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Special focus After Camp David

Cautious optimism in   the Gulf after summit
London

T 

he results of the Camp Da-
vid summit between US 
President Barack Obama 
and leaders and repre-
sentatives of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) have 
been met with cautious optimism 
by officials and analysts in the Gulf 
region.

The historic meeting, organ-
ised by the US administration, was 
called in an attempt to address res-
ervations by GCC leaders concern-
ing the possible US-Iran nuclear 
agreement, which Gulf States fear 
would empower and allow Tehran 
to step up its expansionist activi-
ties.

The prospects of a successful 
summit seemed to dim when a 
number of Gulf leaders, most nota-
bly Saudi Arabia’s Salman bin Ab-
dul-Aziz Al Saud, declined Obama’s 
invitation. To help overcome the 
malaise, Obama granted a number 
of interviews to regional media 
outlets, using the unprecedented 
opportunity to laud US-Gulf rela-
tions and Saudi Arabia in particular, 
describing ties as “extraordinary”.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir was cautious in his post-
summit assessment, saying that 
GCC leaders were “assured that the 
objective is to deny Iran the ability 
to obtain a nuclear weapon”. How-
ever, he added that it was too soon 
to know if a final nuclear agreement 
would be acceptable, saying, “We 
don’t know if the Iranians will ac-
cept the terms they need to accept.”

Some analysts said the summit 
did assuage part of the GCC lead-
ers’ fears but did not go far enough 

in tackling all their insecurities. “As 
far as the summit goes, I think that 
the Saudis and others in the GCC 
did appreciate President Obama’s 
effort to allay their concerns about 
the negotiations with Iran over its 
nuclear energy programme,” said 
Fahad Nazer, a terrorism analyst 
at JTG Inc., a Washington-based 
think-tank.

“However, it is not clear at this 

point that the two sides were able 
to overcome the main issue over 
which their policies diverge,” he 
said. “While the US administra-
tion appears to think that conclud-
ing a deal with Iran and removing 
economic sanctions will compel it 
to moderate its posture and adopt 
more responsible policies across the 
region, some of the GCC states, in-
cluding Saudi Arabia, think that the 
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t is “time to stop holding Sau-
di Arabia’s hand”, concluded 
Jeremy Shapiro and Richard 
Sokolsky, two former mem-
bers of the US secretary of 

state’s policy staff, writing about 
US President Barack Obama’s 
Camp David meeting with Gulf 
Arab leaders.

The May 14th meeting con-
firmed the drifting apart of two 
long-time allies — the United 
States on one side and the Gulf 
monarchies, led by Saudi Arabia, 
on the other. The absence of three 
of five heads of states who were 
represented by either younger 
Arab leaders or newcomers, un-
derlined not only the growing 
divergences between Obama 
and traditional allies, but a gen-
erational shift that is under way 
among the region’s ruling dynas-
ties.

That age gap was embodied 
by Saudi Arabia’s deputy crown 
prince, Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdul-Aziz, 30, and the emir 
of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Ham-
ad al-Thani, 34.

The objective of the meeting 
was to reassure participants of the 
US commitment to the security of 
the Gulf region. That mission has 
been complicated in recent times 
by the shift in US objectives in the 
region, aims clearly at odds with 
those of the Gulf sheikdoms.

On one hand, the White House’s 
main concern is to secure a nucle-
ar arms control agreement with 
Iran. On the other, Gulf states feel 
threatened by such a possibility.

What truly worries the Gulf 
countries is that an agreement 
on curtailing Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme will pave the way for a 
rapprochement between Tehran 
and Washington. That, they fear, 
will give the Islamic Republic free 
rein over the region and, as inter-
national sanctions are lifted, al-
low Iran access to funds it can use 
to step up its use of proxy mili-
tias in countries that Gulf leaders 
consider within their sphere of 
influence, such as Iraq, Syria and 
Lebanon.

To assuage Arab fears, Obama 
offered a plan to accelerate 
the integration of the re-
gion’s missile defences 
as well as additional 
sea and air exercises. 
However, what is miss-
ing from this arrange-
ment, and was rightly 
mentioned by several 
analysts such as al-Ara-
biya’s Hisham Melhem 
and Washington-based 
analyst Hussein Ibish, 
was the Arab demand 
for state-of-the-art 
weaponry such as the 
F-35 stealth fighter jet, as 
well as a formal defence 
treaty.

This was underlined by 
UAE Ambassador to the 
United States Youssef al 
Otaiba, who said: “We need 
something in writing”.

