
resumed its Ba’athist leadership with Saddam Hussein second in

command. In 1970, Syria ‘corrected’ its extant Ba’athi rule in favour
of the man who had led his country’s air force to disaster in the 1967
Arab–Israeli war, Hafez Al-Assad. In 1969, similar ‘radical’ coups led by

nationalist middle-ranking officers took place in Sudan and in Libya, the
latter at the expense of yet another monarch, King Idris. The Islamic

Front was upgraded that same year to the Organisation of the Islamic
Conference (OIC) and was launched by King Faisal in Makka.

Nasser hung on to power in Egypt, where he combined rejectionism
and attrition toward Israel with upholding the Arab state system in

Lebanon and Jordan: both countries that were and remain highly
important to Saudi interests. However, the 1967 war had been preceded
by a Saudi–Egyptian united front and a more meaningful

accommodation deepened throughout the 1970s. By the time of
Nasser’s death in 1970, he had made his peace with King Faisal and their

two countries had resumed the status quo ante. Iraq’s Saddam and Syria’s
Hafez maintained their states as rival citadels in a struggle to inherit the

somewhat tarnished and traduced Arab nationalist mantle. However, the
rise and influence of the increasingly wealthy and conservative Gulf Arab

states in the 1970s, especially Saudi Arabia, was the political and
strategic upswing to the downswing of secular Arab nationalism

For Saudi–Egypt relations, the next Arab–Israel war was testament
to the powerful marriage that military and economic muscle can make.
Territory may not actually have been regained, some was even lost, but

the image of the 1973 war was and has remained one of Arab success.
Proper planning and the successful alignment of different Arab interests

caught Israel off guard. Saudi Arabia had funded the build-up of the
Egyptian military arsenal for both war-fighting and strategic reasons.

With American backing, it encouraged President Sadat’s shift away from
the Soviet camp and into the USA’s orbit, although Washington had not

bargained on war being a consequence. Saudi Arabia was happy to
continue supporting Egypt, along with Jordan and Syria, in its frontline
responsibility for the conflict with Israel. When two strategically vital
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Red Sea islands were occupied by Israel in the 1967 war, Saudi Arabia

did not assert its sovereignty over them as it had after the 1956 war when
Nasser had deployed troops there.7

Egypt’s President Sadat gradually broke with the Arab consensus and
unilaterally sought the return of Egyptian territory in direct political

engagement with Israel. This resulted in the Camp David Agreement of
1978. Saudi Arabia was obliged to condemn Egypt and backed its removal

from the Arab League, which effectively made Saudi Arabia the leader of
the Arab world, albeit a reluctant one. In practice, Saudi Arabia accepted
Egypt’s cold peace with Israel as the price for completing Egypt’s shift into

the US strategic orbit. It later saw Egypt as part of a network of US-
backed Arab allies that would hopefully do the diplomatic heavy lifting to

secure a Palestinian entity and constrain Israel’s territorial gains. Most
importantly Saudi Arabia felt comfortable that Egypt would no longer

interfere in Saudi interests in the Arabian Peninsula.
Saudi Arabia valued Egypt, but to avoid being overly dependent on one

country it retained a number of other Arab allies.8 It also wanted to ensure
that no state or leader could threaten the Kingdom as Nasser’s Egypt had
done. Saudi Arabia had so feared Nasserite ideological penetration of its

military that it avoided conscription and kept mass recruitment to the
interior ministry. Concerns about Iraq (as well as Iran) led Saudi Arabia to

shepherd the formation of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in 1981.
Iraq responded to the GCC by forming the Arab Cooperation Council

(ACC) with Egypt, Jordan and north Yemen. The ACC was intended as a
riposte to Saudi assertiveness and Riyadh’s break with even a superficial

commitment to Arab unity. Under King Fahd (1982–2005), who was
more closely aligned to US thinking, Saudi Arabia used its enhanced

economic and political muscle to get Egypt back into the fold, but full re-
admittance to the Arab League did not occur until 1987. The subsequent
return of its headquarters to Cairo helped weaken the ACC before Iraq’s

invasion of Kuwait in 1990 killed it stone dead.
Saudi Arabia appreciated Egyptian participation in the Arab

coalition that served alongside Western and other international forces
to remove Iraq from Kuwait. The subsequent Damascus Declaration

was a ‘GCC þ 2’ (Egypt and Syria) alliance of states committed to each
other’s security. At the level of political symbolism, this was highly

welcome in Saudi Arabia. The post-war presence of Egyptian and
Syrian troops in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait was not. For most of the
long years of Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak’s rule, Saudi Arabia
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and Egypt remained close, although Egypt’s chief military patron

post Camp David was the USA. Differences of emphasis rather than
substance would characterise the Saudi–Egyptian relationship right

up until Mubarak’s downfall in January 2011.
The Arab uprisings, and the consequential forced exits of Arab

leaders, were hugely problematic for Saudi Arabia. In common with
other hereditary rulers in the Arabian Peninsula, the Al-Saud did not

welcome political change by popular revolt, in part because of the
impact closer to home in Bahrain and in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province.
The Saudis also knew that the MB would be the beneficiaries of open

political contests in Egypt, Tunisia and Morocco and feared that the MB
could even threaten the fellow and neighbouring monarchy, Jordan.

When the MB were elected in Egypt in 2012, securing popular support
for a constitutional rewriting that could have entrenched them in the

machinery of state, Saudi Arabia was deeply disturbed. Echoing its
defensive reaction to Egyptian secular Arab nationalism in the 1950s

and 1960s, Saudi Arabia feared that the traditional centre of the Arab
world was now at the heart of a MB project of equal, if not even more
threatening, proportions. This time Saudi Arabia could not fight an

Egyptian threat by deploying only Islamic and financial credentials.
In July 2013, the Egyptian military once again intervened in the

political process, this time to crush the MB and to remove President
Mohammed Morsi. In the process Saudi Arabia was to reaffirm its

longstanding bond with the Egyptian armed forces. In Egypt there was a
strong sense that Saudi Arabia was now more dependent on the Egyptian

republic not being a MB state than Egypt was on revenue from Saudi
Arabia. Reflecting an attitude that irritates Saudi Arabia, a leading

Egyptian pundit said, ‘If Egypt collapses then the security of all the Gulf
states will be in danger’.9

The importance of the military

For several years prior to Mubarak’s removal from power, Saudi Arabia
acted as if Egypt was no longer willing or able to be the leader of the

Arab world. Relations had hitherto been on the basis that Egypt was the
pre-eminent Arab military power, a US ally, and the primary frontline

state with Israel. However, Saudi Arabia‘s responsibility for the Arab
Peace Plan in 2002 reflected the vacuum in Arab leadership. Another
indication of Egyptian diplomatic absence was in 2007, when King
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Abdullah brought Mahmood Abbas of the Palestinian Authority (PA)

and Khaled Meshaal of Hamas together at the Kabaa Stone in Makka.
Saudi Arabia did not relish the diplomatic limelight, and the Makka

deal proved to be worth rather less than the financial incentives that
helped bring the two would-be Palestinian presidents together. In fact

King Abdullah felt ‘burned’ by the Makka experience,10 especially when
a few months later the Egyptians were allegedly plotting with the

centrist PLO faction, Fatah, to bring down the Hamas-run PA then
ruling both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Hamas claimed it had
pre-empted a planned coup. While the USA may well have encouraged a

would-be Fatah putsch, the Saudi response suggests that it was not a
party to it, even if it was funding Fatah rather than (Hamas-controlled)

PA forces.11 Saudi Arabia was frustrated during the last decade of
Mubarak’s rule, not least due to Egypt’s increasing foreign policy inertia.

In the aftermath of the US-led invasion of Iraq, both Saudi Arabia
and Egypt failed to get beyond their conception of the country as

having become a Shia-led, Iranian-friendly, fissiparous state that had
fallen out of the Arab, let alone Sunni Arab, orbit. Egypt’s economy was
failing and a succession problem reflected both Mubarak’s age and the

lack of a credible, political process. Consequently Egypt could not play a
meaningful role in Palestine. The Gaza war of 2008–9, when Israel

subjected the Strip to an extensive air assault, was arguably another
consequence.12 By the time of the 2014 Gaza war, however, it appeared

that the Egyptian and Saudi preoccupation with the MB took priority
over any desire to criticise Israel.

Mubarak and his senior circle and their Saudi counterparts had both
personal rapport and close political, military, intelligence and business

connections, so his overthrow, shortly after Saudi Arabia had received
fleeing Tunisian leader, Ben Ali, was an especially disturbing spectacle.
The protestors did not appreciate Gulf governance and were

contemptuous of Mubarak’s Arab allies. Thus the Egyptian military’s
ability to contain the revolt to only the decapitation of the regime’s

leader was appreciated in Saudi Arabia.
Egypt’s Mohammed Morsi, having been elected as the MB’s

presidential candidate, appointed Sisi chief of staff of the armed forces
and defence minister. An army man by background, Sisi had received

part of his military education in the USA and in the UK. More than ten
years before he so decisively intervened in Egyptian politics, Sisi served
as defence attaché in Saudi Arabia. As might be expected, he retained
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extensive contacts within the Saudi military, especially on the army

side. This was relevant when Saudi Arabia decided that he should be
encouraged to move against Morsi. The 4 July 2013 coup exploited the

popular discontent that had mobilised over several days, but, just as on 25
January 2011, the decisive Egyptian political actor was the military. It had

propped up Hosni Mubarak for years and then supported the coup against
him; then in July 2014 it ensured the removal of the MB and Morsi.

Pleasingly for the Saudis, Egyptians were urging the military to intervene,
except this time it was to remove a democratically elected ruler. Sisi
plunged the political knife and incarcerated the president and many of

his MB associates. Sovereignty remained ‘in the barrel of the gun’.13

However, the military are not remote actors in Egypt, and not just because

they have a longstanding and central political function. Conscription and
the major and respected roles that the military play in society and in the

economy explain its popular mandate for intervention.14

The sequence of events in the Egyptian uprisings emphasises that

the military remains the backbone of the Egyptian state, as it has
been since the coup that led Nasser to power in 1952. It was also a
constant presence throughout the rule of Anwar Sadat (1970–81). The

personalisation of rule in the Egyptian state has a long pedigree and it did
not trouble Saudi Arabia that it was occurring again. When Mubarak was

overthrown he was in the process of creating a dynasty. Saudi Arabia did
not object even if it had private doubts.15 Egyptian analysts assume that

the ‘man in uniform’ is the preferred Saudi model for Arab republics.
Egyptian foreign relations, especially policy toward its Arab ally,

Saudi Arabia, are what Sisi decides. His primary liaison is with the Saudi
monarch, or via presidential aides, with the king’s royal court. The

Egyptian ambassador to Riyadh, Afifi Abdul-Wahhab, is a key input,
while ex-foreign minister Amr Mousa is an informal advisor. Day-to-day
management of Egypt’s relations with Gulf Arab allies is handled by the

Egyptian foreign minister and his ministry and where relevant, by the
defence ministry and the intelligence services. Given the importance

of military relations in the bilateral relationship, senior Egyptian
officers also shape Sisi’s views, but his own military background and

level of political authority earned by the overthrow of the MB and his
election ensures that he will play the major role in defence and security

decision making.
Saudi Arabia’s priority is stability. While it believes that stability in

Egypt (and elsewhere in the region) should not be bought by allowing
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the MB to resume a political role, the logic of the shift in the Saudi

attitude to the MB regionally under King Salman (see Chapter 13) is that
Sisi be persuaded to give them a little breathing space. In an election

interview in 2014, Sisi offered only a hard-line on the MB. He also
promised that the army ‘will not have a ruling role’ in the country.16

However, as under the post-Mubarak leadership and the one between the
MB and the May 2014 election, this was essentially a military regime, but

one that now had a democratic electoral veneer. From a Saudi perspective,
the slower the path to a pluralistic and empowered national assembly and
a more independent judiciary, the better.

‘Riyalpolitik’ and dinar diplomacy

Having helped the MB’s removal, Saudi Arabia was a generous benefactor.

It can be estimated that by June 2014, it had transferred about US$7
billion (bn) following the fall of Mubarak in January 2011. This was

predominantly in cash grants (to the central bank, the finance ministry or,
to a more modest degree, in project allocations). However, an estimated
US$1.5bn of the above total was transferred in the form of oil supplies

while a small amount was also disbursed as soft loans to development
projects. Given that the total official Saudi commitment in aid (including

some soft loans and credit lines) to Egypt since January 2011 was US
$8.95bn, just under US$2bn remained outstanding. The greater part of

this is liable to be energy supplies as these allocations are relatively long
term and it would have been impossible for Egypt to absorb the US

$2.75bn made available in credit lines and straight oil transfers.17

Egypt is in no doubt that the amounts transferred since January 2011

are way beyond what was typically given by Saudi Arabia during the rule
of Mubarak. Notably US$3.95bn was committed as soon as Mubarak fell
and Saudi Arabia honoured the commitment during the first period of

military rule. It also made money, or the equivalent in oil, available
when the MB was in power. About half of this was actually disbursed

during the MB period in government, but a further US$5bn was
committed after the Sisi-led military intervention. On the above oil

supply estimate, Saudi Arabia transferred more in the 12 months
following the overthrow of the MB, than it did in the two and a half

years from the fall of Mubarak to the end of MB rule.18 In May 2014,
Egyptian press reports claimed that there was a new US$20bn transfer in
the offing but this was denied by official Saudi sources.
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Saudi Arabia increased its aid to Egypt after Mubarak’s overthrow

due to their assessment that economic discontent was the underlying
cause of the uprising. Keeping public finances liquid, and providing

generous state energy subsidies to the Egyptian people, is regarded as a
necessary short-term palliative by Saudi officials. It is recognised,

however, both by Saudi Arabia, and by its close and comparably
generous GCC ally the UAE, that this cannot go on ad infinitum. In June
2014, King Abdullah called for an international donors’ conference for
Egypt, suggesting that Riyadh wanted others to share or even take over
the burden, the IMF included. The UAE, whose financial support for

Egypt is politically coordinated with Saudi Arabia,19 wants to be a
practical backer, not a cash cow.20

Saudi Arabia is interested in economically beneficial and profit-
making ventures in Egypt. Since 3 July 2013, Saudi private investment

in Egypt has soared. Notably a number of high profile Saudi companies
have taken bigger plunges into the Egyptian economy while significant

stakes have been offered to Saudi and Emirati companies.21

Saudi Arabia acted with unprecedented haste when King Abdullah
expressed support for Sisi within 24 hours of the takeover in Cairo and

the US$5bn commitment came shortly after,22 not something all Saudi
officials were happy with.23 Saudi Arabia wanted to ensure that the

takeover would be secure by providing Sisi with more largesse at his
disposal. At the same time, says a Saudi official, it spotted a strategic gap

as the USA and other Western states reacted with caution24 over what
looked like an anti-democratic military intervention. Saudi Arabia’s

then foreign minister Prince Saud Al-Faisal pointedly stated that his
country would not hesitate to provide any assistance required. In March

2015, Muqrin (crown prince at that time, albeit briefly) attended the
economic development conference in Cairo and committed his country
to a further US$4bn in aid to Egypt. Inside Saudi Arabia there is

scepticism about how much longer such large contributions will actually
be disbursed – in cash or in kind. No one predicts a dramatic cut, but

many expect an easing off.25

A Saudi–Egyptian military pact?

The Saudis’ financial response, and Saudi Arabia’s encouragement of the
2013 coup in the first place, suggested a new and much closer alliance
focused on the perceived dual threat of the MB and Iran. Seemingly
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reassured about Egypt’s return as a valued ally, Saudi Arabia said it wanted

it to form part of a new military alliance with the GCC, Morocco and
Jordan.26 The proposed alliance was aimed at Iran as well as overlapping

with increased Gulf aid to states Saudi Arabia was keen to keep out of the
clutches of the MB. Rhetorically, Egyptians and some Saudis connect the

two, in so far as the MB government tried to improve relations with Iran
and there are allegations of Iranian-backed militants having penetrated

Egypt with MB connivance during the uprising against Mubarak.
However, paradoxically, Morsi was equally condemned for urging, as
president, an armed jihad against the Iranian-backed Syrian government,

and for supposedly allowing the Sinai to be penetrated by Sunni jihadis.
The issue of Sinai security is of importance to Saudi Arabia as well, even

though it tends to preoccupy itself with other issues.
In Egypt the Saudi military alliance idea was welcomed, but there

was a distinct lack of knowledge or even speculation as to what it might
actually entail.27 In practice it may mean Saudi Arabia extending aid to

the Egyptian armed forces to advance their regional weight. Just as Saudi
Arabia seeks to build up the Lebanese armed forces, this would be a
sensible move as these allies bear burdens that the Kingdom cannot and

would not want to carry.28 Beyond possible part funding of the US
$5.9bn deal for 24 French strike aircraft agreed in February 2015, longer

term Saudi financing of Egyptian arms purchases may be in doubt.
However, the Emiratis’ apparent willingness to continue being part of

Egyptian military funding may encourage the Saudis to continue to
finance where feasible.

Egyptian analysts portray the mooted alliance with Saudi Arabia as a
psychological deterrence against Iran, albeit limited given Egypt’s

geographical remove and its internal preoccupations.29 They also
distinguish between a pact with Saudi Arabia and some other Gulf Arab
states, and a pact with the GCC per se, as Qatar would not be included

under any umbrella of Egyptian military protection. An Egyptian
commitment to Saudi Arabia allegedly led to a detachment of its troops

(along with Pakistani soldiers) to strengthen Saudi security on the Iraq
border in the wake of the DAISH (aka Islamic State in Iraq and Syria)

expansion from July 2014.30 Unsurprisingly perhaps, the presence of
foreign troops was denied by Saudi Arabia.

After the Saudis begun the aerial assault on the Yemeni Houthi and
on forces loyal to former president Ali Abdullah Saleh in March 2015,
Egypt opportunistically signalled that it was prepared to help with the
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nascent coalition’s military efforts. At the time of writing this was

confined to some, from a Saudi perspective very welcome, Egyptian naval
activity in the Red Sea that upheld an Egyptian national interest in

helping the Saudis to keep the strategic Bab Al-Mandab waterway open,
and in the process sought to prevent Iranian arms supplies reaching

the Houthi. This was despite speculation that Saudi Arabia wanted
foreign Arab, or possibly Pakistani, troops on the ground in Yemen to

complement its air assault against the perceptibly pro-Iranian Houthi
forces. Saudi Arabia was unlikely to countenance the return of Egyptian
troops into what the Kingdom had long sought to maintain as its

fiefdom to the exclusion of Egypt or any other foreign, regional power.
It is not clear that Egypt would want to play a ground role anyway, even

though it expressed willingness to join a mooted military exercise with
Saudi troops inside the Kingdom in response to the Yemen war.31

There is little enthusiasm in Egypt for a firm alignment with a
‘GCC þ 2’ hereditary club, however. Whatever arrangements Saudi

Arabia makes with the two monarchies it was negotiating with over
GCC membership, this was seen in Egypt as a matter for those eight
countries and not for them. From Egypt’s vantage point, these monarchs

have a natural affinity that, by definition, excludes their republic. When
it comes to the Saudis’ enthusiasm for a military pact with Egypt,

Egyptian officials and close analysts alike refer to the existing mutual
defence arrangements under the Arab League Charter’s mutual defence

commitment. However, that was only a rhetorical collective Arab
defence arrangement whose irrelevance was exposed by the 1990–1 Gulf

Crisis. Up to that point it had occasionally been used to provide political
cover for narrower Arab state arrangements, including with Western

powers.32 The fact that Egypt feels the ideational need to disinter it, as
the host and de facto leader of the Arab League, is a surprising but
perhaps understandable political reflex. This posture effectively says that

Egypt prefers that any other, potentially more substantive, military
understandings be as informal as possible.

The Saudis argue that Sisi understands the importance of the Gulf
to Egypt’s security. His position is characterised as ‘if there was a

serious crisis we would go’,33 and meaning that this is understood to
be about a direct threat to the Gulf from Iran. Saudis also argue that

they are less dependent on external support in the Gulf than they
were in the 1990s. A senior Egyptian official said that if Egypt is
prepared to honour a legally binding, mutual defence commitment
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made under the Arab League Charter, ‘then it is possible that we will

agree a new [and stronger defence] deal’34 on the assumption, of course,
that Egypt is invited to help out. He said this despite acknowledging

that the Damascus Declaration had been a setback for mutual defence
arrangements. Another official remarked that a threat to the Gulf is a

‘red line’ for Egypt.35

When running for the presidency, Sisi did not say much about foreign

affairs. However, Egyptian officials and analysts emphasise that he made
a clear commitment to upholding the security of the Arabian Peninsula.
However, nobody is expecting a formal NATO-style affirmation of this

from Sisi or anyone else anytime soon. Mubarak, Sadat and Nasser
periodically said similar things about the security of the Arabian

Peninsula. When struggling with terror threats from inside Libya in
February 2015, Sisi used the phrase ‘Arab military alliance’. In Saudi

Arabia at the time this was assumed to be no more than an Egyptian ruse
to get Saudi political and financial blessing for operations in Egypt’s

backyard.36 Subsequent Saudi-encouraged Egyptian backing for a new
Arab League military pact in the wake of the DAISH expansion, the
Arab coalition supporting the largely Saudi-conducted war in Yemen,

and increased Arab and especially Gulf concerns about Western powers
concluding a nuclear deal with Iran, did suggest something bolder

though. However, even if such a pact gets off the ground, the emphasis
on countering asymmetric, proxy (i.e. Iranian) threats inside national

territory at the invitation of that state’s government would limit its
practical application beyond existing ad-hoc arrangements.

Saudi Arabia understands that Egypt does not share the same
strategic priorities when it comes to state actors in the region.37 The

Egyptian government talks up Saudi–Egyptian relations at the political
and financial level. However, Egypt’s security priorities are Libya, Sinai
and Ethiopia. Iran comes below these.38 Egypt worries more about

Ethiopia because it arguably threatens the access of 85 million Egyptians
to reliable water due to its policies on the Upper Nile. Egyptian officials

maintain that Libya and the dangers presented by armed jihadis on their
long border and the violence in Sinai are both bound up with Qatar.

Doha is seen as sponsoring Sunni militant Islamists who kill Egyptian
soldiers, whether in eastern Libya or in Sinai, the latter in turn gets

related to the MB i.e. Hamas in Gaza.
This apparently concerted Qatari effort to destabilise Egypt with

both MB and salafi (see Glossary) orientated fighters overlaps, perhaps
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a little too neatly as an Egyptian argument, with the closeness Egypt

professes it feels for Saudi Arabia, especially since July 2013. Qatari–
Saudi relations suffered from major strategic differences over the MB

and alleged Qatari backing for other Sunni militants, factors which
helped to further solidify Saudi–Egyptian relations. However,

believing that Qatar genuinely wants to change its foreign relations
in order to stop being ostracised in the GCC, Saudi Arabia promoted a

Qatari–Egyptian reconciliation in December 2014. This made some
headway, but major Egyptian reservations remained over how much
the Qatari relationship with foreign Islamists had and will change.

By February 2015 their limited rapprochement unravelled as Qatar
removed its ambassador following Egyptian air strikes against what it

subsequently alleged were Qatari-backed DAISH targets inside Libya.
The Saudis, via the GCC, sided with Qatar in rejecting the Egyptian

accusation – a public about-turn from its own prior concerns about
Qatari funding activity in Syria. It appears unlikely, however, that

Saudi backing for Sisi’s rule and his anti-Islamist policies at home, or
in Libya, will change fundamentally.

During Morsi’s rule, Saudi Arabia was accused of using the Al-Nur

Party, a salafi trend that existed under Mubarak, to divide Egyptian
Islamists. Al-Nur may have received officially approved Saudi money in

the 2012 election. At different times Saudi Arabia has found the links of
some Saudi nationals with the political salafi trend, whether in Egypt,

Jordan or the Gulf, of use. The Saudi state has not gone out of its way to
end such financial transfers, even if its officials argue that it would not be in

its interest to encourage salafis with an overt political agenda.39 However,
funding by Saudis of armed activity abroad was put under surveillance from

2003 when Al-Qaida (AQ) presented an internal threat and monitoring
increased from 2010 when uprisings spread through the Arab world. Al-
Nur backed the Sisi takeover and welcomed the crushing of Al-Nur

rivals, the MB. This is arguably just good politics, but it may also
suggest that there is Egyptian–Saudi coordination regarding Al-Nur.

Shared Saudi–Egyptian security concerns remain as does a mutual
willingness to address them. A well-connected Egyptian analyst

commented that this is the ‘first time in Egyptian–Saudi relations that
the regimes have seen their own security as part of the security of the

other’.40 It is unclear what that means beyond an admittedly greater
Egyptian willingness, and greater Saudi encouragement, to be more pro-
active in upholding its own interest in Red Sea security; and a greater
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Saudi need to give Egypt money and lobby on Egypt’s behalf in Western

chancelleries while Cairo sounds supportive on a range of issues of
concern to Riyadh.

In a measure of the Saudi connection to Egypt’s national security
concerns, throughout 2014 Libya accused Egypt of being behind retired

general Khalifa Al-Haftar’s attempt to sidestep the Tripoli-based, and
MB-populated, assembly and take power. Emirati air strikes on Libya in

August, with the facilitation of Egypt, seemed to favour Al-Haftar. The
Egyptian air strikes in Libya in February 2015 may have produced Saudi
discomfort when the Egyptians tried to blame Qatar for the militant

problem they were supposedly addressing, but Egyptian and Emirati
support of the General is Saudi approved.

On Syria, Qatar and Saudi Arabia are supposedly on the same page,
but Qatari favouring of Islamic militants outside of the Free Syrian

Army’s orbit has caused rifts too. However, just as Egypt worries more
about Ethiopia than Iran, so Syria is less strategic from Cairo’s

perspective. It does matter because of the impact that weak or possibly
disappearing states have on what Egypt sees as an armed jihadi threat to
its own national security. However, while Morsi had an implacable

ideological and even sectarian opposition to Assad, Sisi adopted a
cautious approach to Saudi-led efforts to destabilise the Syrian

leadership. The Syrian power structure is not that different in style or
content to that which led Egypt from 1952 and which resumed control

in 2013. Sisi talked publicly of the need for a ‘political solution’ in Syria
prior to his election in May 2014 and subsequently the Egyptian

government expressed an interest in helping to restart intra-Syrian
negotiations. A senior Egyptian official commented that, in tandem

with regional and international actors, it was prepared to try.41 In
December 2014, Egypt was publicly engaging with the Saudi-backed
formal Syrian opposition in support of Russia’s renewed promotion of

intra-Syrian peace efforts. When Sisi visited King Abdullah in Saudi
Arabia in August amidst the regional DAISH panic, he offered to

mediate between the Saudi king and Assad.42 However, among Syrian
opposition figures and Saudis close to their government, such notions do

not fly.43 Evidently Yemen, a littoral neighbour, also matters to Egypt.
However, like the Syria conflict, Egypt sees the primary threat as state

collapse, not just how much Iran specifically gains in the fighting.
Sisi resumed the Mubarak government’s direct engagement in

Israeli–Palestinian dialogue. A ‘calming’ in the neighbouring Gaza
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Strip in theory served an Egyptian national interest, but then so did

Israel’s attacks on Hamas. Saudi Arabia, sharing Egypt’s disdain for
Hamas, was happy to defer to Egypt’s highly cautious approach to the

Gaza war over the summer of 2014.
The Morsi government’s greater influence over Hamas helped to end

the October 2012 conflict in a matter of days. Hamas’ desperation in
2014 did not mean it bowed to whatever the new Egyptian leadership

demanded. Neither Sisi nor Saudi Arabia, which kept quiet for much of
the fighting, wanted a deal that would boost Hamas. The eventual
agreement brought limited practical gains to Hamas after it had been

set back militarily, but having not lost the war, Hamas had secured a
victory of sorts.

Egyptian officials and analysts alike expressed virulent criticism of
the USA over its attitude to Sisi’s removal of Morsi and over

Washington’s blocking of arms sales. If this had continued it would have
caused difficulty for the USA’s relations with Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia,

and to an extent Egypt, are wary of the USA’s engagement with Iran but
will as likely accept any formal deal. Saudi Arabia believes that different
strategic priorities apply to the nuclear proliferation question. The

implication of Iran becoming a nuclear weapons state concerns Egypt,
but not as much as Israel’s longstanding nuclear weapons programme.44

That said there is little talk about it in Egypt and much more concern
about the non-state MB threat throughout the region. An Egyptian

analyst close to government says that his country would not accept that
all the non-Arab powers in the region have a nuclear bomb and the Arabs

do not.45 Whether this would mean direct collaboration with Saudi
Arabia, which normally sees Pakistan as its primary regional nuclear ally,

is unclear. Saudi Arabia is more likely to pursue its own options, whether
bought or ‘in store’, or by formalising an extant defence reliance on its
extra-regional ally, the USA.46

Egypt has also threatened to get closer to Russia again. Putin’s kudos
rose due to Moscow’s unquestioning support for the 2013 coup. Their

relationship is serious and is in ‘a new phase’ according to some in
Cairo.47 If this was to weaken the 1970s Egyptian realignment toward

the USA that Saudi Arabia helped to engineer, then it would worry
Riyadh. However, the Kingdom is also engaged with Moscow. Not so

much to incentivise diplomatic goodies fromWashington, but out of the
same fear of US–Iranian rapprochement that encourages it to cleave
closer to Egypt. In February 2014, Saudi Arabia and the UAE financed a
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major Egyptian arms purchase from Russia when the USA was still

cautious in the aftermath of the coup. Saudi Arabia wanted to offer both
practical aid and to signal its exasperation to the USA. Russia is not seen

as a plausible ally by Saudi Arabia, but as a country with whom it might
reach an accommodation, principally on Syria.

Saudi Arabia says that military cooperation continued during the
Morsi period and has deepened since with the UAE and Bahrain.

Bilateral Saudi–Egyptian military cooperation, aside from the Egyptian
troops allegedly stationed for a brief period at the Saudi–Iraqi border,
has not occurred since Sisi removed Morsi. However, a joint combat

training exercise took place in Tabuk in Saudi Arabia less than two
months before the coup. This may well be repeated.

During the Morsi period Saudi Arabia and the USA continued
to take part in collective, multinational military exercises in, or

involving, Egypt. In May 2014, Saudi Arabia invited allied regional
friends to Hafr Al-Batin to witness its largest ever national military

exercise. Pakistan, a longstanding and close military partner, and some
Gulf Arab states sent senior officials, but no Egyptian representative
was in attendance.48 Such is the gap between statements of intent and

what happens in practice.

Conclusion

The Saudi–Egyptian relationship is significant, strategic, and has an
impact on the relationships of both states in the west. Their alignment

also partly reflects both Saudi Arabia’s and Egypt’s integration in a US
defence and security framework. Egypt, like other Arab state

dependents, would like Saudi Arabia to be a reliable and extensive
funder that continues to lobby Washington in order to maintain its
unquestioning support. It is also mindful of the importance to its

economy of cash transfers from the six to eight million Egyptians
estimated to be working abroad, of whom approximately two million

are working in Saudi Arabia.49

It is likely that Saudi Arabia and Egypt will continue to coordinate on

bilateral regional issues of interest. However, neither Cairo nor Riyadh
believes that all of their fundamental regional interests are either shared

or dependent on the other. Saudi Arabia will continue to be politically
and financially supportive of Egypt. They have deepened military and
intelligence cooperation,50 and there could be a further increase in joint
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exercises and training. However, the mooted military alliance may fail to

get that far beyond the rhetorical unless a major crisis occurs in the Gulf
and direct Egyptian involvement is requested.
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CHAPTER 5

SAUDI ARABIA AND THE GCC
STATES

Neil Partrick

Historical background

Saudi Arabia’s historic relations with the five fellow Gulf Arab hereditary
monarchies and sheikhdoms that comprise the Gulf Co-operation Council

(GCC) were tense and periodically confrontational. Even after they joined
together to form the GCC in 1981, residual territorial disputes and
political sensitivities continued to bedevil attempts at the cooperation

suggested by the organisation’s name. In 1955, for example, Saudi Arabia
and Oman were at war over Buraimi, the territory that today sits on the

Omani–Emirati border. Aided by British-run Trucial ‘levies’ (troops
supplied via Abu Dhabi), Oman succeeded in repelling Saudi claims.

An additional upshot of British politicking in this conflict was that Abu
Dhabi (in return for retaining a minor portion of Buraimi known as Al-

Ain) ceded some coastal territory and related maritime jurisdiction to
Saudi Arabia,1 thereby providing the latter with a land corridor

connecting to the Qatari inlet Khor Al-Udaid. This cession of territory
was reflected in the Saudi–UAE border deal of 19742 and appeared to be
in line with a Saudi–Qatari agreement going back to 1965. However,

prior to the Arab uprisings that encouraged Saudi–UAE solidarity, the
1974 deal became a major source of resentment and periodic dispute by

the Abu Dhabi leadership. The contention was most pronounced over
territory in the Batin region to the south-east of Abu Dhabi, particularly

the enormous oil resources of the Saudi-controlled Shayba oil field.



Since the 1960s, overcoming division in order to maximise the

appearance of unity has encouraged the Gulf Arab states to try and
resolve the plethora of territorial disputes with roots in the pre-state era.

However, it was not until 1994 that this became official GCC policy
prompted by an incident two years earlier when Saudi forces took the

Khafus border post on the border between Qatar and Saudi Arabia. Saudi
and Qatari forces clashed and three Qatari soldiers died in the fighting.

In 1996, Saudi Arabia used tribal patronage and guns to try to restore
the status quo ante in Qatar following Emir Hamed’s overthrow of
his father a year earlier. Saudi Arabia subsequently ‘Saudiised’ many

members of the Al-Murra, a tribe considered so errant by Qatar that its
nationality law was constructed to ensure that they (and all Qataris

unable to provide evidence of pre-1930 residency) had inferior status.
In 2009, the last outstanding bilateral territorial disagreement

among the Gulf Arab states was theoretically ended when Saudi Arabia
and Qatar concluded a ‘final’ border agreement that appeared to reflect a

demarcation agreed in 1999.3 It denied Abu Dhabi a land and maritime
border with Qatar in line with the disputed concessions that Abu Dhabi
had made to Saudi Arabia in 1974, and apparently in the 1990s.4

However, in UAE eyes (and on Emirati-approved maps) the Saudi–
Qatari deal erased what they regarded as their correct western coastal

border, and for Abu Dhabi the deal is therefore meaningless. Like many
of the GCC border agreements, the ending of this dispute was not

accompanied by the public distribution of a map showing the official
land and maritime delineations, even though they have been lodged with

the UN. Saudi–UAE border tensions were stirred up by the Qatari deal
and by a Saudi proposal to locate a putative GCC Central Bank in

Riyadh. As a consequence Saudi and Emirati maritime forces had a brief
skirmish in 2010. Shots were fired when a Saudi craft entered Khor Al-
Udaid, and Emirati naval forces, regarding this as an intrusion into its

waters, took the Saudi crew hostage.5 Emirati ID cards, which included a
map containing its preferred version of its national borders, provoked

Saudi border guards to massively hold up the cross-border traffic for two
consecutive summers from 2009–10.6

In 2011, there were reports that the Saudis had conceded a little
territory to the south of Khor Al-Udaid to Qatar. This came at a time

when Saudi–Qatari relations were on a better footing. However, there was
also a controversial Saudi plan to build a proximate port that would
require incoming ships to enter Qatari waters to access the Saudi facility.7
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The port plans are still on the drawing board of a Saudi developer8 and, if

actualised, could create practical and territorial tensions between Saudi
Arabia on the one hand, and both Qatar and the UAE on the other.

On the plus side, the GCC has been operating an internal free market
with a common tariff on trade outside the Gulf bloc since 2005. Wrangles

over the internal working of the customs union abound, however, which,
typically, are emphasised by states other than Saudi Arabia. Complaints

include the cumbersome system for transferring the levy charged by the
country into which the goods entered the GCC to the GCC country of
final destination and the illicit trade in oil that profits from differentials in

domestic oil price subsidies.9 Attempts to negotiate collective GCC free
trade agreements with other countries largely became complicated by

disputes over market access to the Gulf, especially Saudi Arabia, and by
political wrangles. Much to Saudi Arabia’s annoyance, Bahrain and Oman

effectively opted out and negotiated bilateral free trade arrangements with
the USA in 2006 and 2009 respectively.

Although the planned GCC common currency, and therefore the
central bank, is largely irrelevant to Saudi Arabia and its economic
interests, it has led the drive for the GCC to embrace this symbol of

unity. The practical benefits of one currency are dubious given the low
levels of intra-GCC trade. Furthermore, without fiscal reform followed

by fiscal integration and genuine intra-GCC economic harmonisation,
the exchange rate of a new currency will not be an indicator of the real

health of the pan-GCC economy any more than the exchange rates of
individual GCC currencies indicate national economic wellbeing.10

In theory, however, the GCC provides a common platform for the
Gulf Arab states to work out their differences and to engage with each

other over important political and economic matters. A welter of
agreements have been signed since 1981. Most of them though are little
more than nominal pacts that are either observed in the breach or are the

formalisation of existing practice, although some have marginally
enhanced the quality of life. Travel within the GCC area for member

state nationals has been simplified, for example, but not for an Emirati-
registered lorry driver bound for Saudi Arabia.

Decision making in Saudi Arabia’s fellow GCC states

As is the case with Saudi Arabia, foreign relations are managed to a very
large extent at the top of the hereditary political system. Popular opinion
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influences, but does not dictate, the ruler’s exercise of his prerogative,

while the degree of input from other senior family members into the
leader’s decisions varies within each GCC state. In the case of Oman,

however, management of day-to-day relations with Saudi Arabia is held
by the minister ‘responsible for foreign relations’, Yousef bin Allawi, and

sometimes by his senior, the deputy prime minister for cabinet affairs,
Sayyed Fahd Bin-Mahmud Al Sa’id, although any innovation in Omani

policy has to be authorised by Sultan Qaboos.
The influence of counsel given to the sultan is limited, while the foreign

ministry is relatively ineffectual, even out of the loop in the estimation of

some.11 The Kuwaiti emir, Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmed, a foreign relations
veteran, continues to keep a tight rein over all Kuwaiti external relations,

while his foreign minister exercises day-to-day responsibilities. Unlike
Oman there is some scrutiny through the mechanism of an elected

parliament and a relatively lively press, but in both countries the more
relevant consideration is the age of the rulers. Well over 80 and subject to

the vicissitudes of health, they cannot maintain as active a role as they once
did, but it is likely that the basis of their country’s relationship with Saudi
Arabia will outlive them. Kuwait appreciated Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic

and practical role in its liberation in 1991, and this encourages it to
accommodate but not appease the Kingdom. In Oman’s case, a deep

distrust of Saudi Arabia’s political ambition coupled with a strong sense of
national, even non-Gulf, distinctiveness encourages it to cooperate where

practical but accommodate rarely. ‘We are not a Gulf state,’ says a former
senior Omani GCC official.12

In Bahrain, the Saudi relationship is largely the province of King
Hamed, while his son, Crown Prince Salman, liaises with the Saudi

leadership over his country’s attempted dialogue with its opposition.13

The limits to that dialogue are influenced by the hard line Al-Ahmed
brothers, Khaled and Khalifa. Members of the ruling Al-Khalifa family,

they run the Royal Court and head the Bahrain Defence Forces
respectively. These so-called ‘Al-Khawaled’ are descendants of former

ruler Sheikh Khaled bin Ali Al-Khalifa, and they confer closely with the
Bahraini monarch. They are believed to have support within the Al-

Saud leadership but the man with the closest Saudi connections is the
king’s uncle, the long standing premier Sheikh Khalifa bin Salman.

He does not share the Al-Khawaled’s anti-Western conspiratorial views
but does have similarly hawkish, security–orientated opinions.
Bahrain is increasingly dependent on the military, economic and
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political protection of Saudi Arabia and is thus obliged to adhere to

Riyadh’s foreign policy preferences, even though King Hamed would
prefer that his protector take a less hostile approach to its relationship

with Iran.14

Qatar’s management of its relationship with Saudi Arabia is formally in

the hands of its young emir, Tamim, who delegates general management
to the foreign minister, Sheikh Khaled Al-Attiyah. Tamim’s surprise

accession in June 2013 (replacing his father Hamed, emir from 1995–
2013) was widely seen by Saudi and other Gulf Arab pundits as indicating
an acceptance that Qatar’s extremely unpopular foreign policy needed

adjustment. Specifically this meant Qatar’s support for the Muslim
Brotherhood (MB) leadership in Egypt (overthrown just a few days later).

However, Hamed, officially titled ‘father emir’, remains influential.
Tamim sought a better understanding with Saudi Arabia over Qatari

support for the MB and over Qatari policy in Syria, but concrete change is
hard to decipher.

In the UAE, relations with Saudi Arabia are largely the remit of the
unofficial ruler in waiting, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed. He is Abu
Dhabi’s crown prince and the UAE armed forces deputy commander-in-

chief and its head of arms procurement. Mohammed’s full brother
Abdullah, the foreign minister, manages the relationship, but until the

demise of their half-brother, UAE president Sheikh Khalifa, any
deviation in policy direction remains subject to his approval. Dubai’s

ability to affect Abu Dhabi’s dominance of the UAE’s relationship
with Saudi Arabia is limited to how much its economic interest in

normalisation with Iran upsets Riyadh.

Saudi relations with its Gulf Arab neighbours

Saudi Arabia still sees the rest of the Arabian Peninsula (including

Yemen) as its backyard. With British connivance Saudi expansionism at
the expense of neighbouring sheikhdoms (excepting Buraimi) helped to

define its contemporary borders with the Gulf Arab states. Some of these
states have since developed a confident and contemporary sense of

identity with high per capita earnings from international investments
and hydrocarbons which consolidate the support of Western allies for

their defence and security.
Qatar sits firmly within this category. Ever since the Arab uprisings

began in late 2010, Qatar’s established willingness to fellow-travel with
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political Islam and the MB in particular, has directly contradicted Saudi

Arabia’s judgment of its interests. The launch of Al-Jazeera and its
relatively open media platform for opponents of Arab allies, contributed

to Saudi Arabia withdrawing its ambassador to Doha from 2002–7.
In tandem with this Arab media challenge, Emir Hamed gave a home to

members of the Palestinian MB group Hamas as well as to some of the
MB opponents of the Egyptian leadership, then headed by the close

Saudi ally Hosni Mubarak. Qatar still welcomes Hamas exiles and is a
supporter of its Gaza administration. Qatar’s provision of a home and
relative autonomy to pro-MB Egyptian cleric Yousef Al-Qaradawi was

viewed by Saudi Arabia with outright hostility, especially in the wake of
Arab uprisings that he openly encouraged.

Since 2010 the Qatari challenge has been seen more existentially.
Al-Jazeera and the activism of MB exiles based in Doha was regarded in

Saudi Arabia as a national and regional security threat. This view was
shared by the UAE, which argues, without producing much evidence,

that it faces a powerful domestic MB challenge. Under King Salman
Saudi Arabia appears to be reining in what, after the fall of Mubarak,
became King Abdullah’s blanket hostility to the MB; this former stance

had grated among some Saudi officials and advisors. The UAE though
retained its fundamental objections to the MB.

Saudi Arabia was also angry with Qatar over its role in Syria.
Ostensibly of course they are on the same side, but it is a ‘marriage of

convenience’ only, says a Saudi official.15 Their intelligence officers meet
periodically in the ‘military room’ in Amman, along with their US and

Jordanian counterparts, to try and coordinate support for Syrian rebel
fighters. At a widely reported meeting in Washington in February 2014,

representatives of these countries gathered with President Obama to
discuss how support could be focused on those rebels who do not
represent a threat to their mutual security interests within the region.

A month later, however, Saudi Arabia led a formal diplomatic boycott of
Qatar, bringing the UAE and Bahrain in its wake. This reflected Saudi

exasperation that Tamim’s commitment to ‘non-interference’ in the
interests of other GCC states (secured by Kuwaiti emir Sabah Al-Ahmed

in November 2013) had not brought either closer alignment with Saudi
preferences over rebel support in Syria or a downgrading of Qatari

support for the MB.
Saudi Arabia is also sensitive to Qatar’s close relations with the

Republic of Sudan government in Khartoum, even though Saudi-
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Sudanese relations improved at the expense of Iran from 2014,16 and to

Qatar’s periodic meddling in Yemen which Saudi Arabia more or less
regards as its fiefdom. Saudi–Qatari competition damaged efforts to

overcome the internal conflict in Yemen over 2011–13, and Qatar was
not involved in what officially was a GCC plan governing Yemen’s then

transition process.
Another bone of contention is Libya. Saudi Arabia let Qatar and the

UAE take a front seat in what was presented as a collective GCC effort, in
tandem with NATO, to support the uprising against the Qaddafi
leadership in Libya in 2012. Saudi Arabia then became concerned at

Qatar’s apparent willingness to back Islamist militias seeking to
overthrow the new leadership in Libya despite fears that the country

would disintegrate and become a regional hub for groups with Al-Qaida
connections. The UAE and Egypt cooperated, with tacit Saudi support,

in air strikes over Tripoli in August 2014 intended to advantage an anti-
MB Libyan ally.

Both the Saudis and the Emiratis believe that Qatar is assisting the
MB within GCC states. The specific allegation appears to be largely
about Al-Jazeera and other Qatari media platforms criticising Saudi

Arabia and the UAE for funding the overthrow of the Egyptian MB
government. However, in March 2014, the Emiratis imprisoned a Qatari

doctor from the very well-connected Al-Jaidah family for apparently
facilitating the funding of the UAE branch of the MB. Surprisingly, the

trial was attended by the Qatari ambassador to the UAE suggesting that
Doha was not opposed to the doctor’s alleged actions.

The renewal of full Saudi (and Emirati and Bahraini) diplomatic
relations with the Qataris occurred in November 2014 as King Abdullah

and Emir Tamim sought, at least publicly, to patch up their differences
and in the process save the following month’s heads of state GCC
summit in Riyadh. The more pointed issue then became Saudi attempts

to improve Qatari–Egyptian relations after the Qataris and Emiratis
were obliged by the Saudis to park their differences. By March 2015,

Qatar contributed a reported ten fighter jets to the Saudi-led military
coalition against the Yemeni Houthi and the UAE sent 30, alongside an

Egyptian naval deployment in support of a Saudi blockade of the Houthi
in the Red Sea (other Arab states, including the Republic of Sudan and

Morocco, made nominal contributions to the Saudi-led coalition). This
suggested that Saudi marshalling of an Arab alliance to face a wider and
arguably more substantive threat might be overcoming the apparent
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importance of these particular spats, whether the Qataris actually

dropped any bombs on Yemen or not.
Historically other Gulf Arab states have been accused of funding

their neighbours’ political opponents, regardless of the apparent
danger to themselves.17 A former advisor to a senior Saudi prince

commented that the MB is in fact the only issue on which his country
and the UAE are aligned.18 An Emirati foreign ministry consultant

argues that the MB challenge, as she sees it, makes Qatar a threat to her
country’s national security.19 So the expediency created by the then
common threat perception meant that Saudi Arabia and the UAE

worked more closely together. For as long as this remains a shared
concern, and, as stated, there are indications that Saudi hostility to the

MB is softening, Abu Dhabi’s disaffection with the 1974 Saudi–UAE
border dispensation can, it seems, be forgotten. The Emiratis are also

active political backers of the formal Syrian opposition; an Emirati
analyst says that UAE leadership is at one with the Kingdom on every

major regional issue.20 At the time of writing the Emiratis were closer
allies of Egypt than Saudi Arabia due to the retention of their shared
and total antipathy to the MB. The UAE though is no substitute for

the Saudis in Egyptian estimates.
Kuwait has a long history of accommodating an MB trend

represented in its legislature and which has a significant social and
financial presence in the country and abroad. MB members have

been appointed as ministers and serve as officials in some ministries.
However, the short-lived MB government in Egypt and Saudi influence

encouraged a more hostile stance. Although more discreet than Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, Kuwait provided significant financial assistance to

Egypt after the military overthrow of the MB government. Private
expressions of contempt for the MB by Kuwaiti officials, both at home
and abroad, are not unusual either.

Saudi tries to marshal the GCC against Iran

Saudi Arabia has failed to present a united GCC front in opposition to

Iran or to international rapprochement efforts with it. Gulf Arab states
welcomed the interim nuclear agreement of November 2013, but Saudi

Arabia insisted that the USA and Europe did not take the need for tough
constraints on Iran’s nuclear programme seriously enough nor its
support for interests inimical to those of the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia
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lobbied the USA hard to keep Iran out of public diplomatic efforts over

the Syrian conflict.
The UAE remained onside regarding its Syrian diplomacy but there

were signs that it might be breaking with Saudi Arabia over Iran. Taking
its cue from the engagement that led to the nuclear deal, the UAE

entered discussions with Iran on three Gulf islands, Abu Musa and the
Tunbs, whose ownership has been disputed since the Emirates’

independence in 1971. Whilst not officially acknowledged by either
country, the parameters of a possible deal dividing sovereignty of the
islands between the shore (Iran) and land (UAE) was not denied by

Emirati analysts.21 There is some co-ordination with Saudi Arabia on
this and other issues but the UAE could make a public deal that Saudi

Arabia does not like, knowing that ultimately there ‘isn’t anything that
they can do about it’.22 According to an Emirati advisor, the UAE will

not seek approval from a Saudi decision making process that is opaque,
even to her government, but neither will the UAE be naı̈ve in trying to

get back sovereignty at an unacceptable price.23

Saudi and UAE tensions with Qatar, however, encouraged caution on
the UAE’s part about getting too close to Iran. Even if they did reach a

deal on the islands, it is unlikely to lead to any significant confidence-
building measures. An Emirati analyst suggested that the relationship

could in fact become comparable to the UAE’s relations with Syria before
its uprising, or its relations with (northern) Sudan today.24 The close

Dubai–Iran economic relationship, for which Dubai has long been
considered cynical by Saudi Arabia, seems likely to continue regardless

of any agreement on the islands.
Kuwait continues to offer its services to Saudi Arabia in a mediatory

capacity, including with Iran, reflecting its determination to be friends with
all regional players (with the exception of Israel). It is an attitude that
annoys Saudi Arabia, even though the emir’s personal commitment to

such solo diplomacy is long standing and understood as such.

The Gulf Union

The surprise call by Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah in December 2011 for
the GCC to move, ‘from the stage of cooperation to a stage of union in a

single entity’, was largely seen in the other GCC countries as a rhetorical
desire for the Gulf states to move closer, under Saudi leadership, in the face
of Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood. Fear of Iran, after all, encouraged the
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forming of the GCC in 1981. Although all the GCC states, with the

exception of Oman, officially welcomed the proposed etihad Khaleej (Gulf
Union or ‘Federation’), the sudden gesture was resented in Doha.

Although Qatar did not air any criticism in public, the announcement
‘went against procedure’.25 It should, from Qatar’s perspective, first have

come from the GCC secretary-general and then been discussed by the
foreign ministers before being publically announced.26 A senior figure at a

semi-official Saudi research centre remarked that ‘great expectations’
should not be put before what he called a ‘bureaucratic committee’ to
discuss (as was the case after King Abdullah’s announcement). Taking it

out of the political orbit and placing it before academics means that the
idea ‘dies before it comes’.27 In any case the committee did not give the

complex idea of a union appropriate consideration.28

In December 2013, following Saudi Arabia’s additional plea that the

union was an imperative for the sake of collective security among GCC
members, Oman’s minister responsible for foreign affairs, Yousef bin

Allawi, declared that Oman would leave the GCC if the union was
seriously pursued. Oman has long been fearful of too close a political and
security integration with Saudi Arabia, not least when it is done in the

name of domestic and external threats that it perceives as having little
relevance to itself. Bitter memories of the Buraimi conflict are still being

used to rebut contemporary Saudi schemes that perceptibly threaten a
‘thousand years of Omani statehood’.29

Kuwait and Oman shared the concern that a number of outstanding
proposals for more effective intra-GCC cooperation have not been

properly resolved, and yet union was being advocated. Like Oman,
Kuwait is also concerned about the proposal angering Iran, although it

does not share Oman’s strategic conception of regional balancing
between Iran and Saudi Arabia. For post-invasion Kuwait, Saudi Arabia
is a strategic ally, a perception that the Arab uprisings reinforced.30

Kuwait has also struggled to reconcile existing intra-GCC security
arrangements with the vociferous assertions of national sovereignty

made by its elected parliamentarians. At the annual GCC heads of state
summit in December 2012, Kuwait finally secured what for it would be

an acceptable version of a 30 year old GCC security pact. However, its
emphasis on the need not to offend national prerogatives effectively

neutered it as an expression of intra-GCC working.31

At the end of 2013, the annual GCC heads of state summit agreed to
the formation of a common GCC police force, but in practice this would
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seem to mean the formalisation of existing information sharing, creating

a kind of Gulf Interpol. An Emirati analyst sees the level of willingness
among Saudi Arabia’s fellow GCC members to cooperate on security

matters as essentially voluntary intelligence cooperation to counter
terrorism and drugs. Otherwise, he says, ‘it’s just hot air’.32

A UAE government advisor measures the proposed Gulf Union in
light of what she judges to be Saudi Arabia’s proven desire to dominate

the GCC. Differences over the seemingly stalled common currency
proposal led to the UAE and Oman opting out. A union is a much
tougher objective than that. In theory a union reducing national

sovereignty in favour of a GCC Secretariat and empowering a council of
ministers to function as a kind of GCC executive would constrain Saudi

power within the bloc and externally. It is not clear if Saudi Arabia has
any thoughts on this particular union scenario. A retired senior GCC

official says that they only have in mind an ‘etihad Saudi’.33

There have been discussions among Saudi elites (outside of

government) about the UAE as a suitable model for a Gulf Union but
such a ‘federation’ does not seem to appeal to any GCC member. Even a
confederation, that by definition maintains the notion of separate states,

seems unrealistic in light of marked differences in domestic and foreign
policy. A Saudi journalist wryly observed that none of the ruling families

of the GCC want to give up their power, so if there is a Gulf Union, ‘who
will be Cathy Ashton?’34 Talk of an interim stage involving a union

between just Saudi Arabia and Bahrain has died away. Apparently even
Bahrain’s King Hamed thinks the proposed union is ‘a wacky idea’.35

Following Abdullah’s death, the union initiative, with which he was so
personally associated, will probably wither.36

The GCC’s discussion of the union had followed another shock
unilateral declaration by the Saudi ruler, King Abdullah, a few months
earlier: that the GCC would expand to include Jordan and Morocco.

Consultation with the supposed beneficiaries had been, respectively,
limited and non-existent, while some GCC members were very unhappy

about the idea.37 Whilst, like the union proposal, expansion is also
subject to committee deliberation, it seemed even more dormant (see

Jordan chapter). A Kuwaiti official observed that Jordan and Morocco
would be happy to have some kind of ‘partnership status’, an allusion to

the NATO arrangement of the same name, under which they would be
generously and predictably compensated for a fairly loose association
with the GCC proper.38
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Joint GCC armed force

At the December 2013 GCC heads of state meeting the union idea
received something of a fillip in military terms in that the member states

agreed with a proposal by the head of the Saudi Arabian National Guard
(SANG), Prince Miteb bin Abdullah, that a joint military command be

created to supervise the formation of an integrated GCC military force.
A GCC supreme military council consisting of GCC defence ministers

already exists, but the announcement of the new body seemed to reflect
both a Saudi desire to enhance joint military capabilities in a more

threatening environment, and a US desire that the GCC states enhance
their collective military capabilities. It implies that Saudi Arabia sees
the intervention in Bahrain, essentially by SANG and some UAE police,

as something that needs to be built on.39 Thus far, however, no GCC
fighting force has been formed, other than the limited numbers of

largely Saudi forces theoretically serving under GCC colours that have
been stationed for three decades at the Saudi military base in Hafr Al-

Batin near the Kuwaiti border. Talk of replacing this ‘Peninsula Shield’
with something more suited to a likely threat situation has been going

on for years. It seems that SANG was making its own preparations.
SANG is a powerful force that, despite the death of Miteb’s father, will

remain important to the Kingdom’s conception of its national security.40

In November 2014, the integrated GCC command idea was re-
emphasised by a senior Bahraini who gave the impression that it would,

almost straight away, bring together collective army, air force and naval
commands to face down emergent threats like DAISH.41 However, the

implication that this would be done without committing additional
troops seemed at odds with previous talk of creating a GCC rapid

reaction force. It also gave the impression of an ad-hoc ‘re-badging’ of
extant numbers as opposed to a full time, dedicated and truly collective

GCC force dealing with contemporary, including non-state, threats.
Whilst formally going along with it, Oman found the military

announcement galling. After the 1991 Gulf War, Sultan Qaboos was

specifically tasked by the other Gulf Arab leaders to investigate how to
create a more integrated GCC, both in military and in other spheres.

Oman has always resisted the idea of a force that could cross into other
states’ territory, whether within the GCC or more widely. However,

Qaboos proposed a 100,000 strong GCC force that, subject to collective
political authorisation for any combat mission, would be a genuine
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integration of member states’ units and militarily capable. Saudi

Arabia’s Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz, the Kingdom’s then defence
minister, effectively vetoed the proposal when arguments ensued about

who would pay for it and what the proportionate make up from each
country would be.

Prince Miteb’s proposal mirrored Oman’s old idea but SANG’s lead
role in the intervention in Bahrain, and its associated attempt to enhance

its own rapid reaction capacity by reordering its existing troops, makes
the new GCC combat force idea seem very Saudi-centric. In fact non-
Saudis within the GCC tend to view it, like the union proposal, as

‘ramzi’: a ‘symbolic’ force rather than one configured for serious war-
fighting scenarios.42 Furthermore, a well-placed Saudi stresses that Saudi

Arabia has always been keen to avoid anything that suggests it wants a
military face-off with Iran and in any case a 100,000 strong force would

not address the asymmetric threats facing the GCC.43

After the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen began in March 2015,

the Kingdom encouraged Egypt and the Arab League to endorse a
proposal for a combined Arab military force, seemingly superseding
the planned GCC one, although theoretically including contributions

from a number of other GCC states. The proposal was agreed only in
principle, with a suggested 40,000 troops (plus air and naval craft) and

with armed action subject to Arab League approval and the principle of
upholding, not infringing, Arab state sovereignty. It is hard to see how

such a force could tackle DAISH, a re-run of 1990, or Iran, against which
(as political propaganda at least) it seemed principally aimed. Notably,

Qatar paralleled such talk by signing a formal defence agreement with
NATO member Turkey with whom Saudi Arabia had been publicly

seeking to improve relations.

Conclusion

Saudi Arabia continues to adopt a proprietorial attitude towards its

Gulf Arab neighbours. A history of mutual suspicion underlies the
resentment that this generates among the other GCC states. In some

respects, however, Saudi Arabia genuinely wants to shepherd its less
powerful and ostensible allies into a more coherent response to what

Riyadh views as the strategic threat from Iran and from a Muslim
Brotherhood who, while now much reduced in prominence, were in
the Egyptian case at least damaging to Saudi interests in as much as
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they weakened Egypt’s capacity to be a Gulf ally. To this extent Saudi

talk of enhanced Gulf cooperation is real.
While there is always talk, the problem remains that there is no

serious planning. In fact the Saudi proposals barely got off the starting
blocks. The Saudis did not think through how they could meaningfully

and sustainably work with smaller but economically, and to an extent
politically, influential neighbours like the UAE and especially Qatar.

Kuwait may be a shadow of its former, externally obsessed self, but Qatar
has taken up the mantle of a small Gulf state seeking meaning, identity
and security via a foreign policy obsession. Qatar may be obliged to

adjust, not least by the USA, and it is conceivable that a clearer Qatari
acceptance of the political reality in Egypt will occur. However, its huge

wealth per capita and relatively homogenous national population have
seemingly enabled a Qatari twist on an old adage: For Qatar all politics

are foreign.44

Cautious US and European engagement with Iran, and the West’s

disinclination to be as active a Gulf policeman in the twenty-first century,
necessitates that Saudi Arabia cooperate more deeply with GCC allies who
in truth are also nervous about their preeminent northern neighbour. The

problem for Saudi Arabia is that its schemes of ‘reactive cooperation’45

lack practical substance, forged as they are from knee-jerk fear and not out

of a considered policy making process. Sadly, it was ever thus.
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CHAPTER 6

SAUDI ARABIA AND THEHORN
OF AFRICA

Harry Verhoeven and Eckart Woertz

Introduction

At the heart of the exchanges between Saudi Arabia and Africa’s Horn
lie the geopolitics of the Red Sea. From the Sinai Peninsula and the Gulf

of Aqaba in the north to the strait of Bab Al-Mandab and the Gulf of
Aden in the south, the Red Sea is at no point wider than 355 km.
Geographical proximity helps account for the intensity of commercial,

social and political interactions in antiquity as well as the modern era.
Around three million barrels of oil per day are transported through this

sea-lane, but the region has been crucial to the global economy since the
construction of the Suez Canal.

The countries that form the Horn of Africa and Sudan have never
been an existential threat to Saudi Arabia. With their small economies

and low-tech armies, they do not constitute meaningful demand for
Saudi oil like Asia, nor could they provide arms exports and security

guarantees like the US and key European countries. Yet they play a
considerable role in Saudi foreign policy: on the one hand, African
countries are seen as opportunities, having been targeted for both large-

scale investment, particularly in agriculture, and for the export of the
puritanical form of Islam that Saudi clerics propagate. On the other,

Saudi Arabia frets over the ability of regional rivals to forge alliances
with Red Sea countries, thereby shifting the balance of power and

threatening key Saudi national interests.



Historical background and affinities

Ethiopia, the Horn of Africa’s heart, has long held a special place in the
imagination of the followers of the Abrahamic faiths which provide an

umbilical cord connecting Africa to Arabia. Prophets, ideas, goods and
armies have crossed the narrow sea-lanes for millennia. The entwining

of myth and recorded tradition is not expendable ancient history for
many nationals and key decision makers in the region, but an essential

aspect of the mutual relationship. Jewish migration to Abyssinia
predates the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and one of the

Ethiopian state’s founding myths is the romance of the Jewish king
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba and the transfer of the Ark of the
Covenant to Ethiopia. This story fired up the imagination of medieval

and Renaissance Christian travellers to east Africa as well as providing
political legitimacy to Ethiopian emperors eager to wrap themselves in

the mantle of Solomonic mystique and the magical union between
Arabia and Africa, symbolised by the royal lovers, their son Menelik

and the Ark.
Suleiman and Balqis (as they are known in Arabic) are also mentioned

in the Qur’an, including the submission of the Yemeni-Ethiopian
Queen to the One God. The Prophet Mohammed selected Bilal, a freed

black slave (according to most traditions originally from Ethiopia) to
be the first muezzin; that an African former slave made the first ever
Islamic call to prayer was a highly symbolic event that underlined Arab-

African brotherhood. Before the second hijra to Madina, the Prophet
Mohammed sent some of the early Muslims on a first hijra from Makka

to the Ethiopian kingdom of Axum, to seek refuge from growing
discrimination. According to Islamic tradition, Ethiopia’s king of kings,

the Negus, converted to Islam and when he died the Prophet led a
funeral prayer for him.

This historical-religious proximity was complemented by economic
connections. The water endowments of the Ethiopian highlands and
Arabia Felix, today’s Yemen, enabled a varied agricultural production

that made them an obvious trading partner for the arid Hijaz region
whose annual pilgrimage season was its commercial lifeblood. The

lucrative long-distance trade in coffee and frankincense was sup-
plemented by grains and other goods of daily consumption.1 Arabs were

also prominently involved in the Indian Ocean and Red Sea slave trade,
mainly from Sudan and lowland Ethiopia. Slavery in a household and
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farming context did not produce the same excesses as on modern age,

large-scale plantations but memories of violent kidnappings and forced
labour remain a sore issue in the Afro-Arab relationship.2

Centuries of trade-based relations underwent a political sea-change
because of the nineteenth-century push by Mohammed Ali Pasha, an

Albanian mercenary of the Sultan in Constantinople who had become
viceroy of Egypt, to bring the Red Sea and as much of the Nile Basin as

possible under a unified command. Ali yearned for leadership of the
region through an agrarian and industrial revolution, the ‘taming’ of the
Nile River, and jurisdiction over the holy cities of Makka and Madina.

By controlling trade between Egypt, eastern Sudan, the Hijaz and the
Gulf of Aden he hoped to use the resulting rents to modernise his army

and to establish the indispensable Arab-African state for Britain and
France to ally with in their quest for global dominance. The state-

building efforts of Ali and his successors led to the conquest of coastal
Arabia, the 1821 invasion of Sudan, and the occupation of large swathes

of Ethiopia and Somalia in the second half of the nineteenth century.
The result was an even greater integration of local markets: Egypt
became the predominant supplier of wheat to the Hijaz, crowding out

eastern Sudan, which had still been a grain net exporter at the beginning
of the century.3

The dawn of European imperialism in the Red Sea region and new
means of transportation like railways and steamships undercut trade

patterns. Wheat supplies from India superseded Egyptian deliveries to
the Hijaz during the second half of the nineteenth century and the slave

trade came under pressure from the British.4 Although its economic
importance gradually decreased, slavery remained legal in Saudi Arabia

until 1962. Imperialism’s thrust also had major repercussions for the
nature of political rule and international relations in the region.
The strategic importance of India and Britain’s growing financial

involvement in the chaotic modernisation of the Egyptian economy
compelled it to penetrate polities on both sides of the Red Sea. Aden

became a key base and communications point for the Royal Navy from
1839 onwards and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1867 impelled

London to turn the Red Sea into a ‘British Lake’. Fears of French
encroachment on the Nile pushed Lord Salisbury to crush the Mahdiyya

revolt in Sudan, substituting an Anglo–Egyptian Condominium for the
theocratic state that prevented Britain’s authority over virtually the
entire basin. Britain allowed Ibn Saud to emerge as the predominant
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force on the Peninsula, culminating in the creation of the Kingdom of

Saudi Arabia in 1932.
The British Empire aimed to neutralise any threat to open shipping

lanes, thereby precluding an autonomous Red Sea policy by its Arab or
African allies; it also restructured the political economies in its orbit to

suit imperial needs, with cotton and later oil as vital commodities.5

Imperial policies, based on global integration of overseas territories

according to the logic of comparative advantages and on asymmetric
protectionism to bolster British interests at home, weakened the adaptive
capacity of agricultural systems in the Red Sea region. Regional trade

patterns were overwhelmed by the emergence of a global grain market
after the 1870s. The growing tendency of local political economies in the

Horn and the Levant to specialise and rely on export crops greatly
aggravated their susceptibility to famines between 1876 and 1920.6

Cold War geopolitics: Oil, food and ideology

For more than a hundred years, the Red Sea experienced Egyptian–
Ottoman and British dominance. Imperialism was not in contradiction

with local state-building: new patterns of accumulating power and wealth
empowered rising classes on both sides of the Sea who, in tandem with

their imperial patrons, built state institutions that entrenched their
personal authority and put local resources at the service of the global

economy.7 The twentieth-century transition to the American era
reproduced the core features of the relationship between the region and

global power structures, but also enabled greater policy autonomy for Arab
and African elites. While Saudi oil underwrote the US vision for global

economic stability after 1945 in exchange for extensive security
arrangements that locked in Al-Saud rule, the period of decolonisation
destabilised the region at the macro-level and posed significant challenges

to the Kingdom.
The geopolitics of the Red Sea in the 1950s and 1960s were

dominated by two major themes that re-emerged in subsequent decades:
the Arab–Israeli conflict and the question of leadership in the Arab world.

While the first was in theory a uniting factor – all Arab governments
could surely agree on the illegitimacy of the ‘Zionist entity’, the latter,

against the backdrop of the Cold War, proved a divisive challenge that
preoccupied King Saud and King Faisal. Gamal Abdel Nasser longed
to reconnect with Egypt’s glorious past and the legacy of Muhammad
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Ali by nationalising the Suez Canal and constructing the Aswan High

Dam. Egypt reclaimed regional leadership and aggressively exported
Nasserite ideology. The conservative House of Saud could only watch

anxiously. Nasser allied with General Abboud’s military regime in
Khartoum and intervened in the war in the south of the Arabian

Peninsula that erupted after the death of Imam Badr and the
declaration of the Yemen Arab Republic.

Saudi Arabia pushed back on several fronts. It improved ties with
Ethiopia’s Emperor Haile Selassie, who frowned upon the 1959 Nile
Waters Agreement which Nasser and Abboud used to reserve the bulk of

water consumption for Egypt and Sudan. Saudi Arabia urged the
Sudanese to continue to reject the ‘unity of the Nile Valley’ that would

turn them into Egyptian nationals, and deepened its partnership with a
US that was critical of Egypt and which relied on Kagnew base in

Ethiopia’s northern province of Eritrea for espionage and communi-
cations from the Philippines to the Red Sea. Above all, with British

help, Saudi Arabia turned Yemen into Nasser’s Vietnam. Even before
the 1967 Arab–Israeli war, this marked the end of Nasserism as an
exportable ideology.

Once Egypt had been put in its place, King Faisal wasted no time in
improving relations – a dynamic that would prove consequential for

the Horn of Africa. Egyptian–Saudi rapprochement was accelerated
by the Israeli victory in 1967 as this led to changes in regional alliances

and an intensification of Arab–Israeli proxy conflicts, many of which
were fought on African soil. Parallel to Nasser’s demise, Faisal’s star

rose in Arab-African politics. In Khartoum in August 1967, the Saudi
king rejected recognition, negotiations, or peace with Israel.

