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US-GCC 
defence relations 
solidifying after 
Iran deal
Dubai

G 

ulf Arab states might not 
be all that happy about 
the nuclear deal the 
United States and world 
powers reached with 

Iran. However, they must certainly 
be pleased with Washington’s de-
cision to speed up defence orders 
aimed at helping these countries 
maintain a qualitative edge.

US President Barack Obama 
pledged during his meeting with 
leaders of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) in May to enhance se-
curity cooperation and strengthen 
defence relations to counter threats 
facing the Arabian Gulf region.

According to a statement by the 
White House, “The United States 
and the GCC will work together to 
set up a dedicated Foreign Military 
Sales procurement office to process 
GCC-wide sales, streamlining third-
party transfers and exploring ways 
the United States could accelerate 
the acquisition and fielding of key 
capabilities.”

The United States also increased 
counterterrorism training courses 
to GCC special forces and main-
tained joint military exercises.

Since April, the US State Depart-
ment has authorised the sale of $7.8 
billion worth of defence equipment 
to Saudi Arabia. The systems being 
fast-tracked to Saudi Arabia include 
Patriot PAC-3 missile defence sys-
tems, guided bombs and helicop-
ters.

The United Arab Emirates has 
been granted its requests to pro-

cure guided bombs and infrared 
countermeasures to help protect 
warplanes against heat-seeking, 
surface-to-air missiles.

Bahrain was granted earlier in 
August requests for additional 
spare parts and accessories for its 
US-built F-16 fighter jets.

Defence industry sources in the 
Gulf region reported a spike in re-
quests by GCC states for weapons 
and spare parts, largely due to the 
air campaign a Saudi-led Arab al-
liance has been waging against 
Iranian-backed Houthi militias in 
Yemen.

Some GCC air forces have also 
been involved in the air operations 
by the US-led alliance attacking ex-
tremist groups in Syria and Iraq.

Gulf officials and experts have 
voiced concern over Iran possibly 
using the billions of dollars it will 
be receiving as a result of lifting of 
international economic sanctions 
to bolster its military capabilities.

With the exception of Oman, GCC 
states regard Iran as a major threat. 
Much of their defence programmes, 
especially ballistic and cruise mis-
sile arsenals and naval forces, are 
related facing an Iranian threat.

GCC states have invested heavily 
in air power and air defence capa-
bilities as well as naval forces. They 
aim to achieve qualitative edge to 

make up for shortages in manpower 
compared to Iran.

International sanctions pre-
vented Iran from modernising its 
relatively old air power and naval 
forces. Tehran resorted to reverse 
engineering and technologies from 
China, Russia and North Korea to 
build its defence industry.

Iran has built a formidable missile 
arsenal and a large fleet of small at-
tack craft that helped it develop an 
asymmetrical maritime capability.

Iran has already started nego-
tiations with Russia to acquire 
the S-300 long-range air defence 
system, even though the nuclear 
agreement delays the lifting of the 
arms embargo on Iran for about five 
years.

It appears that the GCC states will 
try to benefit as much as possible 
from Washington’s promise to fa-
cilitate and speed up defence pur-
chases to widen the technological 
gap with Iran.

US officials asserted in recent 

meetings with GCC officials of their 
intent to bolster defence coopera-
tion despite the nuclear deal with 
Iran that does not tackle other out-
standing issues the West and GCC 
states have with Tehran, such as its 
support to terrorist groups and its 
missiles arsenal and meddling in 
Arab affairs.

US Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter visited a number of US allies 
in July to assure them of his coun-
try’s continued commitment.

The Pentagon issued a statement 
after Carter’s stop in Saudi Arabia, 
which included meetings with King 
Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud and 
other officials, saying the two sides 
discussed “a range of issues pertain-
ing to both nations’ mutual security 
interests, including checking Ira-
nian destabilising activities in the 
region and countering violent ex-
tremism”.

It is too early to tell how the Ira-
nian nuclear deal will affect other 
conflicts in the region. Will it lead to 

more stability or to continued tur-
moil? Until the situation becomes 
clearer, the United States seems de-
termined not to lose its Arab allies 
and provide them with tools that 
would make them feel safe.

Furthermore, enhancing defence 
cooperation has encouraged US 
allies to be more proactive in con-
fronting threats in the region and 
more self-reliant. Washington’s 
long-term policy is to reduce its 
military footprint in the region and 
rely more on its allies to confront se-
curity threats.

Therefore the Iranian nuclear 
deal has been a blessing to the US 
defence industry as well as Arab 
Gulf militaries, which will now not 
be waiting as long to get their re-
quests met by Washington.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
executive officer of the Institute 
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The big picture. US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter en route to Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on July 22, 2015.
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Saudi-Russian cooperation: To Be or Not to Be?