In spite of Arab calls, the 
Camp David meeting will 
not change the US admin-
istration’s slow retreat from 
the Middle East. Obama has 
been on this course since he 

backed off his demand that Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad be re-
moved — a decision that damaged 
his credibility in the eyes of those 
Arab states that believe Assad’s 
departure will take the heat out of 
the region’s turmoil.

Further, Obama has failed to 
punish the Damascus regime 
for using chemical weapons, af-
ter threatening Assad with “red 
lines” that should not be crossed.

The White House’s continuous 
flip-flopping is linked to fears of 
compromising a deal with Iran, 
simply because it remains at the 
heart of what Obama perceives 
as his political legacy. Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) states thus 
must get used to defending their 
interests without Washington’s 
help as the White House appears 
more determined than ever to 
avoid direct military intervention 
in the region.

Arab leaders have responded 
to the shift in US policy by taking 
bolder positions, whether in Syria 
or Yemen, in an attempt to curtail 
Iranian expansion.

In Syria, Iran’s elite Revolution-
ary Guards, and its Shia prox-
ies, including Hezbollah, have 
encountered serious military 
setbacks in the north and south 
of the country for the first time 
in two years, thanks largely to 
a new-found alliance between 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar. 
In Yemen, a Saudi-led Arab coa-
lition of Sunni states has inter-
vened against Shia Houthi rebels 
who, allegedly with Iranian mili-
tary support, now control much 
of that country.

The Camp David meetings have 
not healed the rift between the 
United States and the Gulf mon-
archies but the United States 
believes it will remain relatively 
unaffected by the chaos of a po-
larised Middle East where sectar-
ian rivalries between Sunnis and 
Shia deepen by the day.

The rising generation of Mid-
dle Eastern leaders will have to 
deal with a new regional reality, 
unlike their predecessors, who 
enjoyed sustained US support for 
more than half a century. The Gulf 
states will have to take responsi-
bility for their own security, as 
the Americans let the Middle East 
fight its own wars.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst at the Rafik Hariri Center 
for the Middle East of the Atlantic 

Council. She lives in Beirut.
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Saudi fear re-enactment of    ‘Twin Pillar’ strategy
Washington

“T 

he Saudis’ worst night-
mare would be the 
[Obama] administra-
tion striking a grand 
bargain with Iran,” said 

former US Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia Robert Jordan. Outside of 
the immediate concern about a po-
tential nuclear deal with Iran and 
Tehran’s support for Shia-led mili-
tary activities, the Saudis’ fear a US-

Iran rapprochement that, in their 
eyes, would make Riyadh play 
second fiddle in a new US-led 
security orchestra in the Gulf.

At first glance, this scenario 
may seem far-fetched. After 
all, the United States and Iran 

have had bad relations since 
1979 and Washington has consist-

ently come to the aid of Saudi Ara-
bia for decades.

The US-Saudi relationship goes 
back to the 1930s when American 
oil companies were given an ex-
clusive concession to explore in 
the kingdom. The relationship 
was cemented during World War 
II when the United States built 

the Dhahran air base (which came 
in very handy during the 1990-91 

Gulf war) and King Ibn Saud and 
US president Franklin Roosevelt 
had a friendly, day-long meeting in 
Egypt in 1945.

Despite this decades-long sym-
biotic relationship between Wash-

ington and Riyadh, the Saudis can 
look to recent history and see a time 
when they were not the US favour-
ite in the Gulf region. US president 
Richard Nixon in 1969 announced a 
doctrine that bore his name, stipu-
lating that the United States would 
supply regional allies with sophisti-
cated military weapons and training 
but those allies were responsible for 
the defence of their own region.

In Southeast Asia, this doctrine 
was part of the “Vietnamisation” 
programme that aimed to withdraw 
US forces from Vietnam and compel 
South Vietnamese forces to pick 
up the slack. In the Gulf, the Nixon 

doctrine roughly coincided with 
the British decision to withdraw 
their forces from the region, which 
they completed by 1971.

Into the vacuum came the US 
“Twin-Pillar” strategy, a subset 
of the Nixon doctrine. The pillars 
were Iran and Saudi Arabia, which 
would be responsible for regional 
security.  With increased oil reve-
nues these two countries would be 
able to purchase expensive military 
equipment. Indeed, from 1970-72, 
total US arms sales to Iran jumped 
from $104 million to $553 million 
and sales to Saudi Arabia increased 
from $16 million to $312 million. 
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