Petrodollars would flow to frontline states like Egypt, Jordan and
Syria, but Saudi Arabia also promised extensive assistance to African
states to confront Israel.8

A key new partner was Sudan. For years the Egyptian–Sudanese
relationship had precluded Saudi Arabia from playing a major role in

Khartoum, but Saudi–Egyptian rapprochement served as an encourage-
ment to augment aid, even if Egypt maintained a gatekeeping role

in Sudan’s relations with the outside world. Population growth, low
agricultural productivity, limited extension services and soaring

consumption meant that a food gap opened up on the Arabian Peninsula,
necessitating rising imports to guarantee food security. During World
War II, through the Allied Middle East Supply Centre in Cairo, Ethiopia
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and Sudan were already providing crucial food exports to Saudi Arabia.

After 1945 the deficit between consumption and output widened further.
At the start of the 1970s Saudi wheat imports were almost three times

higher than domestic production.9 Thus, when Sudan’s new ruler, General
Ja’afar Nimeiri, proposed to turn his country, with the help of Western

technology and Gulf Arab capital, into the ‘breadbasket of Africa and the
Middle East’, this was enthusiastically welcomed in Saudi Arabia.

Against the background of a world food crisis, and US threats of a
food boycott in retaliation for the Arab oil embargo, Hisham Nazer,
the Saudi minister of state for planning, promoted a Red Sea economic

union that would combine Saudi capital with Sudanese land and
Egyptian labour.10 The dream of 200 million acres of unused arable land

that could readily be put at the disposal of food security initiatives
propelled ambitious plans for regional integration, alongside

stimulating Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the Emirates to separately
pour funds into Sudan. In 1976, the Arab Fund for Economic and

Social Development devised the Basic Programme for Agricultural
Development for Nimeiri-led Sudan and envisaged investments of US
$6 billion over the following decade by the newly established Arab

Authority for Agricultural Investment and Development. Fantastical
scenarios envisaged Sudan supplying 42 per cent of Arab edible oil

needs, 20 per cent of its sugar and 15 per cent of its wheat consumption
by 1985 with steep increases until 2000.11

Saudi Arabia also participated in the growing Arab support for the
rebellion in Eritrea.12 Relations between Ethiopia and the Arab world

worsened in the late 1960s and 1970s: Ethiopia refused to accept Egypt’s
hydro-hegemony on the Nile and developed a military partnership with

Israel, which used Ethiopian facilities to channel aid to the southern
Sudanese ‘Anyanya’ insurgency. Egyptian aircraft and intelligence
support, part paid for by Saudi Arabia, helped counter the rebellion and

its Israeli backers. To deter Ethiopia and to turn the Red Sea into an
‘Arab-Muslim lake’, the anti-Israeli front provided cash, material and

training to Eritrean secessionists. Despite a 1972 peace deal that
intended to end the conflict in Sudan, the proxy wars intensified,

particularly after Haile Selassie was overthrown by the Marxist-Leninist
Derg in 1974. Gulf Arab states, desperate to contain a resurgence of

communism in the region, bankrolled a failed Somali attempt at taking
Ethiopian territory over 1977–8. The Riyadh–Cairo–Khartoum axis
also maintained its assistance throughout the 1970s and 1980s for
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the two best organised anti-Derg movements, the Tigrayan People’s

Liberation Front and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, which
operated from bases in eastern Sudan and received supplies from across

the Red Sea. Hundreds of thousands of rebels finally overwhelmed the
last Derg strongholds in 1991. The rebels later conceded that their

victory was considerably indebted to Sudan’s spymasters and their
Egyptian and Saudi financiers.13

Sudan’s Islamist offensives: Saudi Arabia and the Al-Ingaz

After rebuffing Egypt for much of the 1950s and 1960s, Saudi Arabia
secured its key objectives in the Red Sea region for decades: open sea

lanes, regional parity with Egypt and no challenge to the House of
Saud. Israel maintained the upper-hand in its confrontation with the

Palestinians and the Arab states, but Ethiopia, a potential regional rival
to Saudi Arabia, was gravely weakened by endless insurgencies and

ultimately lost control of Eritrea. This comfortable status-quo was
undermined when on 30 June 1989, Hassan Al-Turabi, an Islamist
politician, orchestrated a putsch against the sitting prime minister and

launched Al-Ingaz (‘salvation’). The country that had been Saudi
Arabia’s premier African partner went within months from ally to enemy

as Turabi urged the people of the Middle East to overthrow their
despotic oppressors who danced to the tune of the USA.

That this challenge arose from Sudan was ironic given that the
Breadbasket gamble of Ja’afar Nimeiri, seen as crucial by Saudi Arabia

to food security, had been so disastrous. Agricultural productivity
stagnated and food crises returned to Sudan but not everybody lost out.

Whereas the Sudanese government felt investors had abandoned ship too
soon and Saudi businessmen were exasperated by the corruption they
encountered, Sudan’s Islamists used the Breadbasket hype to become the

ascendant force in politics.14 It was they who had facilitated many of the
contacts that brought Gulf Arab capital and Sudanese politicians together,

and Islamist elites acquired important positions in the economic and
military establishment in the late 1970s and 1980s. In 1989, Turabi

partnered with Sudan’s generals to overthrow the existing order: hailing
from a breakaway wing of the Muslim Brotherhood, his vision was a

Sudan that modernised its economy, islamicised its political institutions
and exported its self-styled revolution across the region. The old foreign
relations had brought Africa and Arabia nothing but poverty, decadence

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY98



and subservience, Turabi said. He refused to support the US-led defence of

Saudi Arabia against Iraq following its invasion of Kuwait. Instead he
reached out to Iran and offered a fiery dissident stripped of his Saudi

nationality, Osama Bin Laden, sanctuary in Sudan.
Saudi Arabia tried to rein in Turabi’s adventurism and, in

coordination with Kuwait and Egypt, ensured that aid plummeted: in
the 1990s Sudan only received a meagre 0.5 per cent of pan-Arab

development assistance, whereas this figure stood at five per cent in
the preceding and following decades.15 Despite the heavy cost,
Al-Ingaz appeared unshaken. It invited radicals from across the

Muslim world to unite in the Popular Arab-Islamic Conference,
including the core of the Al-Qaida network, Hizbollah fighters and

even Carlos the Jackal. The Sudanese security services played a central
role in overthrowing the Chadian and Ethiopian governments,

replacing them with leaders who to a large extent owed their victory
to Khartoum. They also nearly succeeded in assassinating Hosni

Mubarak in Addis Ababa in June 1995.16 The Egyptian-Saudi axis
was desperate for Turabi to be neutralised and subscribed to the
regime change agenda of the Clinton administration.17 Turabi’s

challenge to Egypt’s Al-Azhar and Saudi ulema in declaring himself a
centre of Islamic authority and calling on believers to abandon the

degenerate establishment, was unacceptable.
Sudan’s Islamist takeover shook the Kingdom. Its defiance of the

balance of power in the Red Sea lasted a decade but never morphed
into an existential challenge for Saudi Arabia. Internal rivalries and the

growing contradictions between Al-Ingaz’ economic objectives and
its foreign policy led to a palace coup against Turabi by President Omar

Al-Bashir and Turabi’s deputy, Ali Osman Taha, in 1999–2000. Bashir
and Taha reached out to Cairo, but also sought rapprochement with
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates. While there was

still little love lost between the military-Islamist regime and the Saudi
royals, the resultant deal was pragmatic: the Al-Ingaz leadership switched

its claim to legitimacy from ideology to economic performance, ditched
its ‘revolutionary’ foreign policy and demanded massive investment

in irrigated agriculture and its dam programme to spur economic
growth.18 Hoping to strengthen Sudanese conservative traditionalists at

the expense of anti-Saudi Islamists, Saudi Arabia joined other Gulf Arab
countries in re-establishing full diplomatic relations and worked chiefly
through the multilateral Arab funds to channel billions of dollars to
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Al-Ingaz’s ‘hydro-agricultural mission’. Sold by the advisors of Bashir

and Taha to Gulf Arab partners as a reinvention of the Breadbasket, this
dovetailed with a resurgence of worries on the Arabian Peninsula about

food and water security as global commodity prices peaked in the
first decade of the new millennium. This imperative of pragmatic

cooperation with Sudan has been further reinforced in recent years by
increasing competition between Saudi Arabia and Qatar in the Horn

of Africa and Sudan especially.19 Qatar’s ruling Al-Thani family has
significant, time-tested, ties with Sudanese Islamists, and for years also
flirted with Eritrea. Qatar’s provision of central bank support to Al-Ingaz

gives Bashir leverage domestically and in his discussions with Saudi
Arabia.

Despite good intentions on both the Sudanese and the Saudi side
of the Red Sea, relations still cannot be considered cordial. The Al-Ingaz

appreciated the role played by the multilateral Arab funds in
bankrolling its dam programme, but has been disappointed by the

implementation gap between announcements of Saudi investments in
big agricultural projects and the few concrete joint ventures that have
commenced.20 Moreover, Sudan complains that Saudi Arabia should

have made a more forceful case with its American and European friends
to provide massive debt relief and a lifting of sanctions after the signing

of the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the 2011 secession of
South Sudan. It feels that Saudi Arabia too has been tight-fisted vis-à-vis

recession-hit Sudan. Seen from Saudi Arabia, it is Sudan that has not
kept its side of the bargain. If investment has not been forthcoming, it is

because many of the problems that bedevilled the Breadbasket have
resurfaced and undercut efforts at agricultural transformation.21 Sudan

squandered its petrodollars between 1999 and 2011, they argue, and
should not count on blank cheques. This is particularly so because Al-
Ingaz continues to flirt with Iran: repeated visits by Iranian warships

to Port Sudan; the use of Sudanese territory by Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards to smuggle weapons to Hizbollah and Hamas; Bashir’s

friendship with President Ahmadinejad (2005–13); and extensive
involvement of Iranian defence officials in Sudan’s military-industrial

complex all cause considerable anxiety as Saudi Arabia fears Iran
encroaching on its Red Sea flank. To send Al-Ingaz a signal, Saudi

Arabia prevented Bashir’s presidential airplane from crossing its
airspace when he tried to attend the inauguration of Iranian president
Rouhani in August 2013. One year later, Sudan inched closer to Saudi
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Arabia when it shut down Iranian (Shia) cultural centres and expelled

an Iranian diplomat in the hope that this would lead to a resumption of
financial assistance from the Kingdom.22

Contemporary geopolitics: The water–food nexus, Red Sea
security and migration

Saudi Arabia’s interactions with other states in the Horn continue to be

guided by the same objectives it pursues in its Sudan policy: preventing
any possible challenge to the House of Saud, ensuring Red Sea security,

denying Iran strategic partnerships, limiting Qatari influence in the
region and investing in mechanisms to ensure long-term food and water

security on the Arabian Peninsula. While its petrodollars, diplomatic
prestige and alliance with the USA ensure that Saudi Arabia is able to
wield lucrative carrots and potentially painful sticks in Africa, the

ability of African states to play off their multiple Middle Eastern suitors
against each other means that constant vigilance to maintain solid

bilateral ties with Ethiopia, Sudan and Djibouti are required. This
jockeying by Horn of Africa states to squeeze external patrons and to

destabilise one another in an attempt at increasing security domestically
reproduces the geopolitics of the region. Rapprochement with one

African partner often implies a near immediate challenge to Saudi policy
elsewhere as Qatar and Iran seek to exploit shifting patterns of patronage

and intra-African rivalries.
Saudi relations with Ethiopia, which underwent a veritable

transformation under the leadership of Meles Zenawi (1991–2012)

who aspired to be a regional hegemon, remain prone to mutual
misunderstanding and disagreement. Saudi Arabia stands to gain much

from cooperation that would see it invest in Ethiopia’s water resources,
agricultural and livestock development. Individuals like Saudi

billionaire Mohammed Al-Amoudi, who has an Ethiopian mother and
extensive business interests in agriculture, mining, beverages and hotels

in Ethiopia, could spearhead an economic alliance based on job creation,
food security and sustained trade in oil, agricultural produce and
services. However, historically rooted mistrust, displacements of local

populations for investment projects, Saudi Arabia’s historically pro-
Eritrean stance, its proximity to Egypt, and Ethiopia’s re-engagement

with Qatar undermine a mature dialogue. (Diplomatic relations ceased
in 2008. A new Qatari embassy was opened in Addis Ababa in 2013
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and Emir Tamim visited Ethiopia that year.) Both countries strongly

supported the new Somali government, much to the dislike of Eritrea
and Saudi Arabia.

Ethiopia’s top foreign policy priority is rebalancing power in the
Nile Basin away from Egypt to itself, and successfully courting

Sudan.23 Ethiopia, and other upstream riparians, are challenging the
1959 Nile Waters Agreement, and in 2011 it begun the construction

of Africa’s biggest ever dam, the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, on
the Blue Nile. This dam riled the Egyptian establishment and led
politicians and generals to warn that dam and irrigation projects to its

south will harm its interests. Egypt has ferociously lobbied Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf Arab states to oppose Ethiopia’s ‘Nile offensive’,

and argued that investment in upstream irrigated agriculture by Saudi
investors will destabilise Egypt. Prince Khalid bin Sultan, Saudi

Arabia’s then deputy defence minister, unequivocally sided with Egypt
at the 2013 conference of the Arab Water Council, over which he

presides. The prince urged Egyptian participants not to take the
military option off the table because, he said, ‘There are fingers messing
with water resources of Sudan and Egypt which are rooted in the mind

and body of Ethiopia. They do not forsake an opportunity to harm
Arabs without taking advantage of it.’24

Already tense relations between Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia
worsened further over migration flows. After Indonesia and the

Philippines temporarily stopped migration of domestic servants
because of human rights abuses, Saudi Arabia hired maids from

Ethiopia and other east African countries. Yet Saudi authorities soon
claimed that some Ethiopian maids were involved in the neglect and

murder of children in their care and practised ‘witchcraft’, a crime that
can carry the death penalty in Saudi Arabia. The government started to
demand ‘mental health certificates’ for Ethiopian maids, which in turn

prompted the Ethiopian government to indignantly withdraw all
outstanding travel visas for 40,000 migrant workers; Saudi Arabia

responded by banning recruitment of Ethiopian housemaids. The spat
was exacerbated further in November 2013 when, in the context of a

general Saudi crackdown on ‘illegal’ migration, attacks occurred on
Ethiopian nationals in which some were killed.25 The affair caused

Ethiopia, under pressure from its own population, to consider the
severing of diplomatic relations. According to the International
Organisation of Migration, at least 115,000 Ethiopian nationals had
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been forced to return home by the end of 2013, often under traumatic

conditions, as a result of the crackdown.
When Eritrea gained independence in 1993, many expected Eritrean–

Saudi ties to be excellent given the mutual interest in stability and trade
in the Red Sea and memories of Arab states’ support for Eritrean

secession. Yet despite shared antagonism vis-à-vis Ethiopia, Eritrea has
become a regional headache and an erratic partner for Saudi Arabia.

On the one hand Saudi Arabia is the only one of Eritrea’s neighbours not
to have entered into a border conflict with the government of Issayas
Afewerki; it has been delighted by his support for Egypt in its Nile Basin

dispute with Ethiopia and liked Eritrea’s ties with the security services of
Hosni Mubarak. According to persistent rumours in the intelligence

community, Egypt helped to get arms to the Al-Shabab rebels in Somalia
to hurt the Ethiopian forces in Mogadishu (although after 2009 these

deliveries seemed to stop).26 On the other hand, Eritrea’s opportunistic
playing off of aspiring regional powers against each other exasperates

Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia fretted over Issayas’ relationship with Libya’s
Muammar Qaddafi, who provided millions of dollars and weapons, and
much needed conduits for Eritrean intelligence services and political

elites to deal with the outside world. The Libyan–Eritrean alliance
destabilised the Darfur region of Sudan through its backing of various

rebel groups between 2001 and 2006, possibly continuing to 2011 and
the overthrow of the Qaddafi regime. For Saudi Arabia this was

particularly unwelcome as it pursued rapprochement with the ‘new’
conservative-nationalist government of Bashir and Taha in Khartoum and

sought to definitively banish Hassan Al-Turabi and his Islamist
supporters (many hailing from Darfur) from power. Saudi Arabia also

disliked Eritrean–Qatari cooperation (Qatar mediated in the Eritrea–
Djibouti border dispute and the Darfur conflict).

Eritrea’s relations with Iran cause Saudi Arabia the greatest concern.

The Iranian military is said to have a permanent presence on Eritrean
soil, and Eritrean officers facilitated valuable contacts between Iranian

spies and Al-Shabab commanders, which, according to some reports,
helps account for the presence of Somali jihadists on the Lebanese front

during the 2006 Israel–Hizbollah conflict. As part of Iran’s attempt to
break out of its diplomatic isolation and its Red Sea strategy –

pressurising both Saudi Arabia and Israel as well as using maritime
routes to smuggle weapons to Palestinian militants – it courts Issayas
and provides him with military assistance and business opportunities.
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A key person in the sprawling regional network seems to be Mohamed

Mantai, Eritrean Ambassador to Sudan (and non-resident envoy to Iran),
a military intelligence officer whose contacts with Al-Shabab are

documented by the UN Monitoring Group.27

The Eritrean president’s cooperation with Iran does not preclude him

simultaneously working with Israel. Israeli army units probably also
operate in the Dablak Archipelago and Massawa, including running a

listening station for Red Sea espionage purposes. Amidst this tangle of
interests and shifting alliance patterns, Saudi Arabia, like other regional
players trying to offset the influence of their rivals, constantly worries

about Eritrea and regularly appeases Issayas, typically with state visits or
financial aid.28

Uneasy and unpredictable relations with Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea
complicate Saudi Arabia’s attempts at protecting its key Red Sea

interests and keeping sea-lanes open – a core foreign policy objective
that has come under threat in recent years from an unexpected foe. Since

the 1990s Somalia-based piracy (assisted from Yemen) has developed
from a nuisance into a major problem. Apart from the costs of
international naval forces that have to patrol the high seas, expensive

measures have had to be implemented by ship-owners, including
increased speed and insurance premiums, ransom payments, re-routing

and additional security equipment.29 With refined ‘mothership
strategies’ that enhance the range of speedboats that undertake the

entering of ships, piracy has expanded in scope and geographic distance,
threatening global trade through the chokepoint of Bab Al-Mandab

lying between Yemen and Djibouti.
Despite the spectacular drop in piracy operations in 2013–14, the

menace to Saudi oil exports remains. Aramco is a shareholder in the
Sumed pipeline that allows large tankers to pass the Suez Canal by
offloading oil at the entry point of the Canal and loading it again in

Alexandria after passing through Suez. Any disruption of supplies via
Bab Al-Mandab can necessitate costly, time-consuming re-routing

along the Cape of Good Hope.30 Aramco also has its own fleet via its
subsidiary Vela, one of whose tankers was hijacked in 2008 as a result of

the pirates’ upgraded capacities. This incident accelerated Saudi Arabia’s
efforts to address the security threat. Increased use of the East-West

pipeline (capacity: 4.8 million barrels per day) that connects Saudi
Arabia’s Eastern Province with its Red Sea port in Yanbu to prevent
the risky passage around the southern shores of the Peninsula is
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insufficient as an option.31 The Saudi navy and coast guard have

increased patrolling areas prone to piracy and smuggling and are
undertaking joint exercises with the Indian and Pakistani fleets.32 Saudi

Arabia has also proposed an all-Arab anti-piracy force in the Red Sea that
would include Djibouti and Sudan alongside the GCC countries and

Yemen, but without a role for Eritrea and Ethiopia, two indispensable
regional actors if insecurity emanating from Somalia is to be tackled

comprehensively. Moreover, the problem remains that a defeat of piracy at
sea will only be possible if conditions on land in Somalia are dramatically
altered which will involve a successful restructuring of the collapsed

Somali state, jobs for the unemployed masses, both in war-ravaged coastal
cities and the impoverished countryside and a global strategy to deal with

transnational criminal networks that are deeply involved in piracy off the
Somali coast. It will also require an end to incessant regional power games,

including by Saudi Arabia, that have done much to perpetuate local
violence and to thwart the emergence of Somali political movements with

local legitimacy.
The pattern of mutual disappointment between Saudi Arabia and the

Horn of Africa countries is replicated in another priority for Riyadh:

migration. As already observed, Saudi Arabia has long benefited from
labour migration and socio-economic proximity to the Horn – the

country’s wealth, institutions and traditions were developed with
the input of generations of regional migrants. However, in recent years

the idea of a symbiotic relationship has given way to the view of migration
as a problem. Migrants in Saudi Arabia are at the lower end of the social

ladder and often have an ill-defined legal status. Apart from licit,
sponsored migration, there has been significant illegal migration, either

by people who overstay tourist visas after a pilgrimage or those whose
legal employment contract has expired and who chose to stay. In 2012–
13, the Saudi government cracked down: an estimated 656,000 illegal

immigrants were deported or pressurised into leaving; another 427,000
were moved out of the country, according to the interior ministry, by

April 2014. Officials and other nationals often frame migrants as a
security risk and stereotypes about migrants, drugs and prostitution are

common – especially if they enter Saudi territory from Yemen. A poor
state itself, Yemen has been overwhelmed with migration from Somalia,

Eritrea and Ethiopia and struggles to protect refugees’ and migrants’
rights.33 Saudi Arabia in turn sees Yemen as a threat due to fear of
infiltration by militant groups and spill-over of internal conflicts.
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Conclusion

Saudi Arabia’s role in Red Sea geopolitics and its interaction with the
societies of the Horn of Africa sheds light on the strategies and

instruments used to pursue its national interests and navigate the
complexities of a region that has regularly been at the centre of global

economic shifts and intense military conflict. The Ottomans,
Muhammad Ali’s Egypt, the British Empire and Nasser’s Egypt all

tried to impose their visions of regional order on the Red Sea. This
process unwittingly stimulated state-formation and often brought

instability as global power struggles and the reordering of political
economies fostered violence and cooperation between old and new elites.
Saudi Arabia was not only in part a product of these dynamics, but since

1945 has played an increasingly active role in shaping regional
geopolitics and carving out an autonomous role in the face of global

forces.34 Assured of its alliance with the USA and equipped with
petrodollars, its bottom-line has always been the preservation of an

environment suitable to its ruling monarchy’s control of the Saudi state.
Proximity is the key constant in relations between the Arabian

Peninsula and the Horn of Africa – a factor that in recent decades has
been considered as a major risk by Saudi decision makers, rather than a

political, economic or cultural asset. In order for oil to reach world
markets, sea-lanes must be open and ideological contagion must be kept
at bay. Saudi Arabia has worked hard to impede the emergence of any

new regional hegemons whose ideology or interests might be inimical
to its own. After thwarting Nasser’s ambitions, Saudi Arabia invested

time, money and political capital in building an essential alliance with
Egypt and countering Marxist–Leninist Ethiopia, Islamist Sudan and

Shia Iran. While many policies pursued under this umbrella were deeply
ineffective and lacking in understanding of local political realities, they

were successful in their core objective: security for Saudi Arabia and its
rulers. For all the turbulence in a region globally often best known for
war (Sudan, Ethiopia), state collapse (Somalia) and secession (Eritrea,

South Sudan), Saudi Arabia has often been able to skilfully contain the
damage to its interests of these developments or has actually encouraged

them for ideological and realpolitik reasons.
Yet if Saudi Arabia appears, from both a realist perspective and

that of doctrinal hardliners at home, to have got the ‘high politics’
right, observers taking a broader definition of security and well-being
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are disappointed. Despite considerable potential on both sides,

economic exchanges between Saudi Arabia and the Horn of Africa
remain all too limited in value and in diversity of traded goods. Saudi

exports are so small that they do not figure in the statistics and its
imports only amounted to US$727 million in 2011, consisting mainly

of coffee, tea and spices from Ethiopia and live animals from Sudan,
Somalia and Djibouti.

Gulf investments in the Horn favour gigantic project designs and
exaggerated short term profit expectations. They often show a lack of
understanding of needs in African countries and are not coordinated

with local development bodies. For example, at the height of the Gulf
real estate frenzy in 2008, Tariq Bin Laden, a member of the Saudi

construction dynasty and half-brother of Osama, proposed a causeway
between Yemen and Djibouti, with Dubai-style real estate not far

behind. After completion, the new cities on both ends of the causeway
were to house seven million people by 2025, its economies powered by

renewable energy. ‘A hope for all humanity, the first environmental city
of the 21st century,’ claimed the promotional video for the US$200
billion project. The Economist remarked ‘Africans may wonder why the

hub is not being built in a bit of Africa where more Africans live and
which has food and water.’ No details about engineering and feasibility

of the fantastic project were given, nor any justification why Yemen and
Djibouti, two countries where more than half of the population lives

in extreme poverty, would need a causeway and luxury properties.
Unsurprisingly, the project has not begun.

Mirage developments like these are symptomatic of Saudi Arabia’s
approach to food and water security projects, agricultural investments

and other ventures in the Horn of Africa, which often combine wishful
thinking about the ability of big money to overcome all obstacles and an
ethnocentric arrogance visible in a lack of interest in African perceptions

of these projects. Exactly the same pathologies taint Saudi Arabia’s
security obsessed and prejudice driven migration policies: this short-

term approach has harmed relations with national governments such as
Ethiopia’s and damaged the Kingdom’s image in Africa. Unfortunately,

there are little signs that Saudi decision makers are taking these concerns
seriously. Their calculus remains that no matter how little soft power

Saudi Arabia brings to the geopolitics of the Red Sea, the old realities of
hard power will continue to ensure that the national security interests of
the Kingdom and its ruling family are upheld.
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CHAPTER 7

SAUDI ARABIA AND IRAN

Neil Partrick

On almost every issue in the region Saudi Arabia and Iran disagree.
Although not equally matched in power and organisational capacity,

each is able to challenge the other and they do on several fronts.
Uncomfortable that a ‘minor enemy’1 should be so elevated, Iran denies

it is in a hegemonic struggle with Saudi Arabia. The Saudis are more
likely to admit that they are in a regional struggle but usually play down
their strategic capacity to contain, let alone diminish Iran. Saudi Arabia’s

lesser fighting capacity compounds Riyadh’s threat perception and its
habit of relying on external props. Iran, on the other hand, has had to

be strategically self-reliant and endure economic sanctions since the
establishment of the Islamic Republic in 1979.

There is a mass of misconception (wilful and otherwise), distorted
ideology and myopia on both sides. Ill-formed prejudices do not drive the

conflict but they do make attempted talks and understandings more
difficult. While the two sides can learn to better manage their relations, or

even to make minor deals here and there, it is much less likely that they
will agree to spheres of influence or attempt to manage the Gulf as a
multilateral responsibility. Some of this is explained by each side’s actual or

putative relationship with the USA and how this accentuates mistrust and
the inability of either Saudi Arabia or Iran to see the other as a regional

partner. However, there are genuine and conflicting national interests at
stake which shape and define how each country looks at their other

relations in the region. External actors such as the USA can accentuate the
contemporary regional divide but they neither need the divide nor seek it.



Background

In 1971, the end of Britain’s protective role over the small Arab emirates
and sheikhdoms of the Gulf made Saudi Arabia wary of Iranian

ambitions. Saudi Arabia sought to check these as far as it could, but did
not see itself in direct competition with the Shah’s Iran. Saudi Arabia

was a far more modest military power than Iran at that time and its
concerns related primarily to Iranian meddling in the emergent United

Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain. Iran had to accept the Kingdom’s
importance in the affairs of these newly independent entities, while

Saudi Arabia had little choice but to accept that Iran’s armed forces
enabled it to project power across the Gulf waterway. Yemen, on the
south-west of the Arabian Peninsula, was then an undisputed part of the

Saudi ‘backyard’.
Saudi–Iranian relations were never easy during the Shah’s era. He did

not believe that Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal and Egyptian president
Gamal Abdul-Nasser were as estranged as was claimed and worried that

the small Gulf Arab states were a political playground for the Arab
nationalist leader. The Saudis looked upon their Shia minority and the

Bahraini Shia majority as potential fifth columnists for Iran. Despite
these points of Saudi–Iranian tension, however, the Shah’s Iran was not

seen as an existential challenge to Saudi Arabia. After 1979 it was. The
overthrow of the Shah and Iran’s military gains were very threatening in
Saudi eyes, whether they came at Iraq’s expense or less crucially, at the

UAE’s over Abu Musa.2 Equally, if not more, disturbing for Saudi
Arabia was the overlap between domestic Saudi politics and Iran’s

revolutionary pretensions to speak for all Gulf Shia including those of
Saudi Arabia and the majority Shia population of neighbouring Bahrain.

Iranian-linked violence in the Kingdom and neighbouring Gulf states at
the time of the revolution and in the 1980s reflected the Saudi–Iranian

struggle as well as domestic Shia discontent. Iran’s eight year endurance
of what it regards as the ‘imposed war’ still feeds Iranian resentment at
Saudi Arabia, other Gulf Arabs, the USA and some Europeans; the

Saudis’ backing for Iraq in the first Gulf war reflected its fear of Iranian-
promoted revolutionary Shiism.

The GCC was founded in 1981, early on in the Iran–Iraq war.
Forming a club of effectively pro-Iraq, Western-allied, states was seen by

Iran as a hostile move. Within the context of this Gulf Arab club, Abu
Musa and the two Tunb islands, disputed by the UAE and Iran, have at
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various times been played up and played down by Saudi Arabia,

depending on the state of Saudi–Iranian relations. On oil policy Saudi
Arabia and Iran were, and often remain, on opposing sides. Saudi Arabia

has greater resources, is mindful of the impact of high oil prices on the
global economy, and is willing to accommodate the USA. It is

consequently more of an oil price dove. Iran’s tighter economic margins
make it a price hawk.

The Saudis, Iranians and even the Israelis were briefly, if indirectly,
on the same page during the mid-1980s ‘Iran-Contra’ scandal. The
USA covertly funded the Nicaraguan ‘contras’ by drawing on Saudi

generosity. This ostensibly anti-communist military aid was made
possible by the Israelis and Adnan Khashoggi, a Saudi arms salesman,

facilitating arms sales to Iran.3 More importantly, the Saudis shared the
USA’s concern that Iraq should not be allowed to defeat Iran (for fear of

too strong an Iraq) and the Kingdom used its economic4 and diplomatic
influence5 to encourage Iraq to accept a negotiated end to the war. This

did not cut much ice with Ayatollah Khomeini. A former Iranian
diplomat attributed to the Iranian leader the assertion, ‘While we might
one day have to forgive Saddam Hussein, we can never forgive the Al-

Saud.’6 Another reason for Khomeini’s loathing was the fact that his wife
was injured during clashes with Saudi security personnel during the

1987 haj.7 His death in 1989 was a necessary prerequisite for any hope of
detente. However, it would take the decisive Saudi break with Iraq for

Iran, or at least for some sections of the Iranian leadership, to believe that
the two states could conduct co-operative, even productive, relations.

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 was a threat to Saudi Arabia
shared to an extent with Iran. Their mutual interest in the ultimate

outcome of the 1991 Gulf war, during which Iran allowed US aircraft
battling Iraq to enter its airspace, encouraged their improved
relationship in the 1990s. Consequently, the Saudi leadership began to

view the mistrusted Saudi Shia of Eastern Province a little differently.
Exiled Saudi Shia returned from Iran and other locations and some

became the Eastern Province’s semi-co-opted Shia leadership. However,
Saudi Arabia still feared Iranian leverage there and does to this day.

In June 1996, a terror attack on an American military facility in the
Eastern Province city of Al-Khobar was believed by Saudi Arabia, and it

seems the USA, to be the work of an Iranian-masterminded Saudi Shia
group. This followed what was assumed to have been an Al-Qaida attack
in 1995 on a Saudi Arabian National Guard (SANG) facility in Riyadh.
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Accounts of US government thinking at the time, and of Prince Bandar,

then Saudi ambassador in Washington,8 make clear that both countries
had Iran clearly in the frame for Al-Khobar. The problem in addressing

the culprit seems to have been haggling over the use and disclosure of
the Saudis’ intelligence. President Clinton’s National Security Council

(NSC) chief Sandy Berger, admitting that the USA administration was
undecided on its response, said that the Kingdom would not have given

them anything at all if the USA had said they were going to ‘whack the
shit out of them (Iran)’.9 For their part the Saudis, and not for the first
time in this story, were in a double bind. They worried that either way

they lost: if they proffered their intelligence to the USA it might
encourage an over the top ‘whacking’ and leave them vulnerable to

massive Iranian retribution or an internal challenge. If they did not then
any US reprisal might be too soft to prevent more Iranian-backed terror

attacks anyway. On balance it was better to do nothing at all, especially
as the Clinton administration appeared to lack resolve and the Saudis

doubted the USA’s desire to act. Although the USAwas open to dialogue
with Iran, it buckled to Congressional pressure and applied sanctions on
American firms doing business with the Islamic Republic. It also got the

Saudis to, in effect, supersede an Iranian bid to buy Boeing aircraft.10

The absence of a firm American hand on the Islamic Republic overlapped

with a Saudi view, strongly held by Crown Prince Abdullah, that
President Rafsanjani was being undermined by hardliners opposed to his

regional moderation. As noted earlier, there was violence between
Iranian pilgrims and the Saudi authorities during the haj in 1979 and in
1987. In the 1990s the two countries waged a political dispute over
the right of Iranians both to come and to demonstrate during the

pilgrimage. This de facto haj war, however, was not allowed to prevent
an attempted détente between these two, in effect, deputy leaders.
Rafsanjani believed that improving Iran’s standing with Saudi Arabia

would make the détente he sought with the USA easier.
Abdullah then gave the outgoing Iranian president the privileged

platform of chairing the OIC (Organisation of the Islamic Conference),
which met in Tehran in December 1997. This confidence-building

measure led directly to Rafsanjani, who had become head of the
Expediency Council (a post he still holds),11 making a ground-breaking

official visit to Saudi Arabia in February 1998. Some Saudi clerics tried
to embarrass the royal leadership and their senior Iranian guest with
anti-Shia statements, but otherwise the visit went smoothly.
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Many Saudi Shia leaders embraced Abdullah’s inclusive ‘National

Dialogue’, launched in 2003, and a few accepted modest positions
overseeing an Eastern Province municipality.12 While Iranian–Saudi

relations are not driven by Saudi Shia difficulties, a Saudi–Iranian
rapprochement is important to relieving internal tensions.13 Following

the Arab uprisings of 2010 onwards, all Saudi politics became even more
local. A sectarian self-definition deepened in Saudi Arabia in tandem

with the Islamic Republic’s sectarian rhetoric and practise. The Saudis
viewed President Ahmadinejad (2005–13) as embodying a reborn
Iranian Revolution. Some even argued that he was the true face of Iran

after the liked, but ineffectual, Mohammed Khatami (1997–2004).14

However, this did not stop the Saudi king engaging directly with

Ahmadinejad or allowing Prince Bandar bin Sultan, in his capacity as
national security chief, meeting with his counterpart Ali Larijani.

Nor has it been denied that King Abdullah spoke on the telephone with
the Supreme Leader Ali Khamanei in 2008 to (successfully) calm a

putative civil conflict in Lebanon (see Chapter 12). On the other hand,
Ahmadinejad often invited himself to unwanted personal audiences with
Abdullah. During an OIC summit in Saudi Arabia in December 2005,

the king and the president visited the Grand Mosque in Makka together
and there were suggestions that Ahmadinejad’s conduct during the visit

had been wholly inappropriate.15 Whether this was true or not, no
attempt was made to quash such rumours.

In this period, tense Saudi–Iranian relations were in line with the
poor state of US–Iranian relations. Iranian-linked Shia militancy in Iraq,

indirectly challenged by Saudi Arabia, was often aimed at American
troops. Yet Saudi Arabia was concerned that the USA was not being

tough enough on the Iranian nuclear programme which the Kingdom
continues to see as a direct strategic threat. Saudi fears were maximised
when a USA National Intelligence Estimate, issued in December 2007

and promoted around the Gulf16, said that Iran, which had been under
UN sanctions for more than 18 months, had abandoned its nuclear

weapons programme. In April 2008, the then Saudi ambassador to
Washington, Adel Jubeir, told a US embassy official in Riyadh, after a

US delegation had met the monarch two days earlier, ‘You heard the
king tell you to cut off the head of the snake.’17 This reference to US

military action against Iran was made in the context of a discussion
about Iran’s role in Iraq. The danger from the Saudi perspective of Iran’s
nuclear programme becoming a weapons programme, whatever US
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intelligence estimates suggested, led a Saudi assistant foreign minister to

state to the USA a year later that the Kingdom would in such a case get
nuclear weapons too.18

Allegations that King Abdullah urged a decisive US military attack
on Iran at this time were at odds with a strong Saudi public message

emphasising the danger of a US or Israeli strike on an Iranian nuclear
programme. Saudi Arabia was mindful, as ever, of the danger to itself of

a powerful neighbour being bombed. Decisive action was one thing (as
appeared to be the Saudi view about the prospect (and actuality) of the
US attacking Iraq after the 1991 Gulf war) but anything that left leaders

in place and angry, was something else, hence the duality in the Saudi
attitude to Iran. The Iranian leadership was not necessarily aware of the

Saudi king’s precise sentiment in 2008, but the leak of his attributed
comments two years later was seen in Iran as evidence of a Saudi Arabia

not genuinely interested in détente.19

In the absence of powerful Arab actors to offset Iran’s weight, Saudi

Arabia has looked at regional conflicts through the dual prism of
competition with Iran and fear of an Islamo-democratic virus incubating
in the Middle East. After 2010, these twin concerns very often

overlapped. The brief period of Muslim Brotherhood (MB) rule in Egypt
constituted an alternative Sunni Islamic pole to Saudi Arabia and its

rhetorical assault on a Syrian leadership killing Sunni Arabs made
Riyadh very uncomfortable. The MB was moving Egypt out of an

essentially pro-Western Arab camp while improving relations with Iran.
The uprising in Syria, although unwelcome to Saudi Arabia in its early

pluralist character, was a welcome challenge to such a close Iranian ally.
It became a revolt that the Saudis helped to salafise as Islamist militants

began to dominate the fight against Assad. In Iraq, a Sunni Arab revolt
that had begun after the US-led invasion was energised by then premier
Nouri Al-Maliki’s relatively exclusivist exercise of power. Consequently,

tribal and other Iraqi Sunni Arab figures got more Saudi backing.
Despite their lack of direct linkage, contesting the MB and battling Iran

has been a struggle for Saudi Arabia of external security overlapping
with internal insecurities.

Iranian decision makers

Iranian relations with Saudi Arabia are managed by the presidency.
Therefore the strategy is developed by the president himself, applied
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by his foreign minister, and handled on a day-to-day basis by the

Iranian ambassador to Riyadh. However, while Iranian strategic
approaches to the Gulf, and the obviously related issue of how to deal

with the USA, are put together by the president, they need the
approval of the Supreme Leader (rahba). Different Iranian presidents

during Ali Khamanei’s period as rahba (1989–) have pursued different
approaches to the Kingdom and to the USA. Each has been allowed to

do so by Khamanei but their ability to achieve anything has been
complicated by the rahba’s stance, whether due to his own suspicion of
Riyadh and Washington, his assessment of the value of engagement

with it, or his need to accommodate harder-line and sometimes softer-
line elements within the Iranian body politic.

Saudi and Iranian objectives and possible outcomes

Saudi Arabia believes it is containing a would-be hegemon. As such it

would like to draw the USA into a bolder, more assertive form of
containment to advance Saudi interests by rolling back Iranian influence
as far as possible, most obviously in Syria. However, this objective has

become inextricably bound up with, and arguably compromised by, the
USA’s de facto acceptance of an Iranian interest in both Syria and Iraq as

part of the renewed ‘war on terror’. Nonsensical in definitional terms,
the USA, Iran and to a much lesser extent, the GCC states, are all

conducting this ‘war’ against DAISH and other Sunni militants.
To make matters worse Saudi Arabia’s key security ally, the USA,

has pursued rapprochement with Iran. This has put the Saudis in a policy
bind that their pro-active containment of Iran only deepened. That

said, the Saudis and the Iranians both recognised that in Iraq there is a
possible deal to be done. Saudi engagement had been encouraged by
Iraq, eager to maximise internal cohesion amidst the DAISH onslaught,

and Saudi Arabia wants Iran to accept that Iraq should be ‘neither a
proxy nor a threat’.20 The Saudis accept that Iraq cannot be theirs (it

never was) but are sceptical that Iran can let go of its ‘fiefdom’ and thus
they assume that ‘winner takes it all’ majoritarian politics will continue

to operate there.
In a measure of the gap between the two sides, Iranian backers of

détente believe that US pressure and ‘regional reality’ was what obliged
the Saudis to tackle the funding of DAISH and other Sunni militants
and to welcome Nouri Al-Maliki’s ousting by Haidar Abadi as Iraqi
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premier.21 When it comes to Syria though, Iran believes that the Saudis

have little interest in reining in their support for militants of all
shades.22 Whether wholly accurate or not, the perception is important.

Those close to the perspective of President Rouhani say that a ‘mini deal’
is possible over Iraq, on the basis that the regional struggle is not

‘existential’ and this allows compromises here and there. The question
for Saudi Arabia, however, is what compromise Iran would make in Iraq

as part of some putative deal. Iraq’s security apparatus and many of its
Shia politicians are closely tied to Iran. A loosening of the Iranian role
would not dramatically transform the religious and political realities

that bind the two countries together. A close advisor to the rahba
describes Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, an Iranian of Iraqi nationality

who is the supreme religious authority (marja’) for many Shia Arabs, as
the ‘King of Iraq’.23

The Saudis have made clear to Iran in the past that they have
options inside Iran and against its wider interests. ‘We can hurt you,’

Abdullah told Ahmadinejad during the Iranian president’s visit to
Makka for an OIC summit in December 2005.24 A former Iranian
diplomat says that the king told Ahmadinejad, ‘We (the Sunnis) are

the majority in the Arab world, you will lose out.’25 He further argues
that the king was right and that to some extent Iran has lost out.

Before 2009 Ahmadinejad could pose as the saviour of the Arabs,
crossing the sectarian divide despite what had happened in Iraq.

Iranian ally Hamas was popular in Palestine, winning the Palestinian
Authority election at the beginning of 2006, before being deposed 18

months later, while the Saudi-backed PLO faction, Fatah, perceptibly
capitulated to Israel. The pro-Iranian Hizbollah successfully fought

Israel in mid-2006. However, the Iranian state’s repression of the
domestic revolt that followed Ahmadinejad’s highly contentious
presidential re-election in 2009, since which Iran and Hizbollah have

tried to crush a largely Sunni revolt in Syria, brought the sectarian
dimension back with a vengeance. The Hamas leadership then left

Syria and settled in Qatar.
Unlike Saudi Arabia, Iran cannot afford, literally or metaphorically,

to wage a sectarian war says an Iranian academic.26 The Sunnis are the
majority in all but two Arab states and Iran, as a non-Arab and as a Shia

power, cannot compete in the sectarian financial or rhetorical field.27

However, asymmetric, proxy sectarian violence can be linked to both
countries. On the one hand the Iranians dismiss Saudi Arabia as a minor
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enemy; major enemy status being reserved for the USA and to an extent

Israel. On the other, Iran believes that Saudi Arabia continues to ‘hurt’ it
in the sometimes rebellious provinces of Baluchistan, Kordistan,

Azerbaijan and the Ahwaz. Saudi interest in such pressure, inside Iran as
well as in contested neighbouring states, fits with its containment

imperative but there is no concrete plan to diminish Iran in the region or
even any real hope that this can somehow be achieved.

Each side’s ulema have played their part in stoking sectarian
animosity. Iranian analysts argue that the clerical infrastructure of the
Islamic Republic, while sometimes genuine in its unenlightened views

on Sunnis, is not determining the political superstructure of Iran or its
outlook nor being deployed to enhance its effect. If the ‘price’ of being

too sectarian is too high for Iran, as suggested above, this argument
makes sense. At the same time, however, these analysts are quite

convinced that the Al-Saud are wilfully deploying their Najdi clerical
army in a sectarian onslaught both at home and abroad. The Saudi

government does periodically disown the most egregious examples of
ulema narrow-mindedness in the Kingdom, mostly out of international
and sometimes domestic embarrassment, and has sought to nationalise

the fatwa process (see Chapter 1). However, even if the disquiet of some
ulema can sometimes affect the Al-Saud’s management of foreign

relations (like ending US use of an airbase in 2003), Saudi payroll clerics
do not drive the Saudi relationship with Iran.

What does Iran want?

An American-Iranian scholar28 argues that the philosophy of Ali

Khamanei has not changed since he became rahba in 1989. This is
summed up in the phrase ‘no war, no peace’ which Khamanei apparently
appropriated to characterise the preferred state of Iranian–US

relations.29 Khamanei backed Rouhani’s election and his engagement
with the USA, which, to his likely satisfaction, eased some sanctions

whilst compromising nothing of Iran’s uranium enrichment capacity.
The assumption that Iranian–US relations cannot get beyond an

inherent mistrust and will see cooperation in only limited respects, also
fits with how the rahba views relations with Saudi Arabia. According to

this argument, Saudi Arabia is seen as a US ‘agent’, albeit one that finds
itself out of synch with its ‘handler’. Any substantive Iranian
arrangement with Saudi Arabia is impossible without the approval of
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a USA perceived as incapable of accommodating itself to what Iran feels

is its rightful preeminent regional role. Nasser Hadian argues that the
‘offshore balancer’ role that the USA would like to resume is being made

more possible by the growth of the GCC’s military capacity, including
its planned joint commands.30 Although the perceived progress of the

GCC toward being an integrated military force is not borne out by
reality, perception shapes action in this relationship.

The GCC’s US-backed military capacity, coupled with a distrust of
the warm words of President Obama, whose successor is unlikely to be so
emollient, is sometimes seen as a rationale for Iran to keep a ‘breakout’

option. Saudi Arabia would like the USA to ensure tough constraints on
Iran’s nuclear programme to prevent the coercive potential inherent in

its rival being a short step from the capacity to produce and deliver a
nuclear weapon. This does not mean that Saudi Arabia expects Iran to

declare itself a nuclear weapons state, much less to use such weapons
against it. However, it does fear that a weaponised Iran will have

enhanced regional weight and be able to exact concessions from
potentially intimidated Gulf Arab neighbours or via Iranian proxies.
Bahrain, Kuwait and Dubai31 are seen as the external frontlines for Saudi

Arabia in its struggle with Iran.
In November 2014, Prince Saud Al-Faisal’s attempt at diplomatic arm

twisting of US Secretary of State John Kerry, who was leading the nuclear
talks in Vienna, was further proof to Iran of the Kingdom’s implacable and

influential hostility.32 While it would be naı̈ve to think that the USA
would have its objectives blown off course by the Saudis in this way,33

perceptions are important. Even a Saudi–Iranian ‘mini deal’ on any one of
the regional frontlines will be difficult as long as each side sees the other as

implacably hostile. A close advisor to Ali Khamanei commented: ‘[t]he
“imperialist” USA is different, we can talk to them and they have to be
practical, [they know they] cannot get 100 per cent of what they want

[but] the Saudis want 100 per cent.’34 He notes that there is a ‘clash of
interests’ with Saudi Arabia. Although the diplomats talked more after

Rafsanjani’s ally, Hossein Sadeghi,35 resumed his post as ambassador to
Riyadh in August 2014, ‘the reality is we’re fighting’.36 The advance of the

Yemeni Houthi, which Saudi Arabia has long, and controversially, claimed
is an Iranian fifth column, arguably reflected Iran’s ‘infrastructural’ capacity

to make sure Saudi action against it would not be ‘cost free’.37

The Rafsanjani camp is at the helm in Iranian foreign policy. Rouhani
once ran the Iranian National Security Council (INSC) under Rafsanjani
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and Iranian foreign minister, Javad Zarif, is a close aide to Rouhani.

Prior to King Abdullah’s demise in January 2015, there was periodic
discussion in Iran about whether Rafsanjani should once again engage

directly with his ‘old friend’. However, he saw little point in going to
Saudi Arabia if there was a lack of will on either side to substantively

improve the relationship. Rafsanjani knew that without this desire being
present on the part of the rahba and the Saudi leadership, whoever is

king, he and his camp would suffer in the maelstrom of domestic
factional infighting for little or no gain for Iran.

According to a seemingly more realist interpretation of the

calculations of all three states, the USA does not have an interest in
encouraging the Saudis to reciprocate any Iranian détente efforts because

the USA does not want substantive regional cooperation.38 There is little
optimism that the Iranians’ long held desire for a ‘regional security

system’39 can be achieved. Rouhani’s former INSC colleague, Seyed
Hossein Mousavian, argues that the constant objective of Iranian foreign

policy is not to be beholden to a foreign power, especially the USA.40

While in practice the Iranians accept an American role in regional
security and view regional dialogue as a gateway to the west, longer term

they are hesitant about legitimising an American role other than on
fairly limited things such as countering the drug trade. At the same time

they are not optimistic about the viability of regional cooperation
confined to the littoral powers. Mousavian publicly speculated that the

USA’s apparent desire for an Asian pivot (as expressed by Hillary Clinton
in 2011) and its consequent need to be firmly over the horizon in the

Gulf, could mean détente with Iran, major US troop withdrawal from
the Greater Middle East and the forming of a regional security system.41

However, this was said several months before the expansion of
DAISH in Iraq and Syria. A major residual military presence after the
Iraq pull-out and in the context of the Afghan withdrawal was coupled

with a US return to Iraq, although in much smaller numbers. The USA
is far from over the horizon. This situation broadly suits the Saudis and

prevents the need for it to engage in substantive rapprochement with
Iran even if the USA, contrary to what some in Iran think, would find

this useful.
An essentially Iranian nationalist imperative sits alongside what his

allies say is Rouhani’s emphasis on regional rapprochement and on
improving relations with Saudi Arabia in particular. If in the 1990s
Rafsanjani was in effect arguing that the road to Washington began in

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY122



Riyadh, in the 2010s his acolyte and former aides are returning Iran to

the belief that greater Gulf cooperation is the road to international (for
which read US) acceptance of Iran’s rightful international position.

However, the Iranian elite also widely believes that because the pre-
eminent issue is Iran’s relations with the USA and the lifting of

sanctions, relations with Saudi Arabia will be shaped by the outcome of
the nuclear deal. Saudi Arabia, so it is believed by Iran (and wiser heads

in Saudi Arabia) will have little option but to shift its attitude and more
importantly its approach to Iran if the Kingdom’s preeminent ally, the
USA, normalises Iran’s regional position and thus, as is likely, makes

their extant indirect cooperation in Iraq a public and direct fact. This
could then make the ‘privileged position’, that even Saudi hawks have in

the past suggested could be available to Iran in the region, more of a
reality.42 However, Iranian hawks and doves alike believe that their

country can drive a tough bargain with the USA on the nuclear question
(and therefore to the Saudis’ disadvantage) precisely because Iran’s

cooperation on regional matters, including against DAISH, is needed by
Washington.43 To Saudi ears this is the Iranian-admitted ‘clash of
interests’ with the Kingdom, not an affirmation that their two countries

can be the ‘two wings’ of the same ‘Islamic bird’.44

However, when the USA has previously been inclined toward

rapprochement with Iran, Saudi Arabia has adjusted. In the 1990s when
the reformist president Mohamed Khatami was in power in Iran,

bilateral détente took off and the USA, for all its surface bluster, was
exploring ways to improve its relationship with the Islamic Republic too.

In April 2001, Prince Naif bin Abdulaziz, the Saudi interior minister,
made a surprise but apparently long-planned trip to Tehran and signed a

security agreement with his opposite number Abdul-Vahed Mousavi-Lari.
Although a few months into the GeorgeW. Bush administration, this was
still the Khatami period and it followed some modest rapprochement

steps taken a year or so earlier by the Clinton administration. A former
Khatami minister described this as the ‘golden age’ of Saudi–Iranian co-

operation.45 There appeared to be a Saudi–Iranian interest in sharing
intelligence on terrorists as well as on drug and other illicit smuggling

although in practice their anti-terror cooperation was limited. There is
no reason why a Rouhani government could not elicit such interest

again. However, with both states linked to security threats to the other,
it may be that exclusively police cooperation against criminal gangs
would be an easier step. The key difference with previous détente
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phases is the political and strategic consequences of the Arab uprisings.

As noted, both sides treated them in terms of the impact on their
domestic and regional security, a response that became especially

logical when sect divided what became civil conflicts in Syria, Yemen
and Bahrain and which in the Syrian case threatened to reignite conflict

in Lebanon. Even if Iranian and Saudi meddling are not what drives
these conflicts, their ‘interests’ clash in each case. There is a belief on

both sides that conflict in Lebanon can be ‘managed’ and that it has
been contained. However, with both countries competing to be the
Lebanese army’s weapons supplier, and tensions having prevented

agreement on a new president since 2013, this is a fragile example of
how the regional struggle can be modified for mutual gain.

If the comments of those who have worked with Rouhani or are
sympathetic to him are anything to go by, Iran feels affronted that Saudi

Arabia receives its emissaries but in effect rubbishes their efforts. Prince
Saud Al-Faisal met with the Iranian deputy foreign minister Hossein

Abdollahian in Jeddah in October 2014 and subsequently listed publicly
all of the Islamic Republic’s apparent regional wrongs, including
the contemporaneous Houthi expansion in Yemen. This statement

torpedoed an Iranian attempt at engagement that had been long in
gestation. Washington as much as Tehran was arguably the target of

this Saudi rejectionism. A Saudi analyst close to Prince Turki Al-Faisal
denied that the attempted détente was therefore over but concluded that

it all depended on Iran’s behaviour regarding Iraq, Syria and other
regional questions.46

Just as a certain slightly perverse chauvinism creeps into the Iranian
attitude about how serious an enemy Saudi Arabia is, so Saudi Arabia has

resentments about the level of official the Iranians are prepared to send to
the Kingdom. For much of 2014, Abdollahian’s senior, Javad Zarif,
wanted an audience with King Abdullah, a presumption dismissed with

something akin to contempt by those close to official thinking in
Riyadh. It is argued by a well-placed Saudi analyst that were the

perceived real centre of Iranian power, Khamanei, to send a trusted
emissary to genuinely speak for him (unlike those who are part of the

Rouhani/Rafsanjani circle), an understanding might be reached.47 This
is dismissed by those close to Iranian thinking who say that the Iranian

procedure is understood and the apparent slight of only offering Zarif,
who himself then played hard to get, needs to be seen in Riyadh in the
context of Rouhani’s predecessor coming five times with no agenda and
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achieving nothing.48 Khamanei never travels anywhere, although he

does occasionally meet visiting heads of state.49

Slights aside, real or imagined, these two states seem incapable of

fundamental compromise over their regional interests and see every issue
through the prism of strategic competition. The Iranians believed that

Saudi resistance to any action that would have relieved the falling oil
price in the second half of 2014 was aimed specifically at them, but the

Saudis seemed to give market share a priority over other considerations.
Saud Al-Faisal met with the Russian president Vladimir Putin but,
contrary to speculation, was not prepared to compromise oil policy

priorities for the sake of a hoped for Russian adjustment in Syria that
would somehow disadvantage Iran.50 The Saudis have learned that

attempting to manipulate the oil market, as in the 1970s and in 1986,
can backfire and thus Saudi oil policy is largely based on economic

factors. With low debt and high currency reserves, falling prices were
arguably sustainable for some time and any related political advantage

for Saudi Arabia is useful but is no longer, if it really ever was, a primary
policy driver. Market share, and specifically Asian market share,51 is
noted as an important factor by a well-placed Saudi analyst and one that

appeared to trump budgetary discomfort.
This strategic contest that arguably pits Iran and Saudi Arabia more

or less at the head of rival interests has become ‘institutionalised
competition’, in the words of an Iranian scholar.52 Running deep among

the elites on either side and colouring policy judgments, it draws in
allied states and movements in the waging of the struggle. However,

assuming that the assessment of Iranian realists is correct, then the USA’s
continued alignment with the Gulf Arab states in preference to Iran

makes the contest highly uneven, even if Iran feels itself, with some
justification, to be more politically advanced and even more stable
having survived its own uprising in 2009. This alliance structure, as well

as the possibility of changes to it, makes for an inherent artificiality in
the regional contest. As such it prevents the two supposed cold war

adversaries from engaging in the mutual policing of spheres of interest and
from engaging in any substantive détente that might enable such an

arrangement to be maintained more efficiently. An alternative Iranian
view is that Iran thinks, post-DAISH, it will have a key and US-approved

role in a region that the USA is apparently bent on stepping back from.53

However, there is little to suggest that in this scenario Saudi Arabia will
be obliged to bandwagon with a would-be new regional leader, especially
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knowing that any such Iranian-assumed status would also be rejected by

Saudi-allied Arab states and by Turkey and Israel.
The former Saudi intelligence chief, Prince Turki Al-Faisal,

categorically rules out a ‘division of the spoils’ whereby, as he characterises
it, there is some notion of ‘you take Syria and I take Iraq’.54 He makes clear

that while talking is good and engagement has increased, the message
from King Abdullah to Iran was ‘Get out of the Arab world’.55 This has

not changed under Salman.
Seyed Safavi, arguably reflecting the rahba’s perspective, says that in

any negotiation over the future of Syria, Iran has to protect its strategic

interests. According to an ex-Iranian diplomat, Iran is fighting in Syria
for the retention of its Mediterranean access.56 Safavi is also clear, unlike

the view attributed to Rafsanjani for example, that Bashar Al-Assad does
not need to go anywhere and remains the figure most in tune with

Western interests in Syria. Both sides agree that there is little they can
compromise over in Syria and that there are no ‘mini deals’ to be had over

that conflict.

Future shocks

If the proposed Iran-P6 nuclear deal holds up, almost any plausible

permutation is bad from the Saudi perspective. It will allow for phased
sanctions lift and limitations on actual enrichment without demanding

the total dismantling of Iran’s enrichment capacity. Some already
enriched uranium would stay in Iran too, albeit under international

control.
Saudi Arabia is unlikely to be reassured by the planned intrusive

monitoring of nuclear sites, given what it sees as past Iranian deception. Iran
may not like the proposed dependence on Russia (or any foreign power) to
take its enriched uranium and provide nuclear fuel via power stations,

including new ones that it plans to build in Iran. If the proposed deal
collapses, Iran is less likely to be seen in Riyadh as Washington’s ally-in-

waiting, but then the possibility of pre-emptive military action by the west
or Israel increases, with all the attendant risk for Saudi Arabia. Saudi

Arabian advisors and analysts say that whether the outcome is ‘deal or no
deal’ will determine the Kingdom’s future relations with Iran. There is a

strong and not unreasonable belief in Saudi Arabia, agreed with by at
least one Iranian observer,57 that under sustained sanctions Iran cannot
maintain its high level of defence and security spending on a wide range of
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overseas’ commitments designed to ‘bleed the enemy outside the borders’.58

Accounting for this, some Saudi analysts believe that in time Iran would
have to come to a political compromise, particularly over Syria.59

No deal could also mean no Rouhani from 2017, or that he is re-elected
but increasingly ineffectual like Khatami in his second term. An elected

‘principalist’ (ultra-conservative) president who is more in tune with the
rahba, possibly even Ahmadinejad himself, is a possible outcome of the

2017 election. This is likely to be bad for Saudi–Iranian relations, even if
it can be argued that they are already pretty bad, despite the attempts at
talking. Ahmadinejad, albeit in less confrontational times, wanted to

engage with Saudi Arabia too. Furthermore, in 2010 he signed a (US-
opposed) nuclear deal that would arguably have constrained Iran’s right to

enrichment on its soil more than the prospective deal will.60

Khamanei is in his 70s, and could succumb to mortality at any time.

His replacement will be determined by a vote of the assembly of experts.
Some suggest the next rahba could be a ‘low key’ functionary in reaction

to the high profile Khamanei approach that some derided.61 Others
assume that his successor will be drawn from the heart of the system and
will rule with all the authority that this implies, including over foreign

policy decision making.
Saudi Arabia could go rogue and shop around in the subsidised

Pakistani nuclear store, an option that has been floated by Saudi officials
and ex-officials in a variety of fora. Acting outside of international legality

is probably unlikely, however, given how much Saudi Arabia values
international defence alliances and its relatively unhindered participation,

including as a G20 member, in the global economy. A sanctioned Saudi
Arabia off-limits to FDI is hardly an appealing prospect, for Saudis or for

anybody, not least the USA. This though is all speculation.
The Saudis and Iranians are likely to continue to talk and to seek

understandings where there is the basis for finding one. Rhetoric aside,

they know the limits of their mutual meddling power. This applies to
Yemen and to Iraq, and to some extent even to Bahrain where Saudi

Arabia is banker to the monarch of Manama.
The assumption of a continued US role as the Kingdom’s main arms

supplier and trainer, coupled with American men and material in the
Gulf and in Iraq, suggests that the USA will continue to be the prism

through which Saudi Arabia and Iran sees the other. This is likely to
continue to prevent a more realistic assessment of each other’s weight
and capacity.
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CHAPTER 8

SAUDI ARABIA AND IRAQ

Neil Partrick

Background

Saudi–Iraqi relations have never been smooth. Al-Saud–Hashemite

friction made relations between the Saudi and Iraqi thrones difficult
even before the so-called Iraqi revolution of 1958. However, regicide,

particularly of a fellow (and neighbouring) Arab monarchy, was
unwelcome in Saudi Arabia. Throughout the subsequent republican
period Iraqi claims on Kuwait intensified and Saudi Arabia periodically

mobilised troops in support of the Al-Sabah, a hereditary leadership with
the same Najdi Arabian tribal roots. However, this was confined within

Saudi borders and was only ever a symbolic show of Saudi strength. Saudi
Arabia has generally been reluctant to deploy significant military muscle

abroad without the cover of an international coalition. The Kingdom’s air
war in Yemen from March 2015, for which it sought a welter of Arab

partners for mostly symbolic purposes, and its limited land incursions into
Yemen over preceding years, is only a partial exception to this. A large

Saudi ground invasion of any Arab neighbour, mobilised by itself and in
its own name, seemingly remains out of the question.

Although Saudi Arabia sided more with Iraq than Iran in the 1980–8

Iran–Iraq war, the calculating approach to the conflict taken by Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf states angered Iraqi president Saddam Hussein.

The funding provided by Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states fluctuated
according to calculations of national advantage or how threatening Iraq

was. Within a year of the war beginning, Saudi Arabia led the formation



of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Iraq later responded with the

Arab Cooperation Council. However, since the Iranian revolution that
toppled the Shah in 1979, Iran had publicly defined itself against what it

considered to be imperialist-aligned and un-Islamic entities. Thus Saudi
Arabia was essentially aligned with Iraq in the war against the greater

perceived threat of Iran. Fahd reportedly told Saddam: ‘You provide the
rijal (men) and we’ll provide the riyal.’1

Iran backed the Shia enemies of Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, but
in the contradictory game of intra-Arab politics Iraq also targeted Gulf
oil tankers in order to coerce more funding from its Gulf backers. Saudi

Arabia likewise played on both sides. Like the USA it feared an Iraq
emerging from the conflict too strongly. It symbolically semi-

bandwagoned with Iran by supporting US attempts to engage with
the Islamic Republic over Lebanon and, allegedly, assisted the US’

clandestine sending of arms to Iran (‘Contragate’). More fundamentally,
Saudi Arabia promoted diplomatic initiatives to end the 1980–8 Iran-

Iraq war when Iraq was in a militarily advantageous position.2

Saudi–Iraqi relations plummeted when Saddam Hussein ordered the
invasion of Kuwait in 1990. The consequent 1991 Gulf war that forced

Iraq out of Kuwait featured direct Saudi–Iraqi military clashes,
although these were very modest compared to the wider US-led battles.

More significantly, Saudi Arabia mobilised the Gulf Arab states in favour
of the war and played an important role in persuading a number of other

Arab states to join the fray, or at least to not oppose it.
A former Iraqi official characterised the situation as Saudi Arabia

leading the Gulf Arab states, Egypt and Syria in a war against Iraq in direct
contravention of the Arab League’s joint defence agreement.3 No one, he

argued, paid any heed to the mutual defence pact after that. In fact, intra-
Arab defence agreements have never been observed in any substantive way.

While some Saudi officials in the 1990s privately expressed disquiet at

the US military attention and tough sanctions applied to Iraq at the
expense of sufficiently containing Iran,4 the Kingdom was essentially

onside with the US policy of keeping Saddam ‘in his box’ even if most
Saudi nationals were not. Regime change, if quick and decisive, was

believed by the USA to be something that the Saudis could countenance in
the early post-Gulf war containment years. The Saudis engaged with some

of the US-courted Iraqi opposition, as did its preeminent Gulf ally, Kuwait,
but by 9/11 the Saudi leadership’s backing for the USA’s Iraq strategy was
wearing thin. Use of the Prince Sultan air base by US and UK aircraft
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‘policing’ Iraq was increasingly resented by the Saudi leadership as well as

being wildly unpopular with the Saudi people. However, the tempo of the
aerial policing of Iraq’s supposed weapons of mass destruction programme

increased markedly after 9/11, suggesting the heavier onslaught that was
to come as the USA and the UK prepared for a ground invasion. This was

opposed both publicly and privately by Saudi Arabia, which then took
steps to end the US troop presence and regional command headquarters in

the Kingdom. This was an echo of 1961 when uneasiness with US
engagement with President Nasser of Egypt encouraged the Kingdom to
freeze US access to Saudi military bases. Although Saudi territory was used

by the US military during the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the US regional
command HQ was moved to Qatar later that year.

Crown Prince Abdullah, then de facto Saudi ruler, opposed the
conflict out of concern about the domestic and regional ramifications.

Saddam was no longer a threat to the Kingdom and US talk of
democracy equated with the rule of the Iraqi Shia majority, which was

not a welcome outcome for Saudi Arabia. The run-up to the invasion
encouraged Al-Qaida (AQ) attacks on Westerners inside the Kingdom,
although these had the paradoxical effect of benefitting Saudi–US

relations which had been tense despite the Saudis’ willingness to
discreetly cooperate with the US’ war plans.

A near-failing Iraqi state threw up a majority Shia leadership that the
Saudis had only limited political traction with. A partial, but no longer

very relevant, exception was Ayad Allawi, an ex-Ba’athi Iraqi general and
secular Shia that the Saudis, Jordanians and Kuwaitis had supported in the

1990s in opposition to Saddam Hussein. Post-2003, the two states’
mutual inability or unwillingness to engage was due to the sectarian self-

definition of much of the Iraqi opposition and of the Saudi state. In the
eyes of Iraq the Saudis have still not reconciled themselves to their country
being Shia-led.5

The Iraqi civil war that began in 2004 made the relatively desultory
Saudi attempts at engagement completely redundant. Hopes among

Iraqi Sunni Arabs and the US and UK occupation authorities were raised
a little when the USA imposed Ghazi Al-Yawa as the first ‘post-

occupation’ president. He was an Iraqi Sunni with good Saudi family and
tribal connections and had dual Iraqi–Saudi nationality. However, since

the fall of Saddam, substantive power has not resided with the president
of Iraq, even if the occupant and his two deputies, one a Sunni Arab, can
obstruct a prime minister’s domestic policy proposals.
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Iraq’s foreign policy decision making

Under Nouri Al-Maliki (Da’wa Party leader and Iraqi PM from 2005 to
2014) and his replacement, Haidar Abadi, management of the Iraqi side

of the bilateral relationship has largely resided with the prime minister.
The Iraqi president is an important but not crucial player in the Iraqi

management of the relationship. Jalal Talabani (2005–14) and his
successor from July 2014, Fouad Massoum, are Kurdish politicians

whose Iraqi presidential role has largely been as a figurehead. The Iraqi
presidency is effectively the preserve of the Kurds and these two men

have used the position in a relatively ameliorative fashion, arguably in
the interest of both the Iraqi nation and of Iraqi Kurds.

Other Iraqi politicians’ influence on the relationship with Saudi

Arabia has been mostly of the negative kind in that hot-headed
statements by parliamentarians can sometimes have an incendiary

effect – as they likewise can from the Saudi clerical side. The Shia
clerical leadership and the quietist Shiism that typifies the Najaf grand

ayatollahs’ approach to politics, including foreign relations, has been a
relatively calming aspect of a sometimes poisonous bilateral

relationship. As this chapter will show, there is also considerable
traction at the state to non-state or sub-state level, in both directions,

including in tribal and sectarian dynamics.

Saudi state outreach to Iraq

Da’wa was, and remains, the effective ruling party of Iraq. Its ideology and
practice historically created strong bonds with the Iranian revolution, and

made Saudi Arabia keen to explore alternatives to what for most Gulf Arab
state leaders was a much distrusted political party.6 In the run up to the

2005 Iraqi election, the Saudis courted some Shia and a particular Shia
political faction called Fadheela (purity). Fadheela, a Shia Islamist trend,
was powerful in the southern Iraqi city of Basra, close to the Kuwaiti

border and the Kuwaitis partly served a Saudi interest in reaching out to
it. According to an analyst close to the former speaker of the Iraqi

parliament, a residual Saudi–Fadheela link played its part in an intra-Shia
dispute in Karbala in 2014.7 However, the suggestion that a revolting

ayatollah would need the Saudis’ assistance is laughed at by Saudi Arabia.8

The armed and popular strength of the Mahdi Brigades of Moqtada

Al-Sadr encouraged King Abdullah to engage him during a haj visit.
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Moqtada is the son-in-law of Mohammed Baqir Al-Sadr, a leading Iraqi

Shia cleric and the founder of the Da’wa Party, who was killed in 1980 on
the instructions of Saddam Hussein. In the mid-2000s Moqtada was as

much projecting his Arabism as his Shiism and asserted the former in
criticism of both Iran and the USA. Many Iraqi and Arab nationalists

resented the overt role in the politics and economics of Iraq that both
countries played and Iran’s dabbling in Iraq’s religious culture.