R
ecent high-level 
meetings between 
Saudi and Russian 
officials — two 
governments not 
traditionally on 

friendly terms — have generated 
media speculation about the 
emergence of a new Saudi-Rus-
sian alliance or partnership. Such 
speculation, however, is prema-
ture. Just because two govern-
ments talk to each other does not 
mean that they are, or will 
become, friends and allies.

The meeting in Moscow be-
tween Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir and Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov caused specula-
tion that Saudi-Russian relations 
were improving at the expense of 
Saudi-US relations. While Saudi 
Arabia and Russia do share some 
common interests, reporting from 
the meeting suggests that differ-
ences remain.

Moscow and Riyadh share 
the common aim of thwarting 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria. 
But statements made by Jubeir 
revealed differences of opinion 
over how to do so. Lavrov sees the 
Assad regime in Damascus as a 

partner against ISIS; Jubeir, by con-
trast, stated: “We think that Bashar 
Assad is part of the problem, not 
part of the solution.”

Further, Jubeir dashed Russian 
hopes for a coalition between the 
Assad regime and certain opposi-
tion groups to fight ISIS. “As for 
a coalition in which Saudi Arabia 
would participate with the govern-
ment of Syria,” he said, “we need 
to exclude that. It is not part of our 
plans.”

The two foreign ministers 
did discuss possible Saudi arms 
purchases from Russia and this 
may well occur. But discussions 
about Riyadh buying weaponry 
from Moscow have been going on 
for many years without yield-
ing concrete results. And even if 
such purchases are made, Saudi 
Arabia is likely to remain primarily 
allied with the United States. The 
United Arab Emirates, after all, has 
purchased significant quantities of 
Russian weapons over many years 
but this has not made it a Russian 
ally.

Another common interest 
shared by Russia and Saudi Arabia 
is the current low price of oil, 
which has reduced export rev-
enues both governments rely on so 
heavily. It is doubtful, though, that 
they can cooperate to change this 
situation. Lowering production, as 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) has 
done in the past, could help raise 
prices.

While the Saudis and other OPEC 
exporters have long indicated that 
Russia must rein in its production, 
Moscow has not been willing to do 

so. Russian sources connected to 
the petroleum industry argue that 
Russia’s cold climate necessitates 
that equipment continue operating 
in order to prevent damage that 
would result from shutting down. 
Riyadh and the rest of OPEC, 
though, are not willing to bear all 
the costs that reining in their pro-
duction entails while Russia bears 
none. Besides, raising petroleum 
prices now would only lead to in-
creased US production of shale oil, 
which competes with both Saudi 
and Russian oil.

Finally, while Riyadh is aware 
that increasing Saudi-Russian co-
operation demonstrates Saudi dis-
pleasure with and independence 
from Washington, Moscow is not 
going to forgo its close ties with 
Tehran for the sake of improved 
relations with Riyadh.

What all this suggests is that 
although there may be a genuine 
desire for increased cooperation in 
both Riyadh and Moscow, differing 
interests make this difficult. Be-
cause differences are so great and 
so longstanding, it is reasonable 
to ask why the Kremlin and the 
kingdom have engaged in recent 
high-level contacts.

One possibility is that while 
both sides recognise that their 
differences severely restrain the 
relationship, there are forces at 
work that each side hopes may 
impel the other to eventually make 
concessions.

Moscow may calculate that the 
Saudi-backed opposition in Syria 
will soon be defeated by both the 
Assad regime and ISIS and that 
Riyadh will then determine it is 

better off with Assad than with 
ISIS ruling Syria. And regarding oil, 
Moscow may reason that even if it 
does not curtail Russian produc-
tion, Saudi Arabia and OPEC will 
curtail theirs anyway — as they 
have in the past. Similarly, with 
Saudi-US relations deteriorating 
over the Iran nuclear agreement, 
Moscow may assume that Riyadh 
will need Russia as leverage, de-
spite Moscow’s ties to Tehran.

Riyadh may calculate that the 
Assad regime will soon be over-
thrown and that Moscow will 
prefer the Saudi-backed opposition 
to ISIS. 

Regarding oil, Riyadh may 
reason that Western economic 
sanctions against Russia, com-
bined with flagging global demand, 
will sooner or later lead to reduced 
Russian petroleum exports wheth-
er Moscow likes it or not. And 
if Russia wants to sell arms and 
nuclear reactors to the kingdom, it 
will have to limit its sales of these 
items to Tehran.

It is possible that one of these 
sets of calculations will prove accu-
rate but both cannot be. It is more 
likely, though, that neither set of 
calculations will be fully borne out. 
In this case, while Saudi-Russian 
talks are likely to continue, actual 
cooperation in unlikely to develop 
to the extent that many observers 
are predicting.
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