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Special focus After Camp David

Cautious optimism in   the Gulf after summit

end result of the nuclear deal could 
be just the opposite: Flush with 
cash after the removal of sanctions 
and on relatively good terms with 
the West, Iran might feel embold-
ened and try to expand its influence 
and meddling in the region.”

Nazer went on to say that while 
the final communiqué reiterated 
a US commitment to help the GCC 
defend its interests and territorial 

integrity against outside threats, it 
does not have the force of law.

“I think Iran’s incendiary rhetoric 
and its provocations near Yemen’s 
waters during the Saudi military 
operation there will likely be seen 
as confirmation of the GCC’s fears. 
Iran seems to have a very difficult 
time playing by the rules of the in-
ternational community,” he added.

The Camp David summit was de-

signed more for the United States 
to get in sync with GCC states with 
regards to the new Saudi doctrine, 
an assertive foreign policy designed 
to deter aggression militarily and 
restore security politically, analysts 
said.

“There was an important sen-
tence in the joint communiqué is-
sued after the summit which stated 
that GCC countries will consult 
the United States in case they par-
ticipate in military activities out-
side their borders,” noted Jamal 
Khashoggi, a Saudi political ana-
lyst. US Army General Lloyd Austin, 
head of US Central Command, re-
vealed to the US Senate that Saudi 
Arabia only informed the United 
States about Operation Decisive 
Storm a few hours before the start 
of attacks in Yemen.

Khashoggi told The Arab Weekly 
that this means that GCC states, and 
in particular Saudi Arabia, will con-
tinue to take the lead while keeping 
the United States in the loop.

“What really explains the summit 
is the American position in the first 
week of operations, which saw po-
litical support, both internationally 
and at the (UN) Security Council, as 
well as logistical support and intel-
ligence sharing,” said Khashoggi.

The US refusal to enter into a 
written, binding, NATO-like se-
curity agreement with GCC states 
should not be viewed as a disap-
pointment however, Khashoggi 
said. “We should remember how 
Obama was nonchalant about the 
whole region and after Decisive 
Storm he changed,” he said. “So 
we should continue taking the lead 
and the Americans will follow with 
their support.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab 
Weekly Gulf section editor.

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

Mixed signals

Washington 

U 

S President Barack 
Obama’s six-hour Camp 
David summit with Gulf 
Arab leaders “exceeded 
expectations”, a Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) official 
said, but did not produce any sur-
prises.

The leaders reaffirmed the de-
fence and strategic pillars of their 
long-standing relationships but 
made no breakthroughs on deal-
ing with the conflict in Syria or 
what the Gulf Arab states see as the 
threat from Iran.

“It exceeded expectations and 
President Obama was attuned to 
our concerns and offered clear 
answers to the questions we had 
on the nuclear negotiations with 
Iran,” said Abdel Aziz Abu Hamad 
Aluwaisheg, the GCC’s assistant 
secretary-general for foreign af-
fairs. Commenting at a May 15th 
roundtable hosted by the Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Washington, 
Aluwaisheg said, “The end result 
was very positive and we agreed on 
holding another summit next year 
instead of the initial plan of waiting 
two years.”

Positive reactions also came from 
members of the Saudi, Qatari and 
Kuwaiti delegations who spoke to 
The Arab Weekly. The Arab leaders 
sensed a clear US commitment to 
regional security, conveyed in the 
final statement pledging “to deter 
and confront an external threat to 
any GCC state’s territorial integrity 
that is inconsistent with the UN 
Charter”.

Washington affirmed that it is 
not seeking realignment in the re-
gion, according to Aluwaisheg, and 
that “no grand bargain with Iran” is 
in the offing. The nuclear deal with 
Tehran, if it is finalised in June, 
represents nothing more than an 
arms control agreement. “This is 
the best deal we can get at the mo-
ment,” Aluwaisheg acknowledged.

The immediate future in US-GCC 
relations will see the establishment 
of working groups, defence com-
mittees and steps to boost mari-
time security and border control. 
Also on the agenda are work on 
early warning systems as well 
and a ballistic missile 
network. All of these 
measures are in-
tended to reas-
sure the GCC 
states of the 
US commit-
ment to their 
security.

But despite 
the positive 
words, An-
drew Bowen, a 
senior fellow at 
the Center for the 
National Interest, a 
conservative-leaning 
think-tank in Washington, 
said, “The Gulf leaders were left 
with few concrete commitments 
from the White House to assuage 
their concerns about Iran’s aggres-
sive role in the region beyond in-
creased defence sales and rhetori-
cal assurances.”

Bowen told The Arab Weekly 
that “the lofty assurances are 
largely ephemeral and will soon 
wear off as these leaders return 
home to deal with Iran’s deepen-
ing position in the region and the 

challenge Tehran poses to their 
national interests.” Bowen noted 
that the summit did not produce a 
defence treaty or a commitment by 
the United States to sell GCC allies 
F-35 fighter jets or other advanced 
aircraft and weaponry.

