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W
ith conflicts raging 
across the Middle 
East, from Libya to 
Yemen, and a sec-
tarian cataclysm 

looming in the Gulf and the Levant, 
what happens in the increasingly 
complex civil war in Syria will have 
profound consequences across the 
entire region.

Much of this centres on Iran. 
It has become a critical player in 
Syria, which under the regime of 
President Bashar Assad has been its 
key Arab ally and its stalking horse 
against Tehran’s arch enemy Israel. 
Iran has a lot at stake in Assad’s 
regime as it struggles to extend its 
influence across the Arab world, 
particularly in Iraq, Yemen, Leba-
non and Bahrain. This helps explain 
Tehran’s recent decision to heavily 
strengthen its forces in Syria.

But the conflict in Syria is increas-
ingly one between Saudi Arabia, the 
birthplace of Islam and champion of 
Sunni Muslims, and Shia Iran. The 
1,300-year-old religious schism has 
become a struggle for political and 
economic power.

If Assad can be kept in power, 
Iran will have a big stake in Syria’s 
post-war economy, including a vast 
reconstruction process. Iran, the re-
gion’s largest cement producer, can 
expect major contracts, as well as 
building a natural gas pipeline from 
Iran’s huge South Pars field in the 
Gulf westwards to the Mediterra-
nean for export to Europe, doubling 
its energy exports at a stroke.

Yet for Iran, crushing the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is a relatively short-term 
objective. Its strategic goal is to ex-
tend Shia influence across the Arab 
world and Asia.

The battle against the Sunni ji-
hadists is proving to be invaluable 

because it allows Tehran to mobilise 
Shia militias into a veritable foreign 
legion that includes Arabs, Afghanis 
and Pakistanis and which forms the 
paramilitary spearhead of stealthy 
Iranian expansion.

The Shias were dominated by the 
Sunnis until the 16th century, when 
the Safavid Persian empire, which 
ruled until the mid-18th century, 
challenged the Sunni Ottomans for 
supremacy.

Most of the region was controlled 
by the Sunnis and remains so. But 
since 1979, the theocratic Iranian 
Republic has been the centre of Shia 
power, its primary objective to ex-
port Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s 
ground-breaking Islamic revolu-
tion.

Constrained in any eastward ex-
pansion by India and Pakistan, Teh-
ran has had to look west towards 
the Arab world. And in 1980, at the 
start of the Iran-Iraq war, Syria be-
came a key ally under Bashar As-
sad’s father, Hafez.

The creation of Hezbollah in 
neighbouring Lebanon in 1982 gave 
Iran a powerful force right on Isra-
el’s northern border. The rebellion 
against Assad’s regime in March 
2011 was a major setback for Teh-
ran, with the threat of a Sunni re-
gime emerging in Syria.

But the campaigns by ISIS and al-
Qaeda affiliates like al-Nusra Front, 
all Sunnis, have given Iran a chance 
to regroup and to exploit Sunni divi-
sions and weaknesses.

In the end, numbers could be 
the deciding factor. Shias consti-
tute only one-tenth of the world’s 
estimated 2 billion Muslims. Iran’s 
Shias are mostly Persians, not Arabs 
and there are limits to how deeply 
Arab Shias, such as those in Iraq, 
would support the Islamic Republic.

“Even in the unlikely scenario 
that Saudi Arabia weakens so much 
that Iran assumes de facto control 
of the Arabian peninsula, the Sunni 
populations would not allow the 

holy cities of Mecca and Medina to 
remain under Shia control,” the US 
security consultancy Stratfor con-
cluded in a May analysis.

“And there are simply not enough 
Shias to do anything about it since 
they are essentially surrounded by 
Sunnis… As much as Iran would 
like to further exploit current Sunni 
weaknesses, changes under way in 
Tehran could thwart its leaders’ re-
gional ambitions — as could internal 
differences among Shias and the 
progression of the Syrian civil war.”

That may be so. But Saudi Arabia 
and other Sunni states fear that an 
agreement between Iran and US-led 
world powers on curtailing Iran’s 
nuclear programme marks a major 
geostrategic shift in the Middle East 
that will allow the Islamic Republic 

to strengthen its regional power.
However, Stratfor analyst Ian 

Morris observed: “Iran’s revival as 
a regional power, we should con-
clude, is likely but not inevitable… 
The more Iran remains a revisionist 
power, challenging the status quo, 
the less likely it is to revive as a re-
gional power.”

The United States, having prov-
en indecisive and reluctant to get 
dragged into another Middle East-
ern bloodbath as it pulls back from 
the region, has limited its involve-
ment in Syria’s war to training 
“moderate” rebels.

But Saudi Arabia, under its new 
monarch King Salman bin Abdul-
Aziz Al Saud, has thrown its tra-
ditional caution to the winds and 
with its Arab allies is attacking Ira-

nian-backed Shia Houthi rebels in 
Yemen on its porous eastern border 
— much too close to home.

