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Pakistan turns down request for participation
Beirut

T
he Pakistani parliament’s 
unanimous rejection of 
a request from long-time 
ally Saudi Arabia to con-
tribute troops for an offen-

sive war in Yemen is a major blow 
to the kingdom’s drive to build a 
broad-based Sunni alliance against 
Shia Iran.

The absence of Pakistan’s army, 
battle-hardened fighting jihadist 
insurgents in mountainous terrain 
similar to Yemen, could well pre-
clude launching the major ground 
operation that military analysts in-
creasingly see as the only way the 
Saudis can crush Houthi rebels, 
whom most analysts believe are 
armed and backed by Tehran.

Saudi Arabia, along with its key 
allies the United Arab Emirates and 
Egypt, apparently accepts it will 
need Pakistan’s military might if it 
wants to avoid seeing Operation De-
cisive Storm become bogged down 
in a protracted war of attrition 
against tribesmen fighting on their 
home ground.

As the kingdom casts off its long-
held strategy of international diplo-
macy in favour of building a broad 
alliance of Sunni states to contain 
an expansionist Shia Iran, its most 
important ally in its confrontation 
with Iran is Pakistan, the sole Mus-
lim nuclear power.

With US forces disengaging in the 
Gulf, the kingdom and its Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) allies and 

beyond are having to stand up for 
themselves against myriad security 
threats.

Given the differing military doc-
trines, equipment and operational 
capabilities among the major Arab 
powers, including Egypt, this strat-
egy may have only limited value.

Most Western military analysts 

do not rate the combat capabilities 
of the Saudis and their friends as 
high, despite the tens of billions of 
dollars spent on advanced weap-
onry since the 1970s.

If Tehran does take off the gloves, 
the GCC monarchies are the most 
likely target of an Iranian assault 
that could be backed by nuclear 

weapons if the Islamic Republic 
were to attain such a capability.

The only way Riyadh could coun-
ter that would be to fall back on Pa-
kistan’s nuclear armoury, which the 
Saudis are widely believed to have 
financed. The Saudis have repeat-
edly warned that if Iran acquires 
nuclear weapons they would be 
forced to do so too.

It has long been felt likely that 
the Saudis would either buy nuclear 
warheads outright from Pakistan to 
arm its Chinese-built ballistic mis-
siles, or possibly bombs for their US-
built combat jets, or would shelter 
under Pakistan’s nuclear umbrella.

This scenario has never been con-
firmed. If there is such an arrange-
ment, the Saudis would have to rely 
almost entirely on Pakistani sup-
port to get their nuclear force opera-
tional quickly in the face of likely US 
opposition.

But the dismay of the Saudis and 
their partners at what they see as 
being left in the lurch by the Ameri-
cans should not be underestimated. 
Nor should the April 10th decision 
taken by Pakistan’s parliament, in-
cluding the entire opposition.

Pakistan, confronting long-time 
rival India, has sought to stay neu-
tral in Islamic conflicts. But it is 
increasingly concerned about the 
growing sectarian conflicts between 
Sunnis and Shia, an offshoot of 
which is Iranian support for seces-
sionists in Pakistan’s restive Balu-
chistan province.

Pakistani politicians fear the 
army will be overstretched by any 
foreign adventure. “Forty percent 
of the army is engaged in the war on 

terror,” explained Mushahid Hus-
sain, chairman of Pakistan’s Senate 
Defence Committee.

An estimated 20% of Pakistan’s 
population of 182.6 million is Shia, 
the largest concentration outside 
Iran, and Shia-Sunni violence is al-
ready rife.

There is speculation Pakistani 
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, a 
long-time Riyadh ally sheltered by 
the Saudis for eight years after he 
was deposed in a 1999 army coup, 
promised the Saudis military sup-
port.

He is by nature a cautious deci-
sion-maker and, since his return 
to power in 2013, has been at odds 
with Pakistan’s powerful generals.

He has also visited Riyadh three 
times this year. He flew to Riyadh 
on January 23rd after being given 
advance notice that ailing King 
Abdullah was near death and was 
personally welcomed at the airport 
by the future king, Prince Salman. 
That is something Saudi monarchs 
rarely do and it underlined the im-
portance of Saudi-Pakistani rela-
tions.

The two countries have a long 
and close military relationship. In 
the 1970s, thousands of Pakistani 
soldiers served in Saudi forces fol-
lowing the Islamic Revolution in 
Iran. During the 1990-91 Gulf war, 
Pakistan sent troops to protect the 
Muslim holy shrines of Mecca and 
Medina.

“Asking the Pakistanis to resume 
a role they played in the past – guar-
antors of the Saudi regime inter-
nally, and of Saudi Arabia’s borders 
externally – makes a great deal of 
sense, and given Sharif’s relation-
ship with the Saudis, it is logical,” 
observed the US security consul-
tancy Stratfor. “Even if nothing 
comes of it immediately, we are 
seeing moves by the Saudis to try to 
cope with the new reality.”Limited involvement: Ensuring evacuation from Yemen
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Decisive Storm raises Arab self-confidence
Beirut

O
peration Decisive Storm 
has been planned and ex-
ecuted by Arab militaries 
with limited support from 
the United States and will 

seek to achieve its objectives short 
of a land offensive if possible, ac-
cording to a senior commander from 
one of the Arab Gulf air forces par-
ticipating in the military coalition.

