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rab states, in particular 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) members, 
are among the highest 
spenders on defence 

in the world, either in per capita 
terms or as a percentage of gross 
domestic product (GDP). Accord-
ing to the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
the GCC had a combined defence 
expenditure of $113 billion in 2014.

Saudi Arabia represents almost 
60% of the combined GCC defence 
expenditures, which is close to 
10% of its GDP and nearly double 
its $48.5 billion defence expendi-
ture in 2011, according to SIPRI.