Saudi Arabia found Moqtada’s role in trying to foment a cross-sectarian
armedmobilisation appealing to a degree although not for the first time in
Iraqi history this nationalist imperative was founded on the primary basis

of expunging Western troops, something that the Kingdom was wary of
promoting. Moqtada was to some extent an outsider in relation to the

hawza, the established Shia religious authority in Najaf and Karbala.9 He
had the family pedigree but his pretensions, as a young man of little

scholarly experience, to be a hojateslam10 were not taken seriously while his
naked political ambitions were judged in contradistinction to the

quietism that typifies Iraqi Shia ulema. Moqtada’s personal politico-
religious ambitions, and the class orientation of his popular appeal, set
him apart from the Da’wa Party and its political leaders.

Like a number of Iraqi Shia politicians, Moqtada could not resist
upping the rhetorical ante against Saudi Arabia when the wave of Arab

uprisings from 2011 included the de facto Saudi protectorate, Bahrain.
Indeed the intervention of the Saudi military in Bahrain was partly

encouraged by the highly critical statements about the Bahraini
leadership coming from Iraq and Iran. The ruling Al-Khalifa were under

pressure from a largely Shia uprising demanding majority rule.
Saudi relations with ISCI (Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq; formerly

known as SCIRI) are even more problematic. Ideologically and culturally
the grouping commonly referred to as Al-Hakim, after its clerical family
leadership, is closer to Iran (particularly to some of its clerical leadership)

than the Da’wa Party. This has not prevented ISCI showing pragmatism
in an Iraqi context where it had deployed its Shia conservative

credentials as part of a broader Shia alliance and attracted a middle class
following. However, Iraq has never broken with the militia politics that

have shaped the country since 2004. Hakim’s militia, the Badr Brigade,
retained its structure and fealty even as it professed, like many militias,

to have suborned its identity to the nascent state forces. It played an
active role in the communal violence that the US-promoted Sahwa
uprising of Sunni Arabs in 2006–7 against AQ helped to end. In 2009,
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the Badr leader, Hadi Al-Ameri, parted company with SCIRI and made

his organisation an adjunct to the rule of Nouri Al-Maliki. Al-Ameri,
‘the Iranians’ man in Iraq’,11 is hated by Saudis mindful of the sectarian

bloodletting that his brigades have continued to visit on fellow Sunni
Arabs and of his intimate connections to the Iranian Revolutionary

Guard Corp (IRGC) and to its chief, General Qassim Suleimani.
Suleimani is viewed by many Saudi and Iraqi Sunni Arabs as akin to an

Iranian high commissioner in Iraq.12

Saudi–Kurdish relations

The Saudis also put money behind the main Kurdish parties in the

Kurdish self-rule (or Kurdish Regional Government (KRG)) area. Iraqi
Kurds say that this did not continue after the 2005 election but Iraqi

Arabs assume differently.13 Shortly after the election the Saudis offered
to ‘invest’ several billion dollars in projects in the KRG area, a sum

insufficiently persuasive at a time when the KRG was an island of
relative economic success amidst a sea of Iraqi turmoil.14

The Emirates have a consulate in Irbil and are the only GCC state to

have representation in the KRG area. This is mostly about business as
opposed to an Emirati reserve option should the Kurds secede from Iraq.

However, business can beget political sympathy and the UAE, Dubai
especially, is good at this game. Given that Iraq’s Sunni Arabs seem to be

fellow travelling with DAISH, some Kurds have argued that the
Kurdish leadership could seek a Gulf Arab alignment.15

Saudi–Kurdish interaction is already conducted at a high level despite
Saudi Arabia declining to give formal recognition to a Kurdish entity

within Iraq. Iraqi Kurdish leader Massoud Barzani regularly visits the
Kingdom, suggesting that future goodwill in the event of separation is
being sought along with financial support of an anti-Al-Maliki politician

in the shorter term.16 However, according to a senior ex-Kurdish official,
the rise of DAISH makes it much more important that an emergent

independent Kurdish state be formed in agreement with Baghdad and
with Turkey and Iran. These two regional players are the long-standing

associates of the KDP17 and PUK,18 the leading parties of Irbil and
Suleimaniya respectively and have much greater economic and military

clout in KRG affairs than Saudi Arabia.19

As well as the practical necessity for the Kurds not to antagonise their
powerful Iranian neighbour, the Iraqi government also acknowledges
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that its Kurdish population’s close linguistic and cultural links to Iran

encourage KRG–Iranian political understanding.20 Mutual Iranian–
KRG economic and security dependence will help to forestall the threat

(to Iran) of a Kurdish UDI,21 at least for as long as they successfully
cooperate in contesting DAISH. This enhances the Iraqi Kurds’ leverage

with Turkey in the process.

The Saudis’ Sunni Arab Imperative

Saudi connections with the Iraqi Sunni Arab community following the

winding down of the US-led administration (if not its military presence)
in 2004, were largely conducted at a state to non-state level. Ayad Allawi

was premier during this phase but was demonstrably not in control of
internal or external security and neither was the USA. In 2005, the

first elections in a supposedly sovereign Iraq22 brought in Al-Maliki’s
Da’wa-led government. The intra-communal violence that soon replaced

the nascent nationalist resistance was driven by sectarian interest groups
conducting politics by other means, among whom the Mahdi Army was
prominent. Saudi nationals constituted the majority of the foreign

fighters who joined AQ in Iraq (AQI). While far from the only Sunni
Arab militants fighting there, AQI’s actions prompted Shia counter

attacks and were central to the Sunni component of a civil war that never
really abated.

Da’wa Party officials freely acknowledge that personal animus
between Al-Maliki and King Abdullah played a large part in the poor

state of bilateral relations from 2005–14.23 The Saudis argue that, while
things began well – Saudi Arabia was Al-Maliki’s first port of call upon

becoming premier – they declined thereafter because he did not keep his
promises. In Al-Maliki’s view, relations worsened because Saudi Arabia
was fuelling terrorism in his country. Both Abdullah and Al-Maliki24

were prone to allow personal affront to cloud a harder-edged calculation
of the national interest.

Abdullah was angry because a promised fairer representation for
Sunni Arab interests was not happening in Iraq. To his mind this was

because Al-Maliki was close to the Iranians, although domestic interests
were the more likely reason. After 2003 Iraq changed from being a

country where ethno-sectarian interests were asserted by the gun, to
being one where they were asserted by both the gun and the ballot box.
As a historic financial supporter of the Sunni Arab interest in Iraq, Saudi
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Arabia was certainly aware of the bloody realities of power in Iraq,

whether under Saddam Hussein or Nouri Al-Maliki.
Saudi Arabia also understands very well that internal patronage

realities in Middle Eastern states usually have an ethnic-sectarian hue,
and Saudi foreign policy in Iraq was doubly motivated by a strong,

and accurate, belief that Iran was helping to fuel the Shia violence.
Referring to this, the Saudi king told Iranian president Ahmedinejad,

‘Don’t play with fire.’25 Saudi Arabia also correctly assumed that
there were Iraqi – i.e. Arab – tensions with Iran (as there can be
between Syria and Iran, including over Iraq and vice versa). By the

time that Iraqi fratricidal bloodletting was at its peak over 2005–6,
the Saudis were actively backing Sunni Arabs, including Saudi

nationals, fighting in defence of their kin. Promoting an Iraqi Arab
national affinity against Iran was not on their radar in this period, if it
ever was.

A contrasting policy was Saudi Arabia’s decision to erase 80 per cent

of the disputed Iraqi debt dating from the 1980s Iran–Iraq war.
However, this was under US pressure and followed similar announce-
ments by US-allied countries including other Gulf states. In any case

these Saudi ‘loans’ were seen in Iraq, as they had been by Saddam, as
partly a gift. The amount that Saudi Arabia claims that Iraq still owes is

therefore highly contentious. For King Salman its total write-off would
be a relatively easy confidence-building measure, providing Abadi can

show some concrete gains for Sunni Arabs within the Iraqi system, in
turn incentivising their resistance to Sunni militant jihadis.

Previously this happened under the USA’s auspices in 2006–7 with
the US-organised Sahwa movement that mobilised Sunni Arab tribes in

western Iraq to confront the part-foreign fighters of AQI. The Saudis did
not have an overt role in this, despite the overlap of fellow kinsmen from
the enormous and cross-sect Shammar federation. In fact the Jordanians,

whose tribes also overlap with some in Iraq and Syria, seemingly played a
bigger role. However, the Saudis were politically supportive and gave

encouragement where they could.
After their success against AQI, the USA wanted Al-Maliki to

incorporate the tribes into the formal armed forces and the political
leadership, with ample redistribution of resources in their favour within

western Iraq. This did not happen. The Saudis used this apparent
betrayal of the Sunni Arab tribal leaders to claim that Iraq was acting in
bad faith. However, it is also argued that the USA did not pay enough
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attention to getting these self-styled ‘sons of Iraq’ to swear allegiance to

the state,26 opting instead to just enhance their financial patronage
power by paying them off for anti-AQ services rendered.

Al-Maliki then persecuted those tribal leaders he perceived as
disloyal, partly out of vindictiveness but also concern that forces who did

not accept his legitimacy and took money from foreign Arab states were
a dangerous fifth column. The Saudis had challenged Iraqi state

coherence through tribal means before – a common practice among
Arab leaders seeking leverage in a neighbouring country – just as
Arabian leaders did in the pre-state era. In the 1980s Iraqi sheikhs from

the enormous Al-Dulaim tribe, situated largely in Anbar province,
petitioned King Fahd for money. Even after Saddam summoned them

and outbid the Saudis, they continued the practice, reasoning that they
could only benefit from a continued bidding war.27 Paying money may

mean, as the old adage has it, that you can ‘run’ with a tribe but it does
not guarantee that you can ‘hunt’ with it.

Saudi–Iraqi relations: The current phase

In 2010, the Saudis hoped that an election would remove Al-Maliki and
give their man, Ayad Allawi, the premiership. Along with Saudi Arabia,

the UAE had continued to back Allawi whose support came to a large
degree from the Gulf and included his wider Sunni Arab and often

secular allies. The outcome of the election vindicated their efforts as his
bloc narrowly won the most seats of any group in parliament. However,

deft deployment of political patronage in Baghdad allowed Al-Maliki to
get a majority of MPs to back his continued leadership while Allawi,

unable to mobilise significant swathes of Shia opinion, travelled abroad
at Gulf states’ expense to bemoan his powerlessness on US media.28

A Saudi offer of mediation in the resultant internal Iraqi political

impasse was not seen by the Iraqi government as a serious response to
Allawi’s complaints.29 Saudi Arabia should, it is argued, have sought to

ease the crisis in a non-partisan fashion. The Iraqi government argued
publicly that Saudi Arabia’s real interest was in using its financial

influence to aid disunity.
The outcome of the election, and Al-Maliki’s reassertion of control

and subsequent targeting of Sunni Arab opponents, ultimately seemed
to dispirit the Saudis who more or less ‘gave up’30 any serious attempt to
shape Iraq’s domestic direction. However, Iraqi Sunni Arab tribal
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petitioners continued to attend Saudi majalis31 in the hope of securing

cash. In Iraq it is perceived that some leading Saudis deploy their cash
via Iraqi tribal sheikhs.32 Some Saudi tribal sheikhs are well-placed to

exploit such patronage, but, try as they may, they cannot guarantee a
specific political outcome on the ground in Iraq. Periodic public

rhetoric aside, leading Saudis acknowledge that the Kingdom’s tribal
connections are a source of potential influence but say that their

practical impact should not be overstated.33 Iraqi Sunni Arabs doubt
that Saudi Arabia can exercise much political influence in Iraq without
US approval and even then the Kingdom is not able to fundamentally

alter the political ‘balance’ in the country.34 That, they say, is for Iraqis
to determine.

Iraqis also stress the importance of anti-Iraqi and anti-Shia fatwas
issued by payroll Saudi clerics and their impact on Sunni Arab

violence.35 As ‘part of the establishment’ and ‘part of the system’,
such stances by Saudi ulema are viewed as being as much a part of Saudi

official policy as when such clerics seek to dissuade other Saudis from
fighting in Iraq.36

From 2011, Bashar Al-Assad began battling Saudi-backed Sunni

Arab rebels in Syria. Assad had previously allowed Syrian Sunni
militants to fight in Iraq. In a strategic volte face, Al-Maliki responded

to Bashar’s armed campaign against Sunni militants by allowing Iraqi
Shia fighters to cross their mutual border in support of Bashar’s forces,

including the Iranian-backed Lebanese Hizbollah. Al-Maliki’s Da’wa
Party denies that it was possible to control the border then (or now),37

but a senior Iraqi government official described this contribution of
Iraqi Shia fighters to Assad’s side as reflecting Iraq’s regional

alignment.38

An intra-Iraqi concordat was agreed by Al-Maliki and his opponents
after the 2010 elections. However, the ‘Irbil Agreement’, by which Al-

Maliki attempted to buy peace with the promise of greater political
inclusion for disaffected Sunni Arabs, was not adhered to. It consequently

provided a fertile breeding ground for Sunni Arab radicalisation.
Disaffection grew even more when Al-Maliki turned on leading Sunni

Arab politicians, some of whom were Saudi-connected, while others had
MB affiliations and were associated with Turkey and Qatar.

Saudi Arabia was willing to give money to the ensuing Sunni Arab
revolt against Baghdad. After Sunni Arab finance minister, Rafi Issawi,
was sacked in December 2012 many towns and cities in western Iraq
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went on a fully fledged war footing again, but this time against

Al-Maliki and his forces rather than the US-led occupation. In the
Sunni Arab province of Anbar (bordering Saudi Arabia) and in the partly

Sunni Arab north-eastern city of Mosul, the then Saudi head of foreign
intelligence, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, was paying Iraqis to ‘whip it up’

against perceived Iranian-aligned Shia.39 This Saudi support of Sunni
Islamists likewise applied in Syria, at least until Prince Bandar was

sacked as intelligence chief in April 2014. The danger for the Kingdom,
and for its interests in Iraq and Syria, of Bandar doing ‘crazy stuff’ and
acting like an ‘unguided missile’ had finally been recognised.40 Realising

that Bandar had given the Kingdom a major problem, interior minister
Prince Mohammed bin Naif (with US encouragement) was reputedly

instructed to put a check on such ‘outreach’.41 Al-Maliki had sanctioned
one of his senior advisors to talk with the Saudis in early 2013, but to no

avail, while a visit to Iraq by Saudi relatives of Iraqi prisoners formed
part of an aborted prisoner exchange discussion.

The Saudis’ limited influence with the Sunni Arab tribes of Iraq42

leaves it little means to dissuade Iraqi Sunni Arabs from supporting
DAISH. ‘Most [Sunni Arab] Iraqis are with DAISH,’ says a leading

Saudi journalist, adding ‘Iraq gave DAISH to the Sunnis.’43 This he
claims occurred because the west did not take on the Syrian leadership at

a time when DAISH was gaining ground and because of the decreasing
Saudi ability to influence the Sunni Arab community, whether in Iraq or

Syria. He noted further that political trends, such as the Ba’ath or the
Muslim Brotherhood (MB), have been the more typical repositories of

the Iraqi Sunni Arab support, thus DAISH sympathy among Iraq’s
Sunni Arabs is largely tactical. DAISH focussed on war-torn Syria to

establish its base, then redeployed back to its original Iraqi ‘base camp’
from where it set up its mooted khalifate in June 2014. In Mosul and
elsewhere, the military coordination for the DAISH insurrection was

provided by Ba’athi military veterans and younger officers including
Saddam’s Fedayeen, who had originally been trained for a guerrilla-style

conflict with the envisaged US invader. Saudi nationals are well
represented among the foreign minority in DAISH’s ranks, as they were

in AQI.44

The rise of DAISH across Iraq and Syria, and its ability at the very

least to prompt border discomfort in Saudi-aligned Lebanon and Jordan,
led the Saudis to join the US-led air campaign in Syria while avoiding,
like its Arab partners, any military action in Iraq. As a necessary
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precursor for the wider coalition air campaign against DAISH taking

place in both Iraq and Syria, the Iranians were encouraged by the USA to
dispense with Al-Maliki as prime minister in September 2014. Iran

regarded that as a significant enough concession, even though his more
personally sophisticated replacement, Haidar Al-Abadi, is a fellow

Da’wa stalwart and his government is as dominated by Da’wa and other
Iran-associated Shia Islamists. The most important government post,

that of interior minister, is held by a Shia, Mohammed Ghabban. He is a
member of the Badr Brigade.

Saudi Arabia rightly understood that Al-Maliki remained an

influential figure within the upper echelons of the party and was still
head of the ‘State of Law’ parliamentary coalition. Al-Maliki’s control

over the military, built up via the PM’s office, was more institutional
than realised in that the military backed his removal and their control

was consequently passed, in formal terms at least, to Abadi. The
military’s backing for the soft coup also reflected the fact that they, like

the Da’wa Party and the state intelligence services, are closely linked to
Iran. However, mindful of Iraq’s desire for Western as well as Iranian
help in countering DAISH, and believing that Iran would not be invited

by the USA to be a formal coalition partner, the Saudis used their role in
the Arab coalition to reach out to Iraq.

A public engagement by the then Saudi foreign minister Saud Al-
Faisal with the new Iraqi president Fouad Massoum and with Premier

Abadi occurred courtesy of the US-organised coalition summit in Paris
in September 2014. More significantly, the newly appointed Iraqi

foreign minister, a former Da’wa Iraqi PM, Ibrahim Ja’afari, attended a
coalition meeting earlier that same month in Jeddah.

The Saudis also received the deputy Iranian foreign minister around
this time, and welcomed the return of a favoured former Iranian
ambassador to his old job in Riyadh. This reflected the urgency created by

DAISH’s expansion after the mutual dithering on a bilateral encounter
that followed Hassan Rouhani’s election as Iranian president a year earlier.

Saud Al-Faisal also announced that Saudi Arabia would re-open an
embassy in Baghdad for the first time in 24 years, perhaps hoping that

Iraq’s tight relationship with Iran could be at least slightly prised apart.
As of June 2015, the Saudi embassy had not reopened although an earlier

Saudi press report said that its location and appointments of officials were
already in train.45 However security concerns remain a genuine factor.
Tangible evidence of even a modest change in the domestic Iraqi power
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structure would encourage the Saudis to engage more in Iraq despite their

security concerns.
In Iraq, as in Syria, substantive political concessions to Sunni Arabs

were never likely to be the consequence of a war on DAISH. Most likely
a war of attrition between the US-led coalition, including Iraqi

government-aligned forces, and DAISH would continue for some time.
If Sunni Arab disenfranchisement in Iraq remains, alongside a DAISH

threat to the viability of the Iraqi state, then the very modest Saudi-Iraqi
rapprochement will not hold.

In October 2014, there were signs of some Iraqi Sunni Arab tribal

resistance to DAISH, but few put this down to any Saudi influence.
Saudi Arabia looks at Iraq as an Arab entity that is not being true to its

Arabness.46 The extent to which there are Sunni, and some Shia, Arabs
in Iraq who share this perspective creates an opportunity for greater

Saudi influence. Or at least it would have done if what Saudi Arabia and
Arab allies sought at the 2010 election had come to pass, rather than

Allawi becoming just one of the two powerless vice presidents.
Defence is a ‘house’ position for Sunni Arabs politicians but the

ministry itself has proven corrupt and is in any case responsible for what

have proven weak and poorly equipped armed forces. Khaled Al-Obeidi,
the defence minister, is a member of a tribe spanning Mosul, Kirkuk

and Baghdad and, like the former speaker of parliament, Osama Nujaifi
(the other vice president), he is associated with the MB-orientated

Iraqi Islamic Party (IIP). The IIP is the most organised Sunni Arab
political grouping but it struggled to keep up with the renewed Sunni

Arab revolt in western Iraq before the rise of DAISH. As a consequence
splits and alignments with new structures occurred. Like many other

prominent Sunni Arab personalities, its leading figure, Tareq Al-
Hashemi, is out of the game and lives in exile in either the KRG or
Turkey. It has been claimed that Al-Hashemi went first to Saudi Arabia

when Al-Maliki was trying to pin a terrorism charge on him. Some still
see him as the Saudis’ friend but this is refuted by the ex-Saudi

intelligence chief Prince Turki Al-Faisal who said that Hashemi could
hardly be ‘one of ours’ given his politics.47

Mindful of its political and religious status among Iraqi and other
Arab Sunnis, Osama Nujaifi and other Iraqi Sunni Arabs have attempted

to court Saudi Arabia.48 After the MB rose to power in Egypt in 2012,
the IIP, like other MB bodies, were not the Saudis’ natural friends,
although Saudi pragmatism will probably prevent too permanent a
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breach with the MB, as exemplified in Yemen. IIP figures like Osama

Nujaifi and his brother Atheel, who runs Nineveh province, work the
same Iraqi tribal connections that Saudi Arabia seeks to influence.

Osama may also have been a beneficiary of the Saudis’ broad disbursal of
cash just as ‘Sunni tribes and businesspeople’, are backed by Saudi Arabia

in order to influence events in Iraq.49 Atheel is allegedly supported by
the USA in promoting Iraqi Sunni Arab resistance to Sunni extremists, a

cross-over with Saudi interests in Iraq.50

Salah Al-Mutlaq, another leading Iraqi Sunni Arab, was appointed
deputy Iraqi premier in October 2014, a post arguably more significant

than co-vice president. Mutlaq, like many prominent Sunni Arab
personalities, has been funded by Saudi Arabia and it is claimed that he

has received greater amounts since 2010 than yesterday’s man, Ayad
Allawi. Mutlaq enjoys what has been likened to ‘free advertising’ on

Saudi media networks.51

Looking to the future

As long as Saudi Arabia keeps out of the fighting within Iraq, then

Saudi–Iraqi relations could improve from their low base. In substance,
problems remain, including the duality of the Saudi approach to Iraq,

which continues to include a disproportionately large number of Saudis
within DAISH. Like the AQ recruits before them, they are perceived by

Iraq as a Saudi policy choice. However, direct Saudi-Iraqi confrontation
seems unlikely.

Rockets periodically fired from inside Iraq across the Saudi border
raise alarm bells. In November 2013, six landed in the north-eastern

corner of the Kingdom near the Iraqi and Kuwaiti border. They were
probably fired by an Iraqi Shia militant group, one of which, Jaysh Al-
Mukhtar, claimed responsibility, but Saudi Arabia inevitably viewed

the attack as relating to the Shia-led Iraqi government. These self-same
Shia militants actively target fellow Sunni Arabs in Iraq, just as

DAISH targets Shia.
In July 2014, three rockets landed near Ar’ar, site of the residential

compound for Saudi border guards about 12km south of the border.
The relative proximity to Anbar suggested AQ or some similar Sunni

militant group was responsible. Neither country’s leadership made it a
crisis of state-to-state relations, however. The Saudi reaction to DAISH
was to raise its border security focus in terms of both men and material.
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Despite this, small DAISH attacks on border facilities have occurred,

such as in January 2015.
According to Da’wa officials, practical cooperation and information

sharing is something that Iraq is open to.52 However, a Saudi leadership
that is ‘nervous’53 about domestic criticism over its involvement in the

anti-DAISH coalition will probably not substantially engage with a
Shia–led, and perceptibly Shia-orientated, Iraq, whoever is PM in

Baghdad and whoever is king in Riyadh.
In more stable times it might be possible for Iraq to be granted

some form of GCC economic association, perhaps in the manner that

continues to be discussed between the GCC (especially Saudi Arabia) and
Jordan and Morocco. Da’wa would welcome a formal arrangement tying

Iraq to the GCC.54 However, at present there is little Saudi enthusiasm
for such an arrangement, and GCC membership talks with Jordan and

Moroccan are stalled as the preferred Saudi approach remains one of
patron and client.

Perhaps a self-interested confidence-building measure like reactivat-
ing the ‘Iraqi Pipeline to Saudi Arabia’ (IPSA) is more likely. IPSA was a
practical response to the mining of the Gulf in the Iran–Iraq war but

was disconnected after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and shut-off
by the Saudis in 2001. There were rumours that the Saudis had been

persuaded by the USA to reopen it after the 2003 invasion. Nothing has
happened since, although the Saudi component was tested in the first

half of 2012 and was reportedly being used domestically before that. The
Saudis were at one time also connected, via the Tapline (Trans-Arabian

Pipeline), to Jordan and Lebanon. IPSA or the Tapline could serve both
Iraq and the Kingdom by giving both countries an alternative export

line to that of the narrow waterways of the Gulf. In Iraq’s case it could be
an alternative to the uncertainties of piping oil through Kurdish or
DAISH-held territory.

More prosaically, Saudi Arabia’s willingness to swing both ways in oil
production terms has had little regard for Iraqi oil revenue needs since

1990 and some Iraqis would argue that this attitude played a part in the
invasion of Kuwait in August that year. While Saudi Arabia can sustain

relatively low oil prices with the aid of foreign investment revenues, Iraq
and its ally Iran cannot. Assuming that Iraq is able to ensure full control

over its domestic oil production and exports, then it will demand a
larger oil output quota from OPEC over the medium term (at Saudi
Arabia’s expense).
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Saudi Arabia’s influence inside Iraq is relatively modest. Whether

Iraq’s Sunni Arabs decide to ditch DAISH will be largely their
decision. Saudi Arabia will have little choice but to work with it.55

How much this would affect Riyadh–Baghdad relations is unclear.
Iraq will stay close to Iran and Saudi Arabia continues to view Iraq

through the prism of its competition with Iran. This will probably
continue even if the Iranian relationship with the USA markedly

improves following a US-led nuclear deal or a more energised US
foreign policy under a new president from January 2017. As is most
often the case, however, there is little sense that Saudi Arabia is

considering these scenarios deeply.
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CHAPTER 9

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH ISRAEL ANDPALESTINE

René Rieger

Background

Saudi Arabia has never had official diplomatic, political, or economic
relations with Israel. The Kingdom declared war on Israel shortly after

its declaration of independence on 14 May 1948 and, legally, the state of
war between the two states continues to this day. However, despite the
fact that the political leaderships of Saudi Arabia and Israel remain at

odds, particularly with regard to Palestine and the status of Jerusalem,
the official bilateral state of war is now little more than a political

symbol. The second and last time that Saudi and Israeli soldiers actually
fought on the battlefield was during the October 1973 war, the first time

having been in 1948 during the first Arab–Israeli war. Saudi–Israeli
clashes were a rather insignificant sideshow, particularly in 1973 when

Saudi military deployment was merely symbolic.1 In the 1970s, Israeli
jets repeatedly intruded into Saudi airspace and dropped empty fuel

tanks on the landing strips of Saudi military airfields in a demonstration
to the Saudi leadership of its military vulnerability.2 In 1981, the lack of
Saudi air surveillance allowed Israeli jets to cross hundreds of kilometres

of Saudi airspace during Operation Opera in the course of which the Iraqi
Osirak reactor was destroyed.

At present neither state considers the other a direct military threat.
From Israel’s standpoint, this was confirmed in 2011 when Israel’s

ambassador to Germany declared that his country had no objection to



the sale of modern German Leopard 2 main battle tanks to Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia no longer considers Israel’s high-tech military a threat to
its security and there is a mutual lack of interest in a military conflict.

Both states have several coinciding interests and security concerns
that have been reinforced since the outbreak of the Arab uprisings.

Primary among these are Iran’s nuclear programme and its influence and
actions in the Middle East, Hizbollah’s role in Lebanon and Syria,

the activities of Hamas and its Muslim Brotherhood (MB) sister
organisations and the threat emanating from Al-Qaida (AQ) and
subsequently DAISH. Both the Saudi and Israeli leaderships want Iran’s

regional power to be strictly limited and its nuclear programme stopped.
They want the influence of Hizbollah, Hamas and the MB to be

considerably weakened and AQ and other Islamist militants to be
annihilated. Both states also share deep strategic partnerships with the

United States and with the Egyptian military and both have an interest
in political stability and economic prosperity in their region. These

commonalities, however, do not make Saudi Arabia and Israel partners.
In spite of their common interests and threat perceptions, the Saudi
leadership will refrain from any official or significant unofficial ties with

Israel until the Arab–Israeli conflict has been settled.
Saudi–Palestinian relations have traditionally been characterised by

Saudi support for comparatively moderate forces. Wary of radical
Palestinian groups such as the Arab Nationalist Movement and its

Marxist successors, such as the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine (PFLP: founded in 1968), the Saudi leadership gave political

and financial support to Fatah (founded in 1965), which in turn refrained
from political activism in the Kingdom.

Saudi–Fatah relations suffered significantly when the Palestine
Liberation Organisation (PLO) chairman and Fatah leader, Yasser Arafat,
sided with Saddam Hussein over Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait in August

1990. However, secular, Palestinian nationalist Fatah has remained the
faction that Saudi Arabia provides with the most political and financial

support. Hamas, on the other hand, has been viewed with great
scepticism and concern although Saudi Arabia allowed significant

private Saudi contributions to flow to Hamas coffers in the 1980s and
1990s. It is also believed that some Saudi state financial support was

granted.3 This allowed the Saudi leadership to make links with the
major competing trend within the Palestinian political spectrum and
was also a means to punish Fatah in the aftermath of the 1990–1 Gulf
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crisis.4 It should also be noted that Saudi Arabia has been a long-

standing host of MB exiles, including Palestinian ones. Its attitude to
the MB in general and Hamas specifically began to change markedly

after 9/11 but King Abdullah still hosted the short-lived Macca
Agreement between Fatah and Hamas in 2007. However, the Saudi

leadership has since come to see the MB as a political and ideological
threat to both its domestic stability and its traditional alliances in the

Arab world. In addition, Hamas’ militant strategy, its perceived
unwillingness to compromise in the conflict with Israel and what were
its close ties with Iran, displeased the Saudi leadership.

Saudi Arabia’s stance toward Israel

Ever since 1948, the Saudi leadership has viewed Israel largely through

the lens of the Arab–Israeli conflict. This remains true despite the
fact that the Kingdom has moved from rejecting Israel’s right to exist

and, in effect, supporting its annihilation, to providing its own
accommodating peace initiative, the Abdullah Plan, which was
subsequently adopted by the Arab League and the Organisation of the

Islamic Conference (OIC).
Following the Arab defeat during the 1967 war, the Saudi leadership

realised that Israel was there to stay and that the Arab states would
not be able to recreate the territorial status quo of 13 May 1948. The

objective behind Saudi support for the 1973 October war was not the
destruction of Israel but the Arab re-conquest of the territories lost six

years earlier, particularly the eastern portion of Jerusalem including the
Muslim holy sites. In the years leading to the 1973 war, Saudi Arabia

publicly rejected UN Security Council Resolution 242 and its call for a
return to the pre-1967 borders. In these years, Saudi Arabia also called
publicly for the elimination of the Israeli state and the establishment of a

multi-sect, democratic Palestine.5 However, in private conversations
with US officials both Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal and his minister of

state for foreign affairs, Omar Saqqaf, repeatedly expressed a different
view. While the Saudi leadership would not publicly accept the Security

Council resolution or propose a settlement based on the document, they
were willing to accept almost any shift of borders that the Arab frontline

states and Israel would agree upon. The only issue on which Saudi Arabia
was absolutely unwilling to compromise was the status of Jerusalem, or
more precisely, its Muslim holy sites.6
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Following Egyptian president Gamal Abdul-Nasser’s death in 1970,

the Saudi leadership was successful in facilitating Egypt’s change of Cold
War camps. Saudi Arabia’s motivation was twofold: first, Saudi Arabia

and particularly King Faisal were anti-communist and secondly, they
expected the US government to take a more balanced stance in the

Arab–Israeli conflict once the militarily most powerful Arab state joined
Israel in the US camp. It was to a large extent the result of Saudi shuttle

diplomacy between Cairo and Washington that President Sadat ordered
all Soviet personnel in July 1972 to leave Egypt within a matter of days.7

However, when the anticipated shift in US policy failed to materialise,

Saudi Arabia backed Egypt in its preparation and execution of the war
against Israel.

In the aftermath of the 1973 war and the subsequent global oil crisis,
the Saudi government used its increased power and status in the Arab

world to work towards a settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict. In the
post-war years it was involved in consultations with the US government

and the Arab frontline states in the run-up to a US-led Arab–Israeli
conference in Geneva.

In autumn 1981, prompted mainly by the 1979 Egyptian-Israeli

peace treaty and Egypt’s subsequent expulsion from the Arab League,
then Saudi crown prince Fahd issued a peace plan, offering significant

compromises with Israel. Rejected at the November 1981 Arab League
summit in Fez, a modified version was adopted at the September 1982

summit. Taking advantage of developments in the interim, the Saudi
leadership was able to persuade several hitherto opposing Arab states to

agree to its initiative. The Israeli annexation of the Golan Heights in
December 1981 and the shooting down of some Syrian jets during the

1982 Lebanon war had left Syria embarrassed and in need of greater
Saudi diplomatic and financial support. This was even more the case for
the PLO, which had been forced to leave Beirut and relocate to Tunis

following Israel’s invasion of Lebanon. Iraq, the third major opponent of
the Fahd plan in 1981, was increasingly in need of Saudi economic aid

now that the tide of its war with Iran had turned to the latter’s
advantage. Saudi Arabia was ready to make compromises and agreed to

several modifications of its initial peace proposal. Although slightly less
accommodating to Israel than the original Fahd Plan, the first pan-Arab

peace initiative was a milestone in the Arab states’ stance toward Israel.
It represented the end of Khartoum era rejectionism, so called because of
the Arab states pledge at an Arab League summit in Sudan shortly after
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the 1967 war to abide by three principles in dealing with Israel: no

peace, no recognition and no negotiations.
Although the 1982 peace initiative did not explicitly propose Arab

recognition of Israel’s right to exist or offer a peace agreement, implicitly
it did exactly that.8 As a quid pro quo, the peace plan requested Israel to

withdraw from all Arab territories it had occupied in 1967, including
East Jerusalem; to dismantle settlements built on Arab land since 1967;

to accept the Palestinian people’s right to return or the right to
compensation for those who did not wish to; and to agree to a Palestinian
state, consisting of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem as

its capital. In the end, the peace proposal came to nothing, due to Israel’s
rejection of it and a lack of US support.9

Other issues then became more pressing such as the Iran–Iraq war,
the readmission of Egypt to the Arab League and supporting Afghan

mujahedeen fighters against the Soviet military. With the outbreak of the
first intifada in the Occupied Territories in December 1987, however,

Saudi Arabia refocused on the Arab–Israeli conflict and took a more
hostile stance toward Israel while increasing its diplomatic, political and
financial support for the PLO. By early 1991, the global and regional

political constellations had significantly changed once more. In the
preceding months, Iraq had annexed Kuwait and been subsequently

defeated and weakened by a US-led multinational coalition that
included Egypt, Syria and Saudi Arabia. The United States had emerged

from the 1991 Gulf war as a very powerful actor in the Middle East.
Encouraged by its increased power status, its improved image in the

Arab world and the realisation that cooperation with traditional foes
such as Syria was possible, the administration of George Bush Sr.

promoted an Arab-Israeli peace initiative. The end of the Cold War and
the gradual development of a cooperative US–Soviet working
relationship further increased the chances of a breakthrough. Saudi

Arabia publicly welcomed the 1991 Madrid Peace Conference that
brought delegations from Israel, Egypt, Jordan (which took part in a

joint delegation with Palestinian representatives), Lebanon and Syria to
the negotiation table. Saudi Arabia sent its ambassador to Washington,

Prince Bandar bin Sultan, as an observer. While the Saudi leadership
refused to engage in direct negotiations with Israel, Prince Bandar was

reportedly instrumental in softening the Syrian position toward Israel
during the conference. A few months earlier, during a meeting with
American Jewish leaders in New York, Prince Bandar, speaking on
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behalf of King Fahd, emphasised Israel’s right to exist. Saudi Arabia gave

behind the scenes political support to the bilateral negotiations between
Israel and Jordanian–Palestinian, Lebanese and Syrian delegations that

followed the Madrid Conference. The same occurred at the January 1992
multilateral peace conference in Moscow.10 The Saudi leadership

publicly supported the two so-called Oslo agreements of 1993 and 1995
respectively. On the occasion of the ceremonial signing of the Oslo II

(Interim Self-Government) Accord, King Fahd praised the agreement as
a ‘positive step toward a just and comprehensive peace’.11

The six GCC states decided to ease their enforcement of the Arab

League’s boycott against Israel and lifted their secondary and tertiary
boycott of Israel in September 1994. Saudi Foreign Minister Saud Al-

Faisal’s public condemnation of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s
assassination could also be seen as a step toward normalisation of relations

with Israel.12 Nonetheless, Saudi Arabia maintained its stance of rejecting
any official relations with Israel prior to the termination of theArab–Israeli

conflict. In this regard, Riyadh continued to favour a comprehensive
settlement of the conflict based on Arab consensus, as suggested by the
1981 FahdPlan, over bilateral Arab–Israeli peace treaties. Accordingly, the

Saudi leadership signed the so-called Alexandria Agreement in December
1994 mainly as a reaction to the October 1994 Israeli–Jordanian peace

treaty.13 The agreement, co-signed by Egypt and Syria, stated that
henceforward no Arab state should enter into a bilateral peace agreement

with Israel without the prior approval of the three major Arab powers.
Two decades after the release of the Fahd Plan, Crown Prince Abdullah

went public with a new peace proposal albeit via an American journalist.14

Based on the same principles, the Abdullah Plan was significantly more

accommodating towards Israel. On 28 March 2002, the Arab League
adopted a slightly amended version of the Abdullah Plan during its Beirut
summit. This second Arab peace initiative called on Israel to fully

withdraw ‘from all the territories occupied since 1967, including the
Syrian Golan Heights to the lines of 4 June 1967 as well as the remaining

occupied Lebanese territories in the south of Lebanon’15 and to recognise
the eventual establishment of a ‘Sovereign independent Palestinian state

on the Palestinian territories occupied since the 4th of June 1967 in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as its capital.’16 In return,

all Arab states would ‘consider the Arab–Israeli conflict ended, and enter
into a peace agreement with Israel, and provide security for all the states of
the region’.17 Furthermore, the Arab states pledged to ‘establish normal
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relations with Israel in the context of this comprehensive peace’.18 With

regard to the Palestinian refugees, the peace plan requested Israel to
achieve a ‘just solution to the Palestinian refugee problem to be agreed

upon in accordance with UN General Assembly Resolution 194’.19 This
resolution of 1948 demands the Palestinian refugees’ right to ‘return to

their homes and live at peace with their neighbours’ and stresses their
right to compensation ‘for the property of those choosing not to return and

for loss of or damage to property which, under principles of international
law or in equity, should be made good by the Governments or authorities
responsible’.20 Just like 20 years earlier, Saudi Arabia took the lead in

shifting the Arab states’ stance toward Israel. The 2002 Arab Peace
Initiative was shortly adopted by the member states of the Organisation of

the Islamic Conference – with the notable exception of Iran. It offers Israel
a normalisation of relations on the basis of a compromise that coincides

with established international law and the demands of legally binding UN
Security Council resolutions.

The Israeli government immediately and strongly rejected the peace
initiative and to this day rejects inter alia the demanded return to the
pre-1967 borders. Nonetheless, the Saudi leadership holds on to the

principles of the Arab Peace Initiative as the appropriate basis for a
solution of the Arab–Israeli conflict. In March 2007, at the Arab League

summit in Riyadh, the Arab Peace Initiative was re-endorsed with
only one abstention, that of the then Palestinian Authority (PA) prime

minister (and Hamas representative) Ismail Haniyeh. The fact that
Hamas did not reject the initiative outright can be seen as a significant

success for Saudi lobbying.

The pitfalls of engagement

Since its inception, the Arab–Israeli conflict has presented significant

challenges to the Saudi leadership’s basic policy interests. The on-going,
decade-long conflict has over time strengthened different radical state

and non-state actors within the Arab and Islamic world, whose interests
often clashed with Riyadh’s. Often found guilty by association for US

Middle East policy and particularly the US bias towards Israel in the
Arab–Israeli conflict, Saudi Arabia has been the target of propaganda as

well as foreign and home-grown terrorism. The continuation of the
Arab–Israeli conflict remains a recruiting tool for radical Islamist
organisations, many of which consider the Saudi leadership to be
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apostates who need to be relieved of their custodianship of the Two Holy

Mosques (haramain) in Makka and Madina. In addition, since its
revolution in 1979, Iran has used the close Saudi–US alliance as a

propaganda tool, allowing it to increase its influence in the Arab world,
much to the dislike of the Saudi leadership.

A factor that is often overlooked or understated in the analysis of
Saudi policy toward the Arab–Israeli conflict is the influence of the

genuine compassion that at least some of Saudi Arabia’s top decision
makers have for the Palestinian people’s plight. Outraged by unabated
US support for Israel’s violent crack-down on Palestinians during the

Al-Aqsa Intifada in 2001, for example, the then crown prince and
subsequent king, Abdullah rejected several invitations by US President

Bush and let Saudi ambassador to the US, Prince Bandar bin Sultan,
deliver an unusually strong message to US Secretary of State Colin

Powell ending with the words, ‘From now on, we will protect our
national interests regardless of where America’s interests lie in the region

politically, militarily and security-wise.’21 Reportedly, shocked by
Abdullah’s strong words, the US administration immediately drafted a
major Middle East speech including a pledge to work towards the

creation of a Palestinian state. However, shortly before Powell was
scheduled to give the speech, which would have featured the Bush

administration’s first public commitment to the two-state solution, the
terrorist attacks of 9/11 occurred and the White House discarded its

initiative. However, the Saudi leadership’s compassion has been
constrained by its political preferences, most obviously in the Gaza

wars of 2008/9 and particularly that of 2014.

Saudi Arabia and Israel:
No cooperation despite shared interests

Saudi Arabia and Israel continue to share several security concerns and
strategic interests. Both leaderships consider Iran and particularly the

Iranian nuclear programme to be a major threat and an Iranian nuclear
weapons capability strategically disastrous. The possession of nuclear
arms would make Iran virtually unassailable and significantly increase its

regional power. It would allow it to increase its support for Hizbollah
and Hamas as well as amplifying its ability to meddle in the domestic

affairs of Arab states including Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Iraq, Lebanon and
Yemen. The Israeli government is mainly concerned about its physical

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS WITH ISRAEL ANDPALESTINE 157



security, which would be vulnerable to Iranian nuclear weapons and

endangered by stronger Hamas and Hizbollah forces. The Saudi
leadership has multi-layered concerns regarding its external security and

its domestic stability. It suspects that Iran might try to stir up a Shiite
rebellion in the oil-rich Eastern Province and more widely, challenge

Riyadh’s desire that the Arabian Peninsula be an exclusive zone of Saudi
influence. Tools at Iran’s disposal include increasing its support for

Bahraini oppositionists as well as the Yemeni Houthi and strengthening
Hamas and Hizbollah, two groups Saudi Arabia is politically and
ideologically at odds with. Hence, both Saudi Arabia and Israel favour

heavy pressure on Iran regarding the nuclear issue and both were
unhappy about the November 2013, P5 þ 1, Iranian interim agreement

and the partial lifting of sanctions.
However, this continuing and ever growing congruence in interests

and threat perceptions still does not make Saudi Arabia and Israel
partners. Although they are lobbying in Washington and elsewhere for

the same policy approach, the two governments are most likely not
engaged in any form of common strategy development. If Iran came
close to crossing the nuclear arms threshold and Israel were to bomb

Iran’s nuclear installations, the Saudi government’s reaction would most
probably be unostentatious public criticism of yet another Israeli attack

on a Muslim state. Nonetheless, behind closed doors, the Saudi
leadership would certainly chink glasses of Saudi champagne. However,

despite being suggested as a possibility by some analysts22 it is highly
unlikely that the Saudi leadership would grant Israeli jets the right to fly

through Saudi airspace on their way to Iran. The repercussions of such
permission would be far too costly, putting Saudi Arabia’s security and

domestic stability at great risk. Israeli jets intruding into Saudi airspace
without prior authorisation would place the Saudi leadership in a
significant dilemma as the intrusion would no longer go undetected as

during Operation Opera. In such a scenario, the Saudi leadership might be
forced into some kind of military reaction. Irrespective of the nuclear

issue, Saudi Arabia and Israel both wish to contain Iranian influence in
the Arab world but direct Saudi–Israeli cooperation towards this end is

highly unlikely.
Although both Saudi Arabia and Israel consider Hamas and, with

varying emphasis, its MB sister organisations to be threatening to their
interests, the underlying reasons for this concurrent threat perception
are different. Israel considers Hamas a threat to its security and the
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Israel-critical Egyptian MB a danger to its constructive and largely

cooperative working relationship with Egypt. In the case of the Saudi
leadership, concerns about Hamas and the MB are more complex.

Although Saudi Arabia acknowledges the Palestinian people’s right to
self-defence, it considers Hamas’ militant approach and what Riyadh

sees as its unwillingness to compromise an obstacle to an Israeli–
Palestinian peace settlement. Mahmoud Abbas and the Fatah-led PA

shared the Saudi disdain for the change of leadership in Egypt in 2011.
Egypt under Mubarak had been a close ally (and Egypt was an original
sponsor) of the PLO and of Yasser Arafat. The fall of the Egyptian MB

and the assertion of General Sisi’s control over the country and its
borders with Gaza, was therefore an advantage for the PA and Fatah

interests in the West Bank.
Hamas–Iranian relations and Iran’s logistic and military support

for the Palestinian party, seemingly ongoing despite Hamas’ fallout
with Syria, has further disgruntled the Saudi leadership. Moreover,

Saudi Arabia has increasingly considered Hamas and its MB sister
organisations, most importantly the Egyptian MB, to be threatening,
as their political ideology directly challenges the Saudi political order

while referring to a common conservative Sunni source of legitimacy.
The MB’s firmly republican political ideology also clearly contradicts

the political reality and interests of the Saudi monarchical system. The
election of Mohammad Morsi in the first post-Mubarak presidential

elections and the MB’s general gain in political influence in Egypt
concerned the Saudi leadership greatly. Morsi’s rapprochement to

Iran made things even worse. Hence, when popular protests against
President Morsi increased in the early summer of 2013, Riyadh did not

hesitate to support the Egyptian military coup against him and has
since given significant financial support to the new Egyptian leadership
around Abdul Fatah Al-Sisi. In early March 2014, following Egypt’s

example, the Saudi leadership branded the MB as a terrorist organisation
giving it something else in common with Israel. Interestingly, Saudi

Arabia did not explicitly rank Hamas among the designated terrorist
organisations but neither did it exempt the Palestinian movement from

the MB’s designation.
After a week of silence, on June 2014, the Saudi leadership expressed

its support for the newly inaugurated technocratic Palestinian national
unity government (NUG), based on a Fatah–Hamas reconciliation deal.
Despite the delayed reaction, it can be assumed that Riyadh considered
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the formation of the NUG a positive development as it, at least

temporarily, ended intra-Palestinian violence and could have, if properly
implemented, reduced Hamas’ authority in Gaza.

The Saudi leadership’s long silence regarding Israel’s air and ground
campaign in Gaza over the summer of 2014 that year was striking,

however, nurturing speculation about Riyadh’s complicity in Israel’s
military operation against Hamas, especially given former Saudi

intelligence chief Prince Turki Al-Faisal’s assignment of partial guilt to
Hamas for the conflict escalation.23 During the conflict King Abdullah
conferred with the PA president and Fatah leader, Mahmoud Abbas, in

Jeddah. Abbas himself had at this point taken a relatively cautious
approach to the destruction being wrought on Gaza by Israel. In August,

King Abdullah’s condemnation of DAISH as those, ‘trying to hijack
Islam and present it to the world as a religion of extremism’,24 was

widely misinterpreted as referring to Hamas.
The Saudi leadership would have been delighted if Hamas, its militant

strategy and its ideological reach had been struck a painful blow. However,
Israel’s military campaign cost the lives of more than 2,000 Palestinians
and injured more than 11,000 others, most of them civilians. It is hard to

imagine that the Saudi leadership would welcome the cost of killing and
mutilating such a high number of Palestinian civilians. This is even harder

to accept given that Israel’s military actions ultimately weakened Hamas
militarily but strengthened it politically. Hamas was able to win (back)

the support of many Gazans who had previously disapproved of the
militant group.25 Moreover, the mass suffering of Gazans seems also to

have increased Hamas’ approval ratings in the Kingdom.26 Considering
the ideological challenge that Hamas, as a MB movement, represents, this

foreseeable development is certainly cause for concern. Additionally, the
Saudi leadership felt pressured to take an explicitly anti-Israeli stance to
offset the anger about Gazan suffering expressed by much Saudi and wider

Arab popular opinion as well as some media comment.
In the end, King Abdullah’s eventual condemnation of Israel’s attacks

on Gaza as ‘collective massacre’ and ‘war crimes against humanity’27 was
seemingly an expression of genuine conviction. More importantly,

however, the strategic considerations of not allowing Iran or Sunni
militants to be the only ones publicly condemning Israel necessitated a

strongly worded response.
For its part, Israel argues that the greater strategic challenge for all

so-called moderate states of the region (Israel and Saudi Arabia included)
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is not the West Bank and Gaza but Iran and unchecked Sunni Arab

extremism, which it claims are related. Now is not, nor seemingly is
ever, the time for the Saudi peace plan, says Israel.28 Ceding territory, as

Israel did in Gaza and Lebanon, would aid ‘militant Islam’ according to
Israeli premier, Benamin Netanyahu.29 From the Israeli perspective,

a sovereign Palestine along the lines envisaged by King Abdullah in
his 2002 proposal would run the risk of subverting Jordan, whose

population is mainly Palestinian. A potential ‘Hamasistan’ running
from the River Jordan to Iraq would also run the risk of advantaging Iran
given its residual alignment with Hamas.

Saudi Arabia and Israel both consider Al-Qaida and DAISH to be
threats to their interests. However, there is no evidence that this shared

threat perception has led to any kind of cooperation, just as there is no
common strategy regarding Hamas or Hizbollah. As is so often the

case in the Saudi, once-removed relationship with Israel, there is tacit
acceptance of Israeli actions deemed useful for Saudi Arabia such as

repeated air strikes on Hizbollah installations and supply lines in Syria.
Just a few weeks after the Gaza war ended, Netanyahu claimed that in

light of the mutual threat from Sunni and Shia extremism, the ‘Sunni

Arab states’ are re-evaluating their relationship with Israel because it is
their ‘ally in the fight against this common enemy’,30 implying Israel

had their backing for attacking Gaza. The Saudi king’s eventual need to
publicly condemn what happened in Gaza was a measure of the gap

between an unspoken commonality of interests in some respects and the
realpolitik that nominally places Israel and Saudi Arabia on opposing

sides. For Israel, the strength of DAISH in Syria and Iraq and the
potential challenge it represents to Jordan is a further reason not to cede

sovereign control of territory that could bring such forces even closer to
the Jewish state.

It is also a reason why Israel could intervene in Jordan (as it

threatened to if Syria intervened in the 1970 internal Jordanian
conflict) should there be a serious likelihood of the Hashemite

throne collapsing. Israel also seems to accept that for Saudi Arabia the
rise of DAISH in neighbouring territory is genuinely an existential

challenge, even as it recognises that past Saudi behaviour toward
armed salafis has given it something to prove in ideological and PR

terms.31 DAISH is another concern Israel shares with Saudi Arabia
but is not one they can be expected to substantively cooperate on.
Israel is also very aware of the links between salafi militancy in Syria
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and Iraq and the Gulf Arab states, including Saudi Arabia. Israel is

unlikely to wholly share the Saudi desire for Assad to fall in Damascus,
given the likely increased threat from salafi militancy on Israel’s

northern border.

Conclusion

The Kingdom has come a long way from rejecting Israel’s right to

exist and joining the fight for its destruction, to championing an
accommodating pan-Arab and pan-Islamic peace. Saudi Arabia has taken
risks to get the Arab states to back an offer that appears to be the only

viable solution to the conflict and feels that the ball is firmly in Israel’s
court. It is likely to continue to be sceptical about how Hamas can be

part of any solution other than under possible PA power-sharing
arrangements. Conveniently perhaps it is the regional states (including

Saudi Arabia) aligned against the MB that are also the most amenable to
territorial compromise with Israel. On Iran, Saudi Arabia and Israel are

effectively allies whose policy preferences more or less mirror the other,
but no direct cooperation is likely to occur despite the benefits this could
have for both countries.
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CHAPTER 10

SAUDI ARABIA AND JORDAN

Neil Partrick

Introduction

Saudi–Jordanian relations are a mismatch between broadly identical

interests and different means and capacities to realise them. Saudi Arabia
can exercise influence but, despite changes under King Salman, is

hamstrung by leadership structure, habit and political culture. Jordan
has some advantages in terms of leadership structure, habit and political
culture but only limited influence.

For Saudi Arabia, the survival of a fellow and neighbouring
conservative monarchy and fear of an alternative are key factors in the

relationship. Saudi Arabia’s internal political situation does not define its
attitude toward Jordan. Although Jordan’s internal political situation

makes it sensitive to the work of Saudi Islamic agencies and the
statements of some Saudi clerics, its political problems are largely a

domestic affair. These in turn affect its foreign policy orientation, and in
this respect a mutual concern about domestic security vulnerabilities has

long made both kingdoms relatively dependent on the USA.
The extent to which they cannot wholly rely on the USA, however, is

one reason why Jordan is increasingly more interested in a closer

relationship with Saudi Arabia and with other Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries. This encourages Saudi Arabia to take a closer interest

in Jordan but there are limits to the importance of the relationship in
either country. Neither side’s internal or external problems can be

resolved by the actions or inactions of the other, although more generous



Saudi largesse would help. Neither leadership can guarantee the survival

of the other, or even be expected to do much to assist it if under threat.
However, these two countries with ‘somewhat identical interests’1 do

seem committed to working more closely together. In what both
leaderships see as a more threatening regional environment, this

commitment is important.

Historical background

There is a well-worn cliché that the historical fallout between the house

of Saud and the house of Hashem over the Hijaz, and specifically over
responsibility for the two holiest Islamic sites of Makka and Madina

(haramain), continues to sour relations between the two states.
The Hashemite lineage was traceable to the family of the Prophet

Mohammed. On this basis Hashemite rule in the Hijaz was upheld by
the Ottoman Empire, whose sultan received tribute from them. The

Ottomans also recognised Ibn Saud’s rule in the Nejd, and so the collapse
of the Ottoman Empire after the World War I encouraged the
Al-Saud–Hashemite struggle in Arabia. The Hashemites promoted an

Arabised Islamic identity rooted in their historic sense of rightful rule
over the haramain but they were unable to counter the Al-Saud’s historic
alliance with Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab (i.e. ‘Wahhabism’). The
ejection of Sherif Ali and the Hashemites from the Hijaz in 1924 by the

rival tribal alliance of Ibn Saud is always presented by Saudi Arabia in
religious terms.

Their clash had an intra-Sunni Islamic dimension but Ibn Saud
did not want responsibility for Jerusalem or Palestine. In fact when Ibn

Saud subsumed the territorial holding of the Hijaz into a recognised
Saudi kingdom in 1925, he secured British diplomatic acquiescence in
return for the Hashemites retaining Aqaba and Ma’an for inclusion in

the new entity of Trans-Jordan (i.e. the eastern portion of historic
Palestine). His subsequent willingness to aid Jordan was in part an

appreciation of it as a buffer separating Saudi Arabia from Israel. Saudi
kings project themselves as custodians of the haramain. That obliges
them to continue to take an interest in Jerusalem, while Jordan keeps a
conceptual, legal and practical foothold in the haram-a-sherif (noble

sanctuary, the third holiest site in Islam).
During the 1948 Arab–Israeli war the Saudis made a modest and

discreet contribution to the effort of the Jordanian Arab Legion.2 Israel’s
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victory, and Jordan’s consequent responsibility for what remained of

Palestine, encouraged the Jordanian king, Abdullah, and the Saudi king,
Abdulaziz, to settle their differences. At subsequent post-war or other

crisis points in Jordanian history, Saudi troops offered assistance to
Jordan (see below).3 Saudi Arabia later acted against Jordan’s perceived

national interest when it went with the overwhelming Arab trend in
favour of the PLO as the Palestinians’ official representative in 1974.

However, the two states maintained broadly amicable relations until the
Gulf crisis of 1990–1 when the Jordanian leadership refused to side
against Iraq, a judgement largely rooted, like many of its calculations, in

domestic politics and geography. Relations have improved enormously
since then and historic Saudi sensitivities concerning its Hashemite rival

in Arabia are largely that. They do not directly affect Saudi Arabia’s
contemporary policy toward Jordan. There are some Saudi concerns

about Hashemite irredentism in general, but, short of state collapse in
either country, this is seen as finished business.4

Objectives

In Jordan, authority over foreign policy and much else resides with a
relatively energetic king, although foreign ministers with greater

experience do enjoy considerable autonomy. The monarch also claims
that Jordan’s powerful intelligence service can block major domestic

change.5 In both Jordan and Saudi Arabia, leadership style and policy
making processes are antithetical to careful reflection or considered and

ongoing reassessment. Vertical authority structures compound the
problem on both sides where the final say is with the king. While

consensus is a greater necessity in Saudi Arabia, it is still largely a
familial one and neither leadership is completely independent of local
political pressure or external actors. However, the management of

foreign affairs is largely a centrally driven process.
A mutual interest in each other’s survival is almost a given. Since

2003 both countries have worried about the regional gains of Iran, most
obviously in Iraq, something that encouraged the Jordanian king’s 2004

statement about a ‘Shia crescent’ in the region. This suggested a firm
alignment with the status quo Sunni powers: Egypt, Saudi Arabia and

the Gulf Arab states, a view at odds with how his father King Hussein
(d.1999) had cultivated the Shia in Iraq for strategic and related
religious reasons.
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After the fallout from the Gulf crisis of 1990–1 had left his country

relatively isolated, King Hussein wanted to restore Jordanian influence
in Iraq. Playing on the respect for him as a sayyed (descendent of the

Prophet), and the obvious Shia disaffection with the incumbent Iraqi
leadership, Hussein tried to engender Shia sympathy. After the 2003

invasion, however, Iraq was out of bounds to a new Jordanian king,
Abdullah bin Hussein, who this time wanted to be on the ‘right side’ of a

US-led, Gulf war.
Jordanian ambitions are relative. For one thing it is an economic

minnow compared to Saudi Arabia. Abdulrahman Al-Rashed has

observed that his country’s weekly oil earnings are equivalent to what
Jordan receives in a year from its phosphate and other mineral resources.6

Jordan’s periodic difficulties in maintaining cheap Egyptian gas and
having to make unpopular cuts to public fuel subsidies, emphasises its

need for predictable Saudi and wider Gulf fiscal support. Its water and
power needs encourage a closer association with Gulf Arab states in the

hope that Jordan can benefit from any Gulf explorations of alternative
fuel sources and desalinated water projects.7 Jordan also believes the
Gulf can be the solution to its unemployment and under-investment.8

Countering the Brothers

After 2010 shared concerns about Iran were almost supplanted by

worries about the regional growth of the Sunni-orientated Muslim
Brotherhood (MB) in the context of the Arab uprisings. King Abdullah

bin Hussein’s powerful MB opposition, along with his secular critics,
think he has mistakenly exploited this to emphasise Jordan’s apparent

political repositioning toward the Gulf. In a meeting of Jordanian
activists the King reportedly argued that there was a new axis including
Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the UAE in opposition to an axis including

(MB-led) Egypt, Turkey and Qatar that was seeking to promote an
Islamist government in Syria.9 Some of his domestic critics argue that

this regional perspective overlaps with domestic hostility to the MB.
The Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood (JMB) itself claims that the palace

genuinely fears and almost wilfully misperceives them, rather than just
exaggerating their ‘threat’ as a means to attract external, including Saudi

and US, support.10 However, while the desire to attract Saudi money
reinforces King Abdullah bin Hussein’s desire to constrain the power of
the JMB, it does not drive it. The JMB argue that Saudi Arabia
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‘overreacts’ about its strength in the region and this view is heard

from MB supporters in Saudi Arabia too. The respective domestic
strengths of the JMB and the Saudi Muslim Brotherhood do not

contribute much to state-to-state relations. There is little organisational
relationship between the national branches, in part precisely because of

the lack of a Saudi ‘organisation’. While the Saudi MB has successfully
but discreetly contested local elections, and has a few loosely associated

Islamist personalities, its political room for manoeuvre is limited.11

If the Jordanian leadership’s resistance to Muslim Brotherhood
power, at home and abroad, is essentially domestically driven, Saudi

Arabia’s concern is largely externally focussed and grew sharply in the
wake of actual and prospective leadership changes in the region. This

overlap of interests places both Saudi Arabia and Jordan in a position
critical of Qatar.

Even if its preference would not be for MB governments, Saudi Arabia
works with a broad range of potential allies in the region. Like other Gulf

Arab states, in the 1950s and 1960s Saudi Arabia gave a platform to
known foreign MB activists at public universities and in its education
ministry and religious outreach bodies. This echoes Jordan’s historic

accommodation of theMB, although Jordan’s KingHussein was driven by
the need for domestic legitimacy in his struggle with Palestinian Nasserites

and leftists. King Abdullah bin Hussein is very aware of the difficulties of
managing a Jordanian population that is mostly of Palestinian origin. The

fact that many Jordanian-Palestinians vote for the JMB’s political wing,
the Islamic Action Front (IAF) when it contests elections, compounds the

King’s wariness of conceding the electoral and parliamentary reforms that
the JMB demand. At the time of writing Jordan was clamping down on

the JMB and its leadership, encouraged by regional and international
alignment against Islamism of any stripe.

The Syria factor

Saudi Arabia is worried about instability in Jordan, in part due to the
impact on its own security, and it does not want Jordan to be in the

frontline of a major military mobilisation against the Syrian
leadership. Jordan does not want to play such a role either. As a small,

vulnerable neighbour it wants to encourage a political solution whilst
playing an indirect and relatively modest role in the military outcome.
Like Saudi Arabia it fears that too strong a support for the opposition
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may prompt the collapse of the Syrian state. The Saudi leadership,

however, has armed various Syrian rebel groups, including relatively
extreme salafi fighters, and has expressed exasperation with the USA’s

caution in the amount and type of support it is giving. This has to some
extent placed Saudi Arabia at odds with Jordan, which continued to

discreetly engage with the Syrian government while simultaneously
hosting more than half a million refugees and some of the Syrian

opposition.12 Syrian-Jordanian intelligence links have been greatly
reduced but may not have been severed.13 The rise of DAISH in Iraq
increased Jordan’s military and security cooperation with the west.

Jordan actually experienced a DAISH mini-invasion in August 2014
from the neighbouring self-styled khalifate. However, for all the public

war of words with Damascus, DAISH’s rise also makes it logical for
Jordan to keep some connection to the Syrian leadership, from whose

territory Jordan also fears incursions from DAISH and other militants.
Jordan continues to be a conduit for Saudi-purchased arms supplied

to sections of the Syrian opposition and a location for US training of
some opposition fighters14 but is unlikely to become a major launch pad
for Syrian rebel fighters to conduct military operations inside Syria.

In November 2014, Saudi Arabia committed itself to be the training
ground for 5,000 new Syrian rebel fighters, as subsequently did Jordan

and Turkey. There is periodic speculation about Jordan’s northern border
area being used to enforce a no-fly zone in southern Syria.15 However, the

USA is unwilling to lead the conduct of such an aerial policing operation
without clear UN Security Council authorisation.

While some Jordanian officers may be providing military advice to
particular Syrian rebel groups,16 Jordan remains cautious about whom it

aids, a concern that the Saudi government has periodically shared. It was
claimed that the Saudi leadership’s frustration with Turkey and Qatar
aiding extremist Syrian Islamist fighters encouraged a greater focus on

working with Jordan to back perceptibly ‘secular’ Syrian fighters in
southern Syria.17 However, there remain allegations of Saudi assistance to

a range of salafi Islamist fighters in Syria even if this excludes Al-Qaida.

Security relations

Jordan has long presented itself as an indispensable Gulf security
prop and the capabilities of the Jordanian military and security
apparatus are widely acknowledged in Saudi Arabia. King Hussein
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offered his country’s services during the siege of Makka by Saudi armed

jihadis in 1979, and Jordan maintains that it played at least an advisory
role in ending that conflict.18 Saudi accounts refute such suggestions.

In 1985, in the midst of the Iran–Iraq war, King Hussein proposed an
Arab Rapid Reaction Force comprising Gulf, Jordanian and Egyptian

troops. This did not proceed, in part due to Egyptian objections.
It was consistent, however, with an established pattern of both

symbolic and practical security assistance from Jordan to a number of
individual Gulf states.19 Jordan trains Bahraini internal security forces,
is believed to be assisting Emirati forces, and some of its security forces

have allegedly been recruited by the Kuwait government.20 In
December 2012, Jordan offered to assist Yemeni security forces (prior

to the Houthi takeover).
Saudi Arabia acknowledges that Jordanian internal security forces

have been involved in the training of their Saudi equivalent21 and that
they have assisted the US-led training of the Saudi Arabian National

Guard (SANG). A senior Western official says there is a tradition of
Jordanian military officers going to Saudi Arabia upon their retirement
for something akin to a (presumably paid) debriefing. 22

On the Saudi side there is emphasis on the contribution of Saudi
troops to Jordanian security, for example, in the aftermath of the 1967

and 1973 wars when a brigade was dispatched. Their role as a symbol of
solidarity is appreciated in Jordan.23 According to Jordanian accounts,

Saudi Arabia sent troops to Amman, Kerak and Talfilya after the end of
the 1970 internal conflict, spent money, and helped rehouse the displaced

people on both sides of the fighting.24

The Saudis maintain a large military capacity in the northern city of

Tabuk, less than 100 miles from the Jordanian border. Using Tabuk to
head into Jordan is apparently not part of Saudi political and military
planning scenarios, but according to the Saudi academic, Awadh Al-

Badi, ‘[If] the stability of Jordan was threatened by the Syrian, or any
other crisis, and therefore the stability of Saudi Arabia was threatened as

a consequence, then all options are open.’25

The Saudi involvement in Bahrain – where it sent SANG troops

in 2011 and in 1995, and in Yemen, where its army intervened on
the ground in 2009–10 – is not a precedent for intervention in Jordan.

However, the collapse of the Jordanian monarchy would be a ‘red line’ for
Riyadh, as would a threat to a ruling family in the GCC (e.g. Bahrain) or in
Yemen. In relation to such scenarios Saudi academic, Saleh Al-Khathlan,

SAUDI ARABIA AND JORDAN 171



characterises his country as a responsible regional power with ‘legitimate

interests’. Therefore, the need for Saudi action in the region in support of
those interests should be welcomed by ‘[other] governments, legitimate

opposition and the international community’.26

There have been occasions when Saudi Arabia has tried to change

Jordan’s foreign policy. When Jordan, and its then Hashemite ally Iraq,
joined the UK-orchestrated Baghdad Pact in 1955, Saudi Arabia

opposed the move. It also privately expressed its disquiet over a planned
Jordanian federation with Iraq,27 although the republican coup that
subsequently overthrew the Hashemites in Baghdad ended a planned

union that could also have included Kuwait.28 Jordan was unable to
change Saudi, and many other Arab states’, recognition of the PLO as the

‘sole legitimate representative of the Palestinians’ in 1974.
Saudi Arabia wants to ensure that Jordan does not do things that

directly hurt Saudi Arabia. Prince Turki Al-Faisal, the former head of
Saudi intelligence, claims that it is not seeking to shape Jordan’s internal

politics29 nor has it ever sought to.30 If, however, Jordan was to align
with Iraq, Syria, or any leadership seen as unfriendly to Saudi Arabia,
then, Saudi Arabia might politically support those within Jordan

opposed to such a policy.31

Objectives toward other states

There are a number of mutually reinforcing relationships with Western
countries, principally with the USA, which encourage the partici-

pation of both Saudi Arabia and Jordan in regional military exercises
with American and other Western partners. The Saudis still expect

Washington to be Jordan’s key prop but are increasingly aware that the
USA can no more guarantee the survival of Jordan’s monarchy than it
could other allied Arab leaders after the uprisings began in 2010. It is

argued by some in Saudi Arabia that the USA has blessed a non-
military protective role by Saudi Arabia vis-à-vis Jordan,32 reflective of

the relative draw-down of US forces in the region and of the USA’s
desired resumption of an ‘over the horizon’ posture. Jordan’s strategic

move toward the Gulf is also mindful of the Gulf Arab states’
growing military capacity and the USA’s interest in making it more

interoperable. In the Red Sea area, naval security is more a matter of
international, including US, contributions. However, there has also
been a Saudi effort to undertake diplomatic as well as practical
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measures that include multinational military exercises with a

Jordanian contribution.
Saudi’s King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz was intent on making Jordan’s

growing closeness to the Gulf Arabs official when he announced at
the May 2011 GCC summit that Jordan, as well as fellow monarchy

Morocco, were invited to join. Dismissed a year later by Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi as ‘a non-starter’,33 the surprise initiative ran into

internal GCC opposition and resistance from the Saudi king’s foreign
minister, Prince Saud Al-Faisal. The announcement, also dismissed as
‘the daughter of the minute’,34 survives as an aid fund and official GCC-

Jordanian discussion fora. Former Saudi intelligence chief, Prince Turki
Al-Faisal, says the differing permutations of association with the GCC

are for Jordan (and Morocco) to take up.35

However, one reason that Saudi Arabia may prefer to keep Jordan at

some remove politically, and, in GCC terms, territorially, is that the
Hashemite Kingdom’s membership of the ultimate ‘Kings’ Club’36

would give Saudi Arabia a de facto land border with Israel. Bringing
Jordan fully into the GCC would be an historic about-turn with security
risks for Saudi Arabia. The Jordanian demand for more access to the

GCC labour market would mean that the post-1990 paranoia about
‘untrustworthy’ Palestinians would be compounded by a fear of upheaval

in Jordan becoming, like Bahrain, a GCC matter. The claim that Jordan
was being brought in to be a lead player in intra-GCC security is strongly

refuted by Saudi officials at the GCC Secretariat.37 Jordanians in the know
sometimes tell a different story: the Saudi desire for others to fight its

corner in Syria was, it is alleged, part of Abdullah’s interest in drawing the
Hashemite Kingdom closer to a GCC defence arrangement.38

A few months after the Saudi king’s offer of membership, he
announced another initiative regarding the GCC, urging the formation
of a ‘union in a single entity’. There has since been related talk of closer

GCC defence cooperation. Jordan might be part of such moves, if they
happen (although it is wary of talk of an Arab military alliance especially

in the wake of the Saudi military involvement in Yemen, despite Saudi
claims that Jordan is part of its anti-Houthi alliance). Even GCC

interoperability in air forces and missile defence, whilst increasingly
talked about, looks elusive. This is hardly surprising when even joint

intra-Saudi armed force purchases are hard to establish.
Jordan is sanguine about the situation, although there is no doubt

that it would like privileged access to the GCC. In any case full
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membership would require a series of changes to the GCC’s founding

charter and Jordan’s economy would have to become a low or non-tariff
market for the GCC’s major trading partners. Jordan wants some

economic protection from cheaper imports and would like improved
access to the GCC labour market where remittances are already an

important revenue stream. Jordan argues that it could be part of an
alternative Gulf energy club and is pursuing civil nuclear ambitions in

tandem with the UAE, which (like Saudi Arabia) is also keen to acquire
such a capacity.39

Since 2003, when Saddam Hussein was overthrown, Jordan’s King

Abdullah has moved strategically eastward. Although some energy deals
below market rate were struck with Iraq, Jordan became more dependent

on Saudi and other Gulf aid. It continues to hope for predictable levels of
financial and oil support rather than the sometimes large but often

erratic payments from Saudi Arabia, its chief financial prop since 2003.

