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Saudi media blast Iran nuclear deal
London

D 

espite an official state-
ment from Riyadh wel-
coming the Iran nuclear 
deal, Saudi Arabia’s 
state-controlled media 

blasted the agreement, labelling it a 
mistake and an assault on Arab in-
terests.

In a statement issued late July 
14th, Saudi Arabia said it supported 
an agreement to stop Iran gaining 
nuclear weapons but emphasised 
the importance of a strict 
inspections regime and the ability 
to reimpose sanctions.

The comments, attributed to “an 
official source” by the state-run 
Saudi Press Agency, went on to say, 
“Given that Iran is a neighbour, 
Saudi Arabia hopes to build with her 
better relations in all areas on the 
basis of good neighbourliness and 
non-interference in internal affairs.”

That conciliatory tone was absent 
from Saudi media. In an editorial in 
Al Riyadh newspaper, the nuclear 
deal was described as “a green 
light for the Gulf countries, led by 
the kingdom, to develop a nuclear 
programme that allows them to 
possess nuclear fuel and also acts 
as a deterrent to guarantee the 
stability of the balance of power”.

Echoing the pessimism, the lead 

editorial in Al-Watan newspaper 
dismissed the nuclear agreement, 
saying: “The latest deal delayed 
the ‘nuclear weapon’ for 15 years 
only… in return for lifting sanctions. 
This is a real Iranian gain and opens 
the door to the Persian state to be 
totally dedicated to regional affairs 
and to its attempts to boost its role 
in some Arab capitals like Baghdad, 
Beirut and Damascus.”

A cartoon in the pan-Arab daily 
Asharq al-Awsat, which is affiliated 
with King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al 
Saud’s branch of the royal family, 
showed a trampled body marked 
“Middle East”, with a placard 
saying “nuclear deal” sticking from 
its head.

Saudi analyst and Council of Gulf 
International Relations President 
Tariq al-Shammari told the 
Associated Press: “This agreement, 
from our point of view, represents 
an indirect threat to Gulf and Arab 
interests and peace.” He went on 
to say that behind the scenes, Gulf 
Arab countries will work to try 
to keep Iran isolated politically 
and economically, pointing out 

that Saudi Arabia in particular has 
moved to improve ties with Russia, 
which is a strong ally of Iran.

According to Saudi military and 
strategic expert and Director of the 
Middle East Center for Strategic 
and Legal Studies, Anwar Eshki the 
agreement reached with Iran is not 
perfect but the positives outweigh 
the negatives if it is enforced and 
respected by the parties involved.

“With the lifting of sanctions and 
the freeing of Iran’s frozen assets, 
Iran can choose from two paths,” 
Eshki said. “Either it allocates 
these funds to support and help its 
population, which is a good thing; or 
it could use this new-found wealth 
to continue its unlawful activities in 
the region, which would lead to the 
UN Security Council, Arab coalition 
states and the entire international 
community… to stand against it. 
And now the ball is in Iran’s court.”

Concerning the issue of mistrust, 
which is a recurring theme in the 
Saudi media’s reaction to the nuclear 
agreement, Eshki said: “The lead US 
negotiator, Wendy Sherman, has 
stated publicly that ‘deception is a 
part of [Iran’s] DNA’, which upset 
Iran at the time, but indicates that 
the negotiators have factored this 
issue into their calculus.”

“But Iran at the moment is in a 
difficult situation because it has to 
allow international inspectors into 
all nuclear facilities, as well as some 
of its military locations; moreover 

these UN inspectors will have their 
own intelligence on the ground, 
which puts Tehran in a vulnerable 
position in front of the international 
community,” Eshki added.

A Saudi official told Reuters he 
feared the agreement would make 
the Middle East more dangerous if 
it gave too many concessions to an 
Iranian government, which Riyadh 

blames for turmoil in Yemen, Syria 
and Iraq. Earlier in 2015, former 
Saudi intelligence chief Prince Turki 
al-Faisal warned that a deal might 
fuel a regional arms race, stating 
that “whatever comes out of these 
talks, we will want the same”.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

W 

ith the latest UN-
brokered humani-
tarian ceasefire 
failing to hold, 
speculation is ram-

pant on what the future holds for 
the crisis in Yemen, particularly in 
terms of an elusive political solu-
tion that would end the military 
conflict.

An Arab coalition led by Saudi 
Arabia has been bombing Iranian-
allied Houthis and army forces loy-
al to the former president, Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh, since late March. The 
aim of the campaign was to restore 
the legitimate Yemeni govern-
ment, currently in exile in Riyadh.

