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Why an Arab expeditionary force is needed
Dubai

F 

ollowing the Camp David 
summit between US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) leadership, many 

speculated whether the American 
leader addressed core issues of con-
cern among Arab states regarding 
Iranian regional hegemonic aspira-
tions.

The Americans reiterated their 
military commitment to come to the 
aid of GCC countries should they be 
on the receiving end of an Iranian 
military blitz.

The looming question remains 
however: What to do regarding 
Iran’s arguably as dangerous and 
capable unconventional force that 
poses a plausibly deniable and yet 
strategic threat to Arab interests in 
the region?

From the Gulf to the Levant, the 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards-al-
Quds Force, the special external 
operations arm of the Iranian Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps is active in 
training, arming, politically indoc-
trinating and enabling a vast net-
work of local Shia militant proxies. 
Arab states have no real mechanism 
that can match Iran’s capability in 
the unconventional warfare realm.

John Hannah, a former senior 
Bush administration official, wrote 
recently in Foreign Policy that “Gulf 
leaders came away with the under-
standing that Obama is ready to es-
tablish a very serious, high-priority 
US programme to train, arm and de-
velop a dedicated force — drawn 
presumably from the militaries of 
the Arab and Sunni world — that 
would be capable of deploying to 
regional hotspots to do battle with 
Iran…”

The suggestion that Arab states 
could develop an expeditionary ca-
pability has long been a topic of dis-
cussion among military analysts but 

the geopolitical realities, intra-Arab 
distrust and a singular focus on pro-
curing high-end, long-range stand-
off strike capability and munitions 
has overshadowed any substantive 
discussion on just what it would 
take for GCC and regionally allied 
states to develop a nimble and capa-
ble force that can match the Iranian 
network.

First, Iran enjoys a head start in 
this realm. Al-Quds Force has been 
steadily building its network among 
Shia Arab communities since the 
1979 revolution. It is a network 
united by total adherence to the po-
litical and religious supremacy of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as the Mar-
ja-i Taqlid (source of emulation). It 
is a network that deftly incorporates 
humanitarian, economic and edu-
cational aid to gain the support of 
civilians. Al-Quds Force essentially 
thrives in the art of state-sponsored 
insurgency (whether active or pas-
sive) on a grand scale to serve the 
strategic aims of Tehran throughout 
the Arab world.

Iran’s budding nuclear and bal-
listic missile weapons programmes 
offer tangible and easily identifiable 
targets. Al-Quds Force network, 
and its string of local auxiliaries, is 
more amorphous. In that sense, Iran 
has been steadily outflanking Arab 
states using relatively low technol-
ogy and low cost means.

Nonetheless, Arab leaders recog-
nise that the true nature of the Ira-
nian threat will not culminate with 
a nuclear bang but will emerge at 
a low boil. It is an understanding 
based on al-Quds Force prolifera-
tion of Shia militant groups such as 
Lebanese Hezbollah, the Syrian Ala-
wite National Defence Forces, Iraqi 
Kataib Hezbollah, and — closer to 
home in the Gulf — the Houthis in 
Yemen and elements of the Bahraini 
14 February Youth Coalition.

So how can the Arabs begin to 
shift from the defensive and finally 
go on the offensive in the Middle 
Eastern version of the Cold War?

First, renewed dedication to inter-
operability is required among GCC 
military forces. Operation Decisive 
Storm in Yemen surprised sceptics 
in the West by demonstrating that 
GCC states can, in fact, coordinate 
and operate new and advanced re-
cently procured hardware. As cru-
cial, was the establishment of a joint 
command that seamlessly integrat-

ed data-and-communication sys-
tems among GCC partners to enable 
effective targeting of Houthi forces 
and military installations.

A Sunni Arab model of al-Quds 
Force will require integration among 
special operations commands of the 
GCC. This will likely prove more 
difficult given varying regional po-
litical agendas but there is a model 
and precedence in place — albeit at 
a small scale — for successful asym-
metric warfare cooperation.

The regional support provided to 
Sunni rebels in Syria from Jordan 
and southern Turkey offers a start-
ing point. While Iranian al-Quds 
Force and Hezbollah officers over-
see a unified chain of command that 
directs Shia foreign fighters and Ala-
wite militias in Syria, there is yet a 
comparative Sunni Arab command 
that helps manage the Sunni insur-
gents.

Although, Sunni insurgents in 
northern Syria are increasingly 
unified under the banner of the 
Conquest Army, the Sunni rebel 
Southern Front remains wholly 

separate. Unifying the two will re-
quire a decisive political decision 
by Arab states. As Soviet forces and 
their proxies once succumbed to an 
initially weaker Afghan resistance, 
Iran and its Shia network in Syria is 
increasingly under strain.