Cash leverage?

A Saudi gift of US$1 billion (bn) was made in 2011, but no Saudi

bilateral assistance was received in 2012 says Jordan.40 There was no
public reporting of official Saudi bilateral aid to Jordan in 2013, 2014,

or the first five months of 2015 either. At end-2013, however, a Saudi
official said it had continued unabated.41 This is at odds with the

understanding of the US Treasury.42 There could be several contributory
factors to this situation. Jordanian corruption is a political embarrass-

ment in Saudi Arabia. There is a widespread belief among the Saudi
elite that past Saudi contributions to ease Jordan’s fiscal shortfall have

been misappropriated. The arrest of the Jordanian central bank governor,
Faris Sharaf, who was investigating alleged misuse of government
money,43 is indicative of the scale of the problem. However, the

suggestion that the Saudi Arabian leadership is frustrated at the size of
the public sector salary bill that they have helped to meet in the past, is

harder to believe.
The public is increasingly influential in the making of Saudi foreign

policy, argues Saudi analyst Assad Al-Shamlan,44 citing pressure on aid
disbursement as an example. Restricting public aid to dependent Arab

neighbours plays well domestically, although private transfers to the
Jordanian leadership are continuing.45 However, there is no coherent
Saudi government strategy to leverage aid to influence Jordan’s political
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direction. The limits to Saudi and Gulf financial support for Jordan

and the constraint on its GCC membership, belies claims that such
money is cementing a new alliance.46 Some Jordanian parliamentarians

allege that Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states are denying aid for
political leverage,47 but there is no indication that these rhetorical

attacks are orchestrated by the palace in Amman.
High-level Saudi engagement with the Jordanian security apparatus48

does not confirm an exchange of money for limiting political reform
despite King Abdullah bin Hussein’s argument that the Jordanian
internal security service is partly running his country.49 Saudi and

Jordanian analysts close to official thinking do not see a direct Saudi
hand in the Jordanian king’s only modest changes since the growth of

popular pressure in his country.
Some Saudi analysts think Riyadh should leverage financial support to

try to secure policies to its liking in Jordan and other dependent
countries.50 Others argue that Jordan is vulnerable and that Saudi Arabia

in tandem with its Gulf allies should ease Jordanian debt, provide a
steady source of subsidised fuel and ensure a transparent framework for
doing business.51 The Saudi leadership, however, does not seem to think

that Jordan is in imminent danger and its advisors are not clamouring
for decisive action to relieve it.

The Palestine Question

Saudi Arabia is happy for Egypt and Jordan to remain the key Arab state

actors on the Palestine Question. It neither welcomed nor opposed
Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel in 1994, in contrast to its opposition to

Egypt’s treaty with Israel in 1979. With US encouragement, Saudi
Arabia participated in the initial stages of the Madrid Peace Process
(1991–2). It did not oppose the 1993 Israel–PLO Declaration of

Principles (the so-called ‘Oslo Process’) either, but Saudi Arabia has been
semi-detached from a process lacking a clear path to Palestinian

sovereignty, including over East Jerusalem. In 2002, Saudi Arabia’s
Crown Prince Abdullah offered Israel the possibility of a warm

peace. However, there was never any chance of direct Saudi official
engagement with Israel to promote Abdullah’s initiative. Jordan retains

a claim of responsibility for the Muslim holy places in Jerusalem and
for the Awqaf authority running them, and this was acknowledged in
its peace treaty with Israel. The claim is not contested by Saudi Arabia
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but it does periodically raise tensions between the Palestinian Authority

and Jordan.
The threat to Jordan from possible developments in the Israel–

Palestine conflict has long prompted Jordan to reduce its exposure. This
was evidenced by the 1988 disengagement, and by King Abdullah bin

Hussein’s shift in Jordanian domestic policy from relative accommo-
dation of the Brotherhood,52 Palestinian or Jordanian, to the shutting

down of its leadership base in 1999.
The JMB stresses that it has ‘fraternal, social, familial and religious’53

links with Hamas, the Palestinian offshoot of the Brotherhood that runs

Gaza and remains popular in the (former Jordanian-held) West Bank.
However, the break with them (enforced by the Jordanian state in 1999)

softened but did not eliminate the contention about their relationship.54

Some wealthy Saudis have aided the Palestinian MB, and its Hamas

offshoot founded in 1988.55 This has facilitated Saudi influence, despite
the Saudi leadership’s preference not to have alternative centres of

Islamic power, and to work with relatively secular Arab leaders. Jordan’s
constraint on Hamas, despite King Abdullah bin Hussein’s 2012
rapprochement with its leader Khaled Mishaal, remains in Saudi

Arabia’s perceived national interest. Saudi Arabia does not want
Palestine on its doorstep, even if historically it has not wanted Jordan to

have a strong role in Palestine either. The more that Jordan is vulnerable
to the Palestinian conflict both within and without, the more Saudi

Arabia runs the risk of a Palestinian state with radical credentials on its
north-western border. This has affected Saudi relations with both the

PLO and Jordan and helps to underpin Saudi Arabia’s support for the
Jordanian monarchy today.

The tribal factor

When expressions of tribal discontent are heard in Jordan, there are often
allegations of Saudi interference as a tool of state influence. This is firmly

rebutted in Saudi Arabia. Tribes like the Huwaytat moved across the
boundaries of what in the 1920s began to emerge as the borders of the

two states, while the Bani Sakhr, largely contained within modern
Jordan, have Saudi royal connections by marriage and diplomacy.56 Both

tribes’ dirra’ (areas of settlement) were the historic frontline of
opposition to Al-Saud expansion at the Hashemites’ expense. Other
tribes also played a role in the contest for power in what became Saudi
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Arabia. The Shammar are a huge tribal federation whose members

included King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz’s mother. They are highly
populous in northern Saudi Arabia and Iraq and to an extent in Syria, but

have a much smaller presence in Jordan.
There is residual Saudi financial support for a number of tribes in the

south and east of Jordan. However, a clearly defined strategic purpose
seems lacking. Some see it as an historical overhang that has been useful

for Saudi to monitor illicit trade and for additional ‘eyes and ears’.57 A
senior Jordanian official says Saudi tribal aid largely dried-up after the
1990–1 Gulf Crisis.58 However, Saudi tribal funding is a very long

standing source of Al-Saud influence predating state boundaries. It is
chiefly funnelled from the Saudi king and still occurs across Arabia.

It can be an outlet for Saudi interior ministry influence, or simply an ad-
hoc response of the king to traditional petitioning, as in the case of

Yemenis59 and other seekers of Saudi largesse.
In 1989, disturbances in the southern Jordanian city of Ma’an spread

across the country over the price of bread and other staples at a time of
anger at government corruption and declining foreign earnings from Iraq
and the Gulf. The so-called ‘bread riots’ constituted a major challenge to

King Hussein. Some in Jordan believe this was Saudi Arabia manipulating
tribal discontent. At the time the JMB blamed the government for causing

the disturbances but did not appear to be behind them or to want to
exploit them to challenge the political system itself. The Muslim

Brotherhood deny that Saudi Arabia would pursue the risky strategy of
prompting revolt across their border.60 In general the JMB leadership play

down the idea of Saudi Arabia as influential at all in Jordan, while some
portray their neighbour as a backward force associated with Jordan’s more

radically Islamist, salafi trend.61 The JMB’s argument concerning the 1989
riots is plausible considering that they spread to Al-Salt in the north – not
an area prone to Saudi influence. There is southern Jordanian cultural

sympathy for the conservative and tribal characteristics found in Saudi
Arabia, but tribalism as a tool of Saudi government policy would be a two-

edged sword. Direct Saudi tribal mobilisation to put the Jordanian
leadership under political pressure, not least at a time of vulnerability in

Jordan, seems unwise and possibly beyond Saudi Arabia’s capacity.62

Saudi financial support for periodic tribal dissent in Jordan could

form part of what a former Saudi official calls a ‘Saudi strategy’ to try to
exercise influence but it does not ensure allegiance.63 Tribal links may
well have encouraged Saudi Arabia’s semi-aborted offer of GCC
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membership to Jordan, but Riyadh is ‘not good at tribal diplomacy’.64

The supposed Saudi tribal card is often raised in relation to influencing
events in Syria or Iraq, but Saudi willingness to play it, and the

effectiveness of such a card if it did, is exaggerated. Payments do not
guarantee loyalty from a tribal sheikh, or loyalty to him, or the funder,

from tribal members.
In 1996, there were similar riots to those that occurred in 1989. King

Hussein, however, hinted that these had been influenced by Iraq, a
country he had been trying to restore Hashemite authority to. The most
recent disturbances, in 2012, were influenced by the Arab uprisings.

While the MB tried to leverage them, the protests did not need any
domestic or external mobilisation to take off.

Saudi salafi influence

Saudi Arabia is often accused of approving, or at least allowing, ostensibly

private funding to reach salafi groups. Both the JMB and Jordanian secular
figures65 allege such links, including with Jordan’s salafists. Some Saudi
analysts say that there are private links between a few senior Saudi princes

and Jordanian salafis but not in relation to armed action. Jordanian
officials are actually more concerned about Qatar’s salafi and MB links

throughout the region. The influx of Arab (including Jordanian and
Saudi) salafi fighters to Syria increased this shared concern. Since the US-

led invasion of Iraq in 2003, and the subsequent Al-Qaida threat inside
Saudi Arabia, the alleged Saudi support of jihadi radicals has been

considerably reined in, at least within bordering countries.66

Saudi Arabia’s ‘official’ salafists – thousands of payroll clerics that

provide a Wahhabi sanction to its ruling family’s claim of Islamic
legitimacy – could influence events in Jordan and elsewhere. They
sometimes go ‘off message’ on issues that the Saudi political leadership

would rather not have discussed, including domestic policy. However,
their inveighing against the Arab uprisings and the Muslim

Brotherhood’s challenge to former Saudi allies is complementary to
Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy interests.67 Some Saudi analysts reject the

accusation that their country is a counter-revolutionary power, citing the
government’s pragmatic relations with Tunisia, where the MB have been

in power, and, on a fluctuating basis, with Islah in Yemen. They also cite
the Saudi desire to assist regime change for strategic advantage as in
Syria. However, Saudi Arabia would not welcome a JMB takeover in
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Jordan and, as such, Saudi clerical opposition to the MB generally has

utility for the Saudi state. From November 2014 the JMB came under
intense Jordanian state pressure in a clampdown that echoed the stance

of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, although Riyadh later softened its anti-
MB posture (see Chapter 13 for example).

In response to DAISH’s expansion, some East Bankers in Ma’an, and
in other deprived economic areas of Jordan, expressed support for it.

While only relatively small numbers of Jordanians strongly support
DAISH and other salafi militants, Jordanian salafi groups have
mobilised Jordanians to fight in Syria. The Al-Qaida affiliate, Jabha Al-

Nusra (Al-Nusra Front; henceforth referred to as Al-Nusra) and other
salafi groups aided by private Saudi and other Gulf Arab donations and

operating in Syria are a serious Jordanian strategic concern.

Jordan’s limited influence over Saudi Arabia

Jordan periodically advertises its proven ability to contribute to the
security of the Gulf Arab states, but there are limits to the leverage that
this provides. In the words of Saudi commentator Hussein Shobokshi,

Jordan ‘can’t defend us against Iran’.68

Jordanian influence upon Saudi politics is modest. Some Hashemite

sherifian sympathy in Makka and Madina does not make Jordan a
guiding hand for discontents in the Hijaz. While the Saudi MB is

arguably the only obvious contender to be a meaningful opposition
within Saudi Arabia, it is very far from being able to fulfil this role.

Either way it is not beholden to its Jordanian counterpart and is certainly
immune from the historic legacy and Islamic projections of the Al-

Hashem, unlike the JMB. The fact that there are Muslim Brotherhood
sympathies in Saudi Arabia means that there is support for the JMB
among Saudi nationals. It is a public and legal organisation with an array

of social activities, and Gulf benefactors in general fund a variety of
Islamic causes throughout the region and more widely. The JMB may

well be one of many recipients of such support but this does not translate
into political influence or power for it outside of its borders.

Conclusion

Saudi Arabia and Jordan have an investment in the stability of each
other’s leadership. They are affected by instability in each other’s
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country, but that does not mean they have the means to plan,

implement, or follow-up on steps to aid the other’s hold on power. There
is little the Jordanian king could do to assist the rule of the Al-Saud,

although there are those in Saudi Arabia, whether overtly conservative or
Saudi nationalist, who have urged a tighter rein by Jordan on the JMB.

Neither Saudi or Jordanian policy planners are fleshing out future
scenarios, but Jordan does have a clearer agenda than Saudi Arabia. It is

focused on emphasising to the Gulf why it needs to back Jordan in
financial, energy and to some extent, political terms. Saudi Arabia uses
money and weapons to try and secure a suitable change of leadership in

Syria and political, financial and military influence on events in Bahrain
and Yemen. It does not expect to be acting as directly over events in

Jordan nor to have to. Saudi Arabia and Jordan have common interests but
a limited capacity to pursue them.

At the non-state level there are an array of country to country links
but a very different domestic relationship in each country between the

MB and the government. The existence of a large number of Saudi
official and non-official ulema that are salafi, and at some remove from the
more pluralist, political party-orientated approach of the JMB, puts

limits on the interaction between each other’s Islamist politics.
An unequal power relationship is manifested in the Jordanian

leadership’s emphasis to Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states that it is
indispensable. Saudi Arabia, while concerned about what is happening

to a fellow and neighbouring Arab monarchy, does not see its national
security as vulnerable to events in Jordan. This complacent Saudi

attitude is in part a product of a policy process that is rarely pro-active or
strategic and often prone to ill-considered statements rather than careful

consideration of threats and policy options. Its offer of GCCmembership
to Jordan falls under this category whereas on Syria, the key issue for
both states’ strategic interests, Saudi Arabia has been reactive, cautious

and largely ineffectual.
The Saudi–Jordanian relationship is based on mutual antipathy to

any political change in the Arab world, especially that which favours
Arab forces seen as hostile to themselves. They also share a strategic

opposition to Iran but differ on the utility of a leadership change in Syria
that would weaken Iran but probably benefit the MB (despite it not

having been a major player in the civil war). Saudi Arabia and Jordan are
committed to each other’s survival but, as in Syria, are fairly powerless to
impact on events in each other’s territory or elsewhere. Saudi Arabia’s
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resources could be used more effectively to ease Jordan’s economic plight

and therefore help stabilise Hashemite rule, but this economic assistance
is likely to continue to fluctuate in quantity and in regularity.

Although tied loosely together by common interests and a roughly
comparable political culture, Saudi–Jordanian differences in economics,

politics, and exposure to Palestine limit their alignment. More dramatic
changes, in Syria or elsewhere in the region, would probably lead to a

marked increase in Saudi economic assistance to Jordan but would also
underline for Saudi Arabia the need to ensure Jordan is no more than a
semi-detached player in Gulf affairs.
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CHAPTER 11

SAUDI ARABIA AND THE
MAGHREB

Mohammed El-Katiri

Introduction

Saudi Arabia’s relations with the four Maghreb states, Algeria, Libya,
Morocco and Tunisia, have a long history. Having politically and

financially supported north Africa’s independence movements during
the 1950s and 1960s, Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy towards the
region has since been driven by a variety of national, political and

economic interests that have widely differed by country. Thus Saudi
Arabia has no unified foreign policy towards the Maghreb, dealing

instead on a bilateral basis with the leadership in place and the
economic opportunities available at any given point of time. For most

of the Maghreb states, however, Saudi Arabia has become an important
economic and security partner.

Saudi investment and financial assistance remains largely driven by
the political relations of Saudi ruling elites with their counterparts in

the Maghreb countries. Morocco and its ruling monarchy have always
enjoyed special political ties with Saudi Arabia and this is reflected in
an economic and security relationship that outstrips Saudi Arabia’s

relations with other Maghreb countries. Saudi relations with Libya
have gone in the opposite direction. Poor relations with its long-term

military ruler, Colonel Muammar Qaddafi, account for the virtual
absence of significant Saudi–Libyan ties for more than 40 years.



Following the removal of the Qaddafi leadership in 2012, there is still

much uncertainty over the direction of Saudi relations with Libya.
Given that Saudi Arabia’s geostrategic interests lie in limiting

the risk of drastic change or debilitation of extant leaderships, the Arab
uprisings introduced new dynamics to Saudi relations across the

region. At a time of significant political and economic transformation
in the Maghreb, Saudi Arabia opted to reinforce existing ties with

north African economic and political elites. In contrast to Egypt,
the coming to power of Islamist parties in Morocco and Tunisia
did not ignite such strong fears among the Saudi leadership. In this

respect the Moroccan monarchy plays a special role given the particular
political ramifications any serious political onslaught on a fellow Arab

monarchy would have for Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states.
It could be argued that since the ousting of Ben Ali in Tunisia and

Qaddafi in Libya in 2011 and 2012 respectively, Saudi Arabia has been
forced to take greater interest in the changing political make-up of these

states as well as in the stability of Algeria. Saudi Arabia’s growing interest
has been considered a blessing by most north African countries, given the
impact of the financial crisis on their most traditionally important

economic partners in Europe. In this context, the Arab uprisings have not
been completely negative, since the overthrow of Qaddafi in Libya has

given Saudi Arabia the opportunity to establish relations with the new
governing elites and to take part in the reconstruction of the country.

In Arab countries the level of economic relations is, to a large extent, a
reflection of the strength of political relationships. This chapter aims to

explore Saudi Arabia’s foreign relations with north African countries in
this context. It sheds light on different aspects of these relations and has a

specific focus on the period following the Arab uprisings. The first part of
the chapter will focus on the investment and commercial relations
between Saudi Arabia and the Maghreb countries, while the second part

examines the increasing role of Saudi development aid in Maghrebi
economic development. The third part will highlight the importance of

security cooperation between Saudi Arabia and one of its main Arab allies
in north Africa, Morocco.

Saudi–Maghreb economic relations

Despite the growth in trade value, north Africa remains a small economic
partner for Saudi Arabia. This is despite trade-facilitating factors such as a
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common language and a regional bloc. These relatively low trade volumes

reflect the low level of economic integration within the Middle East and
north Africa that is closely linked to the economic composition of both

Saudi Arabia and the Maghreb. Saudi Arabia’s main export commodities
are crude oil and petroleum products while Algeria’s and Libya’s main

exports are oil and gas, so these particular markets lack complementarity.1

While Morocco and Tunisia are purchasers of Saudi oil, their markets are

comparably small, although they account for a considerable share of the
total Saudi oil exports to Africa. Particular data on country-by-country
trade volumes is not available, but Figure 11.1 (below) shows total Saudi

oil export volumes by region. As a continent Africa imports only three per
cent of total Saudi crude oil and 17.6 per cent of Saudi refined products, so

it is not a significant trade partner.2

Low volumes also apply to north African exports of non-oil and

especially agricultural products. Excluding Egypt, Morocco is north
Africa’s largest food producer but, as indicated in Figure 11.2, its non-oil

exports hardly register, owing primarily to a severe lack of logistical
connections.

While Maghrebi exports and investment links to Saudi Arabia are

comparatively small, Saudi Arabia has been one of the key economic
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partners of the north African economies since the early 1970s. The level

of this economic involvement differs depending on the economic and
political structures of each country, and most importantly, on the

political relationships among the ruling elites. The value of trade
increased markedly between 2001 and 2012, particularly in the case of

Morocco (see Figure 11.3) owing primarily to rising oil prices. On the
other hand, the decades-long rift between Saudi Arabia and Qaddafi
severely hampered economic relations.3

Morocco and Tunisia, to varying degrees, have received important
Saudi investments in a variety of sectors. Nevertheless, the level of their

bilateral trade with Saudi Arabia remains low compared to the volumes
they exchange with geographically closer neighbour Europe (see Figures

11.4, 11.5 and 11.6).4 The gradual dismantling of tariffs under the
Greater Arab Free Trade Area5 (GAFTA) has not resulted in an increase

in trade among Saudi Arabia and north African economies. Saudi trade
with Morocco and Tunisia remains dominated by crude oil and

petrochemicals, which explains Saudi Arabia’s trade surplus as well as
inter-year fluctuations in total trade flows such as in 2009, which are
highly affected by fluctuating oil prices (see Figure 11.3). Morocco’s trade

and investment relations with Saudi Arabia are the result of an open
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economy, political stability and good political relations among the ruling
elites. A hydrocarbon dominated economy, political instability and

historically cool political relations explain absent or low Saudi investment
in Algeria and Libya.

Figure 11.7 illustrates very starkly the trade and commercial dominance
enjoyed by Morocco in comparison to other north African states. The
value of trade between Saudi Arabia and Tunisia, for example, is less than

one tenth of that withMorocco. In 2012, Saudi Arabia wasMorocco’s sixth
main commercial partner after France, Spain, the USA, China and Italy.

In that year Saudi Arabia supplied almost half of Morocco’s imports of
crude oil6 and was the third-largest investor in Morocco.7

With an expanding population and economic growth, Algeria offers
an important opportunity for Saudi state-owned and private companies,

but Saudi companies have had few chances to make their presence felt in
the Algerian economy. In an interview with the Algerian newspaper,
Elkhabar, the former Saudi ambassador in Algiers, Salem Abdullah

Saleh, attributed the weak economic relations between the two countries
to difficult investment conditions.8 Agro-food production, refining,

petrochemicals and banking are normally attractive to Saudi investors.
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However, a stable business environment is lacking and there are

unfavourable investment requirements (in particular, a limit on foreign
ownership of 49 per cent). Disputes between the Algerian government

and several international companies on majority ownership and taxation
have further undermined the potential for Saudi investment.9 More

widely, Algeria’s international reputation has been affected by disputes
such as that between the Egyptian-owned Orascom Group and the

Algerian government.10 Once again, however, the lack of a strong
political affinity between the governing elites since Algerian
independence has limited Saudi investment in Algeria.

Saudi Arabia’s changing investment role following Europe’s
financial crisis

As with trade levels, Saudi investment flows remain far below the levels

registered with north Africa’s main European economic partners. This
cannot just be ascribed to geography and colonial ties. Another important

factor is that most Maghreb countries were interested not only in the
financial proceeds of foreign investment, but also in technology and

knowledge transfer to assist the development of their local industries.
In sectors like automotives and aeronautics Saudi investors were not able

to provide this kind of practical assistance and are unable to significantly
contribute in this way in most other sectors too. In the years leading to the

financial crisis in the European and north American economies, there were
no structured efforts to increase Saudi investment in the Maghreb.
However, this began to change with the onset of the financial crisis in

2008 and has intensified since the spread of political turmoil across north
Africa from late 2010.

The economic and financial troubles of developed economies have thus
changed the scene for both north African countries and Saudi Arabia alike.

Although the crisis has affected their economies in different ways, they
have all embarked on new economic policies. The desire of north African

countries to diversify their economic partners and markets was met by the
corresponding Saudi ambition to diversify its economy and expand the
private sector. Saudi Arabia is keen to shift away from the decades-long

preference for financial and real estate assets in predominantly Western
markets. The increase of agricultural investment in Africa and Asia (see

below) is an obvious example of this shift. For north Africa, the Gulf is an
important area in which to market their goods and to seek inward
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investment from. Saudi Arabia in particular is increasingly regarded as an

alternative to distressed traditional European economic partners.
The European banking and economic crisis affected existing

international investments in Morocco and Tunisia, made accessing
loans for international ventures difficult, and pushed several European

companies into financial trouble. For instance, Vivendi in Morocco had
to sell its assets as a consequence of a downturn in its European

operations,11 while car manufacturer, Renault, had problems funding a
manufacturing plant in the industrial complex near the Tanger-Med
port. Given the importance of the project for jobs and foreign currency

earnings, the Moroccan authorities facilitated finance from local public
and private institutions. The Moroccan state-owned pension fund, Caisse
des Dépôts et de Gestion, acquired 48 per cent of the equity stake in the
project.12

Investment remains a one-way street

One of the key characteristics of Saudi–north African economic relations
has been that direct investment is effectively a one-way street. There is

almost no major company from the Maghreb with a presence in Saudi
Arabia, and north African investment flows into Saudi Arabia and the

Gulf in general are virtually non-existent. The companies that successfully
establish an international presence elsewhere are all operating in sectors

that fall under the Saudi ‘negative list’ or are protected by influential local
businesses. The Algerian oil and gas conglomerate Sonatrach, and Maroc
Telecom are good examples of north African companies that have expanded
overseas but found no market in Saudi Arabia. A number of Moroccan

banks have established themselves across Africa but have no presence in
Saudi Arabia or any other Gulf country.

This lack of presence in Saudi Arabia is related to a lack of interest in

the Saudi market on the part of north African business elites. Indeed,
many members of the Francophone north African intelligentsia and

business community have disregarded the changes and opportunities
that have opened up in Saudi Arabia and in other Gulf Arab countries.

This apparent lack of interest is also paralleled in the relatively limited
number of north African migrant labourers in Saudi Arabia compared

with those from the Levant and south-east Asia, while wage levels for
unskilled north African workers are generally higher at home than in
south-east Asia. Saudi Arabia is hence not the first choice for Moroccans,
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Algerians and Tunisians who generally prefer Europe both for the

relatively higher earning capacity and (in many cases) because of
historical family connections and overall lifestyle.

Nevertheless a series of investment agreements following bilateral
meetings between Saudi Arabian and north African business partners are

indicative of a change in approach. Judging by the investment projects
approved since 2012, it seems that there is a long-term and systematic

desire to overcome the challenges of the past. An agreement on an
investment in direct shipment lines fromMorocco and Tunisia to Jeddah
is a vital step to increasing trade flows, and timely given that the two

north African countries are seeking to increase agricultural exports.13

The creation of a US$0.5bn joint Saudi–Moroccan investment fund in

June 2014 reflected a mutual desire to deepen economic cooperation.14

Most north African economies have either embarked on, or are planning,

major infrastructure projects to meet the needs of their expanding urban
populations and to facilitate more export-oriented economies. Infrastructure

needs are even greater in the case of Libya following decades of under-
investment and the destruction wrought since 2011.

Whether utilities supply, maritime and ports, or transport

development, these large scale projects require significant funding and
Saudi Arabia and other GCC investors are regarded by Morocco and

Tunisia as indispensable partners for a variety of infrastructural and other
large investment projects. Morocco and Tunisia can only allocate limited

public funds and therefore rely substantially on international private
investment.

In 2012, a consortium of companies led by Saudi utility company
ACWA Power won a bid to build the first Moroccan solar power plant

with electricity generation capacity of 160 megawatts.15 This is a
particularly good example of Saudi engagement that corresponds to the
needs of Morocco’s economic development. In contrast to its neighbours,

Algeria is not open to Saudi investment. With abundant oil and gas
reserves and revenues, Algeria is less reliant on foreign investors and

infrastructure funding is provided by the government. In its attempts to
modernise the urban public transport system, for example, the Algerian

government is building a tram network in 14 cities, all of them publicly
financed.16 Libya is also likely to finance infrastructure projects from

public resources once sufficient stability is restored.
Agriculture offers an important opportunity for economic and

commercial exchange between Saudi Arabia and the Maghreb. In the
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context of Saudi Arabia’s reliance on imports for almost its entire food

supply, Morocco and Tunisia in particular offer ample agricultural
opportunities. Saudi Arabia, with little arable land but strong interest in

food security, wants a stake in agricultural production in key trading
partner countries. Saudi Arabia is aiming to increase its overseas food

production to meet rising domestic consumption and to create new
investment opportunities for Saudi business. Alarmed by the

international increase in food prices in 2007 and 2008, Saudi Arabia
launched a policy initiative to encourage private Saudi companies to
invest in foreign farms. The primary goal is to exercise more control on

the international supply chain of essential agricultural products, thereby
minimising food security risk.

This may also enable Saudi Arabia to tackle the limitations of its
decades-long subsidy programme for domestic farming that exhausted

its limited fresh water resources. To implement its food security strategy,
the Saudi government launched an Agricultural Development Fund

(ADF) and the Saudi Agricultural and Livestock Investment Company
(SALIK) in 2009. ADF has set up several criteria for the type of
investments that qualify for its loans. The fund encourages investment

in water-intensive crops such as wheat, rice, barley and vegetables. ADF
also requires that those they lend to export 50 per cent of their harvest to

the Saudi market. Morocco and Tunisia have the potential to benefit
from this shift in the Saudi policy to secure affordable food supplies to its

own consumers. Algeria and Libya do not have enough arable land to be
eligible for such investment and are themselves dependent on imports

from international markets.
Agriculture occupies an important position in both Moroccan and

Tunisian economies. Both the Moroccan and Tunisian governments have
enacted several policy initiatives to modernise agricultural production.
In Tunisia, expansion of the agriculture sector and agro-food industry are

vital to reducing unemployment and poverty.17

The challenge for Morocco’s agricultural sector is finding new markets

rather than financial resources for its agricultural production. After the
launch of its ‘Green Plan’, the Moroccan ministry of agriculture sought

new markets and foreign investors.18 Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
countries provide an opportunity for Moroccan exporters to diversify from

Europe. The Saudi market is affluent, expanding and changing. Both
countries have fertile land, a skilled labour force, good and improving
infrastructure and a relatively positive investment environment.
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Both Morocco and Tunisia see foreign investment as an important

element of their agricultural strategies. These strategies are not only
about increasing exports, but ensuring the secure local supply of basic

products. Neither country is food self-sufficient. They are net importers
of high-demand agriculture products such as wheat, sugar, and milk.

Policy makers hope to achieve national self-sufficiency and reduce
dependency on international markets and weather fluctuations. Following

the Arab uprisings, Maghreb governments are keen to control food prices
to help maintain social and political stability.

However, the Saudi food security initiative has not been applied to

Maghreb countries. This is partly due to their lack of large farms. The
‘King Abdullah Agricultural Initiative’ precisely supports large scale

investments. Economies of scale encourage local investors to acquire
large areas of available farm land while those owned by the state are

already leased out. A second factor relates to the water challenges in
Morocco and Tunisia. They are not arid, but there are great regional

disparities. Both countries want to rationalise water use by reducing
agricultural inefficiencies and promoting less water-intensive farming.
The ‘King Abdullah Agricultural Initiative’ offers great advantages to

Saudi companies, but it is not the only framework of investments in the
agricultural sector. Saudi investors and Moroccan and Tunisian exporters

can also explore opportunities without resorting to ADF loans. The
challenge is finding innovative investment formulas that respond to the

needs of the Saudi government and the north African economies.

Saudi Arabia as development aid power

Development aid is one of the most important and influential tools of the
Saudi ruling family to strengthen its strategic alliances, to acquire support
for its foreign policy interests, and to open economic gateways for its

flagship companies. Saudi Arabia has provided aid money to the Maghreb
to encourage political stability and exert influence. Any such influence is

tacit; there are congruent policy stances on a variety of Middle East issues.
Saudi Arabia is one of the largest aid donors to the Maghreb through both

national and international development institutions. In 2011, total Saudi
contributions to developing countries totalled US$5.2 billion, placing it

well ahead of other Arab countries and some European states.19

It is very difficult to accurately assess all the Saudi aid delivered
to the Maghreb countries owing to a lack of comprehensive and
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accessible data. As a consequence the focus falls on the Saudi Fund for

Development (SFD). However, other Saudi governmental and non-
governmental institutions have provided development and emergency

assistance that is not always recorded in official reports. Following the
earthquake in Boumedres in Algeria in 2003 and the northern city of

Alhoceima in 2004, for example, information about the financial
assistance offered was available only through newspaper articles. Saudi

grants are also channelled through other regional organisations in
which Saudi Arabia is the largest shareholder such as the Islamic
Development Bank (IDB), or one of the main shareholders in the case

of the Arab Fund for Social and Economic Development (AFSED).
These multilateral development agencies have been central to

development projects in the Maghreb and include finance provision
for small and medium enterprises in the region. AFSED’s ‘Special

account for financing small and medium private sector projects’, set up
in 2010, has facilitated loans for a variety of projects in Algeria,

Morocco and Tunisia totalling US$462 million.20

With the exception of Libya, north African countries have received
SFD loans over the last decade. This includes Algeria which, despite its

high oil revenues, welcomes international aid from friendly states as long
as no political conditions are attached. Foreign aid has helped the

Algerian government to shorten delivery times on social projects as well
as to benefit from international experience. Algeria’s positive fiscal

position since 2003 has made it less dependent and more feasible for the
government to reduce public debt by making early loan repayments. The

SFD and the Algerian government signed a deal in 2005 for the building
of 1,000 housing units in Boumedras.21 Prior to this SFD provided

several loans for farming, irrigation, hospitals and affordable housing.
As long as Algeria’s government registers fiscal surpluses it will prefer
developmental aid that includes technical know-how.

Since its foundation in 1975, SFD has provided low-interest loans to
dozens of projects in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia.22 SFD loans have an

evident social and economic development agenda but the objectives
of Saudi financial assistance are different from Western donors because

they are not tied to any specific political or economic reform being
undertaken in the recipient countries.23

The Saudi approach is more a reflection of political realism than a
foreign ‘policy’ as such. Given its own shortcomings in the field of
human rights and good governance, Saudi Arabia is less inclined to make
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interventions on the basis of political norms and values. Neither has

Saudi aid been systematically tied to religious objectives. Despite
clerical influence on Saudi foreign policy, the government refrains from

overtly promoting the Wahhabi interpretation which differs from the
official Sunni Maliki Islam practised in north Africa, particularly in

Algeria and Morocco.24

Absence of political conditionality is also reflected in the way Saudi

government development assistance is channelled. Loans and grants are
always provided to governmental and quasi-governmental institutions.
This feature differentiates SFD fromWestern development agencies that

have well-established support programmes for civil society organisations
in recipient countries.25

Another important aspect of Saudi development assistance is that
loans do not come with any commercial conditions requiring Saudi

companies to provide services such as construction. Over the last six
years, north African countries have increasingly turned to Saudi Arabia

and other Gulf Arab states for infrastructure funding. Another factor
that supports this trend is that less sectoral competition exists between
north African economies and Saudi Arabia, unlike the economies of

southern Europe, for example. Saudi aid to north Africa aims, first and
foremost, to help stabilise the extant political system. This has taken on

an even greater importance since the Arab uprisings.
To a large extent this reflects a realisation that political protests are

closely related to the socio-economic grievances of increasingly educated and
young Arab populations. Regardless of public finance differences among the

Maghreb countries, the socio-economic development challenges are vast,
including youth unemployment. Following the Tunisian uprising in 2011,

Saudi Arabia increased the funds allocated to Tunisia to support its
transition, and presumably to compensate for the negative perception
caused by Ben Ali being resident in Jeddah. Over 2011–13, the SFD

granted four soft loans to Tunisia totalling US$371 million, to finance
infrastructure, energy, social housing and other development projects.26

In 2012, the SFD signed a loan agreement of US$200 million to
Morocco as a contribution to a high speed rail link between Tangier and

Casablanca. The Moroccan political elite gives great importance to this
project as it is expected to enhance the competitiveness of the two cities.27

Beyond the SFD, Morocco is the main beneficiary of Saudi financial
assistance and development aid. In 2008, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah
announced a contribution of US$500 million.28 This went into a special
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purpose fund to finance Morocco’s energy diversification projects to

alleviate economic pressures caused by the rise in international oil
prices.29 In the same year, another US$100 million was channelled by

Saudi Arabia to a special Moroccan government fund to alleviate the
impact of floods and other natural disasters.30 This generous flow of

Saudi financial aid to Morocco is likely to continue for years to come.

Defence and security ties with the Maghreb

Saudi Arabia also pursues military alliances and defence partnerships

as core elements of its geostrategic planning in north Africa. The
Maghreb is relevant from a security perspective for several reasons, not

least given that Saudi Arabia’s key foreign policy objective is to
maintain political stability and, with the exception of Qaddafi’s Libya,

the status quo. Since the Arab uprisings this has been seriously
challenged and has encouraged the development of a corresponding

objective to maintain socio-economic stability region-wide. This
thinking is particularly strong in the case of Morocco, a fellow Arab
monarchy. Political threats to it are to be avoided at all costs as any

potential onslaught on other Arab monarchies is seen as a direct threat
to Saudi Arabia itself.

In principle, Arab countries like Morocco could be an important
military ally with standing, trained armies that could be dispatched to

the Gulf in case of military threat. Furthermore, a foreign troop presence
near the birthplace of Islam is easier to justify if the troops are Muslim.

Although there is little evidence that Saudi Arabia would actually want
Moroccan troops stationed in the Arabian Peninsula, Morocco and

Algeria are the main north African powers in terms of armed force size,
capability and experience. However, Algeria has historically not been a
partner of choice for Saudi Arabia for four main reasons. Firstly, Saudi

Arabia’s financial support to the Moroccan armed forces over several
decades is seen by Algeria as a hostile act, and Algerian–Moroccan

relations are strained over a closed border that has seen military clashes
on numerous occasions. In 1963, they waged an armed conflict known as

the ‘sand war’31 over their disputed border. It lasted only a few days, but
was enough to strain bilateral relations for decades. During Morocco’s

war with Polisario insurgents over the Western Sahara territory between
1975 and 1981, Moroccan troops clashed on several occasions with the
Algerian army who support Polisario.32
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Secondly, there has been lingering resentment among the Algerian

ruling elite over alleged Saudi support for the Islamic Salvation Front
(‘FIS’), the main Islamist opposition to the Algerian leadership in the

1990s.33 Thirdly, the Saudis were highly uncomfortable with Algeria’s
revolutionary and republican ethos and the influence of that on Algerian

foreign policy. From the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait to the current crisis in
Syria, Algeria has adopted nuanced foreign policy stances very different

to those of Saudi Arabia and its allies. For example, Algeria condemned
the invasion of Kuwait but decided not to deploy troops to join the
multinational force in Saudi Arabia during the Gulf war of 1991. Finally,

Algeria’s military doctrine is based on non-deployment of its forces
abroad. This is unlikely to change as instability increases in Algeria’s

neighbourhood and in the absence of any Algerian fiscal motivation to
forge alliances in return for development aid and investment as is the case

in Morocco and Tunisia.
Tunisia was never a preferred Saudi defence partner owing to its small

population and army combined with ideological differences. Tunisia’s
secular tradition and the orientation of its elite towards Europe did not
allow the building of strong relations with Saudi Arabia. Similar to

Algeria, Ben Ali refused to contribute to the multinational military
operation against Iraq in 1991. Offering exile to Ben Ali and his family

did not cloud Saudi Arabia’s relations with the new Tunisian political
elites, however. Despite the participation of the Islamist Ennahda

party in the government from 2012–13, the relationship did not change
much. Ennahda is not perceived as a threat to Saudi interests like the

Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood is, for two fundamental reasons: Ennahda
is a Tunisia-focused political organisation and has no trans-national

ideological interests. Secondly, Ennahda is known for its religious
and political moderation, as evident from both its past ideological
orientations and its behaviour in power. The parliamentary victory of the

secular Nidaa Tounes in October 2014, and of its presidential candidate
in the November–December 2014 election, is likely to end any political

uncertainty that the Saudi government had during the Ennahda-led
period of rule. This shift in the Tunisian political scene could result in a

further deepening of relations between the two countries and the
channelling of more investment and aid.

Libya’s difficult relations with Saudi Arabia during the 42-year
rule of Colonel Qaddafi completely excluded it from Saudi Arabia’s
strategic security map in the Maghreb. This is unlikely to change for
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years to come given the precarious security and political situation in

post-Qaddafi Libya.
Saudi Arabia’s closest ally in terms of military and security

cooperation in north Africa is therefore Morocco. The core factor behind
this special relationship is the cordial relationship between the two

ruling families: the Al-Saud and the Alaoui. Morocco has one of the Arab
world’s most politically resilient monarchies. Ideologically, both ruling

families derive part of their legitimacy from common Islamic sources.
Saudi Arabia defines its king as the ‘Custodian of the Two Holy
Mosques’, and Morocco’s king, who traces his descent from the family of

the Prophet Mohammed, is referred to within Morocco as ‘Commander
of the Faithful’. While the schools of Sunni Islamic jurisprudence

adhered to in Saudi Arabia and Morocco differ, their comparatively small
differences have caused no conflict. Thus each side respects each other’s

views while maintaining their religious traditions.
Mutual trust between the Moroccan and Saudi Arabian royal families

has also been forged outside formal politics. Morocco has long been a
favourite holiday destination for Saudi ruling family members and
several Saudi kings and senior princes own residences in Moroccan cities.

Abdullah bin Abdulaziz had a particularly close attachment to Morocco.
His recurrent sojourns, alongside other family and government

members, helped to foster close relations not only between the two
monarchs but also among senior officials from both countries. Morocco’s

foreign policy towards Iran is very attentive to the interests of Saudi
Arabia, particularly since the rupture of Morocco’s diplomatic relations

with Iran in 2009,34 and it repeatedly pledged military support to
Bahrain in the event of any Iranian attack on the Gulf state in 2012.

The parliamentary victory of Morocco’s Islamist-oriented Justice and
Development Party in November 2011, and their heading of the
subsequent coalition-government did not alter either the political

dominance of the monarchy, or the course of Moroccan foreign policy.
The King remains a key player on the political scene.35 The fact that

strategic affairs remain an exclusive domain of the palace is reassuring to
Saudi Arabia’s ruling elite. Furthermore, like Tunisia’s Ennahda party,

the governing Moroccan Islamist party is more focused on internal affairs
and less inclined to pursue a proactive international agenda based on

ideological affinity with external Islamist movements.
Militarily, Morocco and Saudi Arabia have extended help to each

other whenever assistance has been needed. Saudi Arabia financially
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assisted Morocco at the height of its war against Polisario in the late

1970s and during the 1980s, and has consistently supported
Morocco’s stance on this issue.36 The Moroccan armed forces, directly

responsible to the king as commander-in-chief, have provided support
to Saudi Arabia. During the 1991 Gulf war, Morocco dispatched

1,200 soldiers to help defend Saudi territory against any military
aggression from Iraq. Bilateral cooperation continues to involve

security cooperation and was evident in Saudi Arabia’s financial
support to upgrade Morocco’s air force capabilities in the 1980s. Saudi
Arabia is also reported to have been involved in more recent

negotiations with French aerospace manufacturer Dassault Aviation to
supply Morocco with Rafale combat jets and to be willing to pay for

them.37 Morocco backed the Saudi-led air coalition operating over
Yemen from March 2015. In common with a number of other Arab

states it reportedly sent a small number of jets to aid the effort, and,
according to claims by Yemeni rebels, a Moroccan fighter plane was

subsequently shot down.
In May 2011, Morocco and Jordan were invited to start negotiations

to become members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). This

surprised international observers and the Moroccan authorities alike.
However, it seems to have been buried for political and technical reasons.

The Saudi initiative to extend GCC membership to the north African
monarchy did not win the support of all other GCC members while

Morocco’s lack of enthusiasm was due to technical considerations. The
negotiations for harmonisation of tariffs, rules of origin and other

standards to achieve compatibility with the GCC customs union would
have taken years to complete.38

Although membership has not materialised, the discussion and
attendant financial support, has strengthened Saudi–Moroccan and
other Moroccan–Gulf Arab relations. In fact, Morocco has already begun

to benefit as the first instalment of US$5 billion in donations over a
period of five years promised by Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar and

Kuwait in 2011 was delivered in 2013.39 This financial assistance is
mainly channelled through Gulf Arab, state-owned, financial

institutions. Another outcome of the GCC membership invitation was
a joint committee to discuss GCC–Moroccan relations and to draft

cooperation plans. This forum is a qualitative addition to Morocco’s
relations with the Gulf, even if they are chiefly managed on a bilateral
basis and at the level of the ruling families.
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Conclusion

Saudi Arabia has used two tools in pursuit of its foreign policy objectives
of stability and influence in the Maghreb: aid and investment. This will

continue. Given the combination of political instability in the Maghreb
and financial instability in Europe, Saudi Arabia has an important

opportunity to strengthen its influence in north Africa. It has the
potential to consolidate its economic position in the region and compete

with some of the smaller European economies, although not with those
that have played major roles in this region such as France, Spain and

Italy. In the longer term, political and economic change in the Maghreb
could create scenarios for Saudi companies in countries that have not
been open or attractive to Saudi investments such as Libya and Algeria.

Saudi Arabian perception of its foreign policy choices is not only
driven by its desire for stable political environments and the protection

of its economic and geopolitical interests. There is also an element of
hegemonic ambition among Saudi rulers that has existed for decades.

The change of leadership in Tunisia and Libya has opened up new
possibilities for economic cooperation and to even re-establish

meaningful political relations in the case of Libya. Saudi Arabia’s
first priority, however, is to support its primary ally in the region by

mobilising financial resources to help Morocco weather the political
fervour that swept the region.

Diplomatic links have always been a driving force behind Saudi

economic engagement in the region, and this is unlikely to change in the
foreseeable future. Saudi state-owned and privately owned companies

tend to follow the Saudi rulers and this is very evident in the case of
relations with Morocco. Unsurprisingly, Morocco will continue to be

Saudi Arabia’s main economic and political partner in north Africa.
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faire face à la flambée du pétrole’, Aujourd’hui le Maroc, No. 1665, 7 May 2008.
This article can be found online: www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/
riyad-accorde-un-don-de-500-millions-de-dollars-au-maroc-pour-faire-face-a-
la-flambee-du-petrole-56562.html.

29. Masmoudi, K., ‘Energie l’Etat Cree une Societe d’Investissment’, L’Economiste,
edition 3088, 13 August 2009. This article can be found online: www.
leconomiste.com/article/energie-l-etat-cree-une-societe-d-investissement.

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY206

http://devinit.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/09/Investments_to_End_Poverty_full_report.pdf
http://devinit.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/09/Investments_to_End_Poverty_full_report.pdf
http://smefinanceforum.org/sites/default/files/media/node-files/ar/457370_arab_fund_for_social__economic_development.pdf
http://smefinanceforum.org/sites/default/files/media/node-files/ar/457370_arab_fund_for_social__economic_development.pdf
http://www.sfd.gov.sa/cs/groups/public/documents/document/mdaw/mtqx/~edisp/121-document-141988.pdf
http://www.sfd.gov.sa/cs/groups/public/documents/document/mdaw/mtqx/~edisp/121-document-141988.pdf
http://www.sfd.gov.sa/cs/groups/public/documents/document/mdaw/mjuy/~edisp/121-37-3703-document-252051.pdf
http://www.sfd.gov.sa/cs/groups/public/documents/document/mdaw/mjuy/~edisp/121-37-3703-document-252051.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/peer-reviews/12%20Lessons%20Partnering%20with%20Civil%20Society.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/peer-reviews/12%20Lessons%20Partnering%20with%20Civil%20Society.pdf
http://economie.jeuneafrique.com/regions/maghreb-a-moyen-orient/17520-larabie-saouditeaccorde-un-pret-de-150-millions-de-dollars-a-la-tunisie.html
http://economie.jeuneafrique.com/regions/maghreb-a-moyen-orient/17520-larabie-saouditeaccorde-un-pret-de-150-millions-de-dollars-a-la-tunisie.html
http://www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/le-roi-abdallahaccorde-200-millions-de-dollars-au-tgv-marocain-71004.html
http://www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/le-roi-abdallahaccorde-200-millions-de-dollars-au-tgv-marocain-71004.html
http://www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/riyad-accorde-un-don-de-500-millions-de-dollars-au-maroc-pour-faire-face-ala-flambee-du-petrole-56562.html
http://www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/riyad-accorde-un-don-de-500-millions-de-dollars-au-maroc-pour-faire-face-ala-flambee-du-petrole-56562.html
http://www.leconomiste.com/article/energie-l-etat-cree-une-societe-d-investissement
http://www.leconomiste.com/article/energie-l-etat-cree-une-societe-d-investissement


30. ‘L’Arabie Saoudite accorde une Aide de 100 millions de Dollars au Maroc’,
Aujourd’hui le Maroc, No. 1791, 5 November 2008. This article can be found
online: http://www.aujourdhui.ma/maroc-actualite/focus/l-arabie-saoudite-
accorde-une-aide-de-100-millions-de-dollars-au-maroc-59829.html.

31. Farid, Alilat, ‘Debut de la guerre des sables’, Jeune Afrique, 9 October 2010.
This article can be found online: www.jeuneafrique.com/Article/LIN07107
dbutdselbas0/.

32. ‘War and Insurgency in the Western Sahara’ The Strategic Studies Institute,
U.S. ArmyWar College, May 2013, available from: www.strategicstudiesinstitute.
army.mil/pdffiles/pub1152.pdf.

33. Al-Ahnaf, M., et al., L’Algerie par ses Islamistes (Paris, 1991).
34. Tuquoi, J.P., ‘WikiLeaks: Rabat a rompu ses relations avec l’Iran pour plaire
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CHAPTER 12

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH SYRIA ANDLEBANON

Neil Partrick

Introduction

Regardless of the political dominance in Syria of the Allawi, a
confessional group associated with Shiism, Syria was one of three allied

Arab pivots, with Saudi Arabia and Egypt, for almost four decades. Saudi
Arabia regarded the relatively secular, Ba’athist, dictatorship in
Damascus as an important ally right up until 2005 when President

Bashar Al-Assad seemingly orchestrated the death of Saudi Arabia’s pre-
eminent Lebanese ally, Rafiq Hariri.

Despite Egyptian-Syrian rivalry, especially at the time of the Iran–
Iraq war (1980–8) which put Egypt and Syria on rival sides, the

alignment of these three Arab powers survived. They had led the Arab
struggle with Israel following the catastrophe of the 1967 war, although

this shifted in 1978 when Egypt opted out of Arab nationalist norms by
signing a unilateral peace deal with Israel. In the course of the Lebanese

civil war (1975–90), Syria was the perceptible Arab defender against
Israel and also against Palestinian fighters that the status quo Arab
powers including Saudi Arabia wanted restrained.

Saudi Arabia’s fellow travelling with Syria included the Kingdom’s
contribution to the Taif Agreement signed in the Saudi city of the same

name in September 1989, which ended the Lebanese civil war. The Taif
deal was a part-Saudi facilitated understanding with Syria that

forestalled its departure from Lebanon. It urged the disarmament of all



militias but somewhat paradoxically required Syria to oversee the

process for two years (before it supposedly departed). With Iraq buoyant
after claiming victory over Iran in 1988, Syria was an important check

on Iraqi ambitions inside Lebanon that found expression in the ongoing
post-Taif rebellion led by Lebanese Christian Forces chief General Awn.

Under Syrian protection Lebanese Shia group Hizbollah never disarmed
and Syria itself did not leave Lebanon until 2005.

The diplomatic pressure that had brought the Lebanese MPs to Taif
had been applied by France, under President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing,
and by King Fahd’s partners in the Tripartite Arab Committee, King

Hassan of Morocco and President Chadli Benjedid of Algeria. The USA
blessed the deal and the Saudi interest was arguably upheld by several of

the Sunni Arab MPs present including Rafiq Hariri.
When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Egypt

pulled together to provide Arab political weight alongside Western
military muscle. This regional rebuttal of Iraq’s occupation confirmed

the apparent solidity of the Arab state system. Ironically, in Lebanon it
helped to consolidate a pax-Syriana, contrary to what Taif was supposed
to have represented. It also made the trio a party to what became a US-

led attempted negotiation of peace settlements between Israel and its
Arab neighbours in the 1990s. Saudi Arabia provided political backing

to Syria as it asserted its territorial rights but, despite several attempts,
Syria remained outside of the small group of Arab countries which had

come to terms with Israel.
In the subsequent confrontations between Israel and Lebanon and

Israel and the Palestinians, Syria retained some Arab credibility by not
‘capitulating’ and by providing at least political support to the Arab

fighters. Saudi Arabia worked in accord with this Arab consensus.
The two countries even retained a relatively harmonious association
following the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Saddam Hussein was no

friend of either Riyadh or Damascus but the new, Shia-dominated, Iraqi
leadership alienated Saudi Arabia more than its predecessor.

Bashar Al-Assad was concerned about his own position in a region now
subject to regime change and feared a US attack in the initial post-Iraq

invasion phase. As Syria became more isolated regionally he stopped
supporting Sunni resistance to US troops in Iraq, moved closer to Iran and

thus became a friend to the new Iraq. In the words of a former senior Syrian
diplomat, Bashar ‘never really had the same strategy as his father’ and did
not see the Syrian relationship with Saudi Arabia and Egypt as strategic.1
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Bashar Al-Assad was though prepared to make his father’s tactical

relationship with Iran strategic. In Lebanon this meant that he inevitably
worked more closely with Hizbollah. Assad Senior’s pragmatism, which

saw him cooperate with three different Saudi kings over three decades,
would probably have obliged him to accept the new Iraq too. It is perhaps

less likely that he would have elevated the Iranian relationship to such a
degree that it compromised Syria’s interests in Lebanon.

The Syrian disconnect from Saudi and conservative Sunni Arab
interests culminated in what Saudi Arabia and its Lebanese allies regard as
Bashar’s collaboration in the killing of the former prime minister and de

facto Lebanese Sunni leader, Rafiq Hariri, a dual Lebanese-Saudi national
who had made his fortune under King Fahd.2 Shortly afterwards

King Abdullah is reputed to have said to Bashar Al-Assad, ‘You killed our
boy’. He was enraged at just how far Syria had moved from the

more accommodating stance of Hafez Al-Assad and felt that the
commitment of the Saudi leadership to their protégé had been totally

disrespected. The 2005 assassination appeared to end the sometimes
awkward working relationship that the two leaders had. That same year
Ahmedinejad was elected Iranian president and Bashar was his first foreign

visitor. Iranian–Saudi relations during the period of Ahmedinejad’s
presidency were at their worst since the death of the founder of the Islamic

Republic, Ruhollah Khomeini, in 1989. The assassination made Syria less
relevant in Lebanon as domestic, regional and international reaction to the

killing triggered Bashar’s sudden decision to finally remove Syria’s large
uniformed presence. A pro-Syrian rally held in response to Bashar’s

announcement in turn helped trigger a supposed ‘Orange’ or ‘Cedar
Revolution’, a largely Sunni mobilisation under the banner of ‘democracy’

against Hizbollah and its Syrian and Iranian backers in Lebanon. This
seemed highly risky from Riyadh’s vantage point. Although Saudi Arabia
is associated more with Sunni Muslims than any other community in

Lebanon, it has a longstanding perception of the whole country as a
Levantine political and economic foothold. It had cultivated the

Christians, worked with the Druze and, until the rise of radical Shia Islam,
was friendly to the Shia Muslim community too. Historically, Saudi

Arabia relied on Lebanese nationals, often non-Muslims, as advisors and
diplomats for the nascent kingdom and has forged close relations with key

politicians ever since Lebanese independence. Given Syria’s intimate
involvement in its Mediterranean neighbour’s affairs, Saudi Arabia’s
closeness to Lebanon inevitably overlaps with its relations with Syria.
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Despite the assassination it was difficult for Saudi Arabia to wholly

dispense with its old Arab ally at a time when Iraq was off the radar (in part
due to Iraq’s closeness to Iran), Egypt’s ruling elite was increasingly

sclerotic and the USA was preparing to draw down in the Gulf. In 2006,
Hizbollah had once again used its ‘heroic’ defence of Lebanon against Israel

to forestall pressure to disarm and in the process improved the popular
standing and credibility of Syria and Iran. In 2007, Saudi Arabia

attempted to rebuild relations with Bashar and to negotiate a deal over the
make-up of the Lebanese government. In 2008, rivalry between Sunni and
Shia blocs found expression in armed conflict in Beirut and the country

once again stood on the precipice of civil war. Saudi Arabia had too much
at stake to encourage a conflict in which Iran’s ally, Hizbollah, the ‘heroes’

of the 2006 war with Israel, would come out on top.
Bashar referred to the ‘little men’ of the Gulf as he toughed it out in

order to prove he had ‘cojones’ to use a former Syrian ambassador’s words.3

Abdullah flew to Damascus in October 2009 as the Kingdom needed

the Syrians to ensure an outcome in Lebanon that served both their
interests. Assad was also keen not to totally abandon the old Sunni Arab
hinterland. Saudi Arabia would get its new proxy, Rafiq’s son Saad

Hariri, to go to Damascus to engage with Bashar and even to Najaf and
Karbala to engage with Iraqi Shia.

The Saudi–Syrian Seen-Seen understanding (named after the first
Arabic letter of their countries’ names) committed the two countries to

jointly secure a government of national unity in Lebanon. At a time of
regional insecurity, two of the three de facto ‘colonial’ powers in Lebanon

needed to cooperate. In doing so they were encouraged by the actual
former colonial power, France. Seen-Seen was the formal background to

Saudi ambassador Abdulaziz Al-Khoja’s attempts to shape a national
government in Beirut. Trying to offset the previously Saudi-backed UN
enquiry into Hariri’s death that had split Lebanese opinion down the

middle, Al-Khoja worked with all relevant Lebanese parties to secure a
compromise government under Nabil Mikati that had the assent of both

the Sunni bloc and Hizbollah. Saad Hariri ‘had to keep his counsel.’4

In July 2010, Abdullah held Assad’s hand as they flew into Beirut

together, symbolising that the pax-Syriana was apparently still alive and
even had Saudi blessing. However, any understandings were made

redundant by the morass of Lebanese interests, including those of Iran
which simultaneously obliged Assad to embrace Tehran’s choice in the
2010 Iraqi election rather than Riyadh’s (see Chapter 8).
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From 2011 the political and armed spill-over from the civil war in

Syria made political consensus on a new Lebanese government, and
much else, even harder. Self-restraint from Hizbollah, which lost some

domestic credibility by fighting on Assad’s side in Syria, made the
interim premiership of Saudi ally, Tammam Salam, viable even though

delicate intra-Lebanese politics meant that the presidency remained
vacant.5 By both accident and design Salam’s government, backed by the

official army, the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), avoided periodic Syria-
related conflict engulfing the whole country.6 According to a Saudi
analyst close to his government, the durability of the Salam government

was testament to Saudi authority over the Lebanese political process.7

Saudi Arabia was reluctant to cut Syria totally adrift and embrace

popular revolt among what was essentially the Syrian Sunni Arab
community, but, after initial hesitation, Saudi Arabia broke off relations

with Assad in August 2011. It then proceeded to fund a disparate array of
Syrian armed rebels and backed an exiled political opposition grouping

(see below). In effect – and certainly as measured by the rhetoric they used
against each other – the two countries were at war. Syria regarded Saudi
Arabia as supporting terrorists. The Kingdom argued that Syria’s very

public and extensively documented violence against fellow (Sunni) Arabs
had put the Assad leadership beyond what Arabs could stomach. More

privately, Saudi Arabia hoped and expected that sufficient money and arms
would topple what had become a firm Iranian ally.

Saudi interests in Syria

At the time of writing Saudi Arabia was continuing to pursue dual

tactics toward the Syrian opposition. It manipulated internal Syrian
opposition politics in the leading exiled group Etilaf,8 and funded a
plethora of armed groups. In keeping with the military and ideological

realities on the ground, these groups tended to be political salafis,9 even
if they did not always advertise themselves as such.

By 2014, the Etilaf was run by those tied to Saudi Arabia.10 Hadi
Bahra, who became Etilaf leader in July 2014, has business interests in

Saudi Arabia where he had lived for many years. He replaced Ahmed
Jarba who remains close to the Saudis and retained a role in arming

supposedly moderate rebel groups under a Saudi–US–Qatari
agreement (see below). These groups are only loosely connected to
the Etilaf’s formal military partner, the Free Syrian Army (FSA).11
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In January 2015, Bahra was replaced by Khaled Al-Khoja, who is also

close to the Saudis.
US hopes that the FSA could be a liberating force12 faded as it became

an increasingly modest player in the struggle on the ground. Some of its
affiliates occasionally contested territory with Al-Nusra and DAISH but

from 2013 onwards, the FSA often endured pincer movements between
Assad’s forces and those of DAISH. The Etilaf talked big and even set

up an interim government on the ground in Syria but this proved
unsustainable practically and politically.13 In short while the fight went
on for control of Syria, the Etilaf became increasingly irrelevant. What

residual relevance it had was due largely to its FSA partners.
However, in December 2013, General Salim Idris, head of the FSA’s

command structure, the Syrian Military Council (SMC), lost out to the
partly Saudi-founded salafi alliance, Islamic Front (Jabha Al-Islami or

JI), in a battle for control of Bab Al-Hawa, a strategic crossing point
linking the SMC fighters to Turkey. JI is an amalgam of Syrian salafi
fighting groups sworn to oppose the FSA, whilst seemingly also
excluding Al-Nusra. It was founded in November 2013 as a bloc of
several salafi groups including Jaysh Al-Islami (Islamic Army), founded

by Zahran Alloush, the son of a Saudi-Syrian salafi cleric who lived in the
Kingdom for many years.14 Although the JI and other salafi militants

would fight with SMC forces for control of territory, having a stake
among patently more effective Syrian salafi fighters made sense for Saudi

Arabia especially given its competition with Qatar for influence on the
ground. The Bab Al-Hawa incident, perceptibly encouraged by Qatar’s

support for the JI, prompted Saudi Arabia to initiate changes in the
SMC’s formal defence leadership but it also retained its links to the JI.

In terms of state handling and financing, however, JI was eventually
more subject to Qatari influence in its rivalry with Saudi Arabia.

In March 2014, King Abdullah decreed that the Muslim

Brotherhood (MB), wherever it is found, is a terrorist organisation and
he criminalised any association with it. In theory, therefore, the Syrian

MB (SMB) and its members should be a target. However, SMB activists
continue to literally have a home in Saudi Arabia, just as the MB

generally did 50 years earlier. The SMB influx was marked after the 1981
massacres in Hama, Syria. SMB activists resident in Saudi Arabia today

say that the red line remains non-interference in domestic Saudi affairs.
It is even argued that Saudi Arabia has no problem with the SMB as long
as they adhere to this. Crossing that line resulted in a number of SMB
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activists being expelled from the Kingdom in the early 1990s.15

However, a number of senior figures remained, including Riad Shaqfi
who was based in Saudi Arabia until 2011 when he joined the SMB

leadership in Turkey. Premier Erdoğan was a willing host, believing that
another Arab uprising with supposed Islamist and democratic

characteristics represented a strategic opportunity.
Saudi distrust of Qatar was largely over its support for the MB,

especially in Egypt but also for its founding of the Syrian National
Council (SNC). This was an SMB-dominated body that in the early years
of the revolt was backed as the official opposition by the Friends of Syria

(FoS – an 11 member bloc of Western and Arab countries). It later
became part of the Etilaf. The SMB leader, and Etilaf joint deputy leader,

Farouq Tayfour, paid the price for the 2014 Saudi–US–Qatari agreement
over managing the Syrian rebellion. Until that point he had been the only

senior SMB/SNC person to survive at the Etilaf top table.16

While the SMB have been linked to one or two Syrian Islamist

fighting groups, they do not have a major presence on the ground and
are not seen by the Saudis as a likely inheritor of regime change. One
reason is obviously their repression at the hands of the Syrian state in the

early 1980s. However, many senior Islamic clerics had accommodated
a secular Syrian leadership that, almost by definition, allowed them

autonomy. Islamic bodies, at least up until the so-called Damascus
Spring of 2005 when Islamists were part of a rather gentler push for

change, were not ‘nationalised’ as in Saudi Arabia or Egypt. In addition,
despite the 1980s repression, the government’s economic liberalisation

in the 1990s and 2000s benefitted merchants including some associated
with the SMB which somewhat compromised their political

dissatisfaction.17

The key Saudi interest, and an important but not exclusive aspect of
the non-DAISH armed struggle against the regime, was the ‘MOC’

(military operations command). There were two in Turkey, although
that had seemingly been reduced to one in Antakya at the time of

writing. More significantly for Saudi Arabia there was one in Amman,
the capital of neighbouring Jordan, where Saudi, US, Jordanian and

Qatari intelligence officers reached an agreement in the spring of 2014 to
confine the arming of the rebels to seven groups. Largely based in the

north of Syria, the seven were supposedly ‘moderate’ but often Islamist
even if not in name. The SMC increasingly became less relevant to this
MOC process even though some of the approved groups were loosely
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connected to it. Those seven who qualified for support included groups

the Saudis had backed officially or through sanctioned private means.
These included Harakat Al-Hazem, Nour ed-deen Al-Zinki, some of the

Farooq Brigades18 and Jaysh Al-Mujahadeen.19 Displaying their general
preference for more secular Sunni politicians, another rebel amalgam

approved for arming and funding was the Syrian Revolutionary Front
(Jabha Al-Thawra Sooriya, or SRF) which was officially part of the

FSA. The Saudis formed the SRF in late 2013 under Jamal Maaroof, a
Syrian of seemingly no fixed ideology. However, the SRF is in turn
a combination of divergent, including salafi, elements. Maaroof is a

relatively simple and politically acceptable figurehead for the Saudis and
their Western allies, rather than a smart operative in day-to-day control

of what the SRF does.20

The agreement was an outcome of closer US-Saudi liaison over their

support for the Syrian rebels. In April 2014, a meeting was held in
Riyadh of the intelligence chiefs from the core group of the FoS, hosted

by Prince Mohammed bin Naif, the Saudi interior minister. Prince
Mohammed was given oversight of the Syria intelligence file in order to
accommodate US and Saudi mutual concern at the role of Prince Bandar

bin Sultan.21 In his capacity as foreign US–Saudi intelligence chief,
Bandar had liberally sprayed money and arms among those he judged

most able to fight the Syrian leadership. Allegedly he had previously aided
Palestinian-Lebanese salafi militants in Tripoli to counter Hizbollah,

which helped spark fighting in Nahar Al-Bared in 2007.22 Ironically two
years earlier Bandar had gone to Iran in his periodic capacity as Abdullah’s

personal diplomatic envoy (as he had been under King Fahd).
In June 2014, King Abdullah met with US President Barack Obama

who was anxious to assuage Saudi concerns at his relative soft peddling of
support for Syrian rebels due to US fears of aiding extremism. This
seemingly affirmed the supposed ‘redirection’ initiated at the meeting of

US intelligence and security officials with Prince Mohammed two
months earlier.

Whatever their governments’ apparent preferences a steady stream of
Saudi and other Arab nationals joined the ranks of Al-Nusra, usually but

not exclusively via Jordan, just as some Saudis had taken this route to
fight against the USA and/or the Shia in Iraq. Some Saudi and other Gulf

Arab nationals provided financial support. Support from individual
Saudi princes and businessmen funded an array of Syrian Islamist rebels,
including the more extreme groupings.23 It is not clear if this kind of
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Saudi backing entirely stopped. The Turkish leadership is accused by a

former Turkish ambassador to Saudi Arabia of allowing Al-Nusra to
enter Turkish territory in the group’s capacity as the most effective group

fighting Syria.24 It was alleged by others that Turkey allowed DAISH to
do the same and likewise for entirely instrumental reasons. It seems

plausible therefore that the Saudi authorities, or sections of them, were
aware of the involvement of some of their nationals in funding Al-Nusra,

JI and other rebels useful to Riyadh in the war with Bashar, particularly
when they targeted his interests directly.