But with the conflict continu-
ing, the sense of urgency tied to 
finding a permanent political so-
lution has intensified in recent 
weeks, with the United Nations 
designating the situation in Yemen 
a Level 3 humanitarian emergency, 
the highest on its scale.

Despite the bleak state of af-
fairs, analysts contacted by The 

Arab Weekly said efforts continued 
towards a possible solution, but 
that sticking points exist.

According to Adam Baron, an 
expert on Yemen and a visiting 
fellow at the European Council 
for Foreign Relations, the issue in-
volves getting key parties to make 
concessions.

“Until recently, attempts at ne-
gotiations have been nothing but 
political theatre, so how do you 
move to something more substan-
tial? And from what I’ve been told 
there have been some positive de-
velopments particularly through 
Omani negotiations,” Baron said.

He went on to say that would 
require negotiations among Saleh 
and the General People’s Congress 
(GPC), the Houthis and the Saudis 
to reach an acceptable solution. 
It would mean an end to fighting 
along the Saudi border and a more 
sustainable ceasefire, specifically 
in the southern city of Aden and 
the central city of Taiz.

“You would then have President 
(Abd Rabbo Mansour) Hadi take a 
step back, with current Vice-Pres-
ident Khaled Bahah emerging as 
president or acting president as a 
consensus candidate,” Baron said. 

“Some sort of consensus govern-
ment should be formed with a new 
transitional process leading the 
way to parliamentary and presi-
dential elections. The key is getting 
things back to politics as usual.”

However, some analysts see 
the engagement of Saleh as a non-
starter.

“I don’t think there’s a chance 
of any kind of satisfactory resolu-
tion with Ali Abdullah Saleh still 
pulling strings in Yemen,”  Manuel 
Almeida, a former Asharq Al-Awsat 
editor and expert on Yemen, said. 
“He still has too much influence, 
funds and the loyalty of the Re-
publican Guard and various army 
units.

“One of the key aspects to un-
derstand the present crisis is that 
the Houthis would not have been 
able to take Sana’a, let alone half 
of Yemen, without the crucial sup-
port of the pro-Saleh military and 
tribal forces. In fact, I think the 

Houthis are the weaker side in this 
alliance.”

Almeida also said there had 
been significant diplomatic ma-
noeuvring on various fronts to-
wards a political solution, with the 
United States, the United Nations, 
UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed, Gulf Cooper-
ation Council states, the Houthis, 
members of the GPC still loyal to 
Saleh, even Iran, to varying de-
grees involved in talks concerning 
the crisis.

“For Oman, there are at least 
two major concerns regarding 
Yemen. One is to avoid the total 
collapse of its neighbour, which 
can have very negative repercus-
sions within Oman. The other is 
to maintain its general position of 
neutrality on regional conflicts and 
in relation to the strategic rivalry 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran,” 
Almeida said.

Another obstacle to a resolu-
tion, according to Almeida, is that 
the Houthis have violated agree-
ments they made since the crisis 
started. “So they now have a repu-
tation of being quite unreliable. 

Then there is Iran, prepared 
to do with the Houthis what they 

have done with Hezbollah in Leba-
non,” he said.

With both sides of the crisis 
echoing their resolve to see the 
conflict through, what would sat-
isfy both sides?

“Obviously this has not been 
the quick spectacular victory the 
Saudis were hoping for. However, 
if things go a certain way it would 
be very easy for them to spin it the 
way they want.” Baron said.

Baron highlighted that Riyadh 
was never particularly happy with 
Hadi and see Bahah as someone 
they can work with. 

Additionally the bombing cam-
paign stopped the Houthis from 
taking complete control of the 
country and Riyadh is in a position 
to broker a deal that could bring 
Yemen back into its sphere of influ-
ence, while playing a deterrent role 
against Iran getting more deeply 
involved in Yemen. 

“It would not be very hard for 
Saudi Arabia to call it a success for 
them,” he said. “It’s going to be one 
of those situations where the Sau-
dis are going to claim success and 
the Houthis are going to claim suc-
cess and to some extent both sides 
are right.”

Yemen: Despite a failed ceasefire diplomatic efforts continue

Smoke billows following air strikes on a weapons depot at a military airport controlled by Houthi rebels in Sana’a.
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Anwar Eshki: “Now the ball is in Iran’s court”