In other words, Syria may prove 
to be the undoing of al-Quds Force 
if Arab states invest not just in the 
requisite resources in empowering 
Sunni rebels but in a bold vision to 
take a page out of Iran’s playbook 
and defeat it at its own game.

Despite sanctions, Iran has com-
mitted billions in its unconventional 
warfare efforts and proxy develop-
ment. Arab states will have to match 
that by empowering capable local 
Sunni forces. The civilian-military 
divide will be a thin one when it 

comes to this arena. Aid efforts will 
have to be subsumed under mili-
tary command. A central training 
centre and forward operating bases 
will have to be established. This will 
mean coordinating with Iraqi Sunni 
tribes, the Kurds and bypassing 
Lebanese armed forces in favour of 
a new Sunni-supported unit.

A Sunni expeditionary force will 
not be cheap but it will prove cost 
effective if Arab states are to avoid 
being trapped in the Shia vice that 
Iran is steadily erecting around the 
Arab periphery.

The Iranians will, of course, com-
plain loudly of interference in the af-
fairs of “sovereign” states that they 
nominally control — as Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah does when 
he claims he is standing up for na-
tional interests of Lebanon.

An Arab answer to al-Quds Force 
and to its leader Qassem Soleimani 
is long overdue.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Defense Department analyst. He is 
now a private strategic consultant.
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Is the Middle East ‘decomposing’?

R
eporting back to Paris 
after a visit to Iraq, 
French Chief of the 
Defence Staff 
General Pierre de 
Villiers said Iraq was 

in a state of “decomposition”.
Is Iraq rotting? Or decomposing? 

Indeed one could ask that same 
question about the entire Middle 
East.

Rarely has the region been in 
so much disarray. From Tripoli to 
Sana’a, countries are up in arms. 
The political climate aside, Iraq 
and Syria were the two safest and 
most secure countries in the Arab 
world. Egypt was the friendli-
est Arab country to visit. Tunisia 
was a favourite destination for 
European tourists. Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates were dormant, 
nary a peep came out of those 
countries other than the news of a 
taller tower being built, a fancier 

hotel or that more luxury cars 
were available than in any other 
parts of the world.

Were they living a mirage? Were 
there undercurrents that were 
ignored? Was it only a matter of 
time before all the discontent 
made it to the surface?

Indeed, there were a number 
of warning signs but they were 
never taken to heart or to task. 
No one predicted the Middle East 
would wake up in the middle of a 
nightmare.

And that it is: Here is a quick 
look at the area today. In North Af-
rica: Tunisia, Algeria and of course 
Libya are in various degrees of 
instability, Libya being the worst 
with militias running amok.

The big novelty in the region is 
the trend adopted by numerous 
countries to take to the skies, em-
ulating the Americans by bombing 
targets from the air. Despite the 
criticism that has been directed 
at the United States for its use of 
bombs from above to avoid boots 
on the ground, a number of Arab 
countries are doing the same.

The targets are threefold: Yem-
en, where the Iranian-supported 
Houthis have overthrown the 
government, Iraq/Syria (ISIS) and 
Libya (ISIS).

The Saudis have taken the 
initiative in Yemen, bombing the 

Houthis, a Shia group supported 
by Iran.

Egypt has sent its bombers to 
Libya to bomb suspected Islamic 
State (ISIS) strongholds after the 
Libyan branch of ISIS beheaded a 
number of Egyptian Copts.

Meanwhile in the Middle 
East, Australia, Bahrain, Britain, 

Canada, Denmark, France, Jordan, 
The Netherlands, the United Arab 
Emirates and the United States are 
all bombing, at various intervals, 
ISIS in Iraq and in Syria. Saudi Ara-
bia had been busy in Yemen.

Is there something rotten here 
or what? It’s bad enough when 
American planes bomb Arab 
targets, but Arab planes bombing 
Arab targets?

The anti-ISIS coalition controls 
the countries around their area 
of operations. In principle there 
should be a blockade around those 
areas under ISIS control. Arms 
and munitions as well as money 
should not, in principle, be able to 
enter those regions.

Yet it appears ISIS continues 
to recruit followers who show 
up, in photographs at least, in 
brand-new uniforms, driving new 
cars and carrying new weapons. 
This is not by any means a ragtag 
army fighting a guerrilla war. So 
the question now is who contin-
ues to finance ISIS and why can’t 
that funding be turned off of the 
source?

Something here just doesn’t 
quite make sense. To paraphrase 
a French diplomat in the region, 
if you think you understand the 
complexity of the situation it 
means it was badly explained to 
you.
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