Al-Nusra and its eventual rival DAISH were born of Al-Qaida

(AQ) in Iraq but DAISH diverged over tactics and separated itself
from the AQ fold. Saudi nationals also joined DAISH and were allegedly

part of the movement’s brutal social control on the ground in Syria and
Iraq as well as providers of financial backing and organisers of foreign

recruitment.
Some of JI’s Syrian fighters, and even some of those who came under

the umbrella of the FSA, were also associated with other extreme
Islamists including Al-Nusra. Saudi Arabia became uncomfortable at
JI’s modus vivendi in Syria, its association in practice with Al-Nusra25 and

in particular at the prospective dangers of Saudi nationals getting
involved with it. On the ground Al-Nusra and DAISH had largely

focused on fighting Islamist rebels, including each other. However,
while the chosen ones received some anti-tank missiles neither the newly

approved rebels nor the FSA were able to dominate the Syrian battlefield
or even the rebellion. There is some evidence that JI was using anti-tank

missiles in early 2014. Given that tactical cooperation, trade or
expropriation periodically transects US-backed and AQ-related Syrian

groups, Saudi Arabia and Qatar’s formal commitment to only arm and
fund approved Sunni (and in practice mostly Islamist) fighters was not
respected on the battlefield. The tight Saudi coordination with the USA

over the funding of Syrian rebels began to loosen toward the end of 2014
to the advantage of Al-Nusra and at the expense of jointly backed

groups like Hazem and SRF. A new amalgam including Al-Nusra, Ahrar
Al-Sham and some FSA affiliates, entitled Jaysh Al-Fatah (Army of

Conquest), took the northern city of Idlib, routing Hazem (and its
weapons store in the process), and in April 2015 took Jisr Al-Shughur, a

strategically important town proximate to Turkey. Saudi-Turkish
coordination following the death of King Abdullah (see Chapter 13)
benefitted Jaysh Al-Fatah, something seen by both states’ leaders as
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necessary to weaken Assad. Abstruse reasoning by Saudi Arabia and

Turkey suggested that their financial support for Jaysh Al-Fatah could
help to loosen Al-Nusra from AQ and then somehow weaken Al-Nusra

in turn by focusing support on Ahrar Al-Sham.26

This seemingly sustainable war of attrition encouraged Saudi Arabia

to shun chatter inside the Kingdom, and implicit media comment, that
Syrian leader Bashar Al-Assad could be engaged with. Notably, back in

2011, Burhan Ghaliyoun the leader of the SMB-inclined SNC,
suggested himself as negotiator with the Syrian government to end the
increasing bloodshed. This brought his political demise and also helped

Riyadh manoeuvre against the SNC, eventually founding Etilaf as its
effective replacement. A few years later however, Saudi Arabia moved to

encourage Etilaf to go to Geneva to talk directly with Assad’s people.
In January 2014, Hadi Bahra headed the Etilaf team that attended the

‘Geneva 2’ talks with a Syrian government team headed by deputy PM
and foreign minister, Walid Muallem. According to Ahmed Jarba’s

advisor, Munzher Akbik, the decision to go was made against the wishes
of the majority of ordinary Syrians. As a consequence he claimed there
was little enthusiasm for going down this route again, with or without

Saudi pressure.27

The USA and the UK had already responded to the growth of

militant Islamists by seeking to support the ‘right kind’ of jihadi.
However, when DAISH claimed it was a cross-border khalifate in July

2014, Western leaders prioritised its defeat over what was in any case
their relatively cautious struggle against Bashar. At the same time the

US-led dialogue with Iran over nuclear issues held out the tantalising
possibility of a wider regional understanding. In theory, given that Iran

and the USA were both helping the Iraqi government and the west was
arming the Iraqi Kurds, while the Saudis, Emiratis and Jordanians
played a role, albeit limited, in the US-led coalition hitting DAISH

targets in Syria, a political formula to end the war in Syria should not
have been beyond the wit of these undeclared allies. However, Iran’s lead

role in enhancing Iraqi capabilities on the ground against DAISH and
Assad’s ability to withstand the revolt against him, hardly necessitated

that they compromise.
The UK (no doubt with US connivance) and Egypt were interested in

promoting more plausible political alternatives to both DAISH and
Bashar than the relatively weak Etilaf. Furthermore British engagement
with some of Syria’s internal opposition was perhaps an attempt to avoid
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a repeat of the 1990s Iraq scenario of reliance on an exiled political

opposition disconnected from events on the ground and lacking a
significant following.

On Egypt’s part (with UK encouragement) there was very high
level interest in discreetly facilitating an intra-Syrian dialogue after the

very public failure of the Geneva process28 and even an interest in
encouraging a covert dialogue between the Syrian and Saudi

leadership.29 An Egyptian-promoted intra-Syrian track that somehow
secured a genuine constraint on the power of the Assad circle would be
welcomed and possibly encouraged by Saudi Arabia but the idea of the

Saudi government talking directly with Assad is not.30 Whether Egypt
was in a confident enough position to promote this was an open

question.31 However, the idea was encouraged by Iran and the USA and
was written about favourably in a Saudi-owned newspaper.32 The Syrian

political opposition, whether MB or not, were highly sceptical both
about Egypt and about the idea of sharing power with their ‘killer’.33

Saudi Arabia has avoided major engagement with Iran over Syria and
over much else in recent years. It was angry and remained deeply
concerned about US engagement with Iran. Etilaf leaders said that they

felt no pressure from Riyadh to consider power-sharing proposals from
the USA, Egypt or anybody else.

Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister, Saud Al-Faisal, engaged with Russia
in June 2014 to seemingly get beyond the wilder negotiating strategy of

Bandar who had met with Putin when Saudi intelligence chief. Saud Al-
Faisal stated to his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, that Saudi Arabia

wanted a negotiated solution that removed Bashar from the presidency,
in accord with the Geneva principles, and preserved Syria’s

‘independence and territorial integrity’,34 with the implication that a
deal does not have to dismantle the regime. This, as he surely knew, was a
very difficult circle to square. The Saudis are serious about preserving the

Syrian state, even if they doubt its sustainability in an ongoing war, and
would accept almost any alternative leadership capable of doing that.35

The Saudis may have been to an extent on the same side as Iran and
the Assad leadership against DAISH, but had hoped, somewhat naively,

that showing willing against this immediate and common problem
would produce dividends in terms of a US desire to tackle the

environment in which DAISH had grown, including Assad’s seeming
war on Syrian Sunnis. The Saudis’ participation also encouraged a US
agreement to train 5,000 Syrian rebels on Saudi territory, corresponding
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with a Turkish and Jordanian commitment to do the same thing in their

country. At US insistence, however, the rebels’ focus will be on DAISH
not on Assad. At the time of writing, vetting and training of the new

rebel army was proving slow.
Problematically for Saudi Arabia the aerial bombing alienated the

Sunni community both in Iraq and Syria, some of whom had backed AQ
in Iraq a decade earlier. Funding came from within Saudi Arabia and

other GCC states for DAISH and Al-Nusra, as well as for a variety of
other fighters in Syria that were officially approved by the USA and
Saudi Arabia, likewise on the basis of their Islamist opposition to the

leadership of both Iraq and Syria. Therefore the contradictions in Saudi
Arabia’s membership of the air coalition over Syria were both obvious

and unsustainable. Coalition bombing in Syria that did not significantly
set back DAISH, but targeted Sunni areas and benefitted the Syrian

leadership, could not be accepted by Saudi public and wider Sunni Arab
opinion. A senior Saudi researcher commented, ‘I doubt [Saudi Arabia

would] continue such involvement if the end-game [in Syria] is not
clear’,36 the ‘end-game’ meaning the removal of Bashar Al-Assad. That,
and the limited number of capable Saudi pilots, saw the Kingdom

reduce its role to that of political support. This was exemplified by its
hosting of a meeting of (anti-DAISH) coalition defence officials in

Riyadh in February 2015.
Saudi Arabia’s sense of itself, including by joining the anti-DAISH

campaign, as the ultimate status quo power brooks no acceptance on
its part that Iran too is defending Syrian and Iraqi territorial

integrity.37 Syria and Iraq are in Saudi eyes occupied by Iran. This is a
perceptible reality that, politically speaking, they will not accommodate

themselves to.

Saudi interests in Lebanon

The rise of DAISH from 2013 deepened the Saudi commitment to its

interests in Lebanon, and efforts to counter the group’s operation there
was a common interest between Iran and Saudi Arabia. The role of Iran,

Syria and Hizbollah in Lebanon is though still despised by Saudi Arabia
which holds them responsible for preventing their proxy, Saad Hariri,

from governing and for obliging him to seek exile in Paris in 2011.
However, the US-Iranian rapprochement, Hizbollah’s need for calm in
Lebanon as it propped up Bashar, and mutual concerns about DAISH
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encouraged something of a thaw. One consequence was that Saad Hariri

returned to Beirut in August 2014 declaring that he had a Saudi gift of
US$1billion (bn) for the relatively weak and underfunded LAF. Within

LAF, the Shia are the plurality and in the LAF’s sometimes ineffective
efforts to face down DAISH and other nihilistic jihadi groups operating
in Lebanon, Hizbollah cooperates with them. They do not want the LAF
to become too capable however, for fear that they could be used against

them. Prior to Hariri’s ‘gift’ Saudi Arabia had already been trying to
enhance the capacity of LAF. In January 2014, they committed to
paying France US$3bn to provide LAF with the equivalent in arms.

To Saudi and LAF frustration, this stalled while France consulted with
the USA and possibly Israel, over the strategic impact of what it might

supply and the perceived danger of Hizbollah acquiring the weapons
from the LAF due to an overlap in membership. The French delivery

finally began in April 2015. However, it was expected to take three years
to complete due to delays in manufacture and training.38 New arms or

not, nobody believed that the LAF, in the short to medium term, would
be able or willing to entirely control Lebanon’s border with either Israel
or Syria, where Hizbollah and Lebanese Sunni fighters moved freely in

support of their allies in the Syrian civil war. However, Saudi Arabia
wanted the LAF to be able to act against overt threats to Lebanese

national integrity (as it later did against DAISH and Al-Nusra in Arsal
near the Syrian border) and for the support in itself to send a ‘message’

that Iran should not assume the monopoly of violence39 in Lebanon
would remain in its hands.40

The Saudis’ Sunni Arab political allies in Lebanon are largely tied to
the Hariri family circle.41 Upon the shock death of Rafiq, the former

premier, Fouad Siniora, and several other key associates transferred their
loyalty to Saad and remain faithful. For the Saudi leadership, Saad may
be a money conduit, but Riyadh will not necessarily stick with him

regardless. In office he struggled and in any case the Saudis generally
prefer a wider circle of allies42 in Lebanon as elsewhere. Saad is not seen

in Beirut or Riyadh as being as shrewd a political operator as his father.
He can even seem like a relatively insubstantial figure, figuratively

speaking. However, this is not unlike his close friend, the Saudi deputy
foreign minister and son of King Abdullah, Prince Abdulaziz bin

Abdullah, with whom Saad has a mutual and sometimes shared
enthusiasm for Xbox.43 Lebanese analysts who are close to the Saudis
wonder if Riyadh actually wants to risk Saad taking over the premiership
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in an increasingly unstable region where the violence was beginning to

encroach on Lebanon.44

The Saudis historically have ensured they have a wide range of Sunni

Arab Lebanese politicians to work with them even if there have always
been some critics from within this community. The ministers of interior

and of justice, Nouhad Machnuq and Ashraf Rifi, are close to Riyadh and
could be favoured in Saad’s stead. However, Rifi was vetoed by Hizbollah

when he sought to extend his period as head of the internal security
service and Machnuq is overtly hostile to Syria.

Different senior princes have ‘their own’ Lebanese charitable

foundations associated with individual Lebanese Sunni politicians or
the wider Sunni community.45 The Saudis also have influence over the

Lebanese Sunni clerical class, whether via Saudi clerical funding or the
Saudi political leadership. Egypt’s role in the appointment of a new

Lebanese mufti in August 2014 by uniting the Sunni Dar Al-Fatwa
institution in Beirut emphasised its resumption of regional influence via

the preeminent Sunni institution, Al-Azhar. This is encouraged by the
Saudi political leadership, regardless of the fact that this is a very
different Sunni Islamic tradition from their own.

The Lebanese Association of Muslim Clerics (AMC), a relatively new
body reminiscent of the one in Iraq associated with jihadi militants,

sought to mediate with DAISH fighters who entered Lebanese territory
at Arsal in July 2014. The AMC have been accused by Lebanon’s Saudi

detractors of receiving Saudi support. The same people often suggest
that DAISH itself is a Saudi creation; the credibility of this claim is

probably limited to the Kingdom’s role in encouraging Sunni Arab
disaffection in Iraq and Syria.

In Beirut, the Saudis’ main political manager is their ambassador.
However, the incumbent at the time of writing, Ali Al-Asiri, had been
relatively ineffective compared with his predecessor, Abdulaziz

Al-Khoja. While the post is very much an appointment of the Saudi
Royal Court, and therefore carries the King’s imprimatur, the individual

ambassador’s weight in Lebanon also reflects his personal effort, standing
and networking skills. The Saudis appoint ‘real ambassadors’46 to

Beirut, meaning that they are not just political functionaries but the
individual incumbent plainly makes a major difference. The prospect of

there not being a Saudi ambassador for some time amidst the threat from
DAISH and the related instability in neighbouring Syria and Iraq, led
interim premier Tammam Salam to ask King Abdullah to keep Asiri on
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after his term expired.47 This need for the ambassador to be present is an

indication of Saudi Arabia’s weight in Lebanon.
Saudi interests go beyond the Sunni Arab politicking for the powerful

post of Lebanon’s prime minister. Who they back for president is also of
relevance, even if the PM, under the terms of the Taif Agreement, can

exercise these powers in concert with the cabinet if (as at the time of
writing) there is no president in office. The Saudis may back another

would-be stabilising LAF general as president who would also be
nominal commander-in-chief of an armed force that Saudi Arabia in any
case would like to strengthen. If so, General Jean Khawaji, the LAF chief

of staff, would be suitable and his appointment would follow that of ex-
chief of staff Michel Suleiman.

Across the political and confessional spectrum the Lebanese see
Saudi Arabia as exercising a lot of weight in their affairs. It is seen as a

regional economic power able to affect their financial and business
affairs, at both the declared and non-declared level, and seen as a

significant political operator. In addition the Saudis’ pre-eminent
Islamic role as the location of the haramain does have an impact, not
least when this religious status (along with Saudi money) is used as a

platform for attempted intra-Lebanese peace deals. As noted
previously, the most obvious case was their agreement in the Saudi

city of Taif in September 1989. A similarly diplomatically detached
Saudi approach was taken to the intra-Palestinian Makka Agreement of

February 2007. Throughout the crisis of 2008, Lebanese faction leaders
encouraged Saudi mediation and even Hizbollah’s Hassan Nasrallah

has periodically sent positive signals about Riyadh playing such a role.
A diverse range of Lebanese actors still pay homage to the apparently

positive role of Saudi largesse in their country and to Saudi
commitment to securing negotiated political compromise over the
appointments of a new president or a new government.

Some members of the Lebanese elite even argue that that country
needs a ‘Taif 2’, including profounder political reform to reflect

contemporary demographics. However, if such a process were to be
undertaken again, Saudi Arabia is not expected to be the host. In the

intervening period the Kingdom became a much more overt player in
the strategic competition over Lebanon. In practice it still tried to cut

deals with Hizbollah, and like them, wants to contain DAISH.
Ultimately, however, Saudi Arabia wants to constrain Hizbollah as far as
possible.
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The desire of Lebanon’s Sunni Muslims and Christians to have Saudi

onside does not mean that it is above criticism or suspicion. They
accused Saudi Arabia of cutting funding to the ‘March 14 group’ (Sunnis

and Christians aligned in opposition to Syria and Hizbollah) as a result
of the Saudi rapprochement with Syria from 2008 to 2011. A specific

charge made by Samir Geagea, head of the leading Christian militia
group, the Lebanese Forces, was that the move reflected Prince Abdulaziz

bin Abdullah’s influence on the then Saudi ambassador Abdulaziz
Al-Khoja.48

Saudi–Syria: Where next?

The USA’s emphasis on countering DAISH rather than the Syrian
leadership will probably allow Saudi Arabia to continue to back (and as

far as possible train) approved Syrian rebel groups and fighters,
something that it is likely to continue to want to do in tandem with the

USA. However, the USA’s effective military re-entering of Iraq from
August 2014 to contain DAISH emphasised that any such support for
Syrian rebels has to be managed very carefully as (undeclared) Iranian,

and by default Syrian, assistance in the common cause against DAISH
was needed.

Should there be enough US pressure then Saudi Arabia could
become ‘less aggressive’ in its support for the ‘military opposition’49

in Syria. This will depend on how much the USA needs and can rely on
Iran as a regional stabiliser, as opposed to the regional spoiler that

most of the USA’s Arab allies consider it. It seems less likely that the
Saudis will engage directly, consistently and at a senior enough level

with Iran over Syria. Therefore, they will not freely lessen their
commitment to the Syrian armed opposition as a sign of good faith to
either Iran or Syria.

Saudi Arabia and the USA are still bound to the Anglo-French
territorial settlement in the Middle East that had been made a century

earlier. This was underscored by the broad Arab alliance mobilised
in favour of the extant Arab state system in the 1991 Gulf war.

Consequently Saudi Arabia wants to treat Iraq and Syria separately,
however much DAISH erases their border in de facto terms. Saudi

Arabia may improve relations with Iraq while continuing to aid some
of the discontented Sunni tribes, but is expected to continue to reject
re-engaging with Syria.50
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The Syrian leadership’s official discourse remained as hostile to

Saudi Arabia as Riyadh’s was to it. Bashar does not appear interested
in any putative intra-Arab mediation that would encourage better

relations with Saudi Arabia. However, in exploiting everybody’s fears
of DAISH, Bashar has played a very clever game. In August 2014, the

Syrian Air Force conducted strikes against DAISH positions in
northern Syria. Previously Bashar had been content to allow them

and Al-Nusra to remain fairly free to do his dirty work against
those rebels more focused on fighting him. He was doing in Syria
what the USA and Iran were helping the Iraqi and Kurdish

authorities to do in Iraq.

Conclusion

If ‘approved’ Syrian rebel groups cannot alter the military balance on the
ground then the Saudis may try to encourage more defections from the

heart of the Syrian leadership. High-ranking Syrian political and
military figures that went into exile from 2011 onwards were quietly
engaged with by Saudi Arabia, but they were not politically embraced

and ended up settling in France or Turkey. Saudi Arabia, in common
with the other parts of the FoS alliance, favoured various overtly anti-

Assad political and guerrilla groups. Yet in Saudi Arabia some analysts
and influential writers argued that the Kingdom should take steps to

ensure that its support for armed rebels did not aid the destruction of the
Syrian state pace Iraq, and that it should therefore reach out to some of

the senior Syrian political figures who had left.51 Some of these Syrian
figures seemingly retained links with the Assad leadership – potentially

a benefit as much as a danger to any such Saudi engagement.
It was difficult for Saudi Arabia, Iran, Hizbollah or the Syrian

opposition to envisage how Assad could hand over power held by his

tight family and clan circle without ending his regime. This was a
dilemma that neither Iran nor the USA faced when they encouraged the

Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki to step down. Distrust of
anything even vaguely connected to Bashar, makes Saudi Arabia unlikely

to engage with the Syrian opposition allowed to operate inside Syria.52

A new Syrian leadership in Damascus, one more representative of the

country’s Sunni majority, would obviously be an entirely different
matter. However, such a transition looks elusive. A war of attrition,
partly fed by the Saudis, looks more plausible.
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Lebanon is intimately connected to the fortunes of Syria, both in

Saudi calculations and in fact. Saudi patronage and the interests of key
Lebanese actors in either embracing the Kingdom or not wholly

opposing it seem likely to allow Riyadh ongoing influence there.
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CHAPTER 13

SAUDI ARABIA AND TURKEY

Neil Partrick

Background

Within Saudi and Turkish decision-making circles the perception of

the other is often clouded by history. Some of the Saudi elite remain
sensitive to the historic leadership role of non-Arab Turkey in Arabia

and the wider Arab world and this sensitivity can overlap with
contemporary concerns when Turkey appears to be disinterring old
Ottoman interests. The post-Ottoman Turkish embrace of secular,

republican verities also creates discomfort and some confusion, when
represented by an identifiably, if mildly, Islamist political leadership.

Although Turks with a good sense of history emphasise the Al-Saud’s
pragmatic acceptance of Ottoman suzerainty whilst they expanded

their tribally based domain, some members of the Turkish elite retain a
corresponding sense of Saudi Arabia as a pre-modern polity lacking

institutional or strategic capacity.
Although regarded by many Turkish and Saudi observers as dormant

before the 1990–1 Gulf Crisis, the bilateral relationship had actually
begun to show signs of life in the preceding decade. Turgat Ozal
emerged from the 1980 military coup to set his country on a domestic

and foreign policy track that Saudi Arabia found more amenable.1 Ozal’s
statist incorporation of Islam into the republic’s largely secular ethos,

coupled with economic deregulation and a firmer attachment to his
country’s NATO membership, encouraged the Saudi government to

engage, although primarily on a business promotion front.



When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Turkish diplomats and at least

one well-placed Saudi general2 tried to impress on the Saudi leadership
that Turkey’s geo-strategic location and NATO membership made its

troops ideally placed both practically and symbolically to enter the
Kingdom to provide part of its defence.3 This was resisted, however,

by the crown prince, Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, on the basis that the
Ottoman Turks were the former rulers of Arabia.4

Ozal was important in ensuring that coalition forces could operate
from Iraq’s north despite Turkish military and popular objection, and
this role helped develop the bilateral relationship. Official and business

interaction was still limited, however. A serving Turkish diplomat5

observed that even under a perceptibly pro-American figure like

King Fahd, the notion of Turkey and of Turks as pursuing a ‘Godless
secularism’ still coloured relations.6 Nevertheless, Ozal, who died in

1993, helped to create awareness of the importance of the other. In doing
so he exemplified how Turkish foreign policy is often led from either the

office of the prime minister or president, depending on the personality
and power base of the individual.

In terms of Middle East policy the two states were broadly on the same

side throughout the 1990s. Both Turkey and Saudi Arabia played an
active role in the US-led containment of Iraq. Turkey drew relatively close

to Israel, while Saudi Arabia provided backing for the Middle East Peace
Process. Saudi Arabia was wary of the perceptibly Muslim Brotherhood

(MB) style government of the short-lived premiership of Necmettin
Erbakan. However, throughout the decade Saudi Arabia maintained good

relations with President Suleiman Demirel.

The Justice and Development Party of Turkey

It was not until the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma

Partisi, AKP) took power in 2002 with a high level of popular support
that Saudi Arabia really began to sit up and take notice of Turkey. The

AKP government projected an Islamic aspect to a foreign policy that
reached out to its former eastern Ottoman territories and built on

already growing links with former Soviet ‘Turkic’ territories. Saudi
Arabia’s receptiveness to the AKP government was boosted under King

Abdullah who conducted two official visits to the republic within two
years of his accession in 2005 and encouraged high level engagement by
other senior Saudi figures.
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President (and formerly Prime Minister) Erdoğan directs Turkish

foreign relations including those with Saudi Arabia. His close ally
Abdullah Gul (president 2007–14) took a more ceremonial but

periodically, diplomatically useful role. Erdoğan’s dominance of foreign
policy was consolidated in August 2014 when he won the directly

elected presidency, a post in which his authority over foreign affairs
will be extensive. In the event of him or the AKP losing power, or at

least conceding some of it, Turkey’s eastward development is likely to
remain without it abandoning its long standing economic and strategic
alignment with the west.

The retired Turkish foreign minister and former ambassador to
Saudi Arabia, Yaşar Yakiş, sees Turkey’s geo-strategic interest as being

pursued via a ‘grandiose nationalism’7 but not ‘neo-Ottomanism’ (as
many argue). Rather, he says, it is consistent with the republic’s

traditional, ‘Islam-coloured’ nationalism. The Islamic component
under the AKP, and in particular under Erdoğan, is viewed by Saudi

Arabia as more than just an adjunct to Turkish foreign policy.
However, the importance of Erdoğan to both the presentation and the
substance of that policy is not disputed. Likewise, Saudi relations with

Turkey are largely a matter of what the King (and his immediate circle)
will agree to.

Basis of the relationship

Turkish soft power drew on Islam to legitimise a regional policy that

sought to avoid taking sides in any conflict and to ensure ‘zero problems’
with its neighbours. To this effect Turkey, with Brazil, proposed a

compromise nuclear deal with Iran in May 2010 that would have
involved Turkey in Iran’s uranium enrichment process. Despite not
challenging Iran as Saudi Arabia would have hoped, a more assertive

Turkish role was a welcome development. Turkey is a predominantly
Sunni Muslim country. From the Saudi perspective Arab Sunni Iraq was

already ‘lost’ to the Iranian camp and Arab Sunni Egypt lacked the
capacity or will to act as a counter to Iran.

Turkish and Saudi engagement with Syria at this time, whilst partly
reflecting differing motivations, was also born of a shared desire to not

alienate an important regional player. While the Syrian leadership was
increasingly linked to Iran, it was also keen to protect its own interests,
including that Iraq not be a staging post to an American attempt
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to bring it down. Saudi Arabia continued to engage with Syria even

after King Abdullah blamed Bashar Al-Assad for the murder of the
Kingdom’s primary Lebanese ally, Rafiq Hariri, in 2005. This

continued, albeit with considerable difficulty, until the aborted Saudi-
Syrian agreement on the makeup of the Lebanese government in 2009.

In 2010, Turkey backed the overthrow of Saudi ally Hosni Mubarak
in Egypt, proffering itself as a model for the marriage of Islam and

democracy. This blessing by a regional power for the putative aims of the
‘Arab Spring’ was uncomfortable enough for Saudi Arabia. However,
Turkey’s popularity among Muslim Brotherhood (MB) supporters in

Egypt and throughout north Africa was especially threatening.
Prior to the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, Erdoğan’s

attempts to court Bashar Al-Assad, when the Syrian leader was
deepening his country’s dependence on Iran, had made Saudi Arabia

suspicious. Saudi Arabia was increasingly concerned that Turkey was
fellow-travelling with an emergent anti-Sunni bloc. The subsequent

conflict in Syria, however, raised Saudi hopes that Erdoğan would in
effect represent a de facto Sunni front in any military intervention. Like
Saudi Arabia, he had quickly called on Assad to undertake reform. Thus,

despite differences over the MB government in Egypt, a necessary
pragmatism on both sides enabled cooperation over Syria.

The MB factor in Saudi–Turkish relations is about more than Egypt,
but Saudi concerns about Turkey’s ‘Islamic’ foreign policy were

highlighted in the context of the coup that overthrew the Egyptian MB
government in July 2013. Saudi Arabia made an uncharacteristically fast

and positive response to this seismic event, while Turkey fed Saudi
concerns by what some Turkish officials privately acknowledge was his

undiplomatically hostile response.8 Turkish anger over the coup is seen
in Saudi Arabia as further evidence of a thread linking Turkey to
Islamists in Egypt and in Syria. Turkey does not deny that it had

supportive relations with the MB branch involved in the anti-Mubarak
rebellion, but does not accept the widespread Saudi view that it is

pursuing a ‘MB foreign policy’. In fact within Turkey and more widely,
the Erdoğan government has been accused of supporting a much more

radical variant of Islamism, the Al-Qaida-connected Al-Nusra, while it
is alleged both in Turkey and outside that the government is allowing

Sunni militants, including DAISH, to cross into Syria9 to fight against a
supposed greater enemy, Bashar Al-Assad. Turkey argues that his
leadership is the source of the militant problem in Syria; this is evidently
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a greater Turkish priority than aiding enemy Kurds fighting DAISH at

its border. The alleged Turkish support of militants has also raised
suspicions in Saudi Arabia, despite the fact that some Saudis accept there

is a pragmatic rationale to backing Al-Nusra as highly capable anti-
Assad fighters, at the very least.10 The Saudi Arabian government has

also been accused of funnelling money to non-MB Sunni Islamist
militants in Syria although it seemingly became keen to avoid money

reaching Al-Nusra or its rival DAISH.
Part of the opprobrium Turkey attracted from Saudi Arabia over its

MB connections is because they overlap with Saudi Arabia’s Gulf Arab

neighbour, Qatar. Formally speaking, Qatar, a fellow member of the
GCC, is a Saudi ally but is much distrusted by the Kingdom. Cautious

Saudi voices suggest that Turkey may adopt policies for entirely
pragmatic reasons and that the Saudi leadership should not lose sight of

this. Saudi commentator Awadh Al-Badi11 notes, ‘In Saudi Arabia we
tend to think that because Turkey is doing “x” then there is a conspiracy

against us. There is no proof of this. After all Turkey’s relationship with
China is entirely a pragmatic one’, an allusion to an air defence
agreement Ankara signed with Beijing in September 2013. However,

Al-Badi further notes that when it comes to Egypt, a powerful
neighbouring state, there is a bottom line: Saudi national security

interests could not tolerate a MB government and would inevitably
resist Turkish support for it.

Despite suspicions and resentments toward Turkey, Saudi Arabia is
still cooperating with it over Syria. In fact some well-placed Saudis think

that differences over the MB fail to reflect the degree of cooperation that
exists on a broad range of issues.12 Turkey provided facilities at its

Antakya military base, close to the Syrian border, for military and
intelligence coordination with Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the USA in their
mutual support for the Syrian armed opposition. However, Saudi

Arabia’s greatest focus has become the so-called ghroufe askariya (aka the
‘military operations command’; MOC) in Amman, Jordan, where Saudi

support for the Syrian opposition is facilitated and where American and
Jordanian officers are present. This reflects the greater scope for Saudi

intelligence to conduct such work across its border with Jordan and a
specific focus on Amman airport for importing weaponry.

Saudi Arabia would like Turkey to cut its backing for the Syrian MB.
A Saudi official has referred to a Turkish policy of ‘exporting the MB’13

and Saudis accuse Turkey of ‘putting all its eggs in the MB basket’,14 a
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view that also finds echoes among some Turks close to their country’s

policy making process. However, the reduction of Turkey’s regional MB
association does not appear to be a Saudi government policy objective.
The exponential growth in mutual trade and investment and the regular
traffic in business delegations from Turkey to Saudi Arabia are all

trumpeted by Turkish officials as a measure of how relations have
improved under the AKP government. Inside Turkey the Saudis are

often viewed as championing such business as a means to exercise
political influence. Yet in Saudi Arabia there is little evidence that
official support for a deepening economic relationship is geared toward

specific political objectives. Indeed both Saudi officials and those close to
Saudi officialdom say there is no strategic approach in their country’s

relations with Turkey.
A former Saudi official deeply familiar with Turkey says that, ‘Turkey

isn’t really with us’ when it comes to the main Saudi concerns in the
region.15 A Turkish critic of his government’s foreign policy16 puts it

more negatively than this. He argues that the AKP leadership have
alienated both the Saudis and the US over Syria and Egypt. The Turkish
government says that it is consistently standing up for democracy in the

face of repression, but the Saudis and the US see the Turks as ‘unreliable’,
willing to work with an Al-Qaida-related group in Syria and breaking

firmly with the USA and Saudi Arabia over the July 2013 Egyptian
coup.17 Turkey is trying to encourage more Saudi investment18 but

certainly not because Turkey views Saudi Arabia as a wise political
player. Prejudice against the Arabs in general and a tendency to dismiss

their polities in bedouin terms is a view noted by some Turkish analysts.
On the Saudi side there is sensitivity to being treated like a ‘child’ by

their supposedly more politically mature ‘big brother’.19

At the military to military level, it was the objective of the Saudi
deputy defence minister Prince Khaled bin Sultan (replaced April 2013)

to deepen relations with Turkey. In 1990, he had enthused about Turkish
troops returning to Arabia and in 2010, in his capacity as de facto

minister during the ill health of his father Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz,
he signed an agreement for Turkey to provide training and technical

assistance to the Saudi armed forces. This was an interesting development
given the training packages long in place with a number of Western

countries. It raised eyebrows in Saudi Arabia and his eventual (unrelated)
sacking caused some disappointment in Turkey. His replacement, half-
brother Prince Salman bin Sultan, was an ex-intelligence official focused
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on Saudi Arabia’s Jordanian-based operation in support of the Syrian

opposition. However, Saudi succession politics meant that he and two
subsequent post holders were not in position for very long.

Turkey is not seeking to rival Saudi Arabia’s Western military allies.
Some Turkish officials believe that they could have capitalised on the

goodwill generated by the May 2013 visit of the Saudi defence minister
Crown Prince Salman in some areas of defence sales.20 However, there

was no substantive bilateral discussion of either military or diplomatic
matters, and the overall impact of the visit was limited.

The engagement between Iran and international powers over the

Islamic Republic’s nuclear programme is acknowledged in Saudi
Arabia as a development that should logically create a closer Saudi

working relationship with Turkey to offset Iran’s regional weight.
Saudi Arabia argues that any historic Saudi–Turkish sensitivity pales

in comparison to the much greater sensitivities between a former
Persian empire led by Shia Islamists and the Sunni Ottoman Turks

whose contemporary state is Western-aligned and secular.21 Turkey
views its engagement with Iran as a pragmatic necessity given its
powerful neighbour’s regional influence and its own energy needs. This

feeds resentment in Saudi Arabia but does not prevent a Saudi–Turkish
understanding over Iran.

Deep differences over Egypt do not prevent an understanding either.
The former MB leadership was hardly in the Iranian camp, even if it

did seek to improve on the poisonous Egyptian–Iranian relations of
the Mubarak era. The consequences of a possible normalisation in Iran’s

relations with the west, the potentially related effect in Syria, and the
not wholly resolved conflict in Egypt, are all cited by Saudis as ‘cards’

that Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia will all in their different ways have
to play.22

The Turkish–Saudi gap over Egypt has not prevented Turkey from

understanding the potential threat that Iran poses to Saudi Arabia.
Turkey also accepts the Saudi view that Iran is meddling in its Eastern

Province and in Bahrain.23 How the two states would actually work
together to counter Iran is a persistent question among Saudis and one

exacerbated by the growing perception that Iran, courtesy of the West,
could become part of regional security initiatives. When it comes to

Syria and countering the MB, a well-placed Saudi journalist notes that
his country appears increasingly keen to coordinate with the UAE,
Jordan and where possible, with financially dependent Egypt.24
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Domestic fears

Part of the Saudi antipathy toward the MB, especially when it came to its
brief period in government in Egypt, is domestically driven. The Al-

Saud are uncomfortable with any other version of an Islamic polity,
especially one that influences the Arab world.25 Turkey’s traditional

secular republicanism is much less of a threat than the Islamic tinge of
its supposed ‘model’ under Erdoğan, who is perceived by Saudi Arabia as

encouraging a regional alignment with the MB. Inside the Kingdom the
Saudi MB has a modest, if residual, role in some ministries. However, the

Saudi leadership’s inability to countenance a domestic political alternative
– and the MB may be the only alternative to the Al-Saud – creates an
overlap between domestic and regional politics. For some Saudi observers

a confident, informed, and above all strategic management of Saudi
relations in the region, including, where appropriate, closer working with

Turkey will not be possible without a domestic political overhaul that
affects both the formation and the foundations of foreign policy.26 That

said, they often stress that the Saudi MB per se are not influencing foreign
policy. ‘We don’t worry about the Saudi Muslim Brotherhood,’ says retired

Saudi army general Anwar Al-Eshki, stressing that, ‘It’s the salafis who are
very strong here [and] regionally.’27

The conflict in Syria is a fulcrum of common working and of mutual
suspicion. Turks emphasise that their government, quite sensibly, had no
interest in translating its support for the Syrian opposition into their

armed defence. Turkey remained willing to host the combat aircraft of
NATO and/or regional partners in order for the shared policing of a

possible no-fly zone over northern Syria. However, those knowledgeable
of official Turkish thinking argue that the Syrian civil war has shown

how vulnerable Turkey is to ethnic and sectarian-based destabilisation
in its south-east.28 As a result, it is viewed as essential that any

(increasingly unlikely) external Western military intervention against
Bashar Al-Assad is well-co-ordinated and does not leave Turkey
practically and politically exposed.

For some Saudi analysts this caution only highlights the domestic
limitations on Turkey’s capacity to act on an issue of great importance to

the Kingdom. Erdoğan, it is said, placed Turkey in the forefront of
rhetorical opposition to the Syrian leadership, but could not take the

military initiative to match his words with action. Some even doubt
Turkish military capacity, citing the use of foreign troops to operate the
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Patriot missile batteries supplied to Turkey by NATO in response to the

Syrian conflict.29 However, it would not have been realistic to have
expected Turkey to single-handedly take on a neighbouring state with

considerable asymmetric as well as conventional military capacity.
Increasing concern at the growing strength of foreign Islamic militants

in Syria, who constitute a regional and potentially an international
threat, raises the possibility of Western re-engagement with the Assad

leadership, thereby ending once and for all any possibility of combined
military action with Turkey.

Turkey’s overtures to the Iraqi Kurdish leadership of Irbil as it

tentatively pursued a peace process with the Kurdish population were
viewed in Saudi Arabia as indicative of a set of Turkish calculations

removed from their own. Turkey’s later unwillingness to aid Syrian
Kurds fighting DAISH across the Turkish–Syrian border in Kobani

fitted better with Saudi interests but was arguably to the benefit of the
supposed greater enemy of both Turkey and Saudi Arabia, the Syrian

leader Bashar Al-Assad.
Turkey also aroused suspicion in Saudi Arabia when it responded

to US encouragement in 2013 to improve relations with the Iraqi

government in Baghdad.30 Iraq had been putting out renewed feelers
across the region (including with Saudi Arabia) as internal violence

increased and as its ally Iran attempted to improve its regional position
alongside its engagement with the USA. The Saudi response to Iraq

continued to be cool despite periodic engagement. The Turkish response
was to say that it would not pursue its oil deal with Iraqi Kurdistan

without Baghdad’s agreement.
The gap between Turkish words and actions has also been noted by a

Turkish official as reflective of the difference between the AKP’s embrace
of the concept of soft power, supposedly enhanced by the rhetorical
affinity with Islamic solidarity, and the traditional tools of international

relations, not least military capacity and the willingness to use it.31 It is
not possible to have ‘zero problems’ with neighbours, he argues, adding

that the originator of the phrase, Turkey’s state-founder Kemal Ataturk,
understood this. For the Erdoğan government the Syrian conflict has

proven the limits of soft power – to the annoyance of Saudi officials and
observers alike.

Turkish soft power has also been attempted on the issue of Palestine.
Erdoğan’s populist dressing down of the Israeli President Shimon Peres
at the Davos World Economic Forum in January 2009, which drew
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admiration throughout the Arab and wider Islamic world, is now seen in

Saudi Arabia as an empty gesture. Similarly the Mavi Marmara incident
in May 2010, in which Turkish nationals were killed in an Israeli

military attack on a flotilla sailing in international waters from Turkey
to Gaza, produced much Turkish sound and fury and a reduction of

military and intelligence cooperation with Israel, but little of substance
for the Palestinians. One Saudi observer drew on this and the Syrian

conflict to describe Erdoğan as the ‘phenomenon of the voice’.32 Such a
description might also be made about Saudi Arabia’s periodic vitriol
against Israeli behaviour and about US inaction over resolving the

conflict. ‘There is now a vacuum in which different people will pose with
the Palestine issue’, says Al-Badi.33 Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia noted the

popularity of the tough language and felt uncomfortable at the regional
sympathy it generated for the Turkish leadership. For Saudi Arabia the

perceived lack of Turkish follow-through is, paradoxically, a political
relief and an affirmation that Turkey’s regional weight is less than had

been hoped for in Saudi Arabia before the Arab uprisings and the growth
of the MB harmed the two countries’ relations.

That said, the accession of King Salman saw an attempted

repositioning by both sides. This was foreshadowed before Abdullah’s
demise. Two months after the Egyptian coup the late king met with the

then Turkish president, the more diplomatic but less powerful Abdullah
Gul, as an add-on to the norms of Saudi haj diplomacy. The meeting,

held away from the pilgrimage in Riyadh, was taken very seriously
on both sides but had no basis on which to deal with substantive

differences. However, during a visit to Saudi Arabia in November
2014, the Turkish foreign minister proposed, on President Erdoğan’s

behalf, that the poisonous issue of Egypt be put to one side to aid their
bilateral relationship.34 King Abdullah’s death in January 2015 was
exploited by Erdoğan as an opportunity to show a high degree of

respect for the departed leader in order to encourage his successor to seek
a better relationship with Turkey. The Turkish president declared a day

of mourning in the republic – an honour rarely afforded its own
nationals – and broke off his Africa tour to be at the funeral.

An interview originally given to the Saudi newspaper Al-Jazirah by
foreign minister Saud Al-Faisal over a month before Abdullah’s death

was dusted off and published after the king’s demise. In it Al-Faisal said,
‘We do not have any problem with the Muslim Brotherhood. Our
problem is only with a small group affiliated with the group; this group

SAUDI ARABIA AND TURKEY 237



which has pledged allegiance to the guide.’35 Given Turkey’s connection

to the MB in the region, Saud Al-Faisal’s implication that most of its
members were acceptable and ‘patriotic’ made a more pragmatic

relationship with both Turkey and the MB feasible. Erdoğan’s was one
among several incoming heads of state or government leaders meeting

Salman over a two week period – including Sisi the preceding day – but
his visit would have been unlikely at any point over the preceding four

years. Saudi analysts and commentators argued that Salman wished to
pursue a more pragmatic regional policy including with Turkey.36 A
Turkish diplomat acknowledged that doing so in relation to the MB,

would definitely help improve relations with his country.37 It seems that
the new king was seeking his own version of ‘zero problems’ definable as

zero Saudi problems in the Sunni house. A more pragmatic handling of
the bilateral relationship that can help unify Sunni-led regional states to

better deal with shared concerns such as Iran and defeating the Assad
leadership in Syria will take more than a better vibe from the Royal

Palace, however. Even on Iran the particular concerns do not wholly
‘overlap’38 and on Syria they have very different levels of influence
exercised from the opposite geographical vantage point. It is possible

that Saudi Arabia might seek a domestic political adjustment in Egypt
to encourage a place for ‘non-violent’ Islamism, in part to improve its

own as well as Egypt’s relations with Turkey, but it will not do anything
that risks weakening Sisi.39

Both Saudi Arabia and Turkey realise that maintaining a co-operative
relationship is in the national interest of each. Saudi Arabia is interested

in securing a transition in Syria without destroying the Syrian state
i.e. avoiding an Iraq-style scenario. Turkish analysts stress that Syria is

more important to their country than Iraq whose instability has not
greatly affected Turkish internal security. There ought to be a basis for
common working, but on issues related to the removal of the Al-Assad

leadership – the political process, the Syrian opposition leadership, the
role of Iran – they are not on the same page. In fact the largely MB-

friendly leadership of the internationally recognised (and Turkey-based)
Syrian Opposition Coalition (SOC) was replaced in 2013 at Saudi

Arabia’s behest. On the basis of ‘anyone but the MB’,40 Ahmed Jarba, a
friend of Saudi Arabia drawn from the huge tribal federation that cross-

cuts both countries and parts of Iraq and Jordan, took over the SOC.
In 2014, another Saudi ally, Hadi Bahra, replaced Jarba, then in January
2015, the musical chairs continued when Khaled Al-Khoja took the
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reins of the increasingly irrelevant opposition bloc. Broadly speaking the

SOC is aligned with the Free Syrian Army, the official recipient of
financial and armed assistance from Western and regional countries.

Saudi links with a number of the more effective, non-Al-Qaida, salafi
fighters in Syria also reflect how it sought to maximise control of the

opposition, in part at the expense of Turkey.

Conclusion

Saudi–Turkish relations are subject to competition and mistrust. They
have interests in common and over these there is some cooperation.

However, the extent of this cooperation is constrained. Saudi Arabia’s
inability to work out a comprehensive regional strategy, much less to

consider building anything other than an alliance with more junior or
dependent powers in order to realise it, makes it unlikely that this will

change any time soon. Turkey does not seem interested in securing
regional allies either, at least not if it means a fundamental compromise

over the MB, especially in Egypt.
More prosaically, Turkey’s security is largely determined within the

framework of an essentially Western military alliance, NATO. Against

this backdrop, Turkey has sought to project soft power in the Middle
East. While a NATO-backed operation in Syria cannot be ruled out,

Turkey prefers to assert ideational factors when it comes to the region.
This is a notable contrast to the partnership role it played with Saudi

Arabia in support of the US-led war against Iraq in 1991 and the
subsequent decade of Iraq’s containment. Turkey’s preference for what, in

Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, is an often distrusted Islamic ideological
projection arguably limits the extent to which it can project actual

power. This therefore constrains its value to Saudi Arabia, even on issues
about which they broadly agree.
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CHAPTER 14

SAUDI ARABIA AND YEMEN

Neil Partrick

Introduction

Saudi Arabian–Yemeni relations are often perceived in the context of

historical Saudi expansionism and residual Yemeni resentment over their
demarcated but not publicly delineated border. This history colours

relations although the Saudi appetite for territorial aggrandisement at
Yemen’s expense has more or less gone. Saudi Arabia now largely views
Yemen as a major security issue, a conception shared internationally.

However, events in Syria and Iraq, combined with succession, old age
and the incapacity of senior officials were major distractions from

managing the Yemeni relationship properly for several years. This
played a part in the takeover of the Yemeni capital Sana’a by rebel forces

and the subsequent Saudi response of conducting an aerial bombing
campaign from March 2015.

Historical background

Yemen never forgets that Saudi Arabia annexed the region of Asir in

1934. The bilateral land disputes were technically resolved under the
Border Agreement signed in 2000, although tensions are still felt over

some land and maritime issues (see below). Saudi Arabia continues to
intervene in its southern neighbour’s affairs but, with the exception of

the Saudi war against the Houthi in 2009–10, it has generally preferred
to do so via Yemeni allies rather than its own ground troops even if



allegations of territorial encroachment are still made.1 In line with this,

the Saudi aerial assault in 2015 avoided a major troop deployment, even
if there have been some Saudi and in particular UAE Special Forces

casualties due to the fighting.
The creation of the secular Yemen Arab Republic (YAR) in northern

Yemen in 1962 dispossessed a hereditary monarchy, the Zaidi Imamate,
which was drawn from the community that dominate the northern

Yemeni ruling class.2 This was contested by Saudi Arabia, who deployed
money and influence to aid those fighting for the restoration of the
throne in the north Yemeni civil war. Ironically, from today’s vantage

point the royalists, like the Zaidi in general, were loosely Shia. This
conflict ended in 1967 with the withdrawal of Egyptian troops who had

supported the republicans against the Saudi-backed royalist forces.
Egyptian enthusiasm for this cause even included an attack by their air

force on Najran, the Saudi city close to the border.
The violence also spread to the south and was directed specifically

at the British with the formation of the Yemeni National Liberation Front
(NLF) in 1963. Sustained attacks by the NLF, Egyptian-backed guerrillas,
and (from 1966) the Front for the Liberation of Occupied South Yemen

(FLOSY), in combination with the closure of the Suez Canal, contributed
to Britain’s exit in late 1967. Britain’s Federation of South Arabia and the

Hadhramawt protectorate quickly collapsed and much to Saudi horror
were replaced by the Soviet-supported People’s Democratic Republic of

Yemen (PDRY).
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s Saudi Arabia tried and sometimes

succeeded in getting strategic mileage by playing the two Yemens off
against each other. It even forged links with the southern Marxist

leadership to gain leverage in the north whilst also working its
connections in the PDRY region of Hadhramawt. To this day, the
Hadhramawt is a potential reserve secessionist option for Saudi Arabia

that provides a route to the Gulf of Aden should Yemen collapse.
In 1990, the north and south unified and became the Yemen Arab

Republic (YAR) under Ali Abdullah Saleh. A united republic on the
border was not welcomed in Saudi Arabia and Saudi defence minister,

Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz, promoted southern and residual Marxist
interests in an attempt to weaken the union’s coherence. At the same

time, however, Saudi Arabia exploited the strong tribal complexion to
northern Yemeni politics, and in a damaging contradiction for Yemen
(and a typical case of the Saudis trying to have it both ways), attempted
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to influence the united, northern-dominated, YAR. It aided Saleh while

simultaneously funding southern opposition to him and other northern
Yemeni leaders with whom Saudi Arabia was allied.

Much Saudi largesse was deployed in Saleh’s direction but he was to
prove an unreliable ally. When Yemen sided with Saddam Hussein

against Kuwait in 1990, this was too much for the very nervous Saudi
Arabia, which then aided southern socialist secessionists in the 1994

Yemeni civil war. With the backing of the former PDRY defence
minister Abdul-Rabu Mansour Al-Hadi (later to become Yemeni
president), the southern fighters were crushed by Saleh’s forces, and

Yemen was ostensibly reunited, a fact that Saudi Arabia had to live with.
Saleh was an acceptable, if expensive and highly unreliable, dependent.

In 2004, the Houthi began their armed struggle with the Yemeni
government. Their expansion was the backdrop to a chaotic and

ultimately aborted Saudi intervention in Yemen from end-2009 to early
2010 when the Saudi army crossed into the Yemeni province of Sa’ada.

Not for the first time, however, the Houthi border threat may have been a
Saleh conspiracy to draw Saudi Arabia politically closer in an attempt to
guarantee his political survival. The war, initiated by Saudi deputy

defenceminister at the time, Prince Khalid bin Sultan was successful in as
much as it ‘cleansed’ the border area of tribal members whose loyalty

(many were Ismailis) the Kingdom suspected. However, their forced
removal did not reduce the armed capacity of the Houthi who

subsequently acquired a significant presence in the neighbouring Yemeni
provinces of Jowf, Amran and the littoral province of Hajah. Even before

the Houthi march on Amran and the capital Sana’a in 2014, the Saudis
had privately concluded that the Houthi ‘control north Yemen’.3

In September 2014, a Houthi insurrection threatened to destabilise the
capital Sana’a.4 It would later effectively fall to the Houthi Ansarullah
forces (see below). Although not ‘Twelver Shia’, the tradition to which the

Shia of Iran and Iraq adhere, the Houthi are seen by the Saudi and Yemeni
leaderships as Iranian allies, and consequently the Saudis take a strong

stance against them. However, mindful of how the men in uniform have
been intrinsic to political power in so many Arab states, the Saudi

leadership has generally sought to avoid military conflict for fear of
militarising its own polity. It prefers financial and diplomatic alternatives

or simply contracts out military action, which in the Yemeni case
traditionally meant Yemeni and US forces. This made the Saudis’ air
campaign over Yemen from March 2015 all the more surprising.
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Saudi Arabia’s defeat of its domestic Al-Qaida (AQ) threat in the

first half of the 2000s deepened the AQ operation in Yemen and
encouraged its eventual location as a semi-permanent base in the

Arabian Peninsula. Saleh’s inability to tackle AQ, and what was seen by
Saudi Arabia as his and some of his senior associates’ fellow travelling

with Islamist fighters inside Yemen, became increasingly difficult for
Saudi Arabia to tolerate. Short of an alternative to President Saleh until

2011, when Yemenis themselves demanded one, Saudi Arabia muddled
through and maintained its usual wide-range of clients as fall-back
options. However, Saudi Arabia firmly backed the 2011 GCC deal that

removed Saleh from office and promised a political accommodation
between government and opposition under Saleh’s replacement,

President Hadi. Despite Saudi support for both Hadi and the formal
political process, the Saudis retained a wider client base in Yemen, even

though, in what later proved a strategic error, they would reduce
support for their tribal allies, especially where they overlapped with

the local Muslim Brotherhood (see below).
The unprecedented Saudi bombing campaign in 2015 suggested an

immediately more muscular foreign policy under King Salman and the

possibility of a major shift in the Kingdom’s approach to Yemen and more
widely. However, historical precedent and bottom lines in the Saudi

relationshipwithYemenmake it unlikely that Saudi Arabiawould commit
anythingmore thanmodest numbers of ground troops, or allowhistorically

mistrustedEgyptian ones to re-enter its backyard, even if Egyptian, ormore
likely Pakistani, troops on the Saudi side of the border were plausible.5

Saudi-led assaults on the Houthi and on pro-Saleh forces, coupled with
Yemeni Sunni discontent on the ground, only enhance AQ’s sphere of

operation, even potentially across the Saudi border. Verymuch aware of this
scenario the Saudis remain mindful of the need to successfully and
sustainably mobilise Yemeni allies to impose a leadership more to their

liking and to deal with AQ. In April 2015, the Saudi air force began
dropping supplies to pro-Hadi Sunnimilitia resisting theHouthi in Aden.

Sunni and possibly Zaidi tribal elements were also becoming part of Saudi
attempts to rebuild its proxy options on the ground in Yemen.

Saudi interests

Many Yemenis assume that Saudi Arabia retains many cards which it can
and does play for influence. One of them is support given by Saudi state
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clerical bodies to Yemeni salafi6 bodies and students, and another is

princely financing of individual salafi figures. However, there is little
evidence that this has created Saudi agents and plenty of evidence to the

contrary.7 A long Saudi tradition of educating observant Sunni Muslim
exiles, from non-allied Muslim states in particular, has not prevented

such ‘students’ from biting the hand that often generously fed them. Nor
for that matter has it prevented senior Saudis from blaming such

Islamists for their problems after attempting and failing to use them as
foreign policy tools. According to many knowledgeable Yemenis, Yemen
watchers and Saudis close to official thinking, these foreign policy ‘tools’

still included the family of former president Ali Abdullah Saleh,8 at least
up until the point that his army and tribal connections aided the Houthi

expansion and eventual takeover of the capital in 2014.
In an emulation of contemporaneous events in Egypt, the Yemeni

uprisings from January to March 2011 included sustained violently
suppressed protests in the heart of the Yemeni capital. Saleh came under

pressure and King Abdullah considered backing Saleh’s military
chieftain (and Saleh’s distant cousin), Major-General Ali Moshen
Al-Ahmar, for the presidency.9 Ali Mohsen has strong Islamist

connections and associations with the Islah Party (the Yemeni Muslim
Brotherhood) and salafists both within and without it. He was

instrumental in Saleh’s eventual exit from power, and almost literally
took over events in ‘Change Square’ after which Saleh accused him of

mutiny. The ‘coming man’ had seemingly arrived. Not for the first time
in Saudi political preferences, he was a uniformed would-be strongman.

It is understood in Yemen that Ali Mohsen’s intervention in the 2011
uprising suited Saudi interests. Better to have a senior military figure,

and one probably still on the Saudi payroll, subverting its aims rather
than trying to derail it from the outside. It is not clear how much
General Ali’s intervention was at Saudi Arabia’s behest. At the time the

Saudi Yemen policy supremo, Prince Sultan, was too unwell to be
directing Yemeni affairs, although General Ali Mohsen would have been

aware of Saudi preferences. Like General Al-Sisi in Egypt in 2013,
Mohsen would have been looking for reassurance and no doubt money

from key Arab backers before he used his military muscle to intervene in
politics. In the Yemeni case, however, the role of the Saudis was less

influential than Saudi ‘riyalpolitik’ in Egypt. Saudi Arabia knew that in
Yemen the ancien regime was still intact. The issue was whether its head,
Saleh, needed to be relieved of the formal reins of office.
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Following a bomb attack on the presidential compound in Sana’a in

June 2011, Saleh spent several months undergoing hospital treatment
in Saudi Arabia. This was the Saudis’ opportunity to shepherd the

necessary transition. In the end though they kept their former ally in
play by allowing him to return to Sana’a, while backing a very drawn

out transition negotiation in which Abdul-Latif Al-Zayani, the GCC
Secretary-General (and former Bahraini police chief) was effectively

the Saudis’ representative, operating alongside the then UN Special
Representative Jamal Benomar.

The GCC transition agreement was eventually agreed to by Saleh in

November 2011. In February 2012, he left office, but under the deal was
allowed residency in the Yemeni capital. The deal required the interim

president, Abdul-Rabu Mansour Al-Hadi (Saleh’s vice-president from
1994), to run for office in an open, competitive contest. Power was to be

shared 50–50 in government between the GPC and the organised
opposition constituted in the Islah-led Joint Meetings Party (JMP). The

deal notably did not involve much Saudi legwork, but the GCC
imprimatur reflected the Kingdom’s de facto ownership of it. General
Al-Zayani is as much their man at the head of the GCC as his country,

Bahrain, is a Saudi client state.
After Saleh’s exit, President Hadi tried to assert his political

authority. However, as a southerner, a Maami from the Fadhli tribal
confederation of the province of Abyan, he was a relative outsider in the

political-military apparatus of what passes for the Yemeni state. Hadi
removed several of Saleh’s sons from the upper political-military

echelons, which in one instance threatened to destabilise Hadi’s
authority but appeared to be genuinely welcomed by the Saudi

government.10 He also sought to install more southerners as military
chiefs within some southern provinces, and to put his own men in place
of some northern commanders (although it was claimed that he had been

obliged to return to the status quo ante with some appointments).11 The
changes faced domestic resistance, in part precisely because he is a

southerner in a still politically and militarily northern-dominated
republic. As vom Bruck et al. observed before the 2014 clashes in Sana’a,
the way in which change at the top has been conducted ‘has yet to
properly incorporate the revolution’.12

In October 2014, Hadi replaced one southerner, the Adeni,
Mohammed SalemBasindwa as premier, with a Hadhrami, Khaled
Bahah. The immediate imperative was to try to appease the Houthis who
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had taken over the capital,13 although appointing a Hadhrami, another

source of southern secessionist sentiment, may have been a factor too.
The ‘Peace and National Partnership Agreement’, brokered by Mr

Benomar after the Houthi take-over, required that a wholly new and
technocratic-led government be set up in consultation with the Houthi

and the Southern Mobility Movement (Harak; the organised voice of
southern discontents and secessionists). However, the agreement did not

stop the fighting in Sana’a or anywhere else.
Saudi Arabia takes a pragmatic view on Yemeni elite and militia

bargaining. While no doubt having a voice in determining who holds

the Yemeni premiership, Saudi Arabia is unlikely to have got into
the minutiae of all of Hadi’s senior appointments, whether in the

government or the military, due in part to succession preoccupations
until the accession of Salman14 but also because it lacked the capacity

and will for micro-managing.
Being a southerner in a northern-dominated polity made Hadi’s

position very difficult even before the Saleh aided Houthi insurrection
underlined his relative powerlessness. In January 2015, he announced
his resignation in what proved to be a misguided political ploy. The

following month he was still trying to run Yemen from the presidential
palace in the southern port city of Aden which by March was under

threat. At the onset of the Saudi bombing campaign against his Houthi
foes and forces loyal to former president Saleh, Hadi was exiled in Saudi

Arabia still claiming to be the president.
Any plausible future national Yemeni leader will need to tackle

regional inequalities in order to counter southern secessionist
tendencies.15 Such a need is appreciated by Saudi Arabia.16 A key

part of the Kingdom’s long-established weight in Yemen are the so-
called ‘Saudi Yemenis’, those from the huge and assertive southern
province, and former sultanate of Hadhramawt.17

Encouraging greater federal cohesion is seemingly an objective of
both Yemen and Saudi Arabia. However, there are residual doubts about

the depth of the Saudi commitment to a unified Yemeni state. The cliché
among Saudi Arabia’s detractors is that it fears a successful alternative

political model to its south. There is little evidence that Yemen ever had
a realistic prospect of being such a ‘model’. However, Yemeni officials

argue, with some plausibility, that a Saudi unwillingness to channel
support exclusively to what Yemeni central government machinery there
is, prevents the development of a functioning state.18
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Border disputes and secession issues

There are outstanding Saudi–Yemeni differences over the maritime
border as well some residual differences over the land border.19 In 1998,

Saudi Arabia occupied the disputed Red Sea islands of Huraym and Dhu
Al-Hurab, and there were clashes around the Red Sea island of

Duwaima. Saudi Arabia argued that it had a right to be present on three
quarters of Duwaima under the 1934 Taif Agreement.20

Saudi land border incursions were an ongoing feature despite the
2000 border deal, exemplifying that this is one of several Arabian

borders that apparently delineated and UN-deposited agreements
cannot make sacrosanct. Saudi–Yemeni border tensions in 1998 were
partly related to a 1992 Yemeni–Omani deal that Saudi Arabia opposed

but Yemen argued was legitimate under the Taif Agreement. Saudi
objections may have been motivated by a desire for a land corridor to the

Arabian Sea between Oman and Yemen. This ambition is certainly
suspected in Yemen as something that could result in a Saudi-supported

Hadhramawt secession.21

Saudi Arabia appears to have been consulted on a Hadi proposal in

February 2014, put through but not agreed by the National Dialogue
Conference (NDC),22 for six mega-sized governorates in place of the

existing 21. The proposal, although likely superseded by Ansarullah’s
military advance, accommodated the Houthi interest in a unified Yemen
but divided their territory and denied them littoral access. It also

discriminated against the south by granting it only two of the proposed
six governorates. A key question is whether Saudi Arabia’s intimate

connections with the Hadhramawt would lead it to tacitly encourage
secession if the federal republic is no longer viable amidst southern

disaffection and increased instability north and south.
Inevitably there are huge inconsistencies in the narratives. On the one

hand the Houthi are regularly equated in official and semi-official Saudi
comment with Iranian expansionism in the Arabian Peninsula, a view
which became an article of faith to justify the Saudi-led bombing

campaign. On the other, before the Saudis’ de facto declaration of war on
Yemen, the Houthi were sometimes presented by Saudi advisors and

analysts as responsible and able to keep the southern border secure,23

most obviously from AQ. Even after their takeover of Sana’a, the Houthi

were desired by the Kingdom as partners in what Riyadh hoped, albeit
optimistically, could be a negotiated return to the GCC political process.
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Once bombing began, however, the Saudis declared that disarming the

Houthi was a precondition for entry to such talks. How absolutely that
demand has to be realised is debatable. Saudi Arabia acknowledged that

a political process involving the Houthi eventually has to resume, even if
air assaults are conducted for many months.24

One way of explaining the contradiction in Saudi attitudes to the
Houthi is to see it as part of Saudi’s Yemen policy generally where

‘doublethink’ applies in so many respects, as indeed it does in other
Saudi foreign relations. As elsewhere in the Middle East, Saudi Arabia
was simultaneously opposed to the Yemeni Muslim Brotherhood (Islah),

but remained engaged with its tribal associates the Al-Hashed. It was
seeking to establish a hi-tech barrier to exclude all Yemenis while at one

time considering sub-contracting Yemeni border security to the Houthi.
It is still seeking to eradicate the AQ threat from Yemen (an objective it

shares with the Houthi), through an injudicious mixture of tribal
funding, aerial drones and links to the Yemeni salafi party, Al-Rashed.

However, it is unable or unwilling (or both) to encourage a state to its
south where power is based on contract, not informal patronage.

Saudi Arabia, says Gabriele vom Bruck, is seemingly able to ‘live

with its contradictions’25 in Yemen as elsewhere in the Middle East.
Another explanation for the duality of the Saudi approach to Yemen is

simply that they have little choice. After what was seen inside the
Kingdom and regionally as Prince Khalid’s grubby and largely failed

little war of 2009–10, Saudi Arabia resumed its semi-detached posture.
This reflected its long-standing acceptance that the Yemeni state

does not control the majority of violence, legitimate or otherwise.26

Consequently, Yemeni sub-state actors, Zaidi and Sunni, need to be

cooperated with and co-opted as far as possible. This does not mean that
Saudi Arabia decided that the Houthi had no association with Iran, or
that, as Zaidis, they would make suitable allies.27 It does mean that there

are realities on the ground that the Saudi armed forces cannot tackle and
that the Saudi leadership will have to adjust to.

Anti-Houthi fighters were encouraged by Saudi Arabia, but these
were tribal irregulars or simply Sunni Islamists of a salafi hue funded by
public or semi-private Saudi largesse rather than Yemeni state forces.
Following clashes with the Houthi in 2014, the Al-Hashed lost their

spiritual home in Amran, and salafi zealots lost their educational and
cultural complex at Dammaj in Sa’ada. These losses did not cause the
Saudi government to shed too many tears. Saudi Arabia’s acceptance of

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY250



such realities fitted with its increased concern at ‘washback’ from Sunni

militants. In any case the Al-Ahmar sibling leadership of the Al-Hashed,
consisting of Sadeq, the paramount sheikh; Hussein, a senior Hashed

sheikh; and Majed, head of Islah, was already frustrating the Saudis. The
salafised and tribalised Islah had been acceptable to the Saudis as

an alternative pole of influence that could mobilise when necessary
behind President Ali Abdullah Saleh, without enabling him to be too

much his own man. As opponents of southern secularists (whom Saudi
Arabia had also supported) they had their uses too. With Islah’s
exploitation of the Yemeni uprising, things began to look different in

Riyadh. Proving unable to effectively patronise and mobilise Hashed
fighters to challenge the Houthi expansion, and then losing territory and

prestige, further undermined the Al-Ahmar brothers’ authority.
According to a Yemeni official, the Saudis subsequently began fishing

around for prospective new tribal leaders as allies, within the Al-Hashed
and the Bakil (the two tribal blocs that dominate the north).28 Islah

seemed to have lost much, if not all, of its Saudi funding by 2013, a
stance in keeping with Riyadh’s subsequent branding of all MB as
terrorists. The final straw, however, may have been a rather particular and

almost perverse factor. Hussein Al-Ahmar, a Hashed leader, apparently
maintained links to Muammar Qaddafi, even while the Libyan leader

was under siege from a revolt backed by the Qataris and the Emiratis
(and, less overtly, by the Saudis).29

The Houthi expansion in 2014, aided by pro-Saleh forces, suggested
that Saudi distancing from the Al-Hashed leadership and other former

allies had misfired. Saudi Arabia and Ali Mohsen’s split with Saleh led to
the latter’s fall from power and encouraged him, vengeful and keen to

reassert his centrality to political affairs, to align with an old ‘card’ in his
political pack. Saleh did not deny that he had encouraged the Houthi
revolt. Iranian media celebrated the Houthi advance, and Iranian

commentators saw their government’s hand as behind it. A well-
connected Saudi commentator held both Saleh and Iran responsible for

Ansarullah’s advance and feared that the break-up of Yemen was more
likely as a consequence.30

Saudi patronage

Saudi Arabia continues to use both its largesse and territory in the USA’s
‘war on terror’ in Yemen. As Saudi Arabia has intensified its rhetorical and,
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as far as practical, intelligence focus on countering ‘terror’ throughout the

region in the wake of the Arab uprisings, so it has argued that AQ cells
inside the Kingdom are primarily linked to Yemen and to Syria.

The official Saudi narrative is that it ended the marked AQ threat to
the Kingdom (2002–5) but is now vulnerable to Al-Qaida in the

Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). This is the Yemeni AQ, even if a number of
its leaders and members are, or have been, Saudi nationals. Despite the

attempt to physically and politically insulate the Kingdom from a
perceived Yemeni security threat, these concerns continue to drive Saudi
Arabia’s Yemen policy. Therefore a key policy actor is the Saudi interior

ministry under Prince Mohammed bin Naif (who in February 2015 was
made crown prince).

Prince Mohammed bin Naif’s security officials liaise with Hadi
directly.31 He also has a role in other foreign policy issues such as Syria,

and GCC security including the periodic conflict in Bahrain. However,
his ministry of interior (MoI) brief, while reflecting how much Yemen is

genuinely seen as a domestic issue in Saudi Arabia, is by definition
largely counter-terrorism (CT) focused.

Saudi financial distribution to Yemeni tribal sheikhs, and possibly

Yemeni political and military figures, was for many years done through
the maktab al-khass (literally ‘special office’). It was once run fairly

dynamically as part of Prince Sultan’s domain. It still functions, but
these days it is much more limited. After Prince Sultan’s death in 2011,

Mohammed’s father, Prince Naif (the then MoI chief, who died in June
2012), took over the maktab al-khass, although its financial importance

has been circumscribed.32

The MoI is the largest and most powerful of all the formal bodies in

the Kingdom. Over 2013–14 it was undertaking a US$10 billion (bn)
military expenditure programme; an outlay that led some Saudis to
quip that we have not one, but three defence ministries (the National

Guard being the other). The MoI’s military capability was sufficiently
developed in 2011 to deploy Special Forces to rescue German hostages

in Yemen and was apparently the most willing to undertake this
foreign operation.

The MoI has an extensive range of foreign retainers, who in years gone
by have included security service heads from Arab states outside the

Arabian Peninsula. Mohammed’s chief interlocutor in Yemen, aside
from Hadi and his presidential aides, is the PSO (Political Security
Organisation), equivalent to the Saudi General Security Service or
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mukhabarat (part of the MoI). In a rebalancing exercise that sought

loyalty though personal patronage, Hadi eased out a much disliked PSO
head in March 2014. As suggested, Hadi is likely to have consulted with

the Saudis about the general direction, rather than the detail, of such
individual appointments.

The wider pattern of unofficial Saudi patronage in Yemen (and
elsewhere in the region) is the sum of monies from the Royal Court and

individual senior Al-Saud princes, as well as contributions made through
the plethora of Saudi Islamic foundations. Money from the court of the
king and senior Al-Saud princes is invariably not state money per se and

can be a response to an individual political (‘retired’ or not), tribal or
religious figure petitioning them directly at their majlis. Such petitioners

come from different parts of the Arab and wider Muslim world as well as
neighbouring Yemen, but, like the sponsoring of Yemeni salafis, it does

not necessarily buy loyalty. According to Jamal Khashoggi: ‘Anyone with
money can get these guys at the drop of an igal to get on a plane to Abu

Dhabi, Dubai or Riyadh.’33

Official Saudi or Saudi-led largesse, in the form of cash support or
soft loans, flows in a relatively documented fashion from the relevant

Saudi ministries, SIDF (Saudi International Development Fund) or the
Islamic Development Bank. This official cash injection is resented by

some senior Saudis, and such aid is criticised at the popular level almost
regardless of the recipient country. The former intelligence chief and ex-

ambassador, Prince Turki Al-Faisal, claimed in October 2013 that his
country had frozen all government aid, but Yemen’s state coffers, and

seemingly some of its Islamic bodies, continued to be supported.
Actual disbursal is contested however. Gatherings of the ‘Friends of

Yemen’ (FoY), an alliance of supporting states founded in 2006,
see iterations and reiterations of Saudi, Gulf and Western assistance.
FoY also regularly hears pleas that donors actually release committed

monies. Saudi officials urge Yemen to lay out detailed, coherent and
properly costed plans for specific development projects, and have become

increasingly resistant to paying subventions to cover a budgeted
shortfall in the annual Yemeni fiscal programme. GCC collective aid is

limited, even though the UK and other Western governments persuaded
the Gulf body to open an aid office in Sana’a. The office barely registers

in Yemeni calculations,34 yet is striking in its ambition given that
individual GCC states, not least Saudi Arabia, lack even a coordinated
national approach to aid giving.
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Yemen was a candidate for GCC membership, something that the

upsurge in violence from 2007 ended. Whether Yemen ever took its
membership prospects seriously or not, its official focus these days

(comparable to Jordan) is more on regular, predictable and sizeable aid
through a single official channel. That said, a senior Yemen official argued

that, without Saudi Arabian aid, including free fuel, the lights would
literally go out in Yemen. He also noted that US$1bn was transferred from

the Saudi central bank, SAMA, to the Yemeni central bank in 2012.35

The Saudi government stated that the advance of the Houthi into the
Yemeni capital necessitated that they stop all aid payments to the

Yemeni government, although some unofficial transfers to particular
clients are likely to have continued. The Yemeni government’s untimely

attempt to once again cut domestic fuel subsidies may have reflected
the staunching of the flow of Saudi aid. Either way it was exploited

by the Houthi to mobilise political support in Sana’a prior to their
armed advance.