Moreover, Syria remains a sub-
ject of disagreement. “The GCC 
leaders left with no definitive com-
mitments about expanding Wash-
ington’s role in supporting Syria’s 
opposition,” said Bowen.

While the final statement con-
cluded that “Assad had lost all 
legitimacy” and referred to “in-
creasing support to the moderate 
opposition”, there were no specif-
ics about establishing a safe zone 
or giving the rebels more advanced 
weapons.

A senior White House official 
who was involved in planning the 
summit told The Arab Weekly the 
administration is concerned about 
the gains made by anti-Assad 
rebels in northern Syria, which 
the official said could play into 
the hands of Jabhat al-Nusra. He 
blamed Turkey for supporting the 
rebels.

The administration “failed so 
far to dissuade key GCC countries 
from seeking nuclear technology,” 
said Bowen. While US officials see 
such scenario as unlikely “empty 
threats” from former Gulf officials, 
Bowen sees the warnings as a tac-
tic to leave the door open despite 
the GCC’s expected support for the 
nuclear agreement with Iran.

The final statement declared 
“support for the P5+1 to reach a 
deal with Iran by June 30, 2015, 
that would verifiably ensure that 
Iran does not develop a nuclear 
weapon, noting that such a deal 
would represent a significant con-
tribution to regional security.” But 
the devil is in the details and the 
key word here is “verifiable”, Alu-
waisheg said. Full support will be 
determined “after an agreement 
is reached and not before”, he 
added.

Following the summit, “Presi-
dent Obama needs to personally 
invest more in his relationships 
with his Gulf counterparts, in-
cluding directly engaging them 
in a fully honest and transparent 
way about the next steps in the 

Iran negotiations and US fu-
ture actions in Iraq and 

Syria,” said Bowen. 
More bilateral vis-

its are expected 
in Washing-
ton, including 
potentially 
one by Saudi 
King Salman 
bin Abdul-
Aziz Al Saud 

by the end 
of June, the 

deadline for the 
Iran deal.
Such positive 

atmospherics are ex-
pected to continue after 

Camp David. The summit succeed-
ed in emphasising long-standing 
defence and security relations be-
tween Washington and the GCC ir-
respective of the name of the lead-
er in those capitals but the split 
continues on key political issues, 
absent a clear US strategy on Syria, 
or the Middle East.

Joyce Karam is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

More than expected 
but no definitive
commitments
Joyce Karam

Saudi fear re-enactment of    ‘Twin Pillar’ strategy
It soon became apparent that the 
shah of Iran was much more eager 
than the Saudis to play the role of 
“policeman” in the region. In the 
mid-1970s, for example, he sent 
troops to south-western Oman to 
fight, in conjunction with British 
Special Forces, a Marxist-led insur-
gency.

Although Iran and Saudi Arabia 
were on the same side in the global 
Cold War, the latter was worried 
that the shah was trying to recreate 
the Persian Empire with US assis-
tance. For all the US military train-
ing and arms sales to Saudi Arabia 
in the 1970s, it was apparent to any 

observer that the United States 
clearly saw Iran as the much bigger 
(it terms of its population and the 
size of its armed forces) and more 
competent twin. Iran also under-
took actions in the Gulf that upset 
other Arab countries, like seizing 
three islands off the coast of the 
newly formed United Arab Emirates 
in 1971 that is still a bone of conten-
tion between the two countries.

The Saudis suspect that, despite 
the outwardly anti-US position of 
the present Iranian regime, the two 
countries could revive their historic 
ties, which go back even further 
than the 1930s. Moreover, Iran’s 

population is more than three times 
that of Saudi Arabia, the majority of 
its youth are pro-American from all 
indications and US businesses are 
eager to take advantage of an easing 
of sanctions that would accompany 
a nuclear deal.

Hence, a nuclear deal between 
the P5+1, led by the United States, 
and Iran would not only be allowed 
to export more oil and generate 
new revenues to bolster Tehran’s 
so-called proxy wars in the region, 
it would also, in the eyes of the Sau-
dis, turn the United States away 
from looking on the Gulf Arab states 
as their prime partners.

Given these worries, the resist-
ance of US President Barack Obama 
at the recent Camp David meet-
ing with Gulf Arab leaders to a 
NATO-like security structure and 
his statement that “the purpose of 
any strategic cooperation [with Gulf 
Arab states] is not to perpetuate any 
long-term confrontation with Iran 
or to even marginalise Iran”, un-
doubtedly raised eyebrows among 
these leaders about a US-Iran rap-
prochement.

Although ideological differences 
between Tehran and Washington 
are stark, the Gulf Arabs, led by 
Saudi Arabia, fear that a repeat of 
the 1970s may be in the works.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and a former U.S. State Department 
Middle East analyst
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