This new-found Arab assertive-
ness is already extending to Syria: 
witness the recent gains by rebel 
forces backed by the Saudi-led alli-
ance with its oft-times rivals, Tur-
key and Qatar. That may prove to 
be the turning point in the war. But 
it will likely intensify the confron-
tation with Iran, whose ambitions 
Riyadh is determined to quash — 
whether or not there’s a nuclear 
deal between Tehran and the P5+1 
powers.
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Cairo and Riyadh finessing differences over Syria policy

For the Middle East, a gathering whirlwind

Washington

E
gypt and Saudi Arabia 
have developed close re-
lations since the ouster 
of Muhammad Morsi as 
president of Egypt in July 

2013, witnessed by substantial Sau-
di financial aid to Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi’s Egypt and Egyptian military 
assistance to the Saudi-led effort 
against the Houthis in Yemen.

But Riyadh and Cairo seem to 
have sharp differences over Syria 
policy. While both have tried to pa-
per over these publicly, deep divi-
sions remain.

Saudi Arabia was pleased to see 
Morsi ousted by Sisi, who was once 
Morsi’s defence minister, in 2013 
because it saw the Muslim Brother-
hood as a threat not only to Egyp-
tian stability but also to the king-
dom. It lavished the new Egyptian 
regime with billions of dollars in 
economic aid and had no compunc-
tions about Sisi’s subsequent crack-
down on the Muslim Brotherhood 
apparatus.

But while Cairo and Riyadh saw 
eye-to-eye on the Muslim Broth-
erhood, differences surfaced over 
the Syrian civil war. Although Sisi 
regime had no great affection for 
Bashar Assad, Cairo saw Assad as 
preferable to a Syria ruled by an 
Islamist coalition whose elements 
not only include the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood but also more radical 
groups such as the al-Nusra Front.

Qatar and Turkey — which have 
given safe haven to Egyptian Broth-
erhood leaders who escaped the 
Sisi regime’s dragnet — have been 
active in supporting the Syrian Is-
lamist rebels.

From Cairo’s perspective, this is 
part of a nefarious cabal that seeks 
to destabilise the region. What is es-
pecially troubling to Cairo is that its 
Saudi patron has joined this group 
— at least on the Syria issue — wit-
nessed by Saudi-Turkish coopera-
tion to aid the rebels.

From the Saudi perspective, As-
sad is the main problem. He has 
insulted Saudi leaders and waged 
a bloody war against Syria’s Sunni 
population. And the Saudis see the 
assistance of Iran and Hezbollah to 
the Assad regime as part of a Shia 
scheme, making the Saudi leader-
ship adamant that Syrian regime 
must be defeated at all costs, even 
if that means putting the struggle 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) on 
the back burner.

These differences came to the sur-
face at the Arab summit in Sharm 
el-Sheikh in March. Reportedly, Sisi 
proudly read out loud a letter from 
Russian President Putin who advo-
cated a political solution to the Syr-

ian crisis, thus implying that Egypt 
shared this goal. In response, Saudi 
Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal stat-
ed, with television cameras taping, 
that the Russians “are a main part 
of the miseries that affect the Syrian 
people”.

Not wanting to get into a pub-
lic spat with Saudi officials, Sisi 
thanked the Saudi foreign minister 
for his remarks and quickly changed 
the topic.

In the aftermath, an Egyptian 
television talk show host who is 
reportedly close to Sisi said  “Arab 
oil money from Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar is also killing the Syrian peo-
ple”. A Saudi journalist entered the 
fray, tweeting that the Egyptian talk 

show host’s “excesses” required ac-
tion. He implied that such talk must 
have the Egyptian regime’s approval 
because “it is the regime’s media”.

Two months later, the new Saudi 
foreign minister, Adel al-Jubeir, flew 
to Cairo to meet with his Egyptian 
counterpart, Sameh Shoukry.  The 
two foreign ministers did their best 
to downplay their differences in 
public. 

Jubeir said he did not know where 

“impressions” of discord between 
the two countries came from and 
Shoukry said their policies “comple-
ment” each other.

Jubeir emphasised that “we are 
all seeking to remove Bashar Assad 
from power”, restore “peace and 
stability in Syria” and “protect gov-
ernment and military institutions” 
there “to be able to deal with the 
challenges after the Assad regime”.

Shoukry said Egypt was working 
with the Russians to convince the 
Syrian government to take part in a 
political process involving various 
factions while Jubeir said  contacts 
with Russia are geared to convince 
Moscow to “give up on Bashar” or 
convince him “to give up power”.

Cairo is undoubtedly concerned 
that radical Islamists could fill a 
power vacuum in a post-Assad Syria 
and is trying to find a compromise 
solution, with the aid of the Rus-
sians, that would include elements 
of the Assad government. The Sau-
dis, on the other hand, want the 
Assad regime to go and seem to be-
lieve they can manage a process that 
would ensure that more moderate 
Islamist rebels come out on top.

Either policy includes a lot of 
wishful thinking on the part of Ri-
yadh and Cairo, but for the time be-
ing they will continue to disagree 
while glossing over their differences 
in public.
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Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (R) and his Saudi 
counterpart, Adel al-Jubeir, hold a news conference  in Cairo on 
May 31, 2015.
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