Economic need and related internal disparities feed Yemeni
discontent and sometimes induce violence, whether from the Houthi,
Al-Qaida or tribal members exchanging hostages for cash. The

expansion of the conflict in 2015 further exacerbated internal cleavages
and the weakness of the Yemeni state, threatening oil and gas production

while limited hydrocarbon stocks continued to dwindle. Water is
increasingly limited and inbound urban migration continues to rise,

putting incredible pressure on Yemeni towns and cities.36

A meeting of Saudi military figures with the governor of the Yemeni

border province of Jowf apparently occurred in April 2014.37 Given the
Yemeni government’s announced intention to drill on their side of the

border, it seemed likely that the Saudi side of the conversation was about
more than unwanted border traffic. For several years the Saudis have
reportedly been pressuring Yemen not to drill in Jowf.38 Actual events

on the ground were unclear, but anecdotal evidence suggested that
Saudi-hired security personnel were also present inside Jowf around this

time.39 Saudi Arabia was perhaps not reconciled to oil being on the
wrong side of the official border.

Foreign remittances, licit or illicit, are a vital element in the Yemeni
economy, but over 2013–14 Saudi Arabia removed alleged illegal

Yemeni migrant workers. As many as half a million were sent back across
the border. A million or so Yemenis remained in Saudi Arabia legally,
despite the removal of many more in the fall-out from the 1990–1
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Gulf crisis. Saudi Arabia was officially embarked on an effort to reduce,

where feasible, its dependence on foreign labour. That, and a desire to
better monitor who is residing in the country, encouraged it to tackle

illegal migrants and as a result south Asians and east Africans were also
caught up in the crackdown. Although the Yemeni government

publically concurs that it was only illegal workers that were forcibly
removed, the often mistrusted Yemenis were dispatched with haste,

while other nationalities had their deadlines extended.

Intra-Gulf competition

In the wake of the Arab uprisings, including in Yemen, the rivalry that

upset both Saudi and Qatari mediation efforts in Yemen over 2008–10
gave way to a more co-operative approach This allowed the GCC

initiative to take the lead in 2011, although without active Qatari
involvement. The degree to which Qatar continued to take a back seat

over Yemen after the regional political threat subsided, and the intra-
GCC slanging match resumed, is not clear. From mid-2013 Saudi
Arabia and the UAE were in dispute with Qatar over its backing for

Islamists not favoured by Riyadh. This division began to be ameliorated,
but did not disappear as Saudi relations with Qatar improved.

From a Saudi perspective, Qatar continued to be irritatingly
meddlesome in Syria, Sudan and Libya. Saudi critics of Qatar (and of

Yemen) also note that General Ali Mohsen, in his supposedly demoted
capacity as military advisor to then president Hadi, actually represented

him in meetings around the Gulf, including in Doha. Sending Ali
Mohsen, a past Islah associate, may have been Hadi’s way of using Qatar

to offset pressure from Saudi Arabia. However, the ‘retired’ general
seemingly keeps his options open. He is seen by some as being in Saudi
‘cold storage’,40 awaiting the right moment for a political thaw. This

perhaps overstates Saudi interest or ability to pick winners. Hadi was
also keen that Saudi Arabia did not use Ali Mohsen, or any other channel

than the presidency, for its cash injections into Yemen. At the time of
writing Ali Mohsen was in exile in Saudi Arabia, reflecting both his

reduced weight in the Yemeni political equation but also his continuing
status as a possible Saudi reserve option.

There is little doubt that whoever is leading the Yemeni republic,
they will give greater priority to the wishes of Riyadh rather than those
of Doha. Although Qatar can punch above its weight and can irritate
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Yemen and obviously Saudi Arabia, it is hardly able to balance the

Kingdom in Yemeni calculations. Qatar is sometimes accused by Saudis
of backing the Houthi, but this is unlikely. Iran’s involvement with the

Houthi is also exaggerated by the Saudis, even if Iran is interested in
leveraging the support it gives both to the Houthi and southern

secessionist rebels.41 However, Qatar still retained its links to Islah in
2014, by which time Saudi Arabia appeared to have ended its connection

to the party organisation at least. It is quite possible that this will change.
The Saudis’ relative powerlessness in Yemen is encouraging a review of
policy there, something in keeping with King Salman’s more emollient

signals toward the MB in general. The Qataris have another weapon in
their armoury when it comes to Yemen. The ruling Al-Thani have long

utilised Yemen’s Yafai tribe in their domestic security management,
which in turn gives Doha a stake in the politics of southern Yemen.

Among the Saudi options are the many so-called ‘Saudi Yemenis’,
largely, but not exclusively, Hadhramis, resident in the Kingdom. Some

of them made their fortune in Saudi Arabia and are loyal to it. They
could be pivotal should their homeland, which not that long ago was a
highly autonomous part of the British Protectorate of South Arabia,42

break away from the modern Yemeni republic.43 Similarly, the Hamid
Al-Din, descendants of the former royal rulers of the northern imamate,

are based throughout the Kingdom and have links with their Zaidi
brethren, the Houthi, with whom they periodically discuss politics and

land rights in northern Yemen. Saudi Arabia keeps a close eye on the
Hamid Al-Din of course, but they could play a role in a future political

scenario in Yemen. At the least they could serve as go-betweens: by
definition they have to keep on relatively good terms with the Saudis44

as well as the Houthi.

The state of play

In the face of the Houthi takeover, the Saudis led GCC efforts at the UN

to defend their 2011 transition plan, including against Benomar’s
perceptible appeasement of a Houthi ‘coup’, and to censure all those

responsible, including Saleh. Ominously the immediate impact of the
Houthi advance on the capital was for the Houthi-salafi struggle to

spread to the south, which in some areas led to the Houthi being resisted
by tribal groupings.45 It is likely that the Saudis aided this resistance
before their air campaign made having allies on the ground all the more
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imperative. The Saudis’ greater political focus, however, was on seeking

regional and international support for the ‘legitimacy’ of Hadi in Aden
(soon absent the man himself), where Saudi Arabia and the other GCC

states had redeployed their ambassadors. Western countries waiting in
Jeddah to decide where to send their ambassadors (as much a security as a

political judgement) made clear the Saudis’ geographic as well as
political importance, to the formal political process at least. In March

2015, just prior to its air war, the Kingdom offered to host all Yemeni
parties and trends at an intra-Yemeni political negotiation. Any talks
would be based on the Saudis’ internationally blessed, if somewhat

compromised, ‘GCC political initiative’ under which ‘the legitimacy’
apparently still lay with the exiled Hadi. The Houthis were unwilling to

give meaning to a Saudi-stewarded show, based on a political process
that they had acted so explicitly to overthrow. Hadi said he would not

attend if the Houthi were present. Saudi officials, and analysts close to
the Saudi government, presented the Aden retrenchment as a victory

snatched out of the jaws of a defeat.46 The Houthi cannot, as would-be
representatives of a Zaidi minority, rule north and south Yemen alone,
while the Saudis can play with both Yemeni Sunni discontent on the

ground, and the ‘legitimacy’ of Hadi and the formal GCC-backed
political process in international circles. If the Houthi sign up to a

political deal negotiated in the context of the existing process then the
Saudis would turn on the financial tap again, including to the

Houthi.47 The unsurprising rejection of a Saudi political initiative
that, by definition, would constrain the power of the Houthi helped

bring on the Saudi bombing in March 2015. The following month the
Saudis announced their willingness to scale the operation back after

nearly four weeks in which it had achieved only short-term military
victories. However, the Saudis once again stressed that the political
process that they now wanted renewed should be according to the

existing parameters of the GCC Plan. That will not satisfy the Houthi
or their Iranian allies.

Conclusion

It seems that the wider regional context of a Saudi competition with

Iran, and a concern shared with the USA of the dangers of a Yemeni state
break-up, will keep Saudi Arabia broadly supportive of, if not always
closely politically engaged with, the Yemeni republic. The way that this

SAUDI ARABIA AND YEMEN 257



engagement is expressed, however, often seems counter-productive.

Many of Yemen’s different and sometimes rival personalities, elites,
tribes and governorates, will continue to look to Saudi Arabia as an

actual or prospective supporter. As a result Saudi Arabia is likely to try
to keep various Yemeni actors in play, even perhaps some of the Ahmar

brothers to the benefit of Islah. The residual Saudi definition of all MB
organisations as terrorist is unlikely to stop the traditional Saudi

management of politics through personal patronage. Likewise, even the
Saleh family, although out of office and semi-exiled (including to Abu
Dhabi in the case of the ex-president’s son, the former Republican Guard

commander, Ahmed) are not totally out of the Saudi orbit.48 However,
these old-guard politicians would probably not be able to mobilise

Yemenis to roll back the Houthi even if Saudi Arabia was willing to
re-use some of its former friends.

The Houthi’s de-facto control over a large part of the territory and
governance of Yemen has not been formally accepted by the international

community, much of which, including the USA, seemed content for the
Saudis to take the lead in militarily addressing what is a political
problem – an approach fraught with risk, not least the potential for AQ

to benefit from the potential vacuum. Without a decisive mobilisation
among both Zaidis and Sunnis alike against the Houthi then the latter’s

armed strength, even if it is set back, will continue to be part of the
political reality of the country. At the same time tribal mobilisation

against the Houthi – among both Zaidi and Sunni members – is likely
to continue to be encouraged by Saudi Arabia as far as it can.49 At some

point, however, the Saudis and the Houthi will have to come to terms
because both are key players in Yemen’s political future.
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CHAPTER 15

SAUDI ARABIA ANDEAST ASIA

Neil Partrick

Background

This chapter will examine Saudi relations with China, Japan and South

Korea, using the shorthand ‘east Asia’. These relationships were given
more attention under King Abdullah, exemplified by his east Asia trip

in 2006, less than a year after he acceded. Until the 1990s, Saudi Arabia
viewed China largely through a communist prism but did open a covert
defence relationship with China in the 1980s. China’s dynamic economic

expansion and the relative freeing of its markets have begun to erode
these Saudi perceptions but not entirely. Saudi relations with Japan had

long revolved around an acute energy dependency. Saudi Arabia played a
pivotal role in the Arab oil producers’ embargo and price hike that

followed the 1973 Arab–Israeli war. Japan suffered markedly as a
consequence and to appease Gulf Arab and especially Saudi opinion,

adopted a perceptibly pro-Palestinian perspective. Japan believed with
some justification that this would help to protect it from politicised

energy shocks but the crisis, and the one in 1979 when Iran went offline,
also encouraged Japan to conserve and diversify its energy mix. Saudi–
South Korean relations have largely been about the exchange of oil and

infrastructure contracts. South Korea became a major contractor after the
Saudi boom that followed the 1970s oil price shock. Until the 2000s,

the economic value of this relationship had lagged some way behind
Japan. However, the economic relationship between South Korea and

Saudi Arabia is now more comparable given a combination of rapid



South Korean economic growth, a slower Japanese economy and

attempts by Japan to reduce external energy dependency.
East Asian and especially Chinese economic strength makes the

region of obvious importance to Saudi Arabia. As of late 2013 the three
countries altogether represented 32 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s export

market with China second only to the USA in the value of its Saudi
export market share. Japan and South Korea were third and fourth

by value.1 By 2030 it is conceivable that China will outstrip the USA
as Saudi Arabia’s largest export market.2 Expanding US domestic
energy sources and its related wish to enhance energy security are part

of the reason for this. However, this projection does not allow for rising
Saudi domestic consumption that could constrain Saudi Arabia’s

export capacity.
All three of these major economies continue to have severe oil

import dependence and cannot therefore ignore the Kingdom, which is
the world’s largest petroleum exporter with a crude oil production

capacity of over 12 million barrels per day (mb/d). Its status as a swing
producer reflects the fact that it can sustain 12.3 mb/d output (from
a daily output of typically between 9.5-10 mb/d in 2014) within

30 days. This is the equivalent to raising global oil production by more
than two per cent and is the approximate equivalent of South Korea’s

total daily oil consumption.
With Saudi GDP around one third of the total GDP of all the Arab

states put together and around 45 per cent of the GCC total, Saudi
Arabia is also a highly attractive market for east Asia’s manufacturing,

engineering and service exporters. In a reflection of this burgeoning
energy relationship, China, Japan and South Korea have all sought to

partner the Saudi state energy giant, Aramco, in specific projects and in
developing energy technology and new energy sources that could
enhance sustainable Saudi oil exports over the longer term.

Saudi–east Asian interests

On the back of Abdullah’s landmark Asian trip in 2006, the east Asians

comparably reciprocated. In 2007, President Roh Moo-Hyun was the
first South Korean head of state to visit Saudi Arabia since 1980.

In 2008, the then Chinese president Hu Jin Tiao paid a visit. Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe of Japan has visited Saudi Arabia in each of his
premierships, the first in 2007 and again in 2013. As part of his Asian
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tour representing the king, the then Saudi crown prince, Salman bin

Abdulaziz, visited China and Japan in February and March 2014,
signing a number of agreements with each. However, despite finding

time on the trip to holiday in the Maldives, Salman did not include
South Korea in his itinerary. At the time of writing Salman’s last

meeting with a senior South Korean official was with President Lee
Myung-bak, who visited Riyadh and met with the crown prince in

February 2012. On that occasion they committed themselves to enhance
defence, among other forms of ‘non-economic cooperation’, and Lee
invited Salman to repay the visit soon.

On the face of it, the agreements Crown Prince Salman signed in
Japan in 2014 looked more strategic than those signed in China. They

featured a commitment to security cooperation, including the safety
of land and sea lanes, combating terrorism and to ‘accelerate’ talks on

civil nuclear cooperation. The Saudi agreements in China included a
similarly vague investment deal to the one signed in Japan, as well as

fresh (and highly ambitious) commitments to combat counterfeit goods
exported from China and to enhance cooperation in space technology.

Aside from Salman’s increased need to advertise that he was not as

unhealthy as rumoured, the overarching objective behind the increased
engagement since King Abdullah’s very personal 2006 initiative is not

clear. According to a Saudi economic and political analyst who has lived
in China, ‘There is not a concrete strategy of how to approach [east] Asia.

So far the Saudi engagement is a by-product of economics and. . . the
King’s own decision to focus east since 2006, [but] his personal drive

hasn’t led to what was expected.’3 A leading Saudi pundit who was with
Salman during his 2014 visit wrote simply that, ‘Oil and large-scale

investments are the foundations of a long-term relationship between
China and Saudi Arabia.’4 There is little sign that Saudi relations with
Japan and South Korea are seen as any different, either on their part or

Saudi Arabia’s.
Saudi Arabia’s trade relations with east Asia have undoubtedly

blossomed since the 1990s as trade with the west has comparably
declined. The volume of trade increased nearly 12 fold: from US$15.3bn

in 1990 to US$176.7bn by end-2012. The latter figure represented 34
per cent of total Saudi trade that year. Total Saudi trade with the USA

and all EU countries was around 47 per cent of the Kingdom’s total in
1990 and was under 30 per cent by end-2012. By contrast, China’s share
alone rose from less than one per cent in 1990 to over 13 per cent
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of Saudi trade in 2012.5 The three east Asian states are also major

investors in the Kingdom, in part due to their strong presence in
petrochemical and different EPC (engineering, procurement and

construction) projects. According to Unctad, the stock of foreign direct
investment (FDI) into Saudi Arabia at end-2012 was just over

US$199bn.6 As of end-2010 Japan held the fourth largest stock of FDI
(8.5 per cent) in Saudi Arabia, outstripping China (5.5 per cent) and

South Korea (less than two per cent), with US$14.5bn out of a US
$170.4bn FDI stock total that year.7

Saudi Arabia is exporting more oil to east Asia than to Europe and

north America combined. Saudi Arabia exported about 7.5 mb/d of
crude oil in 2012.8 Almost 42 per cent of this was exported to east Asia.

In 2012, 20 per cent of Chinese and 33 per cent of both South Korean
and Japanese oil imports came from Saudi Arabia.9

Japan’s ‘Strategic Energy Plan of 2007’ committed the country to
reducing its reliance on internationally purchased oil from 41 per cent

of its energy needs to 21 per cent by 2030. As a consequence state-
imposed fuel diversification and conservation measures reduced
Japanese demand for Saudi oil, although it still remains at around

80 per cent of all oil imported. LNG demand was also projected to fall.
The METI (ministry of economy trade and industry) plan, which was

revised in 2010, assumed that nuclear power’s contribution to the
energy mix would rise from 10 per cent to 24 per cent. After the

Fukushima Daiichi disaster of 2011, however, this assumption may no
longer be plausible. Depending on the success of other projected

renewable energy projects and a now assumed rise in imported LNG,10

Japanese oil demand could flat-line over the medium to long term.

Further reduction may be harder to achieve. South Korea’s oil
consumption has remained relatively steady over the past two decades
and seems likely to continue in the same direction over the next two

decades although its planned expansion of nuclear power has likewise
been reined in.11

There are of course no guarantees that Chinese demand will continue
to rise exponentially. A Saudi analyst notes that there are strategic and

trade constraints that could set back economic relations with the
Kingdom as well as limiting projected growth and therefore possibly

containing demand for Saudi oil.12 In the second half of 2014 and
early 2015 Saudi Arabia responded to regional economic demand, and
sought to maintain regional market share, by offering marked, but
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differentiated, discounts on its medium and heavy crudes exported to

east Asia and to the USA. In January 2015, the Asian discounts were
more marked than those Saudi Arabia gave to US importers, and were

reportedly the largest oil price discount Aramco has given Asia since
2002.13 Chinese demand had been cooling and Japan’s economy was

contracting at this point. This, rather than political calculations, seemed
to be driving the Saudi pricing decisions.

The east Asian states are interested in redressing trade imbalances
with the Kingdom and in making themselves part of Saudi Arabia’s
strategic landscape, at least in economic terms. Economic size and

related energy demand inevitably makes China a greater focus of Saudi
interest than its neighbours. In January 2014, the third round of the

GCC’s Strategic Dialogue with China took place. However, this was the
first such meeting in nearly three years and its impact was not being

seen ‘in meaningful terms’ says a Saudi economic analyst.14 At the last
round of the dialogue, the Chinese talked about their energy security

needs but also raised the issue of their annual US$30bn trade deficit with
the GCC states and their desire to resurrect customs union talks that
died in 2009.15 For Saudi Arabia the importance of Syria featured

significantly in their comments about enhancing cooperation with
China.16 China’s perceived support for the Syrian government, and its

vetoing (together with Russia) of a proposed UN Security Council
resolution to urge Assad to step down in 2012, angered Saudi Arabia and

its GCC partners.17 China and Russia subsequently vetoed three more
UN resolutions on Syria.18

The attempted regeneration of GCC–Chinese customs union talks,
however, came up against the same issue that caused the effort to be

aborted in 2009. In short, China wants open access to the huge Saudi
domestic petrochemical market, but China’s contracts in the Kingdom
have given it experience in this sector and sufficient expertise to ‘push

the Saudis out’19 if they agreed to the customs union. According to a
Saudi official close to GCC matters, a joint GCC delegation due to visit

Beijing in October 2013 was called back at the last minute.20 It would
appear that this literal about-turn was about business defensiveness

rather than politics per se. For the present, China is actively partnering
Saudi oil projects and in 2015, the YASREF partnership of Aramco and

Sinopec began marrying Saudi oil refining to Chinese petrochemical
production at Yanbu on the Red Sea. Japan begun an official bilateral
dialogue with Saudi Arabia in 2013, but Premier Abe is believed to be
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more interested in trying to secure a Japanese-GCC FTA,21 which may

suffer from similar constraints as talks with China.
East Asian penetration of the related upstream Saudi hydrocarbon

market looks even less likely. In 2000, Japan’s Arabian Oil Company
(AOC) lost its long standing exploration contract at Khafji. This seemed

to be more about resource nationalism than an attempted employment
nationalisation as Aramco sought to impose official Saudiisation jobs

targets. The impact is still felt and not just by Japan. Saudi upstream
energy, gas included, has continued to be off-limits to foreign
companies. China and South Korea would love to get upstream access in

Saudi Arabia to offset the energy insecurity caused by their dependence
on Saudi oil imports. In the past Japanese frustration, especially from

MITI (Ministry of International Trade and Industry), encouraged it to
look to Iran instead, as has China (see below). Post-sanctions, this could

be revisited.
Japan’s Mitsubishi and Sumitomo have a high profile in the

Kingdom’s multi-billion dollar petrochemical industry, however,
including contracts and joint ventures with Sabic e.g. Razi, a Sabic-
Mitsubishi methanol joint venture; and with Aramco e.g. PetroRabigh,

an Aramco-Sumitomo refining and petrochemical joint venture. A US
$70bn plan to integrate the Kingdom’s refining capacity with three

petrochemicals plants has been announced, for which the east Asians
could be in the running.22

Aramco has been successfully setting up shop in east Asia and in the
process advancing its energy market security. This is seen in east Asia as

solidifying an energy partnership with Saudi Arabia when there are
concerns about a tightening international market as supply capacity

may struggle to meet rising demand. Around a half of Aramco’s refining
capacity (estimated at 4.5mb/d in 2014) lies outside the Kingdom. It is
located in the USA, Japan, South Korea and China specifically. About

1.3mb/d of this overseas refining capacity is situated in the three
east Asian states,23 meaning that nearly half of the oil Aramco exports to

east Asia is refined there too. Aramco’s official target is to be refining
6mb/d by 2016 at what it claims are largely identified plants and to

take this to 8mb/d by 2022. The latter target includes as yet unidentified
plants but Aramco assumes that these will mostly be in Asia with the

bulk in China.24

Aramco has also got a strategic stake in the pipelines through which
oil is transported around and into Chinese territory. This includes taking
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steps to ensure that Saudi supply to China by-passes the narrow and

contested Malaccan Strait between Malaysia and Singapore, and part
involvement in constructing a pipeline via Burma (Myanmar) as well

as constructing pipelines on the Chinese mainland.25 This is about
business. However, in securing the supply of what in the medium to

long term is expected to be Saudi Arabia’s main oil export market, it is
also a Saudi strategic calculation that almost literally ties China into the

Kingdom. It has to be assumed that it is understood as such in Saudi
Arabia. This enhances Chinese energy security but arguably diminishes
Chinese energy autonomy in the process.

Future possibilities and current responses

Chinese officials are worried about the pressures on Saudi export

capacity over the medium to longer term,26 which raises the possibility
of other scenarios for China to diversify its energy supply mix. As ever,

and problematically for China, the alternatives to Saudi Arabia are
complicated by strategic and business rivalries. China was interested in
literally tapping into the long talked about IP (Iran–Pakistan) pipeline,

but the threat of US sanctions and Saudi financial pressure on Pakistan
stalled the project.27 Should all US sanctions on Iran be lifted as part of a

possible reappraisal of American strategic interests in the Middle East,
then IP may become meaningful again, perhaps even for Beijing.

Eventually China might tap into the proposed Turkmen gas route to
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India: TAPI.28 Assuming that the regional

politics and security issues, and US-related business rivalries, at stake
can be resolved, then the proposed involvement of US energy firms

might make this project more plausible.
China is likely to want to have both Iran and Saudi Arabia in play as

major Middle Eastern energy sources. A Saudi economic analyst likens

China’s energy security approach to the US’ former ‘twin pillars’ policy
in the Gulf.29 In essence, as sanctions on Iran loosen further the

percentage of Chinese imports of Saudi oil may decline in favour of
imports of Iranian oil. The goodwill created by Saudi Arabia in making

up of for a Chinese import shortfall caused by sanctions on Iran may
count for little especially if Iran undercuts Saudi Arabia on price,

although, as shown, market share in Asia is something Saudi Arabia
fights for. More significantly, Iran’s discussion of upstream contracts
with foreign energy partners, including China, will conceivably be on a
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more flexible basis than the relatively tough terms offered prior to

international sanctions.30 Any advantage given to Iran by China would
negatively impact on the Saudi–Chinese relationship, although it

should be noted that the performance of the Chinese National Petroleum
Company (CNPC) has been criticised by Iran.31 Furthermore, Iran is

emphasising a preference for Western energy companies and also
for giving the Europeans as many of the renewed energy business

opportunities as the USA.32 The political window for this may not be
open for that long, however.33

China is not that comfortable about its expanding reliance on Middle

East oil even if it does not air these concerns publically. Some argue that
that there are also wider concerns about what might be unsustainable

growth feeding this energy demand.34 Set against this, however, is a
Chinese perception that, despite their huge population, they also have

domestic options even if their energy conservation may currently be
relatively backward. It is claimed that the potential development of

domestic Chinese energy sources includes ‘[f]ifty per cent more shale gas
than in the USA’,35 although the desertified north-west and urban area
locations of these resources will present problems.36

Saudi Arabia’s burgeoning domestic energy consumption is also a
factor in east Asia’s energy security and there are concerns that it is rising

so fast that spare capacity and even existing oil export volumes could be
threatened. Estimates vary, but a common assumption is that, without a

change to the highly subsidised and seriously profligate use (and misuse)
of Saudi oil, nor the availability of significant quantities of renewable

energy sources, then by 2040 Saudi Arabia might be unable to export
any oil. This almost apocalyptical scenario gives the three leading

east Asian countries a security as well as economic interest in trying to
at least technologically assist domestic energy conservation in Saudi
Arabia, just as Japan and South Korea are doing domestically.

Shuji Hosaka, a senior Japanese economics researcher, argues that this
is part and parcel of Japan’s ‘multilayered diplomacy’ toward Saudi

Arabia. Japan, he says, can no longer expect a simple business transaction
to meet its energy security needs. Using a chess analogy, Hosaka

comments that Japan has consequently tried, ‘to attack the castle in the
rear, using its best subjects like saving energy, [the] environment or

human development’ in order to meet its requirements.37

Policies designed to bring down usage of hydrocarbons and, more
recently, the unintended consequences of an economic downturn have
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resulted in a reduction of Japanese energy demand since 2005.

However, dependency levels on Saudi oil are liable to remain
proportionately high. Japan’s burgeoning debt could also have an

impact on imported energy volumes if, as suggested by domestic critics
of ‘Abenomics’, government policy exacerbates rather than addresses

the debt problem.38

East Asian investment in Saudi energy conservation

Japan has sent a MITI energy conservation specialist to Saudi Arabia and

the Kingdom has sent researchers to Japan’s Institute for Energy
Economics (IEEJ) from the state-founded Saudi Energy Efficiency Centre

(SEEC). South Korea’s energy efficiency specialists can contribute to the
strategic interest in ‘resource offsetting’ in the Kingdom while its

EPC companies are keen to assist ‘hydrocarbon safekeeping’ by aiding
nuclear development.39 Japanese experts are on hand to advise on solar

technology too.40 At present China is not as equipped as its east Asian
rivals to offer Saudi Arabia energy conservation advice but it does have a
strong strategic interest in supplying the Kingdom with civil nuclear

power plants. CNPC has also signed an agreement with Aramco to
jointly develop a refinery in Saudi Arabia.

South Korea and China have each signed non-commercially binding
bilateral nuclear cooperation agreements with the Kingdom, as have

France and Argentina. The Chinese are less likely than many of the other
potential partners, certainly US-allied South Korea, to insist that Saudi

Arabia commit to not enrich uranium or possess plutonium. This may
appeal to Saudi Arabia. Although the USA would very much like to

be its civil nuclear partner, US nuclear companies would be tightly
bound by the ‘123’ clause of American nuclear legislation prohibiting
assisting foreign countries with enrichment capacity.41 In 2008, the

USA signed an agreement relating to Saudi Arabia’s nuclear intent, but
with a proviso that it not obtain what were referred to as sensitive

nuclear technologies.42

The UAE’s commitment to the USA in 2009 to abide by the

principles of the ‘123’ clause with whomever they partner, is not seen by
the Saudis as a model for themselves even though the King Abdullah

Centre for Atomic and Renewable Energy (KACARE) was officially
considering this option.43 Well-placed Saudis argue that an expected
eventual US acceptance of Iranian in-country uranium enrichment
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capacity, however tightly monitored, means that the Kingdom will not

feel obliged to follow tougher standards.44

South Korea was buoyed by its nuclear industry’s success in securing

a UAE contract. Intra-GCC rivalry might count against a repeat
performance with Saudi Arabia, although the South Koreans also have

their eyes on Turkey and Vietnam. Furthermore the South Korean
nuclear sector is attracting controversy at home and abroad due to the

2013 closure of three plants and over what is locally dubbed a ‘nuclear
mafia’.45 Allegations of corruption and concerns about the Fukushima
Daiichi disaster in neighbouring Japan also encouraged the South

Korean government decision to rein in 2030 projections for the nuclear
contribution to the country’s energy mix. Although South Korean

controversies and scale-backs could be off-putting, in March 2015,
Saudi Arabia and the South Korean government agreed on a three year

preliminary feasibility study for building a reactor in the Kingdom.
South Korea’s reduction of its planned domestic nuclear expansion

will of course help to maintain the country’s high level of dependency
on Saudi oil.

Japan’s strategic energy interest in its ‘multilayered relationship’

with the Kingdom would hitherto have made it a favourite as a
potential Saudi civil nuclear partner. Japan has also been a significant

producer of weapons-grade plutonium and highly enriched uranium to
the extent that a large stockpile of both has been produced over a

decade. This has raised security concerns and fed perceptions in the
Middle East of US hypocrisy, although Japan has committed to

gradually send these stockpiles to the USA.46 Even without the
Fukushima nuclear disaster, the close alliance with the USA would

have made it unlikely that Japan would forego a ‘123’-style agreement.
After the disaster, however, Japan committed itself to decommission
other nuclear power stations and abandoned planned new ones. As of

September 2014 this policy appeared to be being watered down as
a shut down Japanese plant was declared safe amidst nuclear

industry pressure and government concerns over the cost of importing
energy.47 However, Japan’s perceived prowess and confidence on the

international civil nuclear stage did take a hit and this made it a less
likely Saudi partner. Japan had been a strong contender for the UAE

contract and had sent many specialists to the Emirates, but after the
disaster and special pleading by the South Korean president the UAE
contract went to Seoul in May 2013.
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The Japanese nuclear industry is keener than ever to win overseas

work given its economic health and has strongly pressured the
government to help its case.48 The memorandum of understanding

signed by Premier Shinzo Abe and (Crown Prince) Salman in February
201449 showed that it was not out of the running at least.

Constructing friendship in Saudi

East Asia is heavily involved in Saudi Arabia’s construction and
infrastructure market in energy and other fields. South Korea features

particularly strongly in the Kingdom’s EPC construction sector.
Despite some evidence of a falling off in the first eight months of 2014,

Saudi Arabia dominated South Korea’s lucrative Middle East
construction business after a major upswing in 2011 saw US$16.6bn

worth of construction business conducted in the Kingdom that year
alone.50 In the period from 2009 to mid-2013, just five South Korean

contractors won contracts in the Kingdom worth nearly US$42bn
and the vast majority of these were in the process plant market.51 As of
late 2013, Japan was involved in 59 different economic projects in

the Kingdom worth nearly US$15bn. In the past there has been
cooperation between Japanese and South Korean companies in carrying

out construction contracts, but this has declined. In fact Japan feels
somewhat outmatched by the large contracts being won by Chinese

and South Korean firms.52

The Chinese engineering sector has had marked success in winning

contracts in Saudi Arabia. The Chinese Railway Engineering Corp was
part of Al-Rajhi Alliance, a Saudi-led consortium that was awarded the

civil engineering component of phase 1 of the haramain (Makka and
Madina) high-speed rail project in 2009. Reportedly China’s commitment
to securing work on the state of the art rail link between the two holy

places via Jeddah was reflected in its non-Muslim workers converting to
Islam so that they could work within a sacred space barred to non-

Muslims. The second phase of the project was seemingly less suited to the
Al-Rajhi Alliance’s skill set and was given to a Spanish consortium.

From 2012 onwards China appeared to be losing ground in the
competition for EPC contracts with east Asian and other rivals. Notably

China even lost the contract for the Riyadh metro. Given China’s stance
on Syria at the UN, some members of the Saudi elite speculate that the
growing business relationship is being negatively affected by politics.53
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As might be expected this possibility is specifically ruled out in

Saudi public statements. Others have wondered if the problem is simply
poor workmanship compared to China’s rivals. Either way, it is notable

that Chinese companies were given a large part of a US$3.7bn EPC
phosphates contract with Saudi company Maaden in February 2014.54

Defence partnerships?

The USA has long bemoaned ‘free riders’ in the maintenance of Gulf
security. However, whilst there are signs of an expanding east Asian

military capacity and even a willingness to act extra-regionally, there is
as yet little prospect that either Saudi Arabia or any of the three leading

east Asian states will be forging a defence alliance comparable to the
Kingdom’s defence relations with the USA and its major Western allies.

In this respect, however, the Chinese are the most discussed of the
three states in part because of a tentative role on the outer fringes of the

Gulf. This includes a contribution to multinational maritime policing
in the Red Sea and the acquisition of a base at Gwadar on the Indian
Ocean shore of south-western Pakistan, a strategic location proximate to

Iran. Given the close Saudi military relationship with Pakistan, some
observers put two and two together and make five. The Chinese navy is

as yet far from having any extensive ‘blue water’ i.e. international
operational capacity. Among Chinese academics and officials55 and in

that country’s official statements there is little sign of any desire to
abandon its free rider position. The Chinese navy’s visit to Abu Dhabi in

2011, however, was strongly noted in the Gulf. China also happens to be
the second biggest spender on arms worldwide, albeit massively lagging

behind the USA which was spending more than four times as much as of
end-2012. US projections, at least prior to a worsening of its relations
with Russia in 2014, suggested that this gap could close significantly

over the long term. Japan is the fifth biggest spender globally, and South
Korea the twelfth.56

The Chinese–Saudi military relationship, such as it is, had a
surprising beginning in 1986 when the then Saudi air defence chief,

Prince Khaled bin Sultan, got the Saudi leadership’s blessing for the
clandestine purchase from China of 25 intercontinental ballistic missiles

(CSS2s). The missiles were designed to take a nuclear warhead, and
without one their notorious inaccuracy would arguably make their
purchase illogical. The developing missile war between Iran and Iraq
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motivated the Saudis to make a move that was highly controversial in

US eyes and which eventually caused a major spat with them. Saudi
Arabia’s alleged (and officially denied) funding of Pakistan’s nuclear

weapons programme has encouraged speculation that the missiles could
be ‘weaponised’ on Saudi Arabia’s request.57

Given Saudi concern about Iranian nuclear and missile capabilities in
recent years, it is possible that the Chinese could be commissioned to

replace older missiles with more accurate, modern ones that could also be
weaponised as required. In July 2013, a UK press report gave details of
two known and one previously unknown missile facility at Al-Watah

outside Riyadh.58 One of the sites did not have the launch pad associated
with the older type missile and could conceivably house a replacement.

A US news report in 201459 gave credence to the idea that the CIA may
even have been party to a fresh Chinese missile supply to the Kingdom

in 2007 precisely in order to guarantee that they are not designed to
carry nuclear warheads thereby undermining their strategic value. The

alleged Chinese re-supply, however, may be less threatening than the old
ones as the ‘East Wind’ DF21 (or CSS-5) may be more accurate but has a
shorter range.

Any contemporary Chinese replacement remains speculative,
but the possibility is not dismissed by a former US National Security

chief for the Middle East and south Asia.60 The USA’s ongoing
reluctance to compound the Middle East ballistic missile arms race

makes this an interesting potential feature of a Saudi–Chinese
relationship that is otherwise a relationship of economic security for

both. For some Saudi analysts there remain doubts about the quality of
Chinese-made weapons.61

Whilst Saudi Arabia, in common with its GCC partners, is interested
in broadening its defence supply base for reasons that make political, if
not military, sense, Western countries and their defence companies do

seem more likely to continue to dominate supply. As a Saudi economic
analyst observed, ‘The Saudi elite don’t trust Western defence companies

but they can’t leave the Western embrace.’62

In this respect it is interesting that Saudi Arabia signed an agreement

in February 2012 to further defence and security cooperation with South
Korea. This is unlikely to develop the defence partnership much further,

however, despite South Korea’s highly developed military industry
which includes ship building. Purchases are possible but a South Korean
military involvement in Saudi security is rather less so.63 Furthermore,
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Saudi Arabia has a habit of signing such agreements but not following

through on them.
Japan does feel uneasy at the seemingly stronger position in defence

relations with Saudi Arabia being obtained by China and South Korea and
has professed a desire to assist further in Middle East security. However,

any military role beyond UN mandated peacekeepers, which Japan
provided on the (Israeli-occupied) Golan Heights, and more controver-

sially in Iraq, Afghanistan and Djibouti, would require constitutional
change. Although this is an issue faced by all Japanese prime ministers and
primarily aired in relation to east Asian regional factors, Prime Minister

Abe announced in May 2014 that discussions on ‘collective self-defence’
would be opened by his government. The deployment of Japanese troops

abroad on combat operations is possible.64 However, according to Shuji
Hosaka, ‘It is still very difficult [even] for a strong premier like Mr Abe to

do it. There are still many high hurdles in the Diet (parliament) and in the
media that he would need to jump.’65 By end-June 2014, Abe announced

that he was reinterpreting the constitutional reference to self-defence to
enable Japan to use firepower in defence of allied countries. However,
much stress was put on the idea being to support its premier ally the USA,

but not in any future US-led major conflicts (e.g. Iraq).66 The Japanese
parliament would still need to sign off on what by Japanese standards are

radical proposals. Saudi Arabia understands the practical constraints, even
if Abe’s proposals are accepted in Japan. An extension of Japan’s traditional

pacifistic role, possibly in Gulf mine-sweeping (as implied by the Saudi-
Japanese February 2014 security cooperation agreement) is perhaps more

likely. In July 2014, Abe told the Diet that mine-sweeping in the Strait
of Hormuz, even without a ceasefire, was possible under the existing

Japanese constitution, albeit under relatively tight conditions.67

Diplomatic clout

At the diplomatic level, China obviously has a key theoretical advantage

over the other east Asian states. As a permanent (P5) member of the UN
Security Council it can, if it chooses, play a major role in enabling or

frustrating Saudi and allied security concerns. On one of Saudi Arabia’s
most pressing security concerns, Syria, China is seen in Riyadh as

continuing to support Russia’s traditional opposition to UN-sanctioned
military intervention in sovereign states. However, China is not
necessarily glued to the Moscow line on this and in the Ukraine crisis it
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adopted a position that suggested more sympathy with the west. Saudi

Arabia has kept its counsel on Ukraine as both it and Iran usually do over
the Muslim-related affairs of the Russian Federation (Crimea has a

substantial Muslim Tartar minority), but neither China nor Saudi Arabia
are comfortable with Russian military interventionism. As a leading

Saudi pundit observed about China, ‘[I]ts philosophy and practices are
different to Russia’s, which has exposed its ugly side wherever it has

intervened.’68 This sentiment regarding Ukraine is shared elsewhere in
the semi-official Saudi media.69 China is obviously worth courting for
diplomatic purposes but how effectively Saudi Arabia is able to do this is

debatable. The Saudi elite will regularly intone the cliché of China’s
growing market, but ‘what they actually know of the political and

economic situation inside China is still subject to gaps’.70 Also the
Saudi diplomatic and business elite are more familiar with Western

interlocutors and are often less comfortable with their Chinese
counterparts. This is less likely to be the case among senior Aramco

and Sabic representatives who have had more exposure and worked with
east Asian partners. As of late 2013, the Kingdom had an estimated 1,300
students in China and China had around 400 in Saudi Arabia. This could

generate greater mutual comprehension in the future, but at present Saudi
Arabia struggles to understand China. In the case of Japan there is a longer

relationship, and among Saudis who consider the differences between the
two east Asian states there is evidence of respect for Japanese hereditary

rule (even if it is purely decorative) and admiration for Japan’s perceived
economic, social and cultural efficiency.71 This contrasts with the hostility

that China can generate among some of the Saudi elite.72 In general,
however, there is a lack of Saudi understanding and familiarity with any

part of east Asia or of their elites.73

Conclusion

Saudi relations with east Asia reflect a mutual desire to enhance energy

security: security of supply and of markets. Both sides are deepening this
through often related and economically advantageous contracts and

investments. At the same time steps to enhance either domestic sources,
or constrain domestic uses, of hydrocarbons will affect bilateral relations

between the Kingdom and the three east Asian states. This could be
negative in as much as less east Asian energy demand would weaken the
relationship.
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On the other hand the involvement of east Asian states in reducing

Saudi domestic energy usage could be a win-win for all concerned.
Without serious measures to tackle this Saudi Arabia would become

increasingly less important to east Asia and to other economic partners
of the Kingdom. For the time being the mainstay of Saudi-east

Asian interaction is liable to be energy interdependence. The
development of relations that are strategic in military terms looks

much more elusive, although there are possible scenarios for enhancing
the Saudi–Chinese relationship relative to Riyadh’s established
defence partnerships. A major east Asian role in Saudi security looks

remote on current projections.

Notes

1. IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics (DoTS).
2. Saudi Arabia Trade Forecast Report-HSBC Global Connections, March 2014.
3. Interview with Mohammed Turki Al-Sudairi, 14 January 2014. Mr Al-Sudairi

is a Saudi specialist on east Asian–Arab economic and political relations. He has
lived in China.

4. Al-Rashed, Abdul-Rahman, ‘China and the Future Alliance with Saudi Arabia’,
Al-Sharq Al-Awsat (English website), 17 March 2014.

5. IMF, DoTS, November 2013.
6. World Investment Report 2013, p. 219, Unctad.
7. Annual Report of FDI into Saudi Arabia 2011, p. 3, Saudi Arabian General

Investment Authority (Sagia).
8. OPEC Annual Report 2013, p. 47.
9. International Trade Centre data, this can be found online: http://www.tradem

ap.org/tradestat/Bilateral.aspx.
10. Miyamoto, Akira, Ishiguro, Chikako, and Nakamura, Mitsuhiro, ‘A Realistic

Assessment of Japan’s LNG demand after Fukushima’, Oxford Institute for Energy
Studies (NG62), June 2012.

11. Ibid.
12. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
13. ‘Saudi slashes January oil prices for Asia’, Reuters (US), 4 December 2014.
14. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
15. Al-Uweisheg, Abdelaziz, ‘China–GCC strategic dialogue resumes’, Arab News,

19 January 2014. The author is the GCC Assistant Secretary General for
Negotiations and Strategic Dialogue.

16. Ibid.
17. ‘Anger after Russia, China block U.N. action on Syria’, Reuters, 5 February

2012.
18. ‘Russia, China veto U.N. bid to refer Syria to international court’, Reuters, 23

May 2014.

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY276

http://www.trademap.org/tradestat/Bilateral.aspx
http://www.trademap.org/tradestat/Bilateral.aspx


19. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
20. Interview with Saudi official, Riyadh, October 2013.
21. Written interview conducted with Shuji Hosaka, senior research fellow and

assistant director, Japanese Institute of Middle Eastern Economies (JIME)
(Institute of Energy Economics), 20 January 2014.

22. Baxter, Kevin, Middle East Economic Digest (MEED), 29 August 2013
23. Saudi Aramco Annual Review 2012, May 2013, pp. 54–5.
24. Mirza, Adal. ‘Riyadh looks to the long term’, MEED, Vol. 54, No. 3,

15 January 2010.
25. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
26. Ibid.
27. Fazl-e-Haider, Syed, ‘Saudi grant kills Iran–Pakistan pipeline’, Asia Times,

21 March 2014; ‘China abandons Iran–Pakistan gas pipeline’, Pakistan Today,
1 May 2014.

28. Pakistan Today, op. cit.
29. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
30. An advisor to the Iranian leader Ali Khamanei strongly implied this in a private

discussion in London, March 2014.
31. ‘Iran threatens to suspend CNPC contract’, UPI, 5 March 2014.
32. Iranian advisor, op. cit.
33. Ibid.
34. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
35. Ibid.
36. Ibid.
37. Hosaka,op. cit.
38. ‘Japanese debt: Still climbing’, Financial Times, 25 March 2014.
39. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.; and ‘South Korea–GCC Relations: An Overview’ p. 7, Gulf

Research Centre Paper, Jeddah.
40. Hosaka, op. cit.
41. Section 123 of the USA’s Atomic Energy Act 1954 sets legally binding

constraints on the US government’s nuclear cooperation with other states.
42. The May 2008 ‘US–Saudi Memorandum of Understanding on Nuclear Energy

Cooperation’.
43. Salman abolished the ‘Supreme Council’ of KACARE after acceding to the

throne in January 2015. However, the civil nuclear programme apparently
remains in place.

44. Interview with Saudi academic, Riyadh, 5 November 2013.
45. Mundy, Simon, ‘South Korea cuts target for nuclear power’, Financial Times,

14 January 2014.
46. Shear, Michael and Sanger, David, ‘In victory for Obama, Japan is expected

to turn over nuclear stockpile’, The International New York Times, 24 March
2014.

47. Fackler, Martin, ‘Three years after Fukushima, Japan approves a nuclear plant’,
The New York Times, 10 September 2014.

48. Hosaka, op. cit.

SAUDI ARABIA ANDEAST ASIA 277



49. The MoU was arguably just an agreement to agree in as much as it committed
the two sides to further talks on civil nuclear cooperation.

50. Bae, Yujin, ‘Country Report’, Korea Research Institute for Human Settlements,
November 2014 (sourcing International Contractors Association of Korea (ICAK)
data).

51. Baxter, Kevin, MEED, 26 June 2013.
52. Hosaka, op. cit.
53. Interviews with unnamed advisors and analysts (Riyadh, November 2013; and

London, March 2014).
54. ‘Ma’aden signs $3.7bn EPC deals for new Saudi phosphate project’, ICIS News,

4 February 2014.
55. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
56. According to SIPRI. This information can be found online: http://www.sipri.

org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database/milex_database.
57. Saudi analysts regularly privately suggest that their country could have a

Pakistani nuclear missile ‘off the shelf’, while officials have talked of pursuing
their own options, including in partnership with ‘allies’.

58. O’Conner, Sean, ‘Saudi ballistic missile site revealed’, HIS Janes Defence Weekly,
10 July 2013.

59. Stein, Jeff, ‘CIA Helped Saudis in Secret Chinese Missile Deal’, Newsweek,
14 January 2014.

60. Riedel, Bruce ‘The Saudi pivot to Asia’, Al-Monitor, March 2014.
61. In 2008 the Saudis purchased some howitzer artillery guns from the Chinese in

order to assess the state of their arms production capability. They were not
impressed. Interview with Saudi analyst, February 2014.

62. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
63. Ibid.
64. ‘Japan’s Abe takes step to enhance military’s role’, Wall Street Journal, 15 May

2014.
65. Hosaka, op. cit.
66. Fackler, Martin and Sanger, David E, ‘Japan announces a military shift to thwart

China’, The New York Times, 1 July 2014.
67. Mizuho, Mayoki, ‘Minesweeping in Mideast “OK under changes”’, Japan

Times, 14 July 2014.
68. Al-Rashed, Abdul-Rahman, China, op. cit.
69. See for example: ‘To Russia these are the facts without alterations’, Al-Watan,

2 March 2014 (BBC Monitoring).
70. Al-Sudairi, op. cit.
71. Al-Rashed, Abdul-Rahman, ‘Lessons to learn from Japan’, Arab News,

25 February 2014. The author was the General-Manager of the Saudi satellite
news channel Al-Arabiya.

72. Partrick, Neil, ‘The GCC: Gulf State Integration or Leadership Cooperation?’,
p. 23, LSE paper Number 19, November 2011.

73. Ibid.

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY278

http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database/milex_database
http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database/milex_database


CHAPTER 16

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH INDONESIA

Yon Machmudi

Introduction

Both Saudi Arabia and Indonesia claim to have a special relationship with
the other because of their shared Islamic connections but the reality of their

relationship is rather different. Although most Saudis and Indonesians
follow Sunni Islam, there are dramatically different religious orientations
and Saudi salafism is perceived in Indonesia as less tolerant in general and

disdainful of the religious practices of the Indonesian Shafi’i school in
particular. There is also irritation that commercial relations between the

two countries remain highly skewed in favour of Saudi Arabia.
Historically, religious and commercial relations between Saudi and

Indonesia have been intertwined. The dynamics of this relationship
began in the eighth century with the arrival of Arab travellers with both

religious and economic ambitions. Later, traders and pilgrims from
Indonesia travelled in the other direction to develop commercial and

religious relations with the Arabs. Along with the political changes that
occurred in both countries over the centuries, religious and commercial
relations were constantly adjusted.

The early dynamics of Arabian–Indonesian relations

Religious relations between Arabia and Indonesia have existed since the
seventh century when Islam arrived in Indonesia with the earliest



Islamic preachers coming directly from the Arabian Peninsula.1 From

the fifteenth century many Indonesian Muslims performed the
pilgrimage and studied in the haramain (Makka and Madina).2 They

usually settled for several years before going back to Indonesia to teach
Islam.3 Some Indonesia scholars also developed their knowledge and

taught in Makka and Madina.4 Some of them, such as Sheikh Nawawi
Al-Banteni, were even appointed grand mufti.5

However, the role of Indonesian ulema in the haramain declined
after Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab supported Abdulaziz (Ibn Saud)
in consolidating territorial gains that ultimately led to the establish-

ment of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932.6 The haramain, which
at that time was a cosmopolitan city filled with scholars from around

the world, slowly developed into an exclusive city managed by the
Wahhabi-supported Al-Saud dynasty.7 As a result many Indonesian

ulema and others who disagreed with Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab,
especially those inclined to sufistic interpretations of Islam, were

forced to leave the haramain. 8

These changes began prior to the formal establishment of the Saudi
kingdom, and many Islamic shrines used for religious practices deemed

‘invalid’ by the new orthodoxy were demolished. In 1926, a group of
Indonesian ulema known as the ‘Committee of Hijaz’ unsuccessfully

petitioned Ibn Saud to preserve the grave of the Prophet and his
companions. The members of the Committee of Hijaz then reorganized

and established a religious body named Nahdlatul Ulema which later
became part of the largest political party in Indonesia, the Masyumi

Party. As a consequence of these changes and even some arrests, most
Indonesians in the haramain either returned home or relocated to Egypt

to study at Al-Azhar University in Cairo which then became the
favoured destination of Indonesian religious scholars. The rise of the
Wahhabi doctrine in Saudi Arabia also had an impact on Indonesia

domestically. Indonesians who had begun following the teachings of
Mohammed bin Abdul-Wahhab performed intensively religious

‘corrections’ against local Islamic practices in Indonesia that were
considered deviations from Wahhabi orthodoxy.9

The bilateral relationship was not particularly active until after
Indonesia’s independence in 1945. The embassy of the Republic of

Indonesia was opened in the then Saudi capital of Jeddah in 1948, and
the Saudis established a representative office in Jakarta in 1950 which
became the embassy of Saudi Arabia a few years later. In this era, most
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Islamic organisations in Indonesia were dominated by modernists who

developed strong relationships with Saudi Arabia. (In the Indonesian
context, ‘modernists’ refers to those who shifted away from the

‘traditionalist’ view which gave primacy to maintaining and promoting
local Islamic customs and practices.) Among the modernist groups are

Muhammadiyah, the second largest Muslim organisation in Indonesia,
and the more puritanical group Persatuan Islam (known as Persis).

M. Natsir, chairman of the Masyumi Islamic Party, was appointed
Indonesian Prime Minister in 1950–1. Middle East countries, especially
Saudi Arabia, were considered an important part of Indonesia’s foreign

relations under Natsir. However, serious disputes over foreign policy
occurred more and more frequently between the Muslim and secular elite

in Indonesia and these battles were always won by the more pro-Western
secular groups.10 Both secular nationalists and communists represented by

the Indonesia National Party (PNI) and the Indonesia Communist Party
(PKI) respectively, were reluctant to develop relations with Islamic states

and with the Middle East in general.11 Indonesia under Sukarno (1945–
67) allied with the Soviet bloc and, until 1965, China after establishing
the ‘Guided Democracy’ programme that merged the three competing

ideologies in Indonesia of nationalism, communism and Islam. After the
collapse of the Masyumi Party, which until 1956 had always had

representation in the Malaysian cabinet, the relationship between
Indonesia and Saudi Arabia deteriorated. The ‘New Order’ led by

presidency of Mohammed Suharto (1967–98) was suspicious of Middle
Eastern countries in general,12 but was particularly suspicious of Saudi

Arabia who it held responsible for the ‘export’ of Islamic fundamentalism.
Relations between the two countries during this period survived on little

more than Indonesians making haj and umra. During the 1970s, Indonesia
experienced a rise in Islamic radicalism. Although this had been emerging
since independence for domestic political reasons, Suharto saw Middle

Eastern countries, particularly Iran and Saudi Arabia, as fuelling and
funding the problem.13

The beginning of the Suharto era was perceived by many Indonesian
Muslims as oppressive and as giving privileges to Christian and Chinese

minorities. Through Suharto, Chinese minorities controlled large stakes
in the national economy and created conglomerates in Indonesia while

many Christians held senior army ranks. Suharto appointed Christians,
such as J.B. Sumarlin, to the ministry of economy, and General Sudomo
as the highest commander of defence and order. A Chinese tycoon, Liem
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Sioe Liong, who came to Java in 1938, strongly backed Suharto’s New

Order government. His ability to deploy Suharto’s influence made him
the wealthiest tycoon in south-east Asia.

Supported by Saudi Arabia, the former chairman of Masyumi,
M. Natsir and his followers started to resist the government’s policies

and accused Suharto of deliberately marginalising Muslims and of
supporting a ‘Christianisation’ project in Indonesia.14 After the demise of

Masyumi, Natsir established the Indonesian Islamic Propagation Council
(DDII) in 1967 and used this to continue criticising government policies.
Saudi Arabia supported Natsir’s opposition and sided with opponents of

the Suharto regime. From the 1970s until the 1980s massive intelligence
operations closely monitored all individuals and groups in Indonesia

associated with Saudi Arabia.15

However, from the 1990s, and particularly following Suharto’s

resignation in 1998, Indonesian relations with Saudi Arabia improved
considerably. Suharto himself began this process by supporting the

establishment of the Indonesian Muslim Intellectual Association (ICMI)16

in 1991. ICMI was an association of young, middle class Indonesian
Muslim intellectuals and businessmen. Supported by Muslim bureaucrats

and military figures associated with ICMI, Suharto began to pursue
policies designed to appeal to Muslims including support for the

establishment of Islamic banks in Indonesia. In 1991, and for the first
time in his long presidency, Suharto attended the Organisation of the

Islamic Conference (OIC) summit, held that year in Senegal. Indonesia
had hitherto had a relatively detached relationship with the OIC.

Although Indonesia was present at the OIC’s founding in Morocco in
1969, it did not become an active member. Indonesia even refused to sign

the OIC charter in 1972: its 1945 constitution does not define Indonesia
as a Muslim country. Another significant event occurred a year later when
Suharto performed the haj. For a leader once suspected of being a follower
of Javanese syncretism, this was a major public affirmation of a political
shift.17 Following Suharto’s resignation in 1998, the economic crisis

prompted the Indonesian state to find alternative economic partnerships
and Saudi Arabia was brought back into the frame.

Current religious and commercial relations

One way in which Saudi Arabia attempts to influence other Muslim
countries is by providing assistance in religious education. Education is
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an integral part of the Kingdom’s attempt at leadership in the Islamic

world and a battleground against Shi’ite Islam which is most often
associated with Iran.18

In contrast to the alumni of Egyptian universities, who mainly have
bureaucratic jobs, Saudi alumni largely preach Islam at the grassroots

level. This makes Saudi religious influence in Indonesian society more
prominent and often puts it into conflict with more mainstream Islamic

practices in Indonesia. Saudi Wahhabi clerics are often harshly critical of
the religious practices performed by Indonesian Muslims, who are
followers of the Shafi’i school.19 Practices that become particular targets

are celebrations of the birth of the Prophet Mohammed (mawlid), qunut
prayer and dzikr recitations for the dead. Some Indonesian Muslim

leaders, particularly from traditionalist groups, have complained about
this, but there is no evidence that the Indonesian government expresses

these concerns to Saudi Arabia.
In addition to providing scholarships for Indonesians to study at

universities in Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabia also has religious educational
and da’wa (‘calling’ or ‘outreach’) institutions in Indonesia. The Institute
of Islamic and Arabic Sciences (LIPIA) in Jakarta is a branch of the Imam

Mohammed bin Saud Islamic University (commonly known as IMU).
LIPIA is exclusively managed by Saudi Arabia, and at the time of

writing was preparing to open three additional branches in cities outside
Java. Its curriculum and management structures adopt the Saudi system

without modification for the local environment. In contrast to other
foreign institutions in Indonesia that promote cultural exchange by

collaborating with Indonesian people and organisations, LIPIA and
other Saudi-sponsored institutions are exclusive. As a result, meaningful

‘exchange’ cannot occur since the institutions exist only to provide the
so-called ‘authentic’ version of Islam to Indonesian Muslims. LIPIA was
established in 1980 as an Arabic language studies institute and in 1987,

it opened a faculty of Islamic studies.
On the commercial front, relations between Indonesia and Saudi

Arabia are significant although Saudi Arabia dominates. Indonesia is
highly dependent on petroleum and gas from Saudi Arabia, while

Indonesia exports commodities such as woods, electronics, tyres, cars,
lubricants and electrical appliances.

In 2004, total trade between the two countries reached US$2,385.01
million (m) of which Indonesian exports were worth US$418.24m
while Saudi Arabia’s totalled US$1,966.77m. In 2005, Indonesian
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exports increased to US$524.24 million and Saudi Arabia’s reached

US$2, 712.27m. In each subsequent year Indonesian imports from
Saudi Arabia increased significantly, albeit that the value of Saudi

exports has fluctuated, largely due to the variation in the oil price.
By 2013, the value of Indonesian imports from Saudi Arabia had

reached US$824,199m.
Indonesia still considers America and Europe more economically and

politically strategic than the Middle East, while Indonesia’s largest trade
partner is Japan. When comparing Indonesia’s trade balances with all its
other partners, however, the Saudi surplus is striking. Based on data

from the Central Statistics Agency of Indonesia (BPS) and Bank
Indonesia, Indonesian imports from Saudi Arabia in 2011–12 were

largely oil, gas and hydrocarbons. However, the value of Saudi non-oil
exports to Indonesia was almost equivalent to the total value of

Indonesian exports to Saudi Arabia. As indicated in the table below,
this huge trade imbalance is not seen in Indonesia’s economic relations

with its other major trading partners and in some cases Indonesia’s trade
is in surplus.

Indonesian trade non-oil and gas products surpluses with
major partners

Food security is a considerable concern to Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia is

included in the Kingdom’s national food security strategy.20 Saudi
investment is directed at new Indonesian farms in support of this
strategy.21 According to the former Saudi ambassador in Jakarta,

Abdurrahman Mohammed Amin Al-Khayyat, investment interest in
Indonesia is primarily in construction and agriculture. He commented,

‘Our people have already surveyed several areas to choose the right place
for the planting of basmati rice but have not yet taken any decision on

the place.’22 Since 2009 Saudi investment in new farms in eastern
Indonesia covering an area of two million hectares reached US$1.3

billion. According to Indonesia’s Agriculture Ministry, the Saudi Bin
Laden Group is also expected to increase investment in this sector to
exceed more than US$4.3 billion in 2009.23

In 2013, Saudi investment in Indonesia in both the agricultural and
technological sectors was nearly US$8.65 billion. Some examples are the

Aramco project in Tuban in East Java, and the Saudi Telecom Company’s
investment in local telecom service providers, Axis and Natrindo
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Cellular Phones, valued at US$1.57 billion. Similarly, Prince Al-Waleed

bin Talal’s Kingdom Hotel Investments (KHI) has plans to start two
major mineral water and health projects in South Sulawesi.24 However,

there are still obstacles on the Indonesian side to Saudi investment such
as labour issues and slow administrative systems.25

It is important to analyse why Indonesian–Saudi business relations
are still underdeveloped compared with many other countries. Claims of
historic and long lasting relations in terms of religious fraternity do not

contribute much to the business relationship, and Indonesia’s
diplomatic position in the Middle East is still weak. With Saudi

Arabia specifically, one of the biggest barriers to a better relationship is
the treatment of Indonesian migrant workers. There are approximately a

hundred Indonesians in Saudi jails awaiting execution for murder. Some
of these cases are purely criminal, but many are women accused of

murdering their Saudi employers allegedly following rape or abuse.

Table 16.1 Trade performance between Indonesia and the rest of the

world (US$ million)

Imports (US$) Exports (US$)

Saudi Arabia

2011 965,377,231 1, 398,372,180

2012 1,021,446,782 1,764,556,790

2013 824,199,414 1,432,645,269

Japan

2011 19,321,000,000 18,330,100,000

2012 22,721,000,000 17,231,200,000

2013 19,053,500,000 16,086,700,000

USA

2011 10.697,000,000 15,684,200,000

2012 11,468,900,000 14,590,900,000

2013 8,876,700,000 15,082,000,000

EU

2011 12,418,500,000 20,445,800,000

2012 14,061,400,000 17,948,900,000

2013 13,479,800,000 16,672,000,000

Source: compiled by author from the Central Statistics Agency of Indonesia and
Bank of Indonesia.
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The lack of protection for Indonesian migrant workers in Saudi Arabia,

especially for female victims of crime or brutality, is a serious obstacle
in the relationship. The anger about this issue was reflected when

hundreds of people took part in spontaneous demonstrations in 2011
to condemn the Saudi treatment of Indonesian workers following the

execution of an Indonesian maid. The government reacted by
announcing a moratorium on sending domestic workers to Saudi

Arabia, which at the time of writing still remained in place.
Surprisingly, Saudi Arabia still does not have a special institution that

supports the investment and oversight of commercial activities in

Indonesia, nor a dedicated commercial attaché in Jakarta. However, an
effort to boost trade cooperation was made with the convening of a

Business Council in Jeddah in 2012 that brought together business and
government representatives from both countries. In November 2014, an

Indonesian delegation visited the Chamber of Commerce in Jeddah
promoting partnerships in real estate, railway and construction.26 These

events do not constitute meaningful public discourse, however, and
without more concerted efforts by the Saudi leadership to pay attention
to Indonesia at the political level, the Indonesian perception of the

Kingdom is unlikely to improve. Most Indonesians respect the haramain
but are unimpressed by the Saudis.27

In 2009, the Saudi ambassador stated that the Saudi king had
accepted the invitation of the Indonesian government to visit Indonesia,

but this did not take place.28 In fact, Indonesian presidents have
repeatedly, and sometimes officially, visited Saudi Arabia without

reciprocity at the highest level. The symbolism of just changing that
alone would help build confidence, from Indonesia’s point of view, that

there is some genuine commitment to the relationship. From the ‘New
Order’ period until the present there has not been a single visit to
Indonesia by any Saudi monarch.

A visit to Indonesia in 2013 by the undersecretary of the Saudi
interior ministry, Ahmad bin Mohammed Al-Salem, brought no

significant developments. This visit was an exchange for the 2012 visit
of a special envoy of the Indonesian president who asked Al-Salem to

ensure that the rights of all Indonesians living in the Kingdom were
upheld.29 In January 2014, however, the Saudi deputy defence

minister, Prince Salman bin Sultan bin Abdulaziz, visited Indonesia
and signed a defence agreement. The deal was reportedly the first of its
kind that Indonesia has signed with a Middle Eastern country and was
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enthusiastically received by an Indonesia government increasingly

concerned about issues of terrorism.30

At the time of writing, the change of president and government in

Indonesia in 2014 does not seem to have altered the fundamentals
of the bilateral relationship. However, the new Indonesian foreign

minister, Retno Marsudi, has relatively liberal credentials and has
talked about her desire to improve the treatment of Indonesians

working abroad generally.

Conclusion

Indonesian–Saudi commercial relations improved from the late 1990s as
a result of the emergence of a new generation of the Indonesian Muslim

middle class. However, the one-way street of religious relations between
Saudi Arabia and Indonesia creates cultural barriers and results in

tension rather than exchange and cooperation. This could be ameliorated
and relations improved if Saudi religious discourse was less dogmatic,
and if there was greater appreciation by Saudi religious organisations of

the legitimacy of difference.31

This is particularly an issue given that the approach of Saudi Arabia’s

Islamic competitors, Iran and Turkey, who tend to be more sympathetic
and reciprocal. Saudi Arabia’s religious exclusivity is in marked contrast

to Iran and Turkey, who collaborate with universities and cultural
organisations in Indonesia. Both are perceived in Indonesia as more

moderate states, and in particular more accommodating and respectful of
Indonesian religious traditions and culture.
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CHAPTER 17

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH MALAYSIA

Mohd Fauzi Abu-Hussin and Mohd Afandi Salleh

Historical background

The relationship between Saudi Arabia and south-east Asian countries
can be traced back to ancient times when the Silk Route served as a

connecting network of trade routes across the Asian continent linking
eastern, southern, central and western Asia with the Mediterranean. The
relationship was built not only on trade and commerce but also on

cultural and civilisational factors. As early as the sixteenth century, trade
and business that linked the Asian continent to the Arab world emerged

around this pivotal connection.
At that time there was no country of Malaysia. The area was part of

the Malaccan Empire, which had become one of the most powerful on
the Malay Peninsula under the Sultan of Malacca, who had converted to

Islam in 1414. Both Malacca and Arabia were centres of trade and
religious activity with Malacca the central location for an expanding

Muslim community in south-east Asia and Arabia the centre for Islamic
scholarship in the Middle East. Trade was one reason for the interaction
and close relationship between the two regions, the rapid spread of

Islam throughout the Malay Archipelago was another.1 This historical
symbiosis was superseded in the following centuries by Portuguese,

Dutch and then British colonisation, although the removal of customs
duties by the British encouraged a resumption of trade with Arabia.

With the emergence of the modern nation state in the twentieth century,



the Malay Peninsula became Malaysia while Arabia (in large part)

became Saudi Arabia. The interaction between these two modern states
is now multidimensional and interdependent, but with considerable

potential for future development.

Diplomatic relations in the modern era

The early formal mechanism of Saudi–Malaysian relations commenced
immediately after the founding of the independent federation of Malaya
(the former name of Malaysia) in 1957 with the visit of Malaysia’s first

prime minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, in 1958. In a demonstration of
Saudi Arabia’s importance to Malaysia, the prime minister performed

the haj pilgrimage to Makka to thank God for giving Malaya full
independence from Great Britain.2

The modern state of Malaysiawas created in 1963 through the merging
of Malaya and the former British Singapore (west Malaysia) and Sabah and

Sarawak in northBorneo (east Malaysia). Singapore separated from the
union in 1965 and the first few years of independence were marked by
confrontation, usually in border areas, with Indonesia. Saudi Arabia’s

importance in Malaysian foreign affairs appears to have become more
significant in the context of this confrontation. According to Ruhanas

Harun3 the Malaysian king (Syed Putra ibni Syed Hassan Jamalullail)
visited several Middle East countries, including Saudi Arabia, to seek

support against Indonesia and to enhance relations with Arab countries in
general. Saudi Arabia was a significant part of the mediation effort that

eventually resolved the tension with its neighbour.4 This marked the
beginning of diplomatic relations between Malaysia and Saudi Arabia and

the consolidation of the particularly close relationship between the Tunku
Abdul Rahman and King Faisal of Saudi Arabia.5

King Faisal visited Malaysia in 1970 to foster support for his concept

of Islamic solidarity and to strengthen friendship between Muslim
nations.6 One aspect of the much vaunted solidarity among Muslim

countries is the common standpoint taken by Malaysia and Saudi Arabia
on the Palestinian people’s right to establish an independent state.7

Abdul Rahman’s successors, Abdul Razak and Hussein Onn, visited
Saudi Arabia in 1975 and 1976 respectively. These were high-profile

exchanges intended to strengthen diplomatic ties but they also
contributed to Malaysian economic development. Al-Sudairi argues
that the success of these visits was evident in the massive financial
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assistance secured from the Saudis.8 These funds were designated for the

construction of religious institutions and to support religious activities,
especially da’wa (‘outreach’) activities in Malaysia, and to provide fiscal

and financial support for Malaysia’s economic development.9 Loans
worth nearly US$250 million (m) were mainly directed toward projects

under the Third Malaysian Economic Plan (1976–80).10

Diplomatic engagement between Saudi Arabia and Malaysia became

more remarkable when Mahathir Mohamad was prime minister of
Malaysia (1981–2003). Under Mahathir, Malaysian foreign policy
emphasised ASEAN cooperation, closer relations with Islamic countries

(especially its Middle Eastern counterparts) and the ‘Look East’ policy.
This policy was particularly fruitful in promoting the country’s

economic growth and strengthening political and economic relations
with developing nations.11

Mahathir first visited Saudi Arabia as Malaysian premier in 1982.
His visit had both a diplomatic and economic component in that he

not only sought financial assistance but also contributed to the Saudi
government-hosted discussions on the Iran–Iraq war.12 He secured a
small amount of financial aid for development projects in Malaysia

including a US$10.6m loan to build five hospitals and a US$58m
contribution to construction of the East-West Highway.13

Under Mahathir’s administration, diplomatic visits to the Kingdom
were also extended to its Gulf Arab neighbours. From 1962 Malaysia

secured several agreements for economic and technical cooperation with
Gulf Arab countries. Among the early agreements with Saudi Arabia

specifically were the Cultural and Scientific Cooperation Agreement in
1975, the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Education in

1978, the MoU on the Programme of Action for Cooperation in the
Field of Information in 1982 and the sponsorship of the International
Islamic University in 1985.14 Mahathir also successfully changed the

pattern of relations between Malaysia and Saudi Arabia ‘from one, to
two-way communication’.15 In 1985, his initiative to grant the National

Shipping Company of Saudi Arabia (NSCSA) access to Malaysian ports
indirectly began an expansion of bilateral trade relations.16 In the 1990s

he encouraged Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Arab states to make their
markets more open to Malaysian products rather than Malaysia being

dependent on their financial assistance. These actions were also taken to
lessen the large trade deficits caused by Malaysia’s dependency on oil
imports from the Kingdom in particular.
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From 2000 onwards, there was a shift in Malaysian–Saudi relations.

