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Does the Iran deal reveal common ground between Arabs and Israel?

Beirut

N 

o sooner had US Presi-
dent Barack Obama an-
nounced the signing of 
the nuclear deal with 
Iran than Israeli Prime 

Minister Binyamin Netanyahu de-
scribed it as a big mistake and urged 
the US Congress to reject it. How-
ever, is the deal with Iran really bad 
for Israel?

Israel has largely benefited from 
the US negotiations with Iran. The 
Jewish state has scored many gains 
indirectly from the deal, which Ne-
tanyahu seems to have ignored.

First, US-Iranian rapproche-
ment through the nuclear deal has 
brought Israel closer to its Arab 
enemies. Relations between Israel 
and several Arab Gulf states have 
reportedly improved as they have 
Iran as a common enemy.

Egypt appointed a new ambassa-
dor to Tel Aviv after many years of 
low-level diplomatic ties and there 
were reports of contact between Is-
rael and Gulf Arab officials.

Second, the Palestinian cause 
was no longer a priority of most 
Arab states that seem to be more 
concerned with the immediate 
threat posed by the Iranian-led 
Shia-Persian expansion in the re-
gion.

The growing role of Iranian-
backed Shia militias in Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen seems to overshadow 
the Israeli attacks on Hamas in Gaza 
Strip, while Arab officials and me-
dia pay little attention to the long-
stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace 
talks.

Arab countries are taking part 
in two military coalitions, the first 
is led by the United States fighting 
terrorist groups in Iraq and Syria 
while the other is led by Saudi Ara-
bia against the Iranian-backed Hou-

this in Yemen.
Third, the deal will put a strong 

cap on the Iranian nuclear pro-
gramme and roll it back, prevent-
ing Tehran from building nuclear 
weapons for at least ten years. Is-
rael has placed a great emphasis on 
Iran’s nuclear programme and its 
pressure on the international com-
munity was the main reason Wash-
ington and other Western powers 
became so involved in it.

Fourth, Israeli nuclear weapons 
were no longer a primary issue to 
the Iranians as well as the Arabs. 
The nuclear deal with Tehran does 
not link its nuclear programme to 
Israel’s and the Arabs are more fo-
cused on Iranian nuclear capabili-
ties and rarely mention the Israeli 
nuclear force.

Washington and other Western 
powers have long ignored Israel’s 
nuclear arsenal and have pushed to 
keep Israel excluded from the equa-
tion when they press for a Middle 
East free of weapons of mass de-
struction.

Fifth, the lifting of the sanctions 
under the nuclear deal and the sub-
sequent improvement in economic 
and political relations between Iran 
and the West will ultimately affect 
Tehran’s policies vis-à-vis Israel.

The early signs of changed Ira-
nian policy towards Israel were evi-
dent in Hezbollah repositioning it-
self from a resistance force against 
Israel into a force dedicated to the 
fighting of Sunni extremist groups 
in Syria and Iraq.

Thousands of Hezbollah fight-
ers were deployed in Syria fighting 
Syrian rebels and Sunni extremist 
groups that have reached the bor-
ders of Hezbollah’s heartland in 
Lebanon.

Hezbollah has ignored most of 
the Israeli raids against its positions 
as well as Syrian regime bases in 
Syria and has improved its coordi-
nation with the Lebanese Army and 
UN peacekeepers in south Lebanon 
to prevent cross-border attacks 
against Israel.

Even when Israel assassinated 
an Iranian general along with Hez-
bollah commanders in southern 
Syria, Hezbollah’s response was 
very measured and came from a 
disputed territory in Shebaa Farms 

on Syrian-Lebanese-Israeli borders 
and not from southern Lebanon.

As political and trade relations 
improve between Iran and the 
West, Tehran is expected to limit 
and strongly control its actions and 
those of its allies against Israel to 
avoid any setback that could under-
mine the flow of billions of dollars 
into its economy.

The future of Hezbollah in the 
post-nuclear deal era is yet to be 
determined as Iran and the United 
States continue confidence-build-
ing measures through the imple-
mentation of the nuclear deal.

Finally, the nuclear deal will re-
duce tension between the United 
States and Iran as well as other 
powers, such as Russia, and will 
likely pave the way for scenarios to 
end the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. 
Those countries seem to be break-
ing up along ethno-sectarian lines, 
with Iran playing a strong role as-
sisting Shias and Alawites in both 
places.

Many analysts expect Syria to 
split into three or four states — Sun-
ni, Alawite and Kurdish. In such 
a case, the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights will likely become a perma-
nent part of the Jewish state with 
international recognition to Tel 
Aviv’s annexation of this territory.

Therefore, US détente with Iran 
and the signing of the nuclear deal 
benefits Israel a great deal and will 
yield more rewards to the Jewish 
state as Iranian relations with the 
West grow stronger.

So why Israel is acting to be up-
set with the nuclear deal? Here are 
some possible reasons:

- Israel’s opposition to the deal 

will likely keep the Arab anti-Iran 
momentum strong and keep Tel 
Aviv on good terms with the Arabs. 
These ties could become stronger 
and public with time.

- Continued talk of a potential 
Iranian threat will keep the steady 
flow of aid and arms from the Unit-
ed States and other Western powers 
going.