That coalition is led by Saudi Ara-
bia and aims to defeat the Iranian-
backed Houthis and restoring the 
government of the internationally 
recognised Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

However, a land invasion would 
be inevitable if the strategic bomb-
ing campaign fails to force the Hou-
this to concede to the demands of 
the Arab coalition, according to the 
commander who asked to remain 
anonymous.

The Saudi-led coalition of nine 
countries, which included regional 
power Egypt started attacks on 
March 26th and gradually intensi-
fied over the past two weeks. The 
coalition imposed an air, land and 
sea embargo on Yemeni border out-
lets to prevent the Houthis from re-
ceiving supplies and arms from out-
side forces, especially Iran.

“The coalition’s air operations are 
being controlled from a command-
and-control (C&C) facility in Ri-
yadh that is very similar to the one 
the Americans have built at the Al 
Udeid Air Base near Doha in Qatar,” 

the official said. “The C&C room has 
about 200 officers running it and 
each of the participating countries 
has a representative in it who takes 
part in on-the-hour planning and 
execution of operations,” he added.

He pointed out that the only assis-
tance from Washington is through 
“vital satellite images that show the 
movements of the Houthis and their 
hideouts and enable the coalition of-
ficers to plan their strikes and con-
duct post-operations assessment”.

The military operation in Yemen 
enjoys strong legitimacy, which 
prevented any major reaction from 
Iran or other UN members. The Hadi 
government officially requested 
Arab military intervention and a 
blockade of the country’s outlets 
to counter the Houthi military on-
slaught that overran all of the coun-
try’s provinces and was about to 
capture the strategic southern port 
city of Aden.

The Houthis, a militia made up of 
the Zaydis – a Shia offshoot sect – al-
lied with the Yemeni regular forces 
loyal to former President Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh – also a Zaydi 
– deposed the 
Hadi govern-
ment and was 
in the process of 
instating its own govern-
ment to rule the country.

“The ultimate 
objective of Op-
eration Decisive 
Storm is to restore Presi-
dent Hadi and his govern-
ment to power and to expel the 
Houthis from the capital Sana’a 
and other major cities they occu-
pied since their major offensive that 
swept through most of the country 
last September,” the commander 
said, noting that the decision to 
carry out the military operation and 
planning for it started soon after the 
Houthis captured Sana’a. Arab Gulf 
countries say the Houthis are con-

trolled by the Iranian Revolution-
ary Guards and thus were extend-
ing Tehran’s control all over Yemen, 
which would give Iran access to Bab 
el Mandeb strait, the main southern 
passage from the Indian Ocean into 
the Red Sea.

The participation of a large num-
ber of Arab countries and the readi-
ness expressed by Turkish leaders 
to join the coalition has sent a very 
strong message to Tehran: Iran’s 
export of the Islamic revolution via 
the militarisation of Shia communi-
ties in Arab and Islamic countries is 
a threat to all Islamic countries and 
will no longer be tolerated.

Some Iranian officials had over 
the past few months bragged about 
the success of the Islamic revolution 
in controlling four Arab capitals: 
Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad and 
Sana’a.

Iranian officials have condemned 
the Saudi-led operation and de-
ployed a couple of frigates to the 
Red Sea on a patrolling mission but 

did not attempt to intervene mili-
tarily or break the blockade against 
the besieged Houthis. It is unlikely 
that Tehran will risk a direct mili-
tary confrontation with the coali-
tion, which could drag it into war 
with major regional powers, which 
could possibly include Pakistan and 
Turkey.

However, Tehran is likely to be 
re-evaluating its situation on vari-
ous fronts of the Middle East and 
wondering whether a success for the 
Saudi-led coalition in Yemen would 
encourage the Arabs and the Turks 
to join hands in another alliance to 
topple the pro-Iranian Syrian re-
gime.

Arab Gulf countries and Ankara 
have been supporting Syrian re-
bels in a showdown with the forces 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
backed by Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) and Hez-

bollah fighters for the control of the 
country. But it will not be as easy to 
form such a coalition without legal 
grounds that would be provided via 
a clear resolution by the UN Security 
Council or at least the Arab League.

Assad is still regarded as the le-
gitimate ruler of the country and 
the Syrian opposition parties have 
failed to unite under one leadership 
recognised internationally as the 
legitimate representative of the Syr-
ian people.

Nevertheless, the Saudi-led coa-
lition represents the rise of the 
Arab-Sunni giant in the face of the 
Persian-Shia push to expand control 
in the Arab and Islamic world. The 
Arab military capability is displayed 
with strong confidence and other 
Sunni powers like Pakistan and 
Turkey have a strong partner to ally 
with to fill the vacuum caused by 
the shrinking footprint of the United 
States in the region.

This move could either lead to 
further instability and pos-

sibly regional war or 
to serious discussions 
between Iran and its re-

gional rivals to peacefully 
resolve their differences.
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