Following visits to Malaysia in October that year by the then defence
minister, Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz, and the second Saudi–Malaysian

commission meeting in May 2001, both countries agreed to deepen
economic cooperation. Areas identified for improvement were Saudi

non-oil exports to Malaysia, joint investments and Saudi tourism in
Malaysia.17 The meeting of Deputy Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad

Badawi (prime minister from 2003–9) with King Fahd in Saudi Arabia
in 2001, cemented closer relations. Abdullah Badawi’s successor as
premier, Najib Razak, made an official visit to the Kingdom soon after

he took office in 2009, quickly followed by a second in 2010. In that
same year Malaysian and Saudi Arabian relations became strategic when

they signed a Memorandum of Understanding on Security Policy Co-
operation. This MoU covered ‘terrorism, drug trafficking, falsifying

documents and cross-border crimes’.18 Malaysia’s commitment was
reflected in its speedy deportation of Hamza Khasgahri, a Saudi blogger

who faced execution in his home country. Although the decision was
criticised by a number of Malaysian pressure groups, and by Human
Rights Watch, it ensured that prospects for the continued development

of Saudi–Malaysian ties were favourable.
Malaysia’s commitment to GCC security was reflected in its

pledge to support Saudi Arabia in Bahrain during the civil unrest in
2011.19 Malaysia even offered to deploy its military as peacekeepers if

requested.20 This commitment reflected not only a favourable attitude
to Saudi Arabia, but a strong undercurrent of anti-Shia sentiment

particularly manifest since the Arab uprisings that also played out in
Malaysian domestic politics. In 2013, there were a number of arrests

citing violations of a fatwa issued in 1996 that banned the promotion if
not, at least technically, the practice of Shia Islam in Malaysia.21 Arrests
continued in 2014.22 Taking advantage of the febrile atmosphere, home

affairs minister, Ahmad Zahid Hamidi, accused Muhammad Sabu, deputy
president of the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS; the main opposition

party) of being Shia. Sabu’s denial and counter-accusations of an anti-Shia
campaign by United Malays National Organisation (UMNO – Malaysia’s

main ruling party) led to the case going to court.23

Malaysia’s relationship with Iran was negatively affected by these

incidents; a boycott on Malaysian goods was launched by unhappy
Iranian traders.24 Although the boycott was not the official policy of
the Iranian government, the campaign caused a wobble in Malaysia’s
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relations with Iran and suggested a strengthening of the Saudi–

Malaysian relationship. However, the Malaysian ruling party was
subsequently careful to closely engage with Iran in order to alleviate

tension caused by negative sentiment toward Malaysian Shia. Iranian
officials in Malaysia denied that there had been a boycott campaign

despite the fact that trade between Malaysia and Iran declined in early
2014. Since then, Malaysian officials have been extra cautious over anti-

Shia issues in order to maintain their usual relationship with Iran.

The economic relationship

The Saudi–Malaysian economic relationship has been largely determined

by energy resources. Saudi Arabia is the largest supplier of Malaysia’s crude
oil imports. In 2012, these reached US$1.4 billion (bn).25 Such heavy

dependence on Saudi oil has led to a continual trade deficit with the
Kingdom. Although producing its own crude oil Malaysia also exports it

to the international market, leaving insufficient fuel for domestic
consumption; this contributed to the deficit.

In 2012, the total value of Malaysia’s exports to Saudi Arabia was

US$1.2bn, whereas the total value of imports from Saudi Arabia was
US$2.4bn, making the deficit equal to Malaysia’s entire export total.

The total bilateral trade value is relatively small compared to that with
Malaysia’s ASEAN trading partners as well as trade with China, Japan

and the USA.26 Total Saudi–Malaysian trade grew steadily from 2000 to
2008 when it exceeded US$3bn. It then slowed in 2009 due to the world

recession before picking up strongly in 2010 (see Table 1) and reaching
US$4bn in 2011. Malaysia only recorded positive trade balances in

1986, 1989, 1992–5 and 1998–9. Malaysia’s oil production lessened its
dependence on Saudi imports. However, the subsequent growth of its oil
consumption, and the oil price hike from 2000 onwards, meant that the

value of imports from Saudi Arabia increased again.
Saudi Arabia is now the second largest export market for Malaysia in

the Middle East, after the United Arab Emirates,27 but this accounts for
less than 1 per cent of Malaysia’s total export value. Malaysia’s strategy of

diversifying its export market, initiated in 2010 under its so-called new
economic model,28 affected export volumes to Saudi Arabia.29 In 2011,

for example, the value of its exports to Saudi Arabia was US$1.3bn, an
approximate increase of 40 per cent, and it remained around that figure
in 2012.
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Investment presence and economic cooperation

As noted above, frequent visits to Saudi Arabia by Malaysian leaders
have been effective in attracting investment. Although the amount

has been relatively small compared to Malaysia’s major sources of
foreign direct investment (FDI), such as Japan and the USA, Saudi

funds were particularly important in the critical area of governmental
infrastructure.

In the early 1990s, Saudi investment in Malaysia entered a new
phase when Malaysia changed from an agriculturally based economy

to one based on manufacturing. Saudi funds were converted into
investment in Malaysia’s industrial projects. Between 1990 and 1997,
RM139.6m (equivalent to approximately US$40m) was spent on eight

Malaysian projects, mostly in industrial-manufacturing sectors such as
food processing, plastics, textiles and textile products, and electrical

and electronic goods.30 Saudi interest in Malaysia’s industrial
development continued between 1997 and 2000 with investments of

approximately US$28.5m. Over 2000–2 there was a decline in
investment to US$22.9m31 but this went up again dramatically in 2003–

4 when US$216.8m32 was put into such diverse projects as animal waste
management technology, youth development and construction.33 Between

2004 and 2008, Saudi investment slowed again to US$31.8m, most of
which went into the Iskandar Malaysia development area, Islamic
banking34 and property ventures.35 Since 2009, Saudi companies have

invested in new manufacturing projects involving chemical-based
products. In 2010, Saudi companies invested US$698m, equivalent to

6 per cent of total Malaysian FDI36 and in 2011 the figure reached US
$733m, making the Kingdom fifth in Malaysia’s sources of investment

behind Japan, South Korea, the USA and Singapore.37 Despite this
ranking the Saudi percentage is still relatively low but is significant for

promoting growth and helping to balance China’s increasing interest in
Malaysia and south-east Asia.38

Investment has not been unilateral. Rapid development in the Saudi

construction sector and a desire to improve Saudi Arabia’s competitive-
ness has resulted in a dramatic increase in Malaysian companies

operating in the Saudi economy. In 2008, there were 87 in various
sectors including information and communication technology (ICT),

management, engineering services, Islamic banking, and green
technology.39 Most of these Malaysian companies were involved in the
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Table 17.1 Trade performance between Malaysia and Saudi Arabia

(US$ million)

Years

Exports

(US$ Million)

Imports

(US$ Million)

Trade balance

(US$ Million)

1980 61.06 665.32 2604.26

1981 60.55 545.69 2485.14

1982 70.71 403.96 2333.25

1983 63.79 569.64 2505.85

1984 121.25 474.64 2353.39

1985 90.59 249.7 2159.11

1986 53.41 52.22 1.19

1987 82.65 107.34 224.69

1988 126.55 162.37 235.82

1989 144.262 101.081 43.181

1990 151.176 474.64 2353.39

1991 191.947 195.88 -3.933

1992 265.636 206.634 59.002

1993 279.552 260.084 19.468

1994 271.799 219.501 52.298

1995 329.446 228.146 101.3

1996 318.799 328.5 29.701

1997 299.185 360.204 261.019

1998 279.861 230.814 49.047

1999 300.595 287.472 13.123

2000 322.948 633.266 2310.318

2001 341.235 636.491 2295.256

2002 383.284 398.062 214.778

2003 408.709 583.13 2174.421

2004 481.762 985.193 2503.431

2005 473.165 1547.76 21074.595

2006 530.31 2329.78 21799.47

2007 716.05 1976.55 21260.5

2008 1054.03 2271.83 21217.8

2009 813.313 1111.324 2298.011

2010 893.931 2007.813 21113.882

2011 1295.895 2766.995 21471.1

2012 1225.206 2444.829 21219.623

Source: Data from 1980–2008 were obtained from the Direction of Trade Statistics
(DOTS), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), November 2008, ESDS
International, and the (Mimas) University of Manchester.

Data from 2009–12 were obtained from the International Trade Centre (ITC),
http://www.intracen.org/.

http://www.intracen.org/


industrial and services sectors with a total investment of US$4.3bn and

US$238.6m respectively. These investments made Malaysia the 18th
largest investor in Saudi Arabia in 2008.40 Among the targets of

investment was Jazan Economic City in which a Malaysian company,
MMC Corporation, became the largest investor with a contract value of

US$30bn.41 Other important projects include the Shaiba water and
electrical facilities,42 the US$200m Malaysia Mall in Jeddah, and a

project worth US$5.6bn to improve accommodation for haj pilgrims in
Makka.43

Because of its investments in Saudi Arabia’s infrastructural

development, Malaysia is regarded as an important partner in the
Kingdom along with giant investors such as Japan, the United Arab

Emirates, the United States, Bahrain, France and the Netherlands.44

The relationship also includes some close economic cooperation and

partnership. The partnership between the Malaysian government-owned
company, 1 Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) and Saudi Arabia’s

Petro Saudi International Limited (PSI), owned by Prince Turki bin
Abdullah (governor of Riyadh, 2014–15, and son of the former king,
Abdallah) is an outstanding example of Malaysian–Saudi cooperation.

These two companies are involved in a US$2.5bn45 joint venture in oil
exploration and production in Malaysia and elsewhere.46 Despite the

increasing number of Malaysian companies investing in Saudi Arabia,
however, there are relatively few resident Malaysian expatriates,

especially when compared to fellow south-east Asian workers from
Indonesia and the Philippines, who are estimated at around 250,000 and

500,000 respectively.47 Malaysian workers in Saudi Arabia only number
around 10,000 and 7,000–8,000 of these work as nurses. Saudi Arabia is

the preferred destination for Malaysian nurses whose experiences in the
Saudi healthcare system have been largely positive.48 Malaysian nurses
are also slightly better paid than their South African and Filipino

counterparts.49

Overall it is clear that trade and investment relations between Saudi

Arabia and Malaysia are on the rise, but in terms of each country’s
preferred partners the trends are unlikely to change that much. The

economic relationship and level of interaction, while strong, is lower
than that of the traditional trading partners and sources of foreign

investments. It is interesting to note, however, that Saudi Arabia is also
expanding its economic relations with Malaysia’s neighbours. Singapore,
for example, is the largest of Saudi Arabia’s partners in south-east Asia,
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followed by Thailand and Indonesia.50 Singapore in particular is keen to

expand its bilateral relationship with Saudi Arabia.51

Saudi influence in Malaysia’s public sphere

Religious affiliation has encouraged Malaysia’s ties with Saudi Arabia,

which in turn has encouraged economic cooperation. Thus the religious
dimension remains the foundation of Malaysian–Saudi relations. Makka

is the focal point for Muslims throughout the world, and approximately
20,000 to 25,000 Malaysian pilgrims perform the haj.52 The number of
haj pilgrims is restricted by Saudi Arabia’s quota system, which limits

the total to 0.1 per cent of a country’s population.53 This has become an
issue as the number of Malaysians on the waiting list to perform haj
has surpassed one million which means it will take 50 years just to
accommodate everyone on currently on the waiting list.54 Furthermore,

because of the expansion work on the Grand Mosque, the Saudi
government is limiting the number of umra pilgrims.

Religious matters that affect the relationship, however, do not only
involve visa issues for pilgrimage. They also extend to the doctrinal
orientations of Wahhabism and the impact of that on the religious life of

Malaysia. Although the influence of Wahhabism is rather minimal and
has not impeded the Malaysian–Saudi relationship, the doctrine has

inspired religious da’wa movements.55 There are several Malaysian
religious movements and educational institutions allegedly associated

with Wahhabi thinking. However, claims regarding the connections of
these religious movements and institutions are difficult to validate.56

Despite this the Malaysian Religious Agency (JAKIM57) sees
Wahhabism as an equally dangerous threat to Malaysia’s security as

Shi’ism and closely monitors it, where possible, to ensure there is not a
growth of extremism.58 The Malaysian government, however, takes a
covert approach to minimising the influence of Wahhabism to preserve

good diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia.59

Conclusion

Over the years, the Saudi–Malaysian relationship has been sustained by

bilateral trade and investment, oil dependency, and religious connections.
These remain the driving force in the relationship. Malaysia’s foreign
policy is shaped by three main factors: dependency on trade, strategic
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location and demographics,60 whereas the Saudis give more emphasis to

geography, history, religion, economy, security and political principles.61

An extension of bilateral cooperation is likely. Shared religious values

benefit the Saudi–Malaysian relationship and have significantly
encouraged political as well as economic relations. Their mutual

understanding of the practical aspects of religious adherence has
contributed to a growing relationship in halal products and food security:
two major concerns in the Muslim community. Cooperation between
Malaysia and Saudi Arabia in this sector has boosted economic
opportunities for both countries. Malaysia is a leading player in the

halal industry, which it has helped to expand by promoting and
implementing halal product standards and developing halal parks for a
wide range of both food and non-food products. Saudi Arabia has
expressed interest in utilising Malaysian expertise in establishing a halal
park in the Middle East.62

Neither country has a specific policy guiding their bilateral

relationship, nor is the Saudi–Malaysian economic relationship as
significant as the two countries’ interactions with other partners but
the healthy condition of the relationship is encouraged by mutual

economic growth and massive development.63 The relationship appears
to complement both countries’ economic and political interests while

the religious connection is an underlying constant. Saudi Arabia has the
power to ‘facilitate or hinder the aspirations of thousands of Malaysians

who each year hope to go on a pilgrimage to Makka’.64 In this respect
alone, maintaining good relations is indeed a mutual interest.
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CHAPTER 18

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS
WITH SOUTH ASIA

Robert Mason

Introduction

Saudi Arabian relations with India, Pakistan and Afghanistan have been
influenced by four distinct but overlapping trends, some of which have

gained greater momentum over the past decade. The first is the
transition in the concentration of global power from the west, notably
the USA, to the east. At the same time, a number of pull factors have

brought Saudi Arabia and some Asian states closer together. High
international oil prices between 2002 and 2008 gave oil producers a

revenue windfall and therefore greater foreign policy assertiveness. The
global financial crisis, which began in 2007, further enhanced their

relative economic weight. King Abdullah’s visit to China, India,
Malaysia and Pakistan in 2006 (part of Saudi Arabia’s so-called pivot

to Asia1) initiated greater science, technology and counter-terrorism
cooperation. Saudi reorientation towards Asia in general was secured by

China becoming the world’s largest importer of Saudi oil in 2009, at a
time when US imports fell due to its energy policies and recession.2 At
the same time, expanding trade ties between China and the Gulf states

represent a growing challenge to competing Asian states such as India
which will require a considered response from the Kingdom.

The second trend that has influenced Saudi relations with Asia has
been its heightened concern about Iran’s nuclear programme. Following

the Iranian Revolution, Saudi Arabia and the USA engaged in a strategic



competition with Iran in Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. In the

1990s this also included competition in Central Asia. Saudi Arabia has
since worked tirelessly with its allies to ensure that Iran is not able to

develop a nuclear weapons programme. If Iran should be successful
in such endeavours Saudi Arabia could in theory, according to former

Saudi diplomat Mohammed Khilewi, quickly acquire a nuclear deterrent
from Pakistan.3

The third trend relates to Saudi attempts at economic diversification
and the consequences of this for the expatriate labour force on which
Saudi Arabia depends. Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis make up

the majority of the foreign workforce in Saudi Arabia. However, as
Saudi Arabia attempts to develop a knowledge economy, and encourages

favouring Saudi nationals for jobs, then some of these human economic
ties could loosen. The introduction of harsher restrictions on those

companies that breach the terms of this policy, as outlined in the
‘Nitaqat’ programme, could drive down the number of expatriate

workers in certain areas.4

The fourth trend relates to the Saudi–US relationship after 9/11, the
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and the Arab uprisings. Foreign policy

disconnects on Iraq, Syria and Egypt have brought into sharper relief for
Saudi Arabia the relative merits in cooperating with the USA, which

does not necessarily share the same threat perception or the Al-Saud
preoccupation with regional, domestic and regime security. Saudi

Arabia’s search for allies in Asia can therefore be seen as a measure
to harness and enhance energy based relationships in order to plug

immediate gaps in national security whilst exploring longer term
political options and strategic partnerships.

This chapter analyses Saudi motivations through the prism of these
broad and dynamic trends and assesses their impact on Saudi policy
towards India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan.

Saudi–Indian relations

India has had trade and commerce relations with the Middle East for

centuries. However, the first official visit of a Saudi monarch to India was
that of King Saud in 1955, primarily to guarantee the safety of Muslims in

India after the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947.5 A reciprocal visit
was made by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru the following year.
Thereafter, due to Indian support for the USSR, for President Nasser in
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Egypt and for other Arab states like Iraq, with whom Moscow had good

relations, there was little significant official Saudi–Indian political
engagement for more than three decades. Saudi relations with Pakistan

were also a major irritant in the bilateral relationship. Consequently Indira
Ghandi’s visit to Riyadh in 1982 went a long way to warming the frozen

relationship. Saudi Arabia was also eager to manage this bilateral
relationship in terms of enhancing Iranian containment during and after

the Iran–Iraq war. Saudi Arabia has found it hard to balance the Indian
relationship with the Pakistani relationship. For example, Pakistan
walked out of the 1969 Rabat Al-Aqsa mosque conference because of the

presence of the Indian delegation that had also been invited by Saudi
Arabia.6 Furthermore, Pakistan has consistently ensured that India cannot

join the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC), even though its
Muslim population is the second largest in the world.

Due to an increasing number of irritants in the US–Saudi relationship,
which have moved from relatively private concerns communicated by the

US government post-9/11 to more public concerns about regional and
domestic security communicated by the Saudi government during the
Arab uprisings, Saudi Arabia has taken a far more open outlook in

exploring a Gulf–Asia nexus and new strategic partnerships.7 This has so
far been based on extending economic relations in Asia, but a certain

degree of foreign policy convergence has also been apparent as the two
regions grow closer. The Saudi–Indian relationship continues to develop

in line with India’s growing oil imports and evolving position in the
international community as part of the BRICs bloc.

India is the largest democracy in the world and one in which
unwieldy domestic politics are kept largely separate from international

relations. India joined the G20 in 2008 and is playing a greater
international role, mainly due to the successful conclusion of a civil
nuclear agreement with the USA in the same year. This has allowed India

to move on from US condemnation and sanctions imposed for its series
of nuclear tests conducted in 1998. However, according to Lakshmi

Mittal, CEO of ArcelorMittal, internal issues and the global economic
crisis have hampered India’s economic growth by slowing down

government decision making in the economic sphere.8

Post-independence, India sought a position apart from the competing

Cold War blocs and became a leading voice in the Non-Aligned
Movement (NAM) under Prime Minister Nehru. India continues to play
a leading role in the UN and has been a major contributor to its
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peacekeeping operations. From 1947–64, the relationship between

Indian prime minister Nehru and the ruling Indian National Congress,
along with a tense alliance with the other leading political party in India

of the time, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), was based on the national
interest. That interest has sometimes been interpreted differently by

each actor, such as the Nehru government’s ‘timidity’ on the Pakistan
issue, as perceived by Congress Party president Kripialani.9

Post-Nehru non-alignment ideals have survived, but the Indian
political system has been constrained by a fractured party system. The
outcome has been an increase in ‘populism and segmentation of the

society and the voters’ which has led to a coalition system being
dominant and Nehru era political tensions enduring.10 These tensions

have at times manifested in ideologically or politically based
assassinations of prime ministers including Indira Ghandi in 1984

and Rajiv Ghandi in 1991. On top of these unstable alliances is a mix of
weak organisational structures and a highly concentrated, at times

dynastic, leadership. The political elite has increasingly abandoned the
idealistic fervour of the early decades of independence. Under Prime
Minister Modi, India is much more focused on generating economic

growth, consistent with its membership of the BRICS bloc, but mainly
in response to the demands of young, aspiring urbanites.11

Saudi interests toward India

In the 1970s the bilateral relationship was largely conducted on the basis

of Saudi Arabia contracting manual labour from India to support
economic development and diversification projects in the Kingdom.

Saudi Arabia also lacked enough qualified nationals to fill the demand
for doctors and teachers, and its demand for labour therefore expanded to
include Indian professional, managerial and administrative workers.

Saudi Arabian interest in India grew as it became an increasingly
important economic and political global actor. Oil is at the heart of the

relationship as it is in all of Saudi Arabia’s key alliances. The bulk of the
increase in global oil imports up to 2030 will come from China and

India. Therefore, Saudi orientation towards India as a growing oil
market is reflected in a greater interest in developing ties at all levels,

starting with investments and joint ventures.
The Riyadh Declaration of 2010 also committed India and Saudi

Arabia to boosting security, intelligence, defence and political
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cooperation. Post 9/11 counter-terrorism was particularly important to

Saudi Arabia, not only in dealing with an internal Islamist threat but
also in showing solidarity with India after such incidents as the Mumbai

attacks of 2008. Cooperation in this field is deepening, exemplified by
the case of Fasih Mehmood, an alleged Indian jihadi militant extradited

from Saudi Arabia to India to face trial for an attack on a tourist bus in
New Delhi in 2010.12 India and Saudi Arabia signed an extradition

treaty in 2010 and since then even members of the proscribed
organisation Lashkar-e-Taiba, which allegedly received support from
Pakistan’s Inter Services Intelligence (ISI), have not been immune from

extradition. Therefore, improving Indian–Saudi relations are not only a
Saudi attempt to offset Iranian influence in the Middle East and south

Asia, but also represent a shift from unquestioning Saudi support for
Islamist groups in Pakistan.

Saudi–Iranian antagonism skews Saudi Arabia’s handling of its
relationship with India and has constrained the development of closer

relations between India and Iran essentially compelling India to choose
between an important economic bloc (the GCC) and a potential regional
ally (Iran). Iran continues to be a concern for Saudi Arabia due to its

nuclear programme and as a perceived source of ideological and sectarian
conflict.

India’s interests towards Saudi Arabia

As India’s economic prosperity has risen so it is able to employ new foreign

policy tools. However, Indian foreign policy remains impaired at times by
successive coalition governments struggling to take strategic decisions.

Bilateral relations are partly rooted in the 2006 New Delhi Declaration
which emphasises counter-terrorism, Indian assistance to technology
sectors in Saudi Arabia, and cultural and educational exchange. Energy is

also a primary factor. There is two way cooperation in the oil industry. For
example India’s Reliance oil company has invested in a refinery and a

petrochemicals project in Saudi Arabia, whilst Aramco is set to enter the
Indian oil sector, with a 30 per cent stake in an OPaL Project in Gujarat.13

The energy security needed for India’s rapid economic growth is a
large part of India’s recalibration of its Middle East relations from an

emphasis on Egypt, Palestine and Iraq, to Iran and Saudi Arabia (with
Israel an important source of arms). The importance of Saudi Arabia
can also be clearly attributed to its absorption of Indian expatriate labour.

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY308



In 1982, 250,000 Indian expatriates worked in Saudi Arabia, but by 2010

this figure had swollen to two million (m).14 India’s domestic interest in
providing quality jobs for its large workforce had acquired a strategic

dimension in 2010 when Saudi Arabia’s economic surge and attempted
diversification increased its need for Indian non-manual workers.

However, any deepening of economic linkages between the two states is
hampered in the near term by the fact that Saudi Arabia still has one of the

worst images in the Middle East for doing business. For example, many
Indian businessmen refused to visit the Kingdom prior to the Indian
prime minister’s visit in 2000 because they had been humiliated at Saudi

immigration counters many years before.15

The value of India’s exports to Saudi Arabia was only US$5 million

(m), or just under two per cent of its total trade in 2010–11, in marked
contrast to the US$45m value of its trade with the UAE.16 Saudi Arabia

is only the 46th largest investor in India, putting in just US$41m
between 2000 and 2013.17 Furthermore, negotiations on the India–

GCC Free Trade Agreement (FTA) are unlikely to progress until a
resolution has been found (in common with the Chinese–GCC FTA
talks) to the competing interests of petrochemical producers in both

states. In the meantime, India is doing what it can to leverage its status
as a leading expatriate contributor in the economic development of

Kuwait to support the successful conclusion of a FTA.18 Indian leverage
in Kuwait is arguably greater because there are 700,000 Indians working

in Kuwait out of a total population of just 2.9m, accounting for 24 per
cent of the total population.19 (Kuwaiti nationals represent just 30 per

cent of the total population.20) In Saudi Arabia, the situation is different:
the number of Indian workers now ‘regulated’ under the Nitaqat scheme

are 1.4m. Out of a total population of 27m this represents just five per
cent21 or ten per cent if non-‘regulated’ Indian workers are included, i.e.
an estimated total of 2.8 million.22

India has sought participation in the nascent Saudi civil nuclear
industry and in joint naval operations. It stresses that such desired

engagement is not about greatly expanding India’s hard power capacity
but would simply reflect mutual interests. With such a large

movement of shipping in the Gulf, training exercises and counter
piracy operations benefit all states with interests in protecting oil

exports from this sub-region. Pakistan is also high on India’s political
agenda for Saudi Arabia. Balancing with Iran against Pakistani
interests was India’s preferred policy. However, as sanctions hit Iran
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hard from 2007, India sought a closer relationship with Saudi Arabia

to offset a perceived Pakistani threat. Since terrorism is a key concern of
both states, India should be able to advance its interests with Saudi

Arabia in this field but only insofar as its policy agenda conforms to
existing Saudi national security priorities.

An unknown factor is how Chinese influence in the Pakistani port of
Gwadar (near the Gulf of Oman) might force India to establish greater

security cooperation with Iran to guarantee its oil supplies, especially
now that international pressure on Iran is showing signs of abating.
Ongoing discussions about Indian investment in the Iranian port of

Chabahar illustrate this point well.23

Indo–Saudi economic relations are most fundamentally affected by

India’s growing demand for oil. The growth of a strategic relationship,
however, will be governed not only by India and Saudi Arabia but by

changes in the regional and international environments. Should, for
example, the GCC states and the USA manage to overcome a series of

contentious issues, the Saudi–US relationship could place a limit on
Saudi political and security interests in India. On the other hand, should
Iran normalise its relations with its neighbours, India may be less

inclined to try to balance with Saudi Arabia against any Pakistani
Islamist threat.

There is no clear evidence that the large scale economic cooperation and
joint ventures declared in the Delhi Declaration, during King Abdullah’s

visit to India in 2006, have been realised. It is too soon, particularly given
the impact of the Arab uprisings, for India and Saudi Arabia to be able to

develop their relationship much further. Both require flexibility in order
to address the most pressing domestic and foreign policy issues, including

energy security, remittances and counter-terrorism. Nevertheless, India’s
policy of non-interference and caution plays well in Saudi Arabia, which
prioritises stability in the Gulf.

Saudi–Pakistani relations

Saudi Arabia and Pakistan have had a good relationship since Pakistan’s

creation in 1947. Successive Saudi leaders have visited Pakistan, including
King Saud in 1954; King Faisal in 1966 and 1974; King Khalid in 1976;

King Fahd in 1980; and King Abdullah in 1984, 1988, 1997 and 2003.24

Bilateral relations are based on complementary exchanges at the social,
religious, economic, security and intelligence levels.
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Saudi Arabia is a wealthy state with a relatively small population

and a weak military, while Pakistan is a poor state with a large
population and a strong military. Both, however, are overwhelmingly

Sunni majority states, and Pakistani leaders and many ordinary
Pakistanis consequently have respect for the Saudi king as ‘Custodian

of the Two Holy Places’ (Makka and Madina). Pakistan derives a large
part of its budget from Saudi aid and preferential oil sales, as well as

remittances from the 1.5 m expatriate Pakistani labourers in the
Kingdom.25 There is strong Pakistani interest in broadening and
deepening economic relations with Saudi Arabia to include more

investment in Pakistan’s infrastructure and its energy, agriculture and
livestock industries specifically.26

The roots of the alliance can be traced back to King Faisal’s attempt to
counter Nasser’s Egyptian Arab nationalism in the 1950s with Islamic

internationalism. Pakistan was an inevitable cornerstone of this policy.
However, the Saudi desire to draw Pakistan into this alignment was

compounded by the fact that Pakistan had joined the British-founded
Baghdad Pact (1955). Saudi–British relations were far from smooth
during this period, and Pakistan’s inclusion in the UK’s political,

military and economic alignment with overtly pro-Western regional
states like Turkey, Iraq, and Iran was undesirable from the Saudi

perspective. Apart from becoming two of the founding members of the
World Muslim League (1962) and OIC (1969), Pakistan also became an

important guarantor of Saudi security. Initially this involved Pakistani
Air Force pilots flying Saudi-owned Lightnings to repulse a south

Yemeni incursion across the Kingdom’s border in 1969.27 In the 1970s
and 1980s, 15,000 Pakistani troops were stationed in the Kingdom,

including some combat forces near the Israel–Jordan–Saudi border.28 In
1986, there were 13,000 troops plus two armoured and two artillery
brigades (10,000 troops) plus other naval and air force personnel.29 The

brigade left at the end of the Iran–Iraq war in 1988 when Saudi Arabia
insisted that Pakistan only send Sunni personnel.30 This led to a

breakdown in the defence agreement since General Muhammad Zia-
ul-Haq, the then president of Pakistan, refused to impose sectarian

discrimination within the Pakistani army.31 However, some Pakistani
troops remained in the Kingdom, albeit in relatively depleted

numbers. Security and intelligence cooperation continued throughout
the 1980s, focusing mainly on supporting the Afghan insurgency
against the USSR, and then into the 1990s in support of the Taliban.
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This close intelligence relationship is an obstacle to any advance in

Saudi–Indian security relations, but Saudi Arabia views military ties
to Pakistan as absolutely necessary, particularly in relation to Iran. Any

Iranian nuclear proliferation or potential weapons capability has
motivated Saudi Arabian attempts at Iranian containment and could

further motivate it to respond at short notice to perceived changes in
the regional balance of power.

Pakistani decision making is highly fragmented, complicated by a
home grown insurgency and militancy, and a popular perception that
India represents an existential threat. From the foundation of the state in

1947, the military attempted to involve itself in foreign policy making.
The lack of consistent popular support for democratic principles, and

civilian governments that have lacked strong mandates, led to a series of
military interventions in state affairs, beginning with Pakistan’s first

imposition of martial law in 1958.32 Although the Defence Committee
of the Cabinet (DCC) was presented as the preferred decision making

arrangement on defence issues in a white paper published by the Ali
Bhutto government in 1976, subsequent military dictators have taken a
different perspective.33 Pakistan has generally preferred a National

Security Council (NSC), which brings together the president, prime
minister, chairman of the Senate, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

committee, the chiefs of staff of the army, navy and air force, and four
provincial chief ministers.

Despite shifts between periods which have favoured parliamentary
forms of democracy and periods which have favoured presidential power

and recurrent revisions to the constitution, Article 245 of the 1973
constitution remains unchanged. It specifies that the government has the

constitutional right to call in the military in times of crisis.34 It was also
a provision in the 1962 constitution until martial law was declared in
1969 and the constitution was suspended.35 At that point the NSC was

run by Major-General Ghulam Omar, a confidant of General Yahya
Khan, the military ruler.36 Again in 1985, General Zia revived the

NSC along with the constitution which he had abrogated after taking
power in 1977.37 The DCC was not active in the 1990s but a Council for

Defence and National Security (CDNS) was set up by the interim
government of President Leghari in 1997. Following the military coup

which brought President Musharraf to power in 1999, the NSC was
approved by parliament in 2004 and enshrined in the Constitution.
However, the DCC once again replaced the NSC after the 2008 elections.
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The DCC includes the prime minister, the ministers of defence,

foreign affairs and finance, as well as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff Committee, Chief of Army, Navy and Air Staff. However, since

2008 the DCC has met infrequently. There is a clear tension between the
military, which favours the NSC, and civilian led governments, which

favour the DCC. This is not surprising given that the military is
generally regarded as being responsible for India–Pakistan relations,

counter-terrorism and nuclear weapons.38

The fragmentation of decision making at the level of implementation
makes Pakistani foreign policy difficult to predict beyond the short

term. Should Pakistan continue to follow a loosely democratic path, the
DCC could remain a formidable force in foreign policy. However, there

is specialist knowledge within each group. In August 2013, Prime
Minister Sharif once again shifted the focus back to civilian control

through a new Cabinet Committee on National Security (CCNS) with a
broader foreign policy remit, reflecting the fact that Pakistan’s Afghan,

India and US policies are all intricately linked.39

Apart from the NSC, structural reform of security and military-
related elements in Pakistan was not possible until after the India and

Pakistani nuclear tests in 1998.40 This led to Prime Minister Sharif
signing the Lahore Declaration on peaceful co-existence and nuclear

disarmament with Indian prime minister Vajpayee in 1999.41 However,
it is unlikely that a change of government will change Pakistan’s

decision making structures, given the continuity of the army as the key
decision maker in Pakistani foreign and defence policy.42 In trying to

reconcile himself with the military, Prime Minister Sharif has focused
blame for the 1999 coup singularly on General Pervez Musharraf. Prime

Minister Sharif has also inherited a stronger legal system due to an
accidental convergence of interests between the Pakistan Muslim
League, Prime Minister Sharif’s party, and President Zardari.43

Prime Minister Sharif could therefore be in a stronger position than
his predecessors should he attempt political reform. It could make him

more ambitious about tackling radical Islam and political violence,
which in turn could attract strong Saudi backing. However, beyond

Saudi Arabia’s primary interest in securing the Kingdom against
insurgency, the greatest effect on Pakistani policy making will likely be

any US reconceptualisation of the security situation and resulting policy
initiatives emanating out of Washington. Shia influence emanating
from Pakistan was a subsidiary consideration, since Iranian rhetoric on
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supporting Pakistan’s Shia in Parachinar (in the Federally Administered

Tribal Areas of Pakistan) has not translated into political pressure on
Islamabad to protect them.44 However, the rise of sectarian violence

between Sunni militant and Shia groups in Balochistan (south-western
Pakistan) in 2013 is a growing concern that indicates renewed rivalry

between Saudi and Iranian backed groups in the region.45 If Prime
Minister Sharif is able to complete the rapprochement he started with

India in 1999, built on by President Zardari in 2011, that may have a
bearing on Saudi Arabia’s balancing of its interests with India and
Pakistan. In the meantime, Saudi Arabia should continue to play an

important role in plugging immediate gaps in the Pakistani economy.
Saudi Arabia could go further and lend Pakistan some (religious) capital in

its struggle to reduce violent extremism. This includes Balochistan,
especially if it is proven that there are Saudi links to violent Sunni groups

there. Whilst proxy conflicts during heightened tensions between Saudi
Arabia and Iran are inevitable, both sides will probably show restraint.

Saudi Arabian interests towards Pakistan

Saudi Arabian attitudes toward Pakistan rest on the premise that
Pakistan is one of the Kingdom’s most reliable allies. The rationale for

this is clear: Pakistan is a Sunni Islamic state and will therefore defer to
Saudi Arabia’s politico-religious leadership. This is true not only at the

state level, but also at the social level. For example, a 2013 Pew survey
found that 95 per cent of Pakistani respondents gave Saudi Arabia

a favourable rating, with zero per cent unfavourable; the highest
percentage in the survey which covers states in the Middle East and Asia.46

Whether this is an unequivocal expression of popular Pakistani support
for Saudi Arabia politically, or even economically beyond the importance
of remittances, is unclear. Pakistan is heavily financially dependent on

Saudi Arabia. There is evidence to suggest that Saudi Arabia underwrote
around 60 per cent of the Pakistani nuclear programme in the 1970s,

possibly on the understanding that Pakistan will provide Saudi Arabia
with a nuclear deterrent and second strike capability on request.47

However, this assumes that the United States or other members of
the P5 þ 1 would stand idly by if Iran restarts and extends suspicious

activities contrary to nuclear assurances and commitments and as Saudi
Arabia takes reactionary measures. Both of these eventualities seem
unfeasible, especially as the latter would require Saudi Arabia to
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withdraw from the Non-Proliferation Treaty and would risk further

regional instability, a prospect that has always been anathema to the
world’s leading oil and gas exporter.

Saudi Arabia obtaining nuclear weapons from Pakistan would also
provoke condemnation and sanctions from the international community,

especially after the Pakistani nuclear scientist, A.Q. Khan, was implicated
in assisting the nuclear programmes of what the USA has defined as ‘rogue

states’ such as north Korea, Iran and Libya. Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz,
then Saudi defence minister, met with A.Q. Khan in 1999 as he toured
Pakistani nuclear facilities.48 In 2003, there were further reports that,

following the state visit led by the then crown prince Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz, a nuclear deal had been reached with Pakistan in exchange for

the supply of cheap Saudi oil.49 Further speculation was generated by the
visit of the then crown prince and defence minister Salman bin Abdulaziz

to Pakistan in February 2014.50 However, coming before the first visit by
the Bahrain king to Pakistan in 40 years, such visits could be seen to be as

much a function of the Arab uprisings and the perceived need to bolster
conventional defence arrangements.51

Saudi Arabia would be reliant on US trust to build what may become

one of the largest civilian nuclear programmes in the world. The
Kingdom plans to build 16 nuclear power plants costing US$112 billion

(bn).52 The George W. Bush administration already signalled its
recognition and support for the project by signing a Memorandum of

Understanding with Riyadh in 2008.
Pakistan is a major Saudi oil customer and imports roughly US$2bn

of oil each year. Even though Saudi Arabia has at times subsidised oil
sales to Pakistan, it prefers to work through a joint donor framework.

Pakistan represents a large market, which is an incentive for the
Kingdom to deepen economic relations. At the same time isolating Iran
and enhancing the Kingdom’s security is a major geostrategic incentive

for Saudi Arabia to maintain close coordination with Pakistan. Working
closely on military planning and strategy will be a prerequisite if Saudi

Arabia imports nuclear weapons from Pakistan to counter an Iranian
threat. This is also relevant to shoring up Gulf security during the Arab

uprisings, and Pakistani soldiers may have constituted part of the force
which suppressed civil unrest in Bahrain in 2011.53 Even if US–Iranian

engagement does eventually change the overall dynamic between Saudi
Arabia and its regional allies, any significant Saudi adjustment of its
defence policy is unlikely to take place soon.

SAUDI ARABIA'S RELATIONS WITH SOUTH ASIA 315



Pakistani interests towards Saudi Arabia

Pakistan is highly reliant on Saudi Arabia as an economic partner and a
source of both oil and aid, which results in a large trade imbalance. Over

the period leading up to and following Pakistan’s nuclear test in 1998 (in
response to the Indian nuclear test), the Kingdom provided 50,000

barrels of oil to Pakistan free of charge.54 This was a major consideration
for then Prime Minister Sharif’s government since Pakistan suffered and

continues to suffer from regular energy shortages. In fact, in seeking to
induce Pakistani cooperation, for example with the USA after 9/11,

Saudi Arabia has provided an estimated 200,000 free barrels of oil.55

Saudi Arabia transferred US$1.5bn to support Pakistan’s diminishing
foreign currency reserves and the Pakistani rupee in March 2014.56

Pakistani remittances from the Kingdom are also a hugely important
source of income. Remittances amounted to about US$4bn between

2012 and 2013, but since 2013 they have been adversely affected by the
Saudi clampdown on illegal immigrants.57

The USA adds weight to the Saudi–Pakistani relationship as it
requires Pakistani cooperation on a number of issues ranging from

regional stability, nuclear weapons counter-proliferation, and counter-
terrorism. Pakistan has been able to benefit from cooperation with

Saudi Arabia in education, real estate, tourism, IT and communication
industries, although it remains unclear whether and how a proposed
Pakistani FTA with the GCC might proceed, particularly given the

Saudi need to balance relations with Pakistan with its interests with
India. If FTAs can be signed between Saudi Arabia and India as well as

Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, it would signal that all parties to the
agreement were willing to go beyond any bilateral contentions when

considering their economic interests.
It should be noted that Pakistan could have developed closer

economic and energy ties to Iran over the decades, but for various reasons
this was not possible. The most high profile example of Iranian–
Pakistani cooperation was the proposed Iran–Pakistan–India (IPI)

pipeline project. Although abandoned by India in 2009 due to security
and pricing concerns, the Iran–Pakistan section of the pipeline was still

scheduled to go ahead. However, Pakistan has built none of the 781km
that it is contractually obliged to. Citing sanctions as an impediment to

any progress on the project, while receiving a massive grant from Saudi
Arabia in March 2014, clearly indicated Pakistan’s conclusion that its
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interests remained with its most important patron, Saudi Arabia.58 A

month earlier Iran had threatened the use of ground forces to secure the
release of Iranian border guards kidnapped by a militant Sunni group on

the Iran–Pakistan border. The soldiers were eventually released but it is
alleged that the group who kidnapped them and other such groups in

Pakistan are very much a product of Saudi influence and finance.59

It is difficult to overstate how important Saudi–Pakistani relations

are to Saudi Arabia’s strategic competition with Iran. There is close
coordination on security matters, and this could grow in light of
domestic political instability in the Arab world, especially if the USA

continues to remain cautious about future involvement in military
conflict in the region.

From an economic perspective, Saudi Arabia has been successful at
leveraging its oil exports to build a pliable partner and a reliable ally,

even if Pakistan only represents a relatively modest energy market. Saudi
Arabia’s financing of many Pakistani mosques and madrassas is probably

the greatest influence it has in Pakistan. Although there is little
information regarding the exact amount of funding received, it has
certainly led to a proliferation in the number of madrassas.60 There are

reports that domestic funding only makes up a quarter of the total
amount required and the balance is made up from foreign donors.61 This

therefore gives Saudi Arabia the option to play a major role in the Pakistani
education system (expected to cost in excess of US$1bn per year), book

publishing and the employment of 3,000 callers or proselytisers.62 Saudi
Arabia also reportedly supports Islamic movements in Pakistan such as

Tablighi Jamaat and other Islamist groups, some of which appear to have
been linked to radicalisation efforts at certain times.63 The USA has

provided US$100m, in total, for alternative schooling since 2000, but
this amount is not likely to have much impact on such an established and
institutionalised system.64

Even if Pakistani relations with Iran and India are normalised, it is
difficult to foresee the importance of these relations overshadowing the

Saudi–Pakistani relationship. Assuming Iranian sanctions are lifted
under the umbrella of engagement on the nuclear issue with the USA,

Iran could begin to offer Pakistan additional oil but only at market rates.
India could offer Iran greater economic opportunities but rivalry and

tension would likely remain. The historic and close Saudi–Pakistani
relationship would be difficult for any other actor to supplant. This is
especially the case since Afghanistan, the rise of China, and a lack of
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Gulf security all point to the long-term rationale for a strategic

partnership. Since Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was exiled to Saudi
Arabia when General Musharraf took power in 1999, he has obviously

come to view Saudi Arabia as a second home.65 Since the return of Sharif
as prime minister for a third time in June 2013, Saudi and Pakistani

national security are even more intertwined, illustrating the extent to
which each state is highly dependent on the support of the other. Pakistan

needs Saudi investment and Saudi Arabia needs the convenience of the
Pakistani security apparatus.66

The request by Saudi Arabia’s King Salman to visiting Pakistani

premier Nawaz Sharif in March 2015 for Pakistani military support,
including troops, in its fight with the Iranian-backed Yemeni Houthi

illustrated a chronic lack of Saudi manpower. It is true that Pakistan has
other problems including the Taliban, but this is not new. So Pakistan’s

refusal to be drawn into the Yemen conflict (despite being a financial
dependent on the Kingdom) must be due to it weighing up its political

and economic relations with Iran (including the pipeline deal) and the
potential domestic blowback from any overt intervention. However,
Pakistan also stressed its commitment to Saudi territorial integrity,

so Pakistani troops, including those still in the Kingdom, could
conceivably be positioned on the Saudi side of the Yemen border to deter

any infringement of Saudi sovereignty.

Saudi–Afghan relations

Saudi Arabia’s involvement in Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion in
1978–9 was based on a strategic interest and close partnership with the

USA in support of mujahedeen resistance fighters to repel Soviet forces.
Both Saudi Arabia and the USA spent billions of dollars in the process,
and matched each other’s financial commitment dollar for dollar.67 In

the 1990s, Saudi Arabia was one of only three states (including Pakistan
and the UAE) to recognise the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan and to

support the Taliban with money and equipment.68 Post 9/11, Saudi
Arabia was obliged to drop the Taliban as an ally. The USA has been

instrumental in this process by targeting the Taliban during the G. W.
Bush administration’s ‘global war on terror’ and under the Obama

administration as part of the US Afghan Strategic Partnership
Agreement.69 Whilst the USA and Saudi Arabia continue to cooperate
on terrorist financing issues primarily through a Treasury attaché office
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in Riyadh, Washington has continued to feel compelled to discuss Saudi

sources of funding to the Taliban, at least up until 2009.70

Following the subordinating of its role in Afghanistan to the interests

of the USA, Saudi Arabia mainly concentrated on providing financial
support to President Karzai’s government. However, the exception to

this trend was secret Saudi mediation of Afghan government and Taliban
talks in 2008 and 2009. Such involvement appears to have been at the

behest of the Afghan president rather than, for example, an overt Saudi
attempt to strategically outbid Iran in Afghanistan. Saudi–Afghan
relations can be seen to be peripheral to the intense regional rivalry with

Iran, which tends to dominate Saudi policy making in other regional
environments. Its mediation had no success however, and was outbid by

Qatar, which for a period allowed the Taliban to open an office in Doha.
After 30 years of war, the Afghan government is struggling with

institutionalisation, capacity building and corruption. Power is highly
concentrated in the hands of the president and this has drawn criticism

about nepotism and fraud in the electoral process. Governance will
continue to be a major concern as the US troop presence becomes more
limited. This is partly a consequence of the US Afghan policy, which has

never been concerned with ‘green on green’ or internal Afghan political
issues. It partly explains why warlords and other powerbrokers have

become a major concern for international observers such as the UN and
EU since they continue to operate, sometimes in strategic positions, at

the provincial and state levels.71 There is the possibility that this range
of issues will be addressed by President Ashraf Ghani, who took power in

September 2014, but the prospects remain slim. For example, the UN
was expecting a 17 per cent increase in opium production in 2014, with

many of the funds channelled to the Taliban.72

Saudi interests toward Afghanistan

In theory, the Saudi intelligence sharing experience and close

cooperation with the USA on Afghanistan policy means that a
renewed partnership of this type could occur. However, Saudi policy

toward Afghanistan has reflected an assumption that the country is one
of declining US interest (as its troops drawdown) and that the Kingdom’s

ally Pakistan will have a greater role to play in consequence. The extent to
which Saudi Arabia will meddle directly in Afghan affairs, however, will
partly reflect the authority and policy attention of senior Saudi figures
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whose responsibility is relevant to Afghanistan. Saudi Arabia’s most

obvious ongoing involvement is at the level of aid, official and unofficial,
that carries a socio-economic and therefore a political impact.73

Saudi Arabia is able to disburse aid to Afghanistan through a number
of multilateral and bilateral mechanisms, some public and some private,

but often the transfers are opaque since recipients do not necessarily
report the income. US$429m was allegedly paid to Saudi aid

organisations, charities and private companies operating in Afghanistan
between 2001 and 201074 and a similar amount has been pledged for
the coming years.75

Saudi projects tend to focus on education and religion. 24 million
dollars were committed for education reform in 2010 and Saudi Arabia

is constructing a US$100m mosque and madrassa in Kabul.76 Saudi
Arabia may still be turning a blind eye to the Taliban and Haqqani

network conducting private fundraising in the Gulf states, including
perhaps in the Kingdom itself. If true it would suggest that Saudi

support for an Islamic emirate in Afghanistan, or at least considering
this as one of a range of options, has not fundamentally changed since
the 1980s.77

Afghan objectives towards Saudi Arabia and current
bilateral relations

The Afghan government would prefer more Saudi engagement in
Afghan peace building and negotiations than has been offered, but
understands it may be constrained by its historical links and current

bonds with Pakistan.78 Apart from more involvement in a peace process,
Afghan interests are best served by continued Saudi investments

especially those that target reconstruction and Afghan capacity building.
In one respect, Afghan foreign relations are in much the same mould as

Saudi Arabia’s. Both attempt to gain maximum leverage and relative
autonomy through diversifying bilateral relationships. For example,

former president Karzai was interested in a residual US presence post-
2014, while Afghanistan continued to work with regional states to try
and ensure its national security interests are met.

Whilst the impact of Ghani remains unclear, US troops (albeit in
already declining numbers) are scheduled to be in Afghanistan until

end-2016.79 Saudi Arabia’s relations with Afghanistan will therefore be
affected by a greater than expected US involvement in the country. The
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Afghan government wants a dialogue with regional states, but it is

adamant about controlling its own security.80 The approaching end of
the US security role in Afghanistan could see Saudi Arabia deepen its

commitment and extend counter-terrorism cooperation with India and
Pakistan as a way to secure its regional interests.81 This is a position

made easier to imagine given Indian Prime Minister Nerendra Modi,
and Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s mutual interest in more

stable relations. The Kingdom will also have to maintain caution in its
relations with the Taliban (see earlier) and therefore a greater emphasis
could be placed on less direct measures, such as mediation and more

transparent aid transfers.
The more pragmatic style of Iran’s President Rouhani, and his desire

for more normalised relations with the international community and in
sanctions relief, could offset any Iranian interest in feeding the Afghan

conflict on the ground, assuming that he can influence the conduct of
Iranian regional security policy. Furthermore, there is a substantial

Iranian interest in averting the rise of extremist salafi groups capable of
challenging the Afghan government once again and in restricting the
production of drugs and their transit routes through Iran.82 Iran also has

significant economic and cultural interests in Afghanistan that it would
not want to undermine, but awaits US withdrawal as necessary to

stabilising the situation. Should the security situation continue to
deteriorate in Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia is unlikely to intervene beyond

supporting Pakistan’s possibly enhanced role via the ISI.
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CHAPTER 19

SAUDI ARABIA ANDEUROPE

Neil Partrick

Introduction

Given the inability of the members of the European Union (EU) to forge

consensus on major Middle East issues, Saudi Arabia primarily looks at
Europe in terms of bilateral relationships. Accounting for diplomatic,

military and economic factors, France, Germany and the UK are the
most important of these, and this chapter will therefore consider the
Kingdom’s relations with each.

In general terms, the economic relationship between Europe and
Saudi Arabia is not as strategic and certainly not as energy dependent as

in 1973 when 52 per cent of the Kingdom’s oil exports went to western
European countries.1 This made Europe a prime target for the Saudi-led

oil boycott.2 Despite the significant expansion of the EU, there has been
a marked decline in the proportion of Saudi oil going to the EU area

since the 1990s. By 2011 the proportion of Saudi oil exports to the EU,
measured as a percentage of the total value, had fallen to 12 per cent. The

rise in Asian demand was the principal reason for this decline but it was
also due to European energy diversification including significant imports
of north African and Russian gas. The proportion of Saudi imports from

western Europe, however, has remained more or less stable, being just
over a third of total value in 1992 and 27 per cent in 2011.

For the leading European economies Saudi Arabia is a major Middle
Eastern market even if their energy relationship is no longer significant.

However, a fungible oil market means that Saudi Arabian oil output



remains important to the health of the global and therefore European

economies, whether they import much Saudi oil or not. The extent to
which this affects the defence and security policies of the EU’s ‘big three’

depends in part on their historical role in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf.

Saudi–UK relations

Saudi Arabia’s security interests are seen by the UK as relevant to its
own. As the world’s biggest oil producer and the only one with
significant spare capacity, any threat to Saudi energy interests could

easily impact on the health of the global economy. Furthermore, Saudi
Arabia has the two holiest sites in Islam and is located in a historically

contested peninsula surrounded by geo-strategically vital waterways.
These are the principal reasons that Britain has valued its relationship

with Saudi Arabia and why it continues to see Saudi interests as bound
up with its own. A century ago the Al-Saud’s need to offset Ottoman

strength necessitated a practical and co-operative relationship with
Britain. At the same time, however, Saudi Arabia was able to secure
territorial gains at the expense of some of Britain’s regional allies. The

Saudis still see Britain as an Arabian player, albeit somewhat traduced,
and this pragmatic, non-sentimental relationship survives to this day.

Measured in monetary value, the Saudi–British relationship is not
so significant. In 2013,3 the value of Saudi exports to the UK (mostly

oil) was 0.6 per cent of the overall British import total, the same
percentage as that represented by UK imports from Botswana.4 The

total value of Saudi exports of goods and services to the entire EU in
2012 was 12.1 per cent of its global export total.5 However, UK

imports of Saudi goods were only 4.3 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s EU
export total by value, or just 0.5 per cent of the overall value of Saudi
exports. The value of the UK’s exports to Saudi Arabia in 2012 was just

2.7 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s total import bill.6 Notably over 60 per
cent of the value of the British exports to Saudi Arabia is not broken

down and is ambiguously listed as ‘other commodities’. These are
liable to be military and security-related exports.

Economic linkages also include Saudi foreign currency holdings,
which, while principally denominated in US dollars, also include

significant holdings of Sterling and of the Euro. Inward investment from
Saudi Arabia is difficult to put a value on, although UK Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) from the whole of the Middle East and north Africa is
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less than one per cent of the total.7 However, some Saudi investment in

the UK is obscured by its route via third party countries.8 It is also less
visible than the high-profile London real estate beloved of some other

Gulf states.
Until the early 1970s the UK was the primary security actor in the

Arabian Peninsula. In terms of sales, training, exercises and periodic
military interventions, the UK is still a significant security player in the

Gulf, if not as pre-eminent as it was. This is understood and largely
appreciated by the governing elites in both Saudi Arabia and the UK.
Military and security-related exports and associated training packages

involving British serving and ex-military personnel stationed in-country,
help to give Britain a strategic foothold in the Kingdom. The formal and

informal network of senior military personnel in both countries, renewed
through bilateral and multilateral exercises and meetings, further deepens

the security relationship.
In August 2013, the lower house of the UK parliament (House of

Commons) voted against military intervention in Syria. This caused some
concern among UK officials that Britain’s historic leverage, and related
defence and other sales opportunities in Saudi Arabia would be

undermined. Saudi leaders had clearly signalled their support for Western
military action against a Syrian leadership branded as acting against Arab

and Muslim interests. Prior to the vote it had seemed that the UK
government was moving in this direction. After the UK government’s

about-turn, a British official commented that ‘the Saudis no longer feel
they can rely on the UK’.9 He also noted that Britain’s ‘parliamentary

niceties’10 were not appreciated by the Saudi leadership. However, a
retired British ambassador claimed that those members of the Saudi

leadership versed in Western political realities understand very well the
constraints of the parliamentary system. Nevertheless, the UK, for
whatever reason, was seen as perceptibly opting out. Saudi Arabia

therefore resumed its default position of seeing the UK as the tail that does
not wag the American dog. In this case, however, the UK vote encouraged

the US administration, eager to get off the hook, to hand the matter over
to Congress. This highlighted the more pressing concern for Saudi Arabia

that the USA has become reluctant to enter Middle East conflicts, or at
least to do so without clear Congressional approval.11

Saudi exasperation with the stance of all leading European states over
Syria is clear and dates from the protracted EU discussion in May 2013
over lifting the collective arms embargo without materially altering
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what was supplied to the Western-backed armed Syrian opposition.

A Saudi official commented that the Europeans always have the ‘excuse
of the need to co-ordinate’ on arms supplies, in addition to what he

assessed as their collective weakness toward the USA over Syria.12 In the
end, he said, the UK, France and the USA ‘couldn’t act’.13 In December

2013, even the supply of non-lethal aid was frozen by the UK and the
USA who were both concerned that it was going to Islamist militants.

However, Saudi Arabia also emphasises that the UK relationship
remains strong in defence, security and intelligence terms. A retired
Saudi official observed that Saudi businessmen are not affected by

strategic calculations related to Syria. It is said that Prince Bandar bin
Sultan, head of General Intelligence until April 2014,14 is an intimate of

the British intelligence services.15 British armed forces continue to train
with their Saudi counterparts, and UK officers have long been on the

ground in a training and advisory capacity with the Saudi Arabian
National Guard (SANG). However, a UK defence official cautions that

the UK government decision on Syria is a matter of public record and
has not gone away. The Saudis were keen to ‘make us sweat for a bit’16 by
inviting the French defence minister to visit the Kingdom soon after the

UK vote and confirming some previously discussed naval sales (albeit
that this is not a strong area for UK exports). The overall impact of the

UK vote appears to have been modest, but the affair is an indicator of
how the relationship can play out in public.

This relates to one of the key difficulties of managing the relationship
noted by both serving and retired UK Foreign Office officials.17 In the

British civil service there are individuals with specific sub-regional and
thematic responsibilities accustomed to meeting their counterparts in

different governments across the world. Ministers in both countries
understand the diplomatic etiquette of meeting their opposite number
but a UK official with responsibility for the GCC states will struggle to

meet with a Saudi foreign ministry official responsible for Gulf affairs.
It is more likely that someone higher up in the Saudi foreign ministry

will meet them. Saudi embassies, argues a retired Saudi official,18 are not
set up to gather information on politics in their host country and often

do not function much if the ambassador is absent. One result of this is
that a British official following Saudi Arabia does not routinely meet

with the political counsellor at the Saudi embassy in London. Perhaps if
this kind of interaction occurred there would have been less Saudi
surprise at the UK parliamentary vote on Syria and at the outcome of it.
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There have always been periodic sources of tension between Saudi

Arabia and the UK as strategic interests, or sometimes domestic interests,
frustrate the otherwise careful management of the relationship. The ‘royal

touch’19 to the bilateral relationship noted by a Saudi official, is useful for
creating a sense of commonality or smoothing over sometimes very ruffled

feathers. In 2003, for example, six British nationals held for more than
two years for alleged terrorist offences related to the bootleg liquor trade,

were released after an intervention by Prince Charles, a close friend of
Prince Khaled Al-Faisal, a son of the late king. It was later conceded by
the Saudi authorities that the bombing campaign had been conducted by

Saudi Al-Qaida operatives.20 As the UK heir apparent Prince Charles
carries influence with the Saudi royal family beyond his essentially British

figurehead role.21 As such he was ‘deployed’ in Saudi Arabia by the
Foreign Office two times over 2013–14.22

Despite the close Saudi–UK intelligence relationship, in the course
of detaining seven (including the above six) British civilians, Saudi

Arabia reportedly interrogated two embassy officials and accused the
most senior of heading an MI6 plot (involving the seven) to destabilise
Al-Saud rule.23 The most senior of the British officials, Simon

McDonald, was deputy head of mission in Riyadh; he became private
secretary to the then foreign secretary Jack Straw. A former MI6 official

noted sarcastically that the arrest of Mr McDonald ‘must have done
wonders for attitudes toward the Saudis in Whitehall’.24

Nevertheless, intelligence cooperation is often held up as evidence of the
strength of the Saudi–UK relationship and is widely seen as having made

the UK less vulnerable to militant jihadis. The threat of losing this was
seen by ex-officials as a good reason to accommodate a Saudi demand that a

corruption investigation into BAE SYSTEMS be quashed,25 which British
Prime Minister Tony Blair duly did in 2006. This has not prevented
another corruption enquiry being undertaken by the Serious Fraud Office

following allegations of corruption against UK government officials made
by a former UK army officer who had served in Saudi Arabia.26 UK officials

acknowledge Saudi anger and mystification as to why such matters cannot
easily be suppressed.27 Similarly the fact that some Saudi opposition figures

are given asylum in the UK, including the prominent salafi critic of the
Al-Saud, Saad Al-Fagih, is genuinely not understood, regardless of

arguments about the British state’s long tradition of doing this. As a UK
Foreign Office official observed, the Saudi government assumes that Britain
is keeping Mr Fagih as a political option.28
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On the long standing grievance of Palestine, Saudi Arabia regards the

UK as having a historical responsibility for the conflict but only limited
capacity to deliver a solution. The UK is generally perceived as a message

carrier to the USA, and to some extent Israel, while Saudi Arabia is seen
by UK officialdom as having a potentially more useful role to play in the

conflict. Saudi Arabia’s willingness to present a vision of a ‘warm peace’
via the 2002 Arab Peace Plan, and its ongoing defence of that (even

when other Arab states suggested it be taken from the table), is
appreciated by the UK and other EU states who have a strong diplomatic
profile in the region.

There are differences between the main two UK political parties when
it comes to the management of the Saudi relationship. Labour politicians

tend to be less comfortable than Conservatives in the company of princes
who represent a country that, from aWestern liberal perspective at least,

is a long way from being egalitarian. That said, the Labour government
hosted King Abdullah in October 2007 and a junior foreign office

minister, Kim Howells, made effusive comments about the ‘common
values’ between the two countries. The foreign secretary at that time,
David Miliband, stayed away from a meeting involving his Saudi

opposite number in order to adopt a child. This is not an excuse that
would have computed with Prince Saud Al-Faisal, who promptly

cancelled his own participation, leaving it to juniors to conduct a more
constrained dialogue.

The Conservative-led coalition came into office in 2010 claiming
that its predecessor had neglected the relationship with the Gulf Arab

states, and in the Saudi case specifically set about securing a ‘strategic
agreement’ in order to make amends. This effort has been quietly

abandoned as had the ‘Two Kingdoms Dialogue’ launched by the Labour
government in 2005.29 The Conservative defence then foreign secretary
in the 2010–15 UK government, Philip Hammond, was a more regular

visitor to Saudi Arabia than his Conservative predecessor or his Labour
equivalents (1997–2010). In May 2015 he was reappointed foreign

secretary in the incoming majority Conservative government.
In terms of formal agreements, a UK ex-ambassador stresses that the

key to the Saudi–UK relationship is personal connections and ‘not
pieces of paper’.30 In actual fact Saudi Arabia is the only Gulf Arab state

without a defence agreement with non-Arab powers, so any strategic
agreement was probably always a non-starter. After the 1991 Gulf war,
the other five members of the GCC signed individual defence
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agreements with the UK, USA and France who each have basing rights

at the airfields and ports of a number of Saudi Arabia’s GCC neighbours.
The Saudi preference has always been for discreet understandings,

reflecting Al-Saud sensitivity about their domestic and regional image.
These understandings were questioned in light of events in Syria,

although Saudi doubts about the USA’s commitment went back much
further. This has potentially negative implications for the UK, France

and the USA in particular, but has not changed the fundamentals of their
individual relationship with Saudi Arabia.

The British government’s enquiry into the Muslim Brotherhood,

which reported to Prime Minister David Cameron in the summer of
2014, was a concession to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and to an

extent to Saudi official opinion, not least as it was headed, somewhat
unusually, by the then serving UK ambassador to Riyadh, Sir John

Jenkins. However, it was seen by some in UK officialdom as a distraction
from the more serious threat from armed jihadis31 and it raised

expectations, including in Egypt,32 of a UK clampdown that was never
going to happen. Its findings were scheduled to be published in
summary form only in January 2015.33 That did not happen. Press

reports suggested that the MB had been cleared of organisational links to
terrorism. Being too tough on the MB might have compromised the

UK’s desire to advance its commercial and intelligence cooperation with
Qatar, which has been MB-friendly. Either way, the enquiry did not

change UK government practice. As such it did little to appease the
Saudis, Emiratis, Egyptians or anyone else in the region.

The UK has put down a defence marker with the UAE, the
development of an air wing capacity stationed at Minhad, Dubai. The

Emiratis apparently told the UK that they were keen to see more British
military personnel stationed there.34 This has not happened. The already
enhanced British role in the UAE does not directly apply to the Saudis,

but it has been noticed in the Kingdom and some talk up its possibilities.
It is an expression of the UK’s willingness to promote the sale of Euro

Fighter (Typhoon) aircraft stationed at the Dubai base throughout the
GCC. However, arguably such a presence has a wider Gulf context – UK

air sorties from the UAE could be used in support of other GCC states too.
It therefore has an echo of the British role that Saudi Arabia tried very hard

in the late 1960s to prevent being downgraded.35

In December 2014, the UK government trumpeted its proposed
new naval base in Bahrain as a return ‘East of Suez’. The UK’s Gulf naval
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role, including use of Bahraini naval facilities, never really went away

and has been relatively pronounced for the last three decades. The
proposed new British facility could allow the UK an easier and more

regular naval presence in the Gulf, commensurate with cuts in overall
defence spending. Cuts under the UK’s Strategic Defence and Security

Review will create an acknowledged capability gap until decommis-
sioned aircraft carriers are replaced.36 However, if the UK’s amphibious

Response Force Task Group (RFTG) has access to close air support from
land bases in the Gulf, the chief of the naval staff argues that it could
intervene in a ‘hostile environment’.37

A Saudi academic close to his country’s official thinking, assessed the
UK’s announcement of the naval facility as having a ‘psychological’

benefit for a ‘free-riding’ Saudi Arabia concerned about Iran.38 He did
not anticipate that the Bahrain base would constitute a major expansion

of the UK’s role in maritime policing in the Gulf. The naval facility will
host the already deployed UK Type 45 Destroyer and four Minehunters

and will have regular visits by a British aircraft carrier over the medium
term.39 The UK’s role is appreciated by the USA for filling in some of
their own naval gaps. The Saudis are realistic though, and so it seems are

British officials in the region who privately acknowledge that UK
defence cuts and the dwarfing of the planned presence alongside the

US 6th Fleet based in Bahrain puts the official British claims in
perspective.40 As a retired British official observed, the Saudis know that

only the USA can guarantee to keep the Strait of Hormuz open.41

The UK is seen by Saudi Arabia though as useful precisely because of

its perceived junior role to that of the USA. Members of the Saudi and
British elite stress that when Saudi Arabia wants to communicate with

the USA about an important matter it sometimes goes through the UK.
To some extent the British historical role in the region is still valued.
Referring to its historical standing and much smaller economy, a Saudi

observer noted that the UK has more at stake than the USA.42 Generally
the Saudi elite see the relationship as in a steady state and able to

withstand periodic knocks.

Saudi–French relations

As in the Saudi–UK relationship, Saudi Arabia and France value each
other beyond the monetary worth of their bilateral trade and direct
investments. In fact official French trade data (excluding military
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equipment)43 shows that on average over the first ten months of 2014

the entirety of the ‘Near and Middle East region’ imported just 2.9 per
cent of France’s exports by value. France represented 14 per cent of total

Saudi exports by value to the EU in 2012, or just 1.8 per cent of the
value of Saudi Arabia’s international export total. Imports from France

represented 3.2 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s world import total by value in
2012. However, 70 per cent of this is listed by Saudi Arabia as ‘other

commodities’ i.e. largely military and security-related exports.
French officials acknowledge that their industrial interests were more

overtly pursued by French governments via their bilateral relations in

the Gulf after their involvement in the 1991 Gulf war and (for the first
half of that decade) their Iraq-related air force operations out of Saudi

Arabia. According to a French defence ministry researcher, France’s
success in building defence relations with Qatar and the UAE, held

it back in the Kingdom.44 The Saudi perception that France gradually
became less committed than either the USA or the UK to the

containment of Iraq in the 1990s was also a factor.
Furthermore, French officials acknowledge that the UK and the USA

have a historic advantage in Saudi Arabia, and regardless of any short to

medium term benefits that might accrue over their tougher stance on
Syria they are realistic about the depth of the relationship on several

fronts. However, seeking defence and other business off the back of a
proven role in removing Iraq from Kuwait is something that all three

Western actors were trying to do. They had all shown a military
commitment and were compensated for it with defence agreements

across the Gulf (excepting Saudi Arabia) and then sought further to
utilise their political capital for business.