- Highlighting Iranian threats fa-
vours the right-wing party of Net-
anyahu, which thrives on the fears 
of the Israeli people. This will in 
turn keep the prime minister in of-
fice for a longer period.

Hence, the Israeli anti-nuclear 
deal stance could be a well-calcu-
lated policy to score gains discrete-
ly and quietly and with as little ef-
fort as possible.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
executive officer of the Institute 
for Near East and Gulf Military 
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and Beirut.
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T 

he nuclear agreement 
between Iran and US-led 
global powers may well 
be imperfect and have un-
fortunate consequences 

as it accelerates a changing political 
order in the Middle East but it has 
highlighted one unusual aspect that 
could have an immense impact on 
the turbulent region: the common 
ground between Israel and Saudi 
Arabian-led Arab states that viru-
lently oppose the landmark deal.

There have been discreet con-
tacts, largely covert, between the 
Israelis and the Saudis for several 
years that pointed towards a pos-
sible historic realignment in the 
region. But on July 19th, no less an 
Israeli insider than Shabtai Shavit, 
head of the Jewish state’s Mossad 
foreign intelligence service in 1989-
96, said the agreement has opened 
the door for Israel to join “a new 
Middle Eastern order”.

The growing alarm in the Sunni 
states and Israel about Shia Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions, which they 
believe were indirectly endorsed by 
the United States through the nu-
clear deal, has given impetus to the 
concept of an alliance that was once 
unthinkable, Shavit asserted in a ra-
dio interview.

“I believe that in the present time 
there’s a window of opportunity for 
Israel to try and pursue a new or-
der in the Middle East,” the former 

spymaster declared in an interview 
with US radio broadcaster Aaron 
Klein. “Iran is considered to be the 
adversary of all those countries… of 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the 
Emirates… We are a member of this 
same camp.

“We have here a unique oppor-
tunity to try and create a coalition 
of moderate Arab states, headed 
by Saudi Arabia, and Israel, both in 
order to address the Iranian poten-
tial nuclear capability in the future 
and also to create a new order in the 
Middle East.”

It seems the July 14th agreement 

and the deep-rooted shared dis-
trust of the Shia clerical regime in 
Tehran, the successors of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini and his austere, 
single-minded commitment to Is-
lamic supremacy, are bonds that 
could unite these long-time foes.

Almost as an added inducement, 
Shavit dropped strong hints that a 
new alliance that sets aside a cen-
tury of conflict could bring about a 
settlement to the Palestinian ques-
tion, the core issue of that conflict.

Israel already has peace treaties 
with Egypt and Jordan but it has 
no diplomatic links with other Arab 
states. Even so, Shavit stressed, 
“I believe that having the moder-
ate Sunni states… involved in an 
Israeli-Palestinian political solution 
they’re in a position to contribute a 
lot to achieve this objective.”

Soon after the state of Israel was 
proclaimed in May 1948, Prime Min-
ister David Ben-Gurion sought to 
establish covert links with regional 
partners in the Middle East and Af-
rica to neutralise the “Arab core”, 
then led by President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser of Egypt.

This was the so-called periphery 
doctrine that at one time or anoth-
er included Turkey, pre-Khomeini 
Iran, Sudan, Morocco and Ethiopia 
along with Lebanon’s Maronites 
and Iraq’s rebellious Kurds.

Over the years, these discreet re-
lationships have frayed. Israel has 
continued to seek other alliances of 
convenience but with little success. 
Adrift after the messy break-up of 
its important alliance with Turkey 
in 2010 and the political convul-
sions of the “Arab spring” in 2011, 
Israeli leaders had to rethink the 
country’ strategic options and find 
new partners to help them ride out 
the storms engulfing the region.

Now US President Barack Obama, 
in what may prove to be yet another 
unexpected consequence of Ameri-
can misadventures in the Middle 
East, such as the murderous fallout 
from George W. Bush’s absurd and 
apocalyptic invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
has provided the spur for a new and 
more concrete association, a stra-
tegic partnership that could truly 
change the regional order that Israel 
and Saudi Arabia believe has shifted 
in Iran’s favour.

There has been other evidence 
that events could be moving to-
wards closer relations between Is-
rael and Saudi Arabia. Since coming 

to the throne King Salman bin Ab-
dul-Aziz Al Saud has shaken up the 
ossifying Saudi power structure and 
cast aside the kingdom’s long-time 
policy of caution to initiate a more 
muscular assertiveness.

On June 4th, the incoming direc-
tor-general of Israel’s Foreign Affairs 
Ministry, Dore Gold, who is close to 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, and Anwar Majed Eshkie, a 
former major-general in the Saudi 
Armed Forces, jointly announced 
their co-operation in opposing Iran.

They made the announcement 
together at the Washington office of 
the Council on Foreign Relations, a 
US think-tank, the fifth such meet-
ing by the two officials. Although 
both men denied that they repre-
sented their governments, their 
status and willingness to meet in 
the open indicated their countries’ 
willingness to find common cause 
against the Islamic Republic.

It also moved these contacts from 
covert discussions between intelli-
gence chiefs into the public domain, 
a clear signal that both governments 
were prepared to openly identify 
their common interests.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.
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