The importance of personal factors in the management of
relationships with Saudi Arabia is evidenced by the almost audible
relief felt in the Kingdom and the French Foreign Ministry (Quai

D’Orsai) when Francois Hollande took over as president from Nicolas
Sarkozy in 2012. A well-placed French analyst of Arab affairs said that

Sarkozy had almost tried to outflank the USA from the right on Iran
and Syria, causing consternation, it seems, in French decision making

circles.45 In Saudi Arabia the concern at what was considered Sarkozy’s
naked salesmanship was more acutely felt. Being tough on Iran and on

Syria (after 2011) was not the problem. Saudis close to officialdom
remarked that it was expected for officials lower down the food chain to
be relatively insistent about defence and other contracts, but not for the
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French head of state when meeting King Abdullah. That said, his

pushiness seemed to pay off. In January 2008, President Sarkozy led a
French business delegation to Saudi Arabia after which the French

company EADS won the contract from the interior ministry to construct
a hi-tech border fence with Iraq. The king later sent his son Miteb,46 the

SANG chief, to sign off on the final contract.
French officials argue that the personality and lack of stridency of

President Hollande is more appreciated by Saudi Arabia. On the other
hand the Élysée Palace, and it seems the Quai D’Orsay, still contain
French ‘neo-con’ sentiment. The degree to which they encouraged the

tough line of Hollande and his foreign minister Laurent Fabius, on Iran
and Syria is unclear. The ability of France to appear firmer than the UK

on the question of military action was mostly seen in Saudi circles as
opportunism not conviction. Not tainted at home by involvement in the

US-led Iraq war, the French president was able to say to the French
people that an apparent war crime in Syria47 merited a French military

response. This neat piece of political positioning came at a low cost given
that such an intervention required American leadership that in the end
proved lacking. A Saudi foreign ministry official, however, argued that

France had been keen on supporting the Syrian opposition through the
‘Friends of Syria’ process and its backing for military action was in

keeping with that.48

Prior to Saudi Arabia’s 2011 about-face on Syria and the rise in

French and other Western states’ hostility to the Assad leadership, the
two countries maintained good relations with Damascus. In both Syria,

and another former French Mandate territory, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and
France used their connections to work together to de-escalate periodic

conflict in Lebanon. France’s role in effectively creating the two
intimately linked states, helps make it familiar with many of the
Lebanese (and formerly Syrian) politicians to whom Saudi Arabia is

(and was) close. A Saudi foreign ministry official commented that
they similarly incline more to the UK when the issue concerns Britain’s

former colonial possessions in the Middle East.49 Lebanon’s vulnerability
to the conflict in Syria later made the Saudi–French diplomatic

partnership less relevant, however, as French influence in Lebanon was
partly undermined by its implacable opposition to compromise with the

Syrian leadership.
French officials argue that Mr Hollande was keen to emphasise that

relations with Saudi Arabia are the primary French interest in the Gulf.
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What one French analyst calls a ‘recalibration’50 reflects in part a Saudi

view that France had been too close to Qatar, a particular sensitivity
given what have been poor Saudi–Qatari relations. However, it is argued

by French officials that Mr Sarkozy pressed his case actively in Riyadh
too and understood who the more important partner in the Gulf was.

Mr Fabius’ relatively tough line in the P6 negotiations with Iran over
its nuclear programme was in the context of France already feeling it was

the closest to Saudi Arabia’s concerns and the most determined to ensure
tough terms.51 In the event, France signed up to an interim agreement in
November 2013 that did not win France, or any members of the P6, any

plaudits from Saudi Arabia. In a step that helped derail the first round of
talks, France publicly advertised its determination for tough controls

over the plutonium production facility at Arak. This helped ensure the
plant’s inclusion in the controls agreed by Iran for an initial six month

period for all of its nuclear activity. However, from the Saudi point of
view, that deal, and a possible more permanent one, will simply make it

more difficult to constrain Iran’s perceived threatening behaviour in
countries where Riyadh has strategic interests at stake.

The Saudis responded to the UK’s no vote on military intervention in

Syria with the issuance of an invitation to the French defence minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian to meet the king. They already had naval business to

discuss, but, as noted earlier, confirming those deals was seen by the UK
as intended to make the UK feel uncomfortable. French enthusiasm to

take advantage of the apparent set back in US–Saudi relations was also
filed under ‘opportunism’ by some members of the Saudi elite.52

In September 2014, Salman bin Abdulaziz, crown prince and defence
minister, headed a high-powered Saudi delegation to France of defence

officials, accompanied by the foreign minister, Prince Saud Al-Faisal.
There was outstanding bilateral defence business to conduct and the
small matter of the US$3 billion (bn) that King Abdullah had

committed himself to in December 2013 for French equipment for the
Lebanese Armed Forces. Transferring the money to France and supplying

the defence equipment were both delayed although shipments slowly
began in April 2015 (see Chapter 12). Ironically the delay seemed to be

due to concerns about the unstable situation on the ground. The Paris
visit followed a similar one to the UK two years earlier. What irks Saudi

Arabia is France’s overt pursuit of defence business and, its past attention
to Qatar. Events have moved on, however. What is more, the next French
presidential election is due in the spring of 2017. Nicolas Sarkozy seems
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likely to secure his party’s nomination for a return bid for the Élysée.

Whatever the style and personality of the next French president,
however, France is likely to be Saudi-orientated in the Arabian

Peninsula.

Saudi–German relations

Germany is the pre-eminent economic power in Europe with a
corresponding political weight in intra-EU affairs. However, it does not
project power in military terms even if it is more willing to undertake

limited peacekeeping roles than in the past. Its economic importance is
partly reflected in the value of its exports to Saudi Arabia, which, at

7.1 per cent of total Saudi imports in 2012, compares very favourably to
that of the UK or to France. As a German official wryly observed,

‘Mercedes are always popular in the Middle East.’53 In contrast, however,
less than one per cent of total Saudi exports to the EU area were exported

to Germany in 2012.54

German ability to penetrate the Saudi market, whether with defence
equipment or, more traditionally, non-security related exports, is

constrained by how the different parts of its federal government and the
different lander (states) maintain their autonomy. An official from

the Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMZ) stressed the
problems caused by this factor and the fact that different regional states

send separate delegations to Saudi Arabia.55 They compare themselves
unfavourably in this respect to French (and to a lesser, but still relevant,

extent British) willingness to apply a perceptibly rigid marshalling of
their different ministries behind a commercial push. France and the

UK lack such well-funded autonomous regional governments, although
the mayoralty of London is increasingly interested in pushing the UK
capital’s particular advantages. A German specialist on Saudi Arabia

noted that Saudi officials struggle to understand the multiplicity of
differing ministerial and lander visits from Germany.56 The German

central government is also unwilling to ‘subsidise the Saudi
relationship.’57 It is acknowledged that the provision of accommodation

and the hosting of large receptions can have a wider diplomatic benefit in
terms of deepening relations, but that these would contravene German

governmental rules. Saudi officials can feel offended if they are officially
invited to Germany but are not hosted in the way that they would expect
in other European capitals.58
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Germany does not have a political or security relationship with Saudi

Arabia that compares to the UK or France. It does not have the historical
legacy in the region that has enabled the UK in particular to present

itself as a defence partner. German officials link this to a much smaller
commitment of staff within the German foreign ministry, for example,

and the limitations of Arabic proficiency even of German officials serving
in Arab countries.59 However, there are also complaints about the

language proficiency of colleagues heard among serving and retired UK
officials. German political attitudes can also constrain closeness to Saudi
Arabia. Whilst a firm rejection of the US-led intervention in Iraq did

no harm to relations, German rejection of the NATO-led operation in
Libya and a refusal to get involved in arming the Syrian opposition

or backing Western military intervention was seen very differently.
Germany’s post-war pacifist tradition is understood by Saudi Arabia but

it can undermine leverage as well.
In Saudi eyes such standoffishness is in marked contrast to German

engagement with Iran. The German embassy in Tehran was never closed,
unlike that of the UK and the USA, and Germany has been admitted to
the P6 ‘club’ for the Iranian nuclear programme talks despite not being a

permanent UNSC member. German officials argue that its maintenance
of links with Iran is understood by Saudi Arabia as part of its policy

of maximising engagement across the region, and in any case both
countries have embassies in Tehran.

In an awkward contrast to Germany’s post-war caution, its wartime
record is acknowledged in Germany as garnering some sympathy

with elements of the Saudi elite.60 The Saudis are also aware of Germany’s
closeness to Israel and this has not traditionally played well in the Kingdom.

In general, however, the Saudi elite tend not to have a particularly strong
view of Germany beyond respecting its economic strength and noting the
weight that this gives it in EU decision making circles.

German caution concerning issues of regional and international
security does not prevent it seeking to expand its defence export business

in the Gulf. It also has the distinct advantage, from a Saudi perspective at
least, of being more discreet than the UK where even the possibility of a

Saudi defence-related purchase is often pored over at length by the British
media and scrutinised by Parliament. Periodic corruption enquiries can

also be highly antagonistic. In Germany, prior to the possible completion
a proposed defence sale, the legislature can only examine it in private. Any
media discussion, while sometimes well-informed, is therefore speculative
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and unable to prompt examination in the legislature until after a sale has

been transacted. However, even speculation can be difficult in Germany
where post-war pacifism and experience of political division and repression

has made a siding with perceptible human rights abusers abroad difficult.
At the height of the Arab uprisings, for example, German Chancellor

Angela Merkel, although mindful of human rights implications,
controversially said that supplying arms to certain states could enhance

stability in unstable regions rather than necessitating that Western forces
intervene.61 The comment, made at a time when sales of German Leopard
battlefield tanks to Saudi Arabia and Qatar were being proposed, fed

domestic disquiet when the German press alleged, erroneously, that
battlefield tanks could be used for domestic repression in those countries

or in the Saudi-satellite of Bahrain.
Merkel’s proposal hardly seemed relevant to Germany’s proposed sale

of tanks, however, given that the main issues affecting stability in the
Gulf are maritime and missile security. It does suggest that Germany, or

at least Merkel, is interested in picking sides in a way that enhances
revenue and keeps fellow Europeans, and possibly Germany in some
scenarios, out of potential conflict situations.62

Although Germany has been softer on Iran than the UK or France, it
has taken the threat of an Iranian nuclear weapons capacity seriously and

its intelligence service is known for working closely with fellow Europeans
and Israel in monitoring Iranian access to nuclear-related technology.

However, it was unprecedented for a post-war German leader to imply
that Berlin could, in effect, align itself in the Middle East and in other

trouble spots. It is assumed by a leading German analyst close to
government that in beginning to push a line that might favour Saudi

Arabia and Qatar, the German government was largely responding to the
lobbying of German industrialists eager to advance defence sales in the
Gulf,63 as opposed to embarking on a strategic shift in the Middle East.

While he was expecting that such sales pressure would continue under a
new government, it is notable that, in the event, the exigencies of the

Merkel-led ‘grand coalition’ that was subsequently formed in November
2013 put the proposed tank sales on the back burner.64

Saudi–EU relations

In terms of Saudi Arabia’s institutional interaction with the EU via the
GCC, much of the focus since 1990 has been on attempts to forge a free
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trade agreement. An association agreement two years earlier created a

formal platform for economic discussions and there are GCC and EU
representative offices in Brussels and Riyadh respectively. However,

according to a Saudi official from the GCC Secretariat, the primary
stumbling block after more than two decades of negotiations is European

sensitivity about human rights.65 A German official who follows the
matter closely says that an actual deal would not make that much

practical difference to the interests of those doing business with the
Saudis. It is more a matter of European inter-governmental diplomacy.
This issue rankles with the Saudis because the EU effectively constitutes

half of the P6 countries who achieved the diplomatic breakthrough with
Iran in October 2013. As a consequence long-held EU human rights

concerns about Iran have to some extent been downplayed, although
plans for a full, cross party delegation of the EU Parliamentary (EP)

Committee on Iran to visit Tehran ‘without preconditions’ were
stalled.66 The EP Committee delegation visit in 2007 prompted a

number of complaints and for many years preconditions prevented
further visits. Responsibility for the relationship rests with the EU
Council of Ministers via the office of the High Representative for

Foreign Affairs. However, such visits help to set a diplomatic tone,
including with those countries that they upset.

Conclusion

Saudi Arabia continues to see relations with the EU chiefly in terms of

managing relations with the key European states. Saudi relations with
the UK, France and Germany vary in the emphasis put on business or

strategic cooperation and in the inter-relationship between the two.
Saudi Arabia does not look to the EU as an important institutional actor
in its regional affairs, although it would like more substantive intra-EU

defence cooperation, outlay and capacity in order to give the EU more
weight in Gulf security.

Some individual EU states, chiefly the UK, France and Italy, are
primarily seen in Riyadh as weapons providers to Saudi Arabia and

junior defence partners to the USA, even if UK and French bases and
access rights in the Gulf has some practical and symbolic utility. The

Saudis hope that the leading Europeans can influence the USA
diplomatically in a manner that suits Saudi interests but do not count on
this. The Europeans look upon Saudi Arabia as a source of pragmatism
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on key regional political and security issues, although the Arab uprisings

made it more difficult to maintain a broadly aligned stance. The uprising
and subsequent coup in Egypt exemplified this. However, Saudi Arabia

and the Europeans remained cooperative over Yemen, on which they
work closely on the diplomatic front and to a lesser but important extent

on the war in Syria.
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CHAPTER 20

SAUDI ARABIA ANDRUSSIA

Mark N. Katz

Historical background

There have been three periods in which relations between the Kingdom of

Saudi Arabia and the Soviet Union/Russia have been relatively good and
that held out the prospect for further improvement. These were: the mid-

1920s to the mid-1930s; the late 1980s to the early 1990s; and 2003–10.
There have also been three periods in which relations have been highly
contentious and even hostile: most of the Cold War era (especially 1955–

88); the early 1990s to the early 2000s; and since 2011.
Saudi–Soviet relations began in 1926 when Moscow recognised

King Abdulaziz Al-Saud’s conquest of Hijaz, and the two countries
established diplomatic relations. Limited trade relations began and the

two countries shared a common antipathy to the then strong British
presence in the region. The future king, the then foreign minister Prince

Faisal, even visited Moscow in 1932 but the relationship then stagnated.
It is not clear why, but Moscow at the time was preoccupied by the

purges and by events in Europe. In 1938, Stalin suddenly withdrew the
Soviet mission to Jeddah. It is believed that the personnel were executed
after their return to the USSR and no replacements were sent.1 Saudi–

Soviet relations were essentially dormant through World War II.
Saudi Arabia was not happy about Moscow’s recognition of the State

of Israel in 1948 and Stalin’s establishment of what appeared to be good
relations with it. However, it was Moscow’s switch to supporting the

Arab side under Khrushchev that caused Saudi–Soviet relations to



deteriorate sharply. This was because Khrushchev backed anti-Saudi

Arab Nationalist regimes in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. Moscow’s support
for Egyptian intervention on the side of republican forces in north

Yemen (1962–7) was seen as especially threatening by the Saudis.
During the Brezhnev era, the Soviets lost their influence in Egypt.

However, the rise of Soviet-backed Marxist states in South Yemen,
Ethiopia, and Afghanistan, combined with Soviet support for the

Marxist insurgency in Oman that was defeated in 1975 and Soviet
intervention in both the Horn of Africa and Afghanistan, made the
Soviet Union appear an existential threat to Saudi Arabia. The Soviet

Union, for its part, was angered by Saudi Arabia remaining closely allied
to the USA despite American support for Israel, and was especially

frustrated by the support given by Saudi Arabia (among others) to the
Afghan mujahedeen that enabled them to thwart Soviet efforts to pacify

Afghanistan. Another major irritant was Saudi Arabia expanding its oil
production in the mid-1980s, which resulted in a significantly reduced

market price for oil, thus curtailing the USSR’s oil export revenues.2

In the latter Gorbachev era, when Soviet–American relations
improved and Moscow began its withdrawal from the Third World and

Eastern Europe, relations between Riyadh and Moscow also began to
improve. The collapse of the Marxist regime in Ethiopia, the merger of

Marxist South Yemen and non-Marxist north Yemen under the latter’s
leadership and the Soviet departure from Afghanistan, all contributed to

Saudi Arabia no longer seeing the Soviets as a threat and diplomatic ties
were restored in 1990. The Russian Federation (as it became in 1991)

hoped that improved relations would soon result in large-scale Saudi
imports from and investments in Russia, as well as Russian involvement

in the Saudi petroleum sector.3

These hopes did not materialise. Russia saw the Saudis as supporting
the rise of the anti-Russian Taliban in Afghanistan, backing Chechen

efforts to secede from Russia, and contributing to the difficulties Russian
forces encountered in attempting to suppress them. Putin’s initial

reaction to the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the USAwas to blame Saudi
Arabia, and to portray Riyadh as the common enemy of both Russia and

America. The Saudis, for their part, were not only unhappy with Russia
for this, but also for Yeltsin’s and Putin’s support for the Iranian nuclear

program and Moscow’s lack of cooperation with OPEC requests that
Russia limit oil production in order to bolster what were then relatively
modest oil prices.4
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In 2003, though, Saudi–Russian relations began to improve again as

a result of both governments finding common ground in opposing the
US-led intervention in Iraq, the Bush Administration’s ‘war on terror’

and other foreign policies. The protracted rise in oil prices also worked to
temper their disagreements over each other’s petroleum policies. Finally,

Putin’s apparent success in pacifying Chechnya also removed this as a
source of tension. Then Crown Prince Abdullah visited Moscow in 2003

and Putin visited Riyadh in 2007. Once again, Russian hopes rose
for greatly expanded trade and investment ties with the Kingdom.
Differences over Iran, though, remained.5

When the Arab uprisings broke out, Russia and Saudi Arabia initially
appeared to both be status quo powers wary of change. But when Saudi

Arabia called for Western intervention and backed the local adversaries
against states allied to Russia, first in Libya and then in Syria, Moscow

returned to its 1980s–90s era view of Saudi Arabia as promoting a Sunni
jihadist agenda. Indeed, Russia claimed that Saudi Arabia was doing

this not just in the Arab world, but also in Russia’s Muslim regions
where unrest was also growing. Moscow is once again disappointed
that Saudi–Russian trade and investment ties have not developed and

Riyadh, for its part, is unhappy that Moscow is working alongside Saudi
Arabia’s regional rival, Iran, in propping up Assad in Syria. With the

American military departure from Iraq in 2011 and Afghanistan in
2014, Russia and Saudi Arabia are wary of each other’s intentions in

those countries too.6

Russian leadership decision-making structure

Since his initial rise to power, the principal Russian decision maker
regarding important Russian domestic and foreign policy issues has been
Vladimir Putin. This is likely to remain the case until at least 2018 when

his current term as president expires, or until 2024 if he decides to stand
for re-election, and possibly even beyond. Putin’s statements and actions

over the years have shown that he considers Saudi–Russian relations, and
how Saudi policies impact on Russian interests, as important to Moscow.

Yet while Putin has been, and will for some time remain, the final
decision maker on Russian policy toward the Kingdom, he has not made

his decisions without input from others. Putin is attentive to powerful
Russian organisations which he both relies upon for support and whose
viewpoints he generally equates with his own and Russian national

SAUDI ARABIA ANDRUSSIA 347



interests. These organisations include the security services (where

Putin spent his early career) and state-controlled or connected industries,
especially in the petroleum, atomic energy, and weapons sectors.

In addition, Putin relies upon key advisors whom he values as much for
their personal loyalty to him as he does for their expertise.7

These groups and advisors whom Putin relies upon for advice have
had differing views on Saudi Arabia (as well as on other issues). Some of

them see a good Saudi–Russian relationship not only as something that
would benefit Russia (and the Putin administration), but also as
something that can be achieved. Others, by contrast, see Saudi Arabia as

pursuing policies that are hostile to Russian interests, and believe
prospects for improved Saudi–Russian relations to be extremely limited.

Those most hopeful for improved Saudi–Russian interests are large
Russian petroleum enterprises, such as Lukoil, which would like to

expand operations into Saudi Arabia as well as to obtain Saudi
investment for their own operations in Russia and elsewhere. Others,

such as the Russian arms and railway industries, would like to sell to
the Saudis. The Russian atomic energy industry has also expressed interest
in building nuclear reactors for Saudi Arabia.8 The interconnectedness

of each of these Russian industries with top Putin administration
officials and the potential for their personal profit from improved

Saudi–Russian economic ties plays an important role in ensuring that
the case for trying to improve Russian relations with the Kingdom at

least gets a hearing from Putin.
By contrast, Russian actors (such as the security services) concerned

about the rise of Islamist opposition inside Russia, other former Soviet
states and Muslim countries near them, see Saudi Arabia as the source of

these threats. The most pessimistic and alarmist Russian image of Saudi
Arabia is very similar to the equivalent American image of Iran as a
virulent and implacable enemy. This Russian viewpoint sees the

Kingdom not as the target of Al-Qaida and other jihadists, but as their
supporters or even their masters.9 What is especially frustrating to

Russians who see the Kingdom in this manner is that America and the
west do not. This they attribute to a successful Saudi effort to buy

influence in Western capitals.
While these two Russian views of Saudi Arabia are quite different

from each other, Putin has displayed an ability to switch between the
two. He seized upon 9/11 as an opportunity to try and join forces with
Washington against a common Saudi threat to both Russian and
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American interests. Putin later seized upon the US-led intervention in

Iraq as an opportunity to join forces with Saudi Arabia against a
common threat and later still, Putin seized upon Saudi support for the

Sunni opponents of the Assad regime to raise fears in Washington about
Saudi-backed jihadists in Syria threatening both American and Russian

interests. If circumstances again arise in which both Russia and Saudi
Arabia object to American foreign policy actions, it seems highly likely

that Putin will seize upon this as an opportunity to make common cause
with the Kingdom.

Saudi objectives in relation to Russia

During much of the Cold War, Saudi Arabia considered the Soviet
Union to be a primary threat since it strongly supported leaderships

and movements in neighbouring or nearby countries (including
Nasserist Egypt, Ba’athist Iraq, and Marxist–Leninist South Yemen,

Ethiopia, and Afghanistan) that were hostile to the Kingdom. These
actions as well as the USSR’s often vitriolic rhetoric convinced
Saudi leaders that Moscow sought the downfall of the Saudi monarchy.

This strengthened their resolve to continue allying with the USA
despite Saudi unhappiness about Washington’s support for Israel

and other policies.10

However, since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet

Union, Russia has not been the primary focus of Saudi foreign policy
since Riyadh neither fears Moscow as a threat nor values it as an ally or

partner. Since the early 1990s, Saudi Arabia’s main objective in relation
to Russia has been to try to persuade it to alter its policies on issues of

concern to the Kingdom.
During the low oil price environment of the 1990s and early 2000s,

Saudi Arabia sought to persuade Russia not to continually expand oil

production and thereby undercut OPEC’s efforts to bolster oil prices
through limiting supply.11 However, with the shift to significantly

higher oil prices in the 2000s, the increased problems Russia faces in its
own petroleum sector and the impact of newly discovered energy

resources in the USA and elsewhere, Saudi concern with the Russian
factor in the oil market has declined.

Two issues of far more pressing concern to Saudi Arabia have
been (and will continue to be) Iran and Syria. Saudi Arabia regards Iran
as an implacable threat to the Kingdom and has long been frustrated
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by, and sought to end or curtail Russian arms sales to Iran as well as

Russian support for the Iranian nuclear programme. Similarly, Saudi
Arabia seized upon the civil war that erupted in Syria in 2011 as an

opportunity to bring about the downfall of the Assad leadership
(closely allied to Iran) and replace it with a Sunni-majority one

(hopefully) allied to Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia is thus especially
frustrated with Russia for its strong support for the Assad regime,

which has helped it to survive and Iran to retain Syria as an ally.12

Opposition to Russian rule in Chechnya and other predominantly
Muslim regions inside Russia has been a complicated issue for the

Saudis. Prior to 9/11 the plight of the Chechens was widely publicised
inside the Kingdom. Many Saudis gave money in support of the

Chechens and a few even travelled to the region to help them more
directly. As with the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s,

criticising Russian suppression of Chechnya was useful to Saudi Arabia
since Chechen suffering was not seen in the Muslim world as being caused

by the Kingdom’s American allies (or by America’s Israeli friends). Indeed,
publicising the negative aspects of Russian policy toward Chechnya
helped the Saudis distract attention from the embarrassment of being

allied to the very country that Muslim public opinion largely blamed for
the plight of the Palestinians.13

That the condition of Russia’s Muslims was not as important for
Saudi Arabia as Afghanistan under Soviet occupation had been was

shown after 9/11 when (apparently at Washington’s urging) publicity
about the Chechen cause was de-emphasised inside the Kingdom as it

was in 2003 when Saudi–Russian relations improved. This improve-
ment would not have occurred if Moscow was convinced that Riyadh was

trying to destabilise the north Caucasus. In subsequent years, top Saudi
officials received visits from and indicated their approval for the
Moscow-backed Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. Since 2003, Riyadh

has been signalling to Moscow that the Kingdom sees supporting
Russian aims in Chechnya and the north Caucasus as being more in

Saudi interests than even seeming to oppose Russia in these areas that are
of such vital interest to Putin.14

Russian objectives in relation to Saudi Arabia

Both during and after the Cold War, Moscow sought to persuade the
Saudis that it would be in their interests not to rely so much on the USA
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as an ally but to have good relations with Moscow also. During the

Cold War, the Saudis had reason to distrust Soviet intentions since
Moscow was backing neighbouring regimes that were often actively

hostile toward the Kingdom. Since the end of the Cold War, Russia has
become much more of a status quo power seeking to prevent change

instead of fostering it. Even periods of strong disagreement between
Riyadh and Washington, however, have not resulted in greatly

improved Saudi–Russian ties. This is partly because of underlying
tensions that have never gone away. Despite seeking better relations
with Riyadh, Russia believes that the Saudis back Islamic radicals in

Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East as well as in Russia.15

Furthermore, while Moscow has sought to persuade America and its

allies that Riyadh is doing this to their detriment as well as to Russia’s,
Saudi–US relations, despite often being tested, have remained close.

The West simply does not see Saudi Arabia in the very negative light
that Russian leaders often have.

Another Russian objective has been to boost trade and investment ties
between itself and Saudi Arabia. While these have certainly increased
since the end of the Cold War, they have not grown anywhere near the

extent to which Russia had hoped. Moscow and Riyadh have talked
about, come close to reaching, or have even signed major agreements

(including for arms sales) that would be highly lucrative for Russia, but
somehow these never seem to come to fruition. It is not surprising that

Saudi–Russian economic cooperation has not gained ground when
overall Saudi–Russian relations have been poor but, much to Moscow’s

chagrin, Saudi–Russian economic ties did not increase as much as hoped
even when relations were relatively good (as in 2003–10).16

Finally, an important Russian objective vis-à-vis Saudi Arabia has
been an effort to keep the relationship strictly in the bilateral realm and
not contingent on either side’s relations with other countries. In other

words, Russia wishes to pursue cooperation with Saudi Arabia while at
the same time Russia pursues cooperation with Iran, Syria, Israel or

others which the Kingdom has hostile (or no) relations with. Even
though they may not like it, Russia expects the Saudis to tolerate this

foreign policy approach for the sake of (what Moscow sees as) the clear
benefit of having good relations with Russia. A model Russia has in

mind is its relationship with the UAE. While the UAE has not liked the
fact that Moscow has sold arms to Iran (with which the UAE has for
many years been at odds), the UAE has nevertheless bought significant
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quantities of Russian weaponry itself.17 Russia would like the Saudis to

behave in a similar manner.
After the Obama administration cut back US arms supplies to Egypt

following the Sisi takeover and crackdown on his opponents, Saudi
Arabia reportedly indicated its willingness to buy Russian weapons for

Egypt. While some may see this as a sign of improved Saudi–Russian
relations, Russian analysts see it instead as the Saudis signalling their

displeasure of American foreign policy and seeking an expedient means
of arming Sisi.18

Limited means

While Saudi Arabia and Russia have important objectives toward each
other, both have limited means for pursuing them. Relations between

them have never been so good that one or both would alter its policies for
the sake of maintaining good relations with the other, and since the end

of the Cold War neither has been in a position to impose sufficient costs
upon the other to compel it to change its policies.

During the ColdWar, the threat that the Saudis saw Moscow as posing

to the Kingdom resulted in Riyadh allying with the USA despite its
differences with Washington. It is arguable that Saudi policies during the

1980s in particular contributed to the Soviet withdrawal from
Afghanistan and even to the collapse of communism. Aid from Saudi

Arabia (as well as others) to the mujahedeen played a key role in convincing
Gorbachev that Moscow could not prevail militarily in Afghanistan and

thus to his decision to withdraw Soviet troops. In addition, some have
argued that Saudi Arabia’s ‘flood the market’ oil export strategy in the

1980s lowered the world market price of oil for such a prolonged period
that Soviet oil export revenues, which were propping up the increasingly
rickety Soviet economy, were fatally undercut.

There was one post-Cold War occasion, in late 2001, when Saudi
threats of increasing production succeeded in influencing Russia to rein in

its own oil production (or at least appear to do so). Some in Moscow saw
the Saudi policy, upheld throughout 2015, of maintaining high levels of

oil production, despite the rapid decline in the price of oil, as motivated
by a desire to weaken Russia economically. Russia was unable to persuade

or compel Saudi Arabia to stop supporting the Afghan mujahedeen in the
1980s. Many in Russia believe that Riyadh backed the Chechen rebels
from the early 1990s through the early 2000s and that it is now backing
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Muslim opposition movements in Russia’s north Caucasus and Volga

regions. They claim that while the Saudi government might not be doing
this directly, various Saudi charitable foundations such as Al-Haramain are

doing so with the Saudi government’s knowledge. Saudi officials, of
course, hotly deny this.19 While conclusive proof supporting either side’s

version is not available, one thing is clear: Russia is not in a position to
either persuade or compel the Saudis to refrain from supporting Russian

Muslim opposition groups With regard to Syria, Riyadh has been unable
to persuade or compel Russia to stop supporting the Assad regime while
Moscow has been unable to persuade or compel Saudi Arabia to stop

supporting its opponents.
Russia’s desire to expand trade relations with Saudi Arabia has also

been constrained by a relatively unattractive Russian business climate
and there is not any particular commercial advantage for Riyadh to

prefer Russian corporations to Western ones as partners for projects
inside the Kingdom. There have been reports that the Saudis have held

out the prospect of large-scale purchases of weapons and other goods
from Russia if Moscow would curtail its military and atomic energy ties
with Iran, but however much Russia wants to boost its exports to the

Kingdom, Saudi Arabia has been unable to persuade or compel it to de-
emphasise its relations with Iran in order to do so.20

Perhaps the most important leverage that Moscow and Riyadh have
tried to employ against each other is the United States. Saudi support for

the Afghan mujahedeen in the 1980s was extremely effective in part
because it had the full cooperation of the USA. By contrast, the USAwas

never as sympathetic as Saudi Arabia was to the Chechen cause either
prior or subsequent to 9/11. Still Putin’s clear effort to encourage a rift

between Washington and Riyadh in this period failed.
Similarly, while Riyadh has been unhappy about the degree to which

Moscow has supported the Kingdom’s rival, Iran, the fact that the USA

has also pressured Russia on this issue may have prevented an even
greater degree of Russian support for Tehran.

While Washington’s ties with Moscow have been strained in recent
years, the USA would not be supportive of any Saudi effort (should there

be any) to support Muslim opposition movements inside Russia. If,
however, Russian–American relations ever deteriorated to the point

where the USA became sympathetic to the plight of Muslims in the
north Caucasus and the Volga regions, Saudi Arabia might be more
willing to support these causes.
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In 2011, Saudi Arabia’s aim of bringing down Moscow’s ally, the

Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi, succeeded as a result of Saudi Arabia
(and others) persuading the Obama administration to support it.21 By

contrast, the Saudi effort to bring down Russia’s (and Iran’s) ally, Assad,
in Syria has been thwarted in part due to the Obama Administration’s

lack of support. President Obama’s threat to launch an attack against the
Assad regime in response to its large-scale use of chemical weapons in

August 2013 seemed to presage a change to the USA actively supporting
Saudi allies and opposing Russian ones in Syria. Obama’s backing away
from this threat and acceptance of the Russian plan for removing

chemical weapons from Syria, however, made clear that this would not
occur.22 While Russia was not happy about Saudi Arabia then declaring

its intention to ramp up its support for the Syrian opposition, the
Kremlin could at least hope that this might lead to increased Saudi–

American tensions.
Since the end of the Cold War, neither Russia nor Saudi Arabia has

succeeded in getting the USA to side with it against the other. On the
other hand, both Russia and Saudi Arabia have succeeded in preventing
the USA from siding with the other against it.

Policy outcomes

During a period when Russia and Saudi Arabia pursue opposing aims but

neither is able to persuade or compel the other to change its policy, the most
likely policy outcome is prolonged stalemate. This appears to be especially

true in Syria. Neither Russia nor Saudi Arabia can enable its allies in that
conflict to completely defeat the other side’s allies. On the other hand,

Moscow and Riyadh are both able to prevent their respective allies being
defeated. There are several stalemated policy outcomes that continue in
other areas including the lack of cooperation between Russia on the one

hand, and Saudi Arabia and OPEC on the other, over oil production and the
lack of development in Saudi–Russian trade and investment ties. Saudi

frustration remains over the extent of Russian cooperation with Iran, while
Russia remains frustrated with what it sees as Saudi government tolerance

for support to Sunni jihadists from Saudi foundations and perceived
American unwillingness to do anything about it.

Under these circumstances, perhaps the best that Russia and Saudi
Arabia can hope for is that if they each continue to pursue their current
policies, something will eventually happen that will force the other to

SAUDI ARABIAN FOREIGN POLICY354



change course. This is what did happen at the end of the Cold War. After

decades of the USSR and Saudi Arabia acting to thwart each other, the
Soviet Union collapsed and Moscow either abandoned or reined in most

of the foreign policies that Riyadh had found threatening. While Saudi
policies contributed to the pressures which led to the collapse of the

Soviet Union, Saudi leaders are unlikely to have sought the collapse of
the USSR, or even thought it possible.

There are several potential scenarios that could lead to significant
changes in the foreign policies of Russia, Saudi Arabia, or both.
Leadership change in Moscow could lead to Russia adopting a foreign

policy agenda that is less (or more) ambitious than at present; King
Salman’s reign in Saudi Arabia could do likewise. The rise of internal

strife in either country would limit its ability to act against the other in
third countries such as Syria.

A significant improvement in Iranian–American relations might be
unwelcome to both Russia and Saudi Arabia and could theoretically lead

them to put aside their differences in the face of a perceived common
threat. Putin’s initial response to the prospect of improved Iranian–
American relations, however, was a greater effort to court Tehran

evidenced in April 2015 when Moscow lifted its self-imposed embargo
on transferring S-300 air defence missile systems to Iran.

While China’s immediate neighbours have come to consider Beijing
as an increasing threat, the Kingdom and its neighbours do not

(undoubtedly because they face more pressing threats in their immediate
vicinity). A common concern about a rising China, however, could

conceivably influence the USA, Russia, Saudi Arabia (and possibly Iran
as well as others) to settle their differences.

That one or more of these potential ‘game changing’ events will occur
is likely but which of them, and when, is highly uncertain. While
tensions between Russia and the west rose dramatically in 2014 over

Ukraine, for example, this does not seem to be an issue that is of central
concern for Saudi Arabia. Perhaps Riyadh calculates that the more

involved Russia becomes involved in Ukraine, the less time and
attention it will have for the Middle East.

Conclusion

Despite the fact that Russia and Saudi Arabia oppose each other on
major issues of importance to them both, they also know that they
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stand to gain from an improved bilateral relationship. But while each

side would welcome this, neither of them has so far been willing to give
up any of its policies that the other finds problematic for the sake of

bringing about an improved relationship. It may be that each sees the
other as needing an improved Saudi–Russian relationship more, and so

the ‘logic of the situation’ will inevitably result in the other making
the concessions necessary for it to occur. Or it may be that each sees the

other’s domestic and international position deteriorating to the point
where it will eventually be unable to continue its problematic policies.
Either way, neither government feels the need to make concessions to

the other when it expects that the other will sooner or later have to
make concessions to it. In the meantime, each continues to pursue

policies that prevent the improvement in relations that both would
like to achieve.
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CHAPTER 21

SAUDI ARABIA AND THE USA

Neil Partrick

Background

Saudi–US relations are much the same today as when President Roosevelt

met Ibn Saud in 1946. Emblematic of the relationship is the 1951 State
Department document that once passed for holy writ in the American

embassy in Saudi Arabia.1 Although a confidential document, it was the
basis of US diplomatic overtures in the Kingdom at that time and it has
never been superseded. It reflected President Truman’s containment policy

toward the Soviet Union and the US’ then nascent support for building an
anti-communist regional bloc, and states the USA’s commitment to the

territorial integrity of Saudi Arabia and notably, to the rule of the Al-Saud.
A lot has changed in the regional and international position of both

countries and in the style at least, of the US political system. At present,
the USA’s commitment to Saudi Arabia is being questioned in both

countries but at heart, this important bilateral relationship remains an
entirely pragmatic engagement based on mutual interests. This is a given

perhaps – interests rather than affections usually do dominate a state’s
foreign relations. However, the ideational affinity that contributes to the
depth of some intra-European relations or the enduring US–UK special

relationship, for example, offer little enlightenment when it comes to
understanding Saudi–USA relations in the first quarter of the twenty-first

century.
‘It’s never been a love affair,’ says Bruce Riedel, former Middle East

director of the White House’s National Security Council (NSC).2



However, it was not that long ago when shared strategic interests were

overlaid with some apparently genuine convictions. Countering the
Soviets in Afghanistan in the 1980s drew the USA, Saudi Arabia and

Pakistan together in an alliance of convenience. Despite the shared anti-
communist zeal of President Ronald Reagan and King Fahd, this

alliance was even joined by the People’s Republic of China when it
supplied valuable military equipment to the mujahedeen.3

In the Greater Middle East branch of the Cold War there was a sense
that the USA and Saudi were brothers in arms, even if it was more a
case of money than men. Victory in Afghanistan albeit pyrrhic, helped

to defeat the Soviet Union, at least according to the narrative that
dominates much Western historical accounting. King Fahd it seems was

one of the unsung heroes of the Cold War.
Ironically for Saudi Arabia the demise of the Soviet Union and its

influence was to benefit its regional rival, Iran. The once great Soviet
power could not prevent the 1991 Gulf war which decimated Iraq’s

armed forces leaving this formerly pivotal Arab state denuded.
Iran, the apparently common enemy of Saudi Arabia and the USA,

gained the most from Saddam’s weakening and later downfall. However,

Saudi Arabia did not begin blaming the USA for the strength of the
Iranians until the mid-1990s. The US’ dual containment of Iraq and Iran

from 1992–2003 was never much of a strategy, in fact some Western
officials denied it was even a policy.4 During the presidency of Mohammed

Khatami (1997–2005) it got decidedly limp and Saudi Arabia and Iran
even conducted a modest détente for a while. In military and economic

terms dual containment had begun to look a little one sided. It was
certainly more about containing Iraq than Iran, which increasingly

disappointed the Saudis as the 1990s wore on, despite their liking for
Khatami. Iraq’s isolation, policed from bases in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf,
had become politically and strategically uncomfortable for Saudi Arabia as

it directly benefitted Iran. However, they were a party to containment and
more discreetly, to the invasion of Iraq, and the Saudis reaped this

whirlwind at home after 9/11 helped to bring Al-Qaida’s ‘far’ and ‘near’
enemy into close proximity. Before and after 9/11, the Saudis, and

practically everyone else, were playing checkers to Iran’s chess.
When the USA emasculated Iraq in 2003, the Saudis felt their US

ally was working against their interests. Nearly 13 years of sanctions on
Iraq had already indirectly weakened Saudi regional weight, and
contributed to the rise of Al-Qaida; then 9/11 threatened to tear the
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US–Saudi alliance apart. Under a US presidency more inclined to

prioritise its stated principles over its interests, 9/11 would have done a
lot more bilateral damage than it did.

The latest iteration of international and regional miscalculation vis-à-
vis Iraq is DAISH, an outgrowth of Al-Qaida (AQ) in Iraq. DAISH

expansionism could check Iran’s confident regional position although
this would be an inadvertent outcome of Saudi–US calculations

regarding DAISH whose threat to the territorial status quo is not in
their interests either.

Saudi Arabia’s justifiable paranoia

A condition akin to paranoia periodically encourages senior Al-Saud to
publicly foresee a US–Iranian redux relationship in the short to medium

term. Old men who remember the difficulties between the unlikely (and
certainly undeclared) allies who made up President Nixon’s devolved

security ‘tripod’ (the Shah’s Iran, Saudi Arabia and Israel) fear the worst.
This was compounded by the Ahmedinejad presidency that stirred up
Saudi memories of the Islamic Republic’s revolutionary period. It can be

argued that the Saudis have had doubts about the USA guaranteeing
their survival ever since President Jimmy Carter’s human rights

considerations encouraged Iran’s domestic enemies and led ultimately to
the fall of the Shah in 1979. That said, in 1980 the Carter Doctrine, in

light of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the Iranian Revolution, led
to the specific development of a US military capacity in defence of

perceived US security interests in the Gulf. US troops entered the
Kingdom in 1990, as much to protect the Al-Saud’s integrity as to re-

establish that of Kuwait’s. However, in 2003, the demise of Iraq, a former
if discreet US ally, was the USA’s first overt overthrow of a regional power.
In the memorable words of Saudi foreign minister, Prince Saud Al-Faisal,

this action handed Iraq to Iran ‘on a silver platter’.
The Saudis are inclined to think that the USA wanted to advantage

Iran in Iraq. The leading political movements (as opposed to
personalities) in the Iraqi opposition that met in Washington and

London in the run up to the invasion were Shia Islamists and Kurdish
‘national’ groups. No one expected that the Kurdish Regional

Government (KRG), home to the externally backed Iraqi opposition,
would be calling the shots once Baghdad fell. A majority ruled Iraq
would be majority Shia and Iran’s friends would obviously have a
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significant role in any Iraqi exercise of majority rule.5 It must be

assumed that the USA understood this. Saudi Arabia has struggled with
its perception of US objectives in the region ever since.

Since the Arab uprisings and the USA’s perceived desertion of strong
US and Saudi ally, Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, the fear of abandonment

has grown in Riyadh. The end of the Cold War, dislike of the harsh
conservatism of the Saudi system, especially post 9/11, and the

acknowledged fungibility of energy have made questions about why the
USA would guarantee the survival of Saudi Arabia more commonplace.
A former senior White House official reflects a view found across the

American government that, ‘[d]ifferent values were brought into sharper
focus by the Arab Spring. In the unlikely event of an uprising in Riyadh,

we would in effect be with the protesters.’6

The strategic consequences of the USA’s stance during the Egyptian

uprising against the Mubarak leadership in 2011, both at the time and
subsequently, will give future US administrations pause. The USA

might try to sit more firmly on the diplomatic fence than take steps that
encourage rebellion, inadvertently or otherwise. However, the USA is
unlikely to conduct a Cold War style armed intervention to save the

throne of an ally from its own people (unless any revolting Saudi masses
can plausibly be presented as DAISH). This relative American

powerlessness is understood in both Riyadh and Washington.
In the probable shorter term, Saudi doubts and insecurities will be fed

by a USA pursuing detente with Iran (which Saudi Arabia almost
perversely perceives the Americans as having earmarked as a future

security partner), and by the substantive DAISH presence in
neighbouring states and fears of its potential within the Kingdom

itself. Periodically these fears manifest themselves in bilateral flare-ups
as they always have between two parties whose original liaison was more
by accident than by design.

The dynamic of ‘oil for security’ is overstated and has always been a
simplistic formula supposedly explaining what drives the Saudi–US

relationship. The USA, while no longer directly dependent on
significant levels of Gulf oil, does continue to project power in the

Gulf and elsewhere in and around the Arabian Peninsula in support of its
free flow. All potentates need to sell their produce, say American analysts

frustrated at their country’s apparent devotion to Saudi Arabia.7 While
true, the USA regards any substantive military draw-down by itself in
the Peninsula as inimical to remaining the premier regional security
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player and, as far as the Gulf Arab states, Jordan and Egypt are

concerned, the premier security partner.
Despite its need for relatively high oil prices, Saudi Arabia stood by

in 2014 when oil prices fell significantly as demand softened in the east
and recovery faltered in the west. This put pressure on needier oil

exporters such as Iran and Russia, which suited both the Saudis and the
USA. Saudi Arabia was also calculating that north American shale

producers, whose increased output helped undercut the oil price in the
first place, would struggle to get investment at lower price levels.
To the USA’s relative satisfaction, Saudi Arabia is not a price hawk. This

stance reflects both the bitter experience of the 1970s, when the oil
embargo disadvantaged both consumers and suppliers, and the intimate

web of economic, security and personal interests that tie the Saudis to
the USA.

The makers and representatives of US foreign policy on
Saudi Arabia

The USA need to engage with Iran, in order at the least to avoid going to

war against it, must be balanced with the need to accommodate Saudi
concerns about Iran. This preoccupation of the presidency is unlikely to

change for the next US president and constitutionally the executive has
the prerogative on foreign policy. Since the National Security Council’s

(NSC) creation in 1947, the White House has become the foreign policy
engine room. This means that the personality, and the particular
political judgments and prejudices, both of the Oval Office occupant

and their appointed NSC chief, has great bearing on how the US’s
relationship with Saudi Arabia is managed. NSC heads have generally

not been close to Saudi Arabia. Henry Kissinger’s force of personality
and his closeness to President Nixon, helped make the NSC the

determiner of the USA’s foreign and security policy. When Kissinger was
Secretary of State, first under Nixon and then Ford, his weight over US

foreign policy continued. Nixon privately considered bombing Saudi oil
fields in the context of the oil embargo, while Kissinger fed such ideas to
the press.8 The implicit US threat was later more or less publicly

endorsed by President Ford.
The degree to which the State Department or the Pentagon are

getting their interests represented and their points of view articulated
can also reflect the personality, style and preferences of the president.
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President Obama’s sacking of defence secretary, Chuck Hagel, in

November 2014 was in part a reflection of the power of the NSC to
impose its perspective on the other arms of the US government.

However, a more confident and capable personality than Hagel in the
Pentagon would still be subject to the prerogatives of the White House

and the presidential incumbent’s choice of NSC chief. In theory this
makes the commander-in-chief less susceptible to the US military’s

concerns although there is also direct consultation by the president with
the military chiefs of staff.

There is a broad parallel with the weight that those directing the

Saudi royal court have exercised over the king’s ultimate say on foreign
policy. The influence of the court chief matters less under King Salman

than under King Abdullah. However Salman’s son Mohammed exercises
great weight there, and is defence minister, a position highly important

to the conduct of Saudi–US relations.
The day-to-day management of the Saudi–American relationship

resides with the respective ambassador in each other’s capital. The Saudis
prefer the US ambassador to be a political appointee, as they invariably are,
on the assumption that such a figure can just pick up the phone and get

the president right away.9 Sometimes the US ambassador combines his
partisan presidential connection with meaty governmental experience but

it is the first of these that is most important for the Kingdom. In some
instances US political appointees out of office have proven susceptible to

what the former UK prime minister Margaret Thatcher referred to British
ambassadors as doing in office – ‘going native’. A number of former US

officials with Middle East-related experience have been courted by the
Kingdom, although not always successfully.

Saudi concerns and interests

The head of the Saudi Arabian National Guard (SANG), Prince Miteb bin
Abdullah, returned from an official trip to Washington DC in November

2014 to declare that, despite their differences, US–Saudi views were in fact
‘identical on many issues’.10 Some may have swallowed hard on reading

that and perhaps reflected on the possibility that the SANG chief was
not just in PR mode but was also campaigning for the post of monarch

when his generation accedes, at least according to a well-placed Saudi
observer.11 This does not mean that contemporary pretenders to the
Saudi throne think that the imprimatur of a US president is the way to
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the top in the House of Saud. If anything the publicly perceived

closeness of a candidate to the US military, political or security
establishment may do them harm. From the more discreet point of view

of senior Al-Saud, however, appearing to have influence in Washington
is part of the plausibility of a challenger to the throne and being rooted

in a ‘sovereign’ (siyada) ministry (i.e. central to the security of the Al-
Saud and the Kingdom) is no disadvantage either. However, a former

American ambassador to Riyadh thinks that theWhite House would be
foolish if it believed it could sway what happens inside the ‘black box’ of
the House of Saud regarding succession.12 In the event Miteb kept

SANG but lost out in the succession stakes as his cousin, the interior
minister PrinceMohammed binNaif, became crown prince after Salman

acceded. Mohammed bin Naif, who remains interior chief, is very close
to the US intelligence and security establishment. The USA looks at

King Salman as experienced in foreign affairs despite his many years
running Riyadh. His organisation of the private as well as public

funding of the Afghan mujahedeen is noted in DC.
Despite Miteb’s positive spin, Saudi Arabia does have differences with

the USA on the Middle East but these are not seen as serious enough

to shake the tight military and security partnership. Miteb’s visit to
Washington was primarily that of a man rapidly building, with US kit

and technical advice, a SANG ironically referred to in the Kingdom as
one of three defence ministries. He and the rest of the Saudi leadership

realised that their country’s role in the US-led coalition operating in
Syria against DAISH made them akin to ‘Iran’s air force’ from the point

of view of many Sunni Arabs.13 This strategic reality (recognised by a
former senior US security official14), combined with a limited number of

sufficiently competent pilots, allowed the Saudis to discreetly withdraw
from active participation that in any case was more symbolic than
substantive for all of its Arab members.

The USA is aware of the Saudi hope that America will get bogged
down in fighting DAISH to the extent that they will recognise the need

to remove what Riyadh regards as the core problem in Syria: President
Bashar Assad and his circle. For the Saudis, Bashar’s removal is essential

to disengage Syria from its close alliance with Iran. The Saudis would
like the planned US training of Syrian rebels inside the Kingdom to

assist an expanded Syrian rebel force that in part can function as the US
air force’s advance guard and spotter team. Both Saud Al-Faisal and
Bashar Al-Assad are in agreement that DAISH will not be defeated
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without a major troop presence on the ground.15 The boots on the

ground, beyond the expanding number of US training contingents in
Iraq, would be American. The chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff

General Martin Dempsey has stated ‘My mission is to defeat ISIL, not to
build a nation or topple the Syrian regime.’16 However, Saudi hopes are

rarely expectations, so their frustration over differing views on Syria will
not fundamentally undermine the US–Saudi relationship.

On Iraq, another Iranian ally, the Saudis are seen by the US
government as playing a slightly different game, but still struggling to
come to terms with a government that, almost axiomatically by being

majority Shia, is pro-Iran.17 There is Saudi engagement with Iraq, even
though a change in premier did not fundamentally alter Iraq’s political

dynamics nor make it any easier for Iraq’s Sunni Arabs to resist DAISH.
Tensions over the rise of DAISH exist on both sides of the Saudi–US

relationship. In April 2014, the USA had a role in King Abdullah’s
sacking of Prince Bandar bin Sultan bin Abdulaziz as Saudi foreign

intelligence chief (aka the GIP). Prince Bandar’s tendency to spray cash
around was perceived to have links to the strength of rebel groups
opposed to those backed formally by the USA and Saudi Arabia.18

A former senior US security official argues that the USA might,
unintentionally, bear some responsibility for allowing Saudi support for

undesirable militants to happen by participating in military and
intelligence consultations with the rebels’ supporters. He speculates that

the USA may have hoped that the Jordanians, through whose territory aid
and arms to the Syrian rebels largely flows, would rein in any excesses.19

When responsibility for Syria was given over to Saudi interior
minister Prince Mohammed bin Naif bin Abdulaziz and Bandar’s

replacement at GIP, Prince Khaled bin Bandar bin Abdulaziz, bilateral
relations improved.20 However, the weakness of the internationally
recognised Free Syrian Army (FSA), and the strength of DAISH against

it, and against Islamist rebel groups that at one time were backed by
Saudi Arabia, was unaltered.

Saudi nuclear options

The assumption in the US government and in Iran is that a nuclear deal

will force the Saudis to change their highly critical stance regarding US
diplomatic efforts with Iran, welcome the agreement, and then engage
with the Iranians more substantively.
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Prince Turki Al-Faisal, the former ambassador and intelligence chief,

would claim he is loquacious on behalf of himself only, but it is likely
that he floated trial balloons on behalf of his brother Saud, foreign

minister (1975–2015), and the wider government. In October 2014,
for example, Turki told a major academic US–Arab relations platform

that Saudi Arabia would not oppose a P6-Iran nuclear deal if the same
terms were available to the Kingdom.21 Any civil nuclear deal is likely

to allow Iran to enrich uranium in large quantities, without permanently
dismantling any of the centrifuges used for enrichment and without
necessarily concluding a missile restriction agreement alongside it.

It would therefore not address the Saudi Arabian fear of an Iranian
breakout capacity.

Prince Turki’s argument, addressed to the USA in particular, is that
Saudi Arabia therefore wants the same in-country civil nuclear power

rights and at least some of the associated military capability. This
argument and his brother’s last minute intervention in Vienna in

November 2014, just before a nuclear deal was postponed for another
six months, are Saudi attempts at leverage. They do not mean that the
Saudis and the USA are on a collision course should a US deal with Iran

be concluded. At least one senior American ex-official,22 and one
leading Saudi academic,23 even think a regional balance of nuclear

terror may be no bad thing. This is not a view likely to be shared by
future US administrations however. Senior Saudi advisors predicted

that their leadership will welcome an international nuclear agreement
designed to constrain and monitor Iran’s nuclear activity; they say that

in part this will be because it will establish the ground rules for Saudi
Arabia to pursue a nuclear programme.24 Saudi Arabia gave a cautious

welcome to the framework deal reached in April 2015, pending a final
detailed agreement.

Other regional problems for the Kingdom, such as neighbouring

Yemen and Bahrain, are linked in the Saudi mind to US inability or
unwillingness to face down Iran to get a nuclear deal. However, while

the USA may not intervene to save the Al-Saud, they would help out if
Saudi border security was seriously threatened by overspill from the war

in Yemen. Bahrain, the site of the US 5th Fleet, has already gone
through the trauma of an uprising and the Al-Khalifa are not in

imminent danger of dethronement.
Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia sees a possible Iranian nuclear weapons

capacity as a threat in terms of the confidence it might give to Iran to
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meddle further in the Saudi backyard. The USA claims that in private

conversations the Kingdom’s officials say they want a deal that makes that
less likely.25 It seems most likely, however, that a deal in which Iranian

‘breakout’ is almost impossible is the only one that will be strategically
acceptable to Saudi Arabia. After his US visit Miteb commented that the

Kingdom wants an outcome that makes nuclear war less likely and
protects Iran’s neighbours from the environmental dangers of its civil

nuclear programme. In other words the USA was being told: make the
deal tough or there will be proliferation, on both sides of the Gulf.

The USA’s view on the GCC and its functional reality is another

factor in the relationship. Former US defence secretary Chuck Hagel
talked up the need for closer intra-GCC military working; both in

purchasing and in operational terms.26 The GCC rhetorical overdrive on
such matters both appeases this US pressure and enables it to present a

united front to regional adversaries. In Washington those who have
served in relevant departments see little substantive progress in practice.

‘Bilateral multilateralism’ is the term coined by General Dempsey for
intra-GCC relations subject to each member state’s greater closeness to
the USA and it might be added, to the UK and France. When such

bilateral relationships are overlaid with intimate personal and financial
connections to the USA in particular, then substantive ‘jointery’ among

GCC states is difficult, despite the USA’s urging. Commenting on the
Kingdom’s close bilateral relations with the USA, UK and France, a

former US ambassador to Saudi Arabia said, ‘If you have a rake-off
system as the driver [of military force structure], then why not buy the

best kit and get it from the most corrupt?’27

Advanced weapons are symbols of prestige and power for Saudi

Arabia (and other individual GCC states). They also tie the USA and
other Western partners into the Kingdom’s defence through training
and assistance. Paradoxically, this does very little to advance the joint

working that the USA would also like to see the GCC states adopt.
The USA does not see such bilateral defence sales as principally about

money or jobs per se. Unlike the approach of the UK and other Western
governments such domestic advantages are never advertised.28 The USA

is keen to keep telling its Saudi and other Gulf doubters of the extent of
the USA military presence in the Arabian Peninsula, as the Afghanistan

drawdown transfers some men and materials to Kuwait and Jordan en
route to Iraq and Syria. As a former head of Arabian Peninsula affairs at
the Pentagon, David Des Roches, told the NCUSAR annual event in
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October 2014, there are more US (owned) tanks in the Gulf today than

there are in Europe.29 Even the US’ planned new deployments in Europe
after heightened concerns over Russia will not to change this.

The USA’s long-standing promotion of a regional ballistic missile
defence (BMD) shield, with Iran in mind, continues. A serving US

official notes that US technical know-how means that they will
underwrite it, but it is for the GCC states to take the lead in any such

initiative.30 A retired US official claims that the Saudis and other Gulf
Arab states have a preference for US-supplied individual BMD options
because they are wary of a regional option that is costly and potentially

compromises their sovereignty – with each other.31

If the press conference of the second USA–GCC strategic dialogue held

in Riyadh in 2012 is anything to go by, then US Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton viewed the meeting primarily as an opportunity to deliver a

promotional and relatively technical exposition on regional BMD. Her
apparent expertise in the subject was wryly noted by Prince Saud Al-

Faisal.32 In a measure of the lack of GCC jointery, however, it was equally
wryly noted inWashington33 that it had taken six years for the GCC states
to agree on where to convene this second strategic dialogue; the first was

launched in DC in 2008. This should be surprising given that the relative
innovation of these joint meetings had been very much wanted by the

GCC not least as a symbol of mutual deterrence against Iran.
Saudi and other GCC states’ concerns at the prospect of a US–Iranian

rapprochement led Washington to convene a special summit in May
2015. Its joint communique reinforced the officially described ‘strategic

partnership’ by including a US willingness to militarily intervene if
there was an external threat to any GCC state. However this was not a

formal, signed, treaty, and the meeting, and official US comments in
parallel with it, equally implied that the Saudis and their GCC partners
were on their own in facing internal or perceived proxy threats in third

countries (e.g. Yemen).
In the future, bilateral energy relations seem likely to become even

less directly dependent. A strategic Saudi ‘pivot’ toward Asia was made
in 2004, says a former US ambassador to the Kingdom, noting that the

Saudis ended an effective subsidisation of the USA’s oil import bill when
they began passing on the cost of shipping to the north American

market.34 China’s mutual interest in affordable fuel obviously puts it on
the USA’s side in ensuring a steady and stable supply of oil from around
the Arabian Peninsula. However, China shows little sign, over the
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medium term at least, of wanting to play any significant military role in

upholding this supply-line stability. A leading Iranian analyst does not
see this close Saudi–USA security partnership in the Gulf as likely to

substantively change following an international agreement on Iran’s civil
nuclear programme.35

Periodically, speculation abounds about Saudi displeasure with aspects
of US foreign policy being expressed in its US dollar deposits. US press

reports noted that from 2001–4, amidst deep bilateral tension over 9/11
and the chaotic invasion of Iraq, US dollar deposits held by OPEC
member states fell by 13 per cent, apparently in favour of the Euro.36

However, diversity in external economic relations has long been a factor
for Saudi Arabia and its GCC neighbours, keen as they are to spread-bet in

financial and to a lesser extent, strategic terms. Saudi Arabia’s non-
tangible and discreet holdings in foreign bank accounts have little to do

with political sentiment and everything to do with how central bank
(SAMA) fund managers judge the likely financial returns for their

employer. The overwhelming majority of Saudi foreign currency reserves
are in the developed economies and the great majority of that is likely to
remain in US dollars for as long as they give good and reliable returns.

Whatever the potential growth of its energy relationship with China,
Saudi holdings in currencies of developing economies are likely to remain

relatively modest as long as there are transparency problems and
inadequate regulation in such markets.37 Tangible investments can be a

different matter, as in the case of Saudi involvement in public fund-raising
for the families of Palestinian fighters (including suicide bombers) in the

second intifada. Real estate and other high profile holdings reflect the
warmth or otherwise of Saudi and other Gulf Arab states’ relations in

the west. Hence prestige investments in Washington, London or Paris
are acknowledged by the host countries and by Saudi rivals alike.38 An
apparently low level of Saudi FDI in the USA and in allied Western

countries is often disguised by its deployment via third parties, helping to
further explain the high value that the USA and its Western allies

obviously put on the Saudi relationship.

The non-love affair in the future

There is often a danger that realistic assessments of the health of the
Saudi–USA relationship can be swayed by the ephemeral nature of media
comment. For example, the Saudis’ last minute decision in October 2013
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not to take a UN Security Council (UNSC) seat that they had been

actively petitioning for, was seen in Washington as a snub aimed at them
by a leadership going at least a little off the rails. However, this does not

account for the sclerotic nature of (much) Saudi decision making and
the related health of decision makers belatedly wary of the delicate and

time-consuming diplomatic work involved in being on the opposing side
to the USA on the politics of many UNSC issues.

Memories are short. Much more strident Saudi behaviour has
occurred before, not to mention the 1970s oil embargo. Shortly before
9/11, Abdullah let it be publicly known that he would cut diplomatic

ties with the USA unless it condemned Israel over the second intifada.
Subsequent events put this spat in perspective of course. The popular

American anger at Saudi Arabia following 9/11, which was shared to a
degree by some within the US elite, gave way to an even deeper

intelligence and security partnership than before. However, as recently as
2009 the USA is on record asking the Saudi government to provide more

information about terrorist financing originating from inside the
Kingdom.39 Equally, the USA says that Saudi controls are far better than
they were before 9/11. Echoing Afghanistan in the 1980s, the Syrian

civil war clearly shows that there is a degree of responsibility on both
sides for the strength of unsavoury elements when there is a mutual

Saudi–US interest in arming and funding rebel fighters.
However, retired US officials still stress that the Kingdom needs to do

more to fix the problem of the number of Saudis who sign up for DAISH
and other extremist Islamist groups and related Saudi encouragement of

salafism abroad. They recognise though that the sometimes grey line
between state and society, and the traditions therein, has made a tough

Saudi government stance on private behaviour difficult.40 As such the
USA does not see Saudi Arabia as wilfully fellow-travelling with foreign
terror groups that target US interests internationally.

Saudis existentially fear the strategic consequences of a US nuclear
deal with Iran, not least when it is in the context of de facto USA–Iran

collaboration in an Iraq that the US removed from the Sunni Arab camp
in 2003. There is little sign that the USA is losing sleep over what

the Saudis will do as a consequence however. They did not like the
belligerent stance taken by the UAE in Libya in August 2014 and

assume that the Saudis backed this targeting of Islamist fighters in
favour of a military figure aligned with Egypt. Perhaps more worrying
for the USA is the Saudi air campaign over Yemen begun in March 2015,
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about which they apparently got fairly short notice despite official

suggestions otherwise. The military operation itself fits with the USA’s
encouragement of the GCC, and especially Saudi Arabia, to take the lead

on security issues that affect it directly. As the Saudis would be
the first to say, it also fits with the USA’s disinclination to directly

challenge an Iranian-backed force (see Chapter 14). In keeping with its
encouragement for the Saudis to be more pro-active, the USA provided

weapons and coordinated intelligence and logistical support for
the Saudi action. The USA was thus also tied to potential Saudi
miscalculations that could derail its rapprochement with Iran.

The USA is plainly not envisaging a breakdown in its Middle East
security partnerships, among which the Saudis continue to be one of the

most important. Iran is still not seen by the US government as playing
a constructive role in the Arabian Peninsula, even if Washington

wants the Saudis and the Iranians to engage with each other more
meaningfully. The USA is sensitive to Saudi concerns about Iran and

apparently keeps them more in the loop on the nuclear talks than in the
past, with a US official claiming, ‘The Saudi ambassador knows more
than I do.’41 The US argument that a nuclear deal is not a ‘grand bargain’

is insufficient reassurance for the Saudis who suspect that Washington
may make compromises on Iranian regional policies despite previous

unease about them.42 The Saudi concern was precisely that to get a
nuclear deal the Iranians were not meaningfully challenged on other

issues by a USA anxious to reduce its own regional role and in the process
to disregard extant commitments especially over Syria.43 If a nuclear

deal was in place why would the USA be more vigilant in checking what
the Saudis see as Iranian expansionism, especially if the USA finds Iran’s

role in countering DAISH, for example, useful?
The bottom line, however, remains that the Saudis believe that their

external security – the status quo of its territorial domain – remains a

US commitment that no other power can meaningfully uphold.44 The
two sides do not see each other as friends, even if friendships forged by

Americans with Saudis when in office are later utilised in the private
sector. Two states that never wasted any affection on each other are still

wedded because there is no other game in town for the USA or the
Saudis, and both sides know it. Periodic rhetoric and toy throwing aside,

there is no major strategic shift afoot in Washington or Riyadh. The two
will continue to manage their strategically and economically beneficial
relationship as best they can.
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CONCLUSION

Characterised by conflict and cooperation – sometimes in equal measure in

the same foreign country – this book has laid out the factors to take into
consideration when looking at Saudi foreign relations. It has explained

how Islam is at the service of the Saudi state, even if its professional
advocates are sometimes an embarrassment to its rulers. It has shown how
internal decision making is largely autonomous but not independent of

wider domestic opinion, clerical or otherwise. It has provided an energy
context for thinking about the Kingdom’s international relations and the

medium- to long-term dangers of Saudi inaction on curtailing domestic
demand. It also examines the limits to Saudi decision making, both in and

of itself and when applied to any of its foreign relations.
Any analysis of the drivers and outcomes of Saudi foreign policy is

complicated by the difficulty, as in many Middle East states, of looking
inside the ‘black box’ of decision making. There is also no consistent, all-

pervasive, motive, or coherent ‘foreign policy’, behind the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia’s conduct of its external relations, although this can also be
said of many states whose policy processes are a lot less opaque.

In general terms, however, it has been shown that Saudi Arabia seeks
foreign relations commensurate with a national security imperative.

Mindful that traditional legitimacy may not be a wholly reliable basis of
power, the Kingdom seeks to ensure that other regional states do not

overly threaten its internal cohesion or external security. This involves
patronage and propaganda. The same concern continues to influence

Saudi Arabia’s relations with powerfulWestern states. Mindful too of the
need to underpin legitimacy with a political economy that is at least
mildly redistributive, Saudi Arabia pursues economic relations intended



to preserve for the longer term the Kingdom’s status as the oil swing

producer and preeminent, and reliable, supplier. The Saudi pivot to Asia
is essentially economic and essentially about accommodating China.

Politics is a largely different business.
In essence, the book explored the manifestations of these general

themes as they apply to the specifics of the Kingdom’s relations in the
Middle East, neighbouring parts of Africa, south and east Asia, western

Europe, and the USA. Some of these relations have a specific and still
influential historical context that serves as an ideational rather than
strategic shaper of relations. This was particularly evident in the chapters

assessing the Saudi relationship with Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Jordan and
Israel. It is also a factor, albeit less so, in the Kingdom’s relations with

the UK and even the USA. The interplay of habit and of cultural
familiarity (or lack of) impacts on the Saudi attitude to ‘Persian’ Iran and

its role in ‘Arab’ Iraq, just as it does on the Saudi attitude to the USA as
opposed to China or Russia.

It is possible that further changes at the top of the decision making
tree will occur by the time this book is published, or shortly thereafter.
Under King Salman the lack of policy ‘follow-up’ bemoaned by leading

Saudi pundits is unlikely to alter just because the monarch is in his late
70s as opposed to his early 90s. In theory this might change under a

much younger successor. Despite the possible closer coordination on
some issues under currently powerful princes Mohammed bin Naif and

Mohammed bin Salman, foreign policy appraisal and reappraisal cannot
be properly conducted by two men and, in practice, is likely to remain

informal and sporadic.
The judgments of the Royal Palace on Iran will be coloured by sect

and, assisted by state clerics, reinforced by sect. The judgments of Iran’s
Supreme Leader on Saudi Arabia will likewise be coloured by sect and
reinforced by the men of Qom. What though at heart is a ‘clash of

interests’ seems unlikely to be managed any more intelligently in the
future than it was by the Al-Saud and the Pahlavi. The wilfully

overplayed sectarian dimension to the contemporary relationship makes
intelligent management even less likely.

The Arab uprisings supposedly taught the Saudis that the USAwould
not be the knight in shining armour, whether positioned over the

horizon or just next door. The letting go of Mubarak by the USA
confirmed to the Al-Saud that re-imposing a fallen pharaoh, or sultan,
was no longer Washington’s business if it ever had been. Yet Saudi
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defence relations with the USA are as firm as ever and its junior partner,

the UK, is (perceptibly) back in business ‘East of Suez’.
The uprisings gave the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) their best chance

to wield political influence for more than half a century. However, a
combination of failings in government in Egypt, and the forces that

lined up against them, made their hold on power fleeting and
highlighted fault lines in the Gulf. The United Arab Emirates

communicated to a wilfully believing Saudi Arabia that, in just a few
years, the MB had gone from a leadership plaything to an even greater
threat to the survival of their ruling families than Iran supposedly was.

Qatar’s different view on the Brothers still to some extent divides it from
Saudi Arabia, but so does Syria, Al-Jazeera, and gas.

However, there is also an enormous sense of flux in many of these
relationships. Not changes wrought in the Royal Palace but in the region

and beyond, changes that the Kingdom reacts to and rarely shapes. The
book was conceived when the Arab uprisings – the so-called ‘Arab

Spring’ – were seen by some as morphing from a supposed ‘revolutionary’
to a ‘consolidationary’ or ‘counter-revolutionary’ mode. These uprisings
were popular, in as much as they were not elite, and briefly united often

violently opposed forces in a rejection of the status quo. Popular or not,
they were in most cases successfully exploited by the incumbent regimes.

Although the uprisings rocked Saudi Arabia’s relations with Egypt (for a
year and a half) and still affect its relations with Syria, they did not

substantively affect the Kingdom’s relations with many other states. The
brotherly protection the Kingdom affords Bahrain or the sugar-daddy

approach extended to Jordan, remain unchanged. For the Al-Saud,
Hashemite Jordan today is simultaneously of existential importance and

the same old dependent relation buffeted by the latest refugee crisis.
Everything changes but everything stays the same. Saudi Arabia will

continue to jealously guard its backyard properties in Yemen, Bahrain and

Lebanon. It will pose in Palestine and pontificate over Iraq and Syria. More
than this, it will worry about its place in the world, not as the citadel of

Islam – which is a quirk of history – but as the sole swinger in the oil
market place. Saudi Arabia does matter. Its money matters in Beirut,

Bahrain and Britain, and its quest for oil market share matters globally. Its
politics are the politics of cash disbursal and its economics are driven by

caution having burnt, and been burnt, before. The Saudi struggle to be
politically relevant will be constrained by a self-preserving and still sclerotic
polity in which foreign relations are a matter of management, not of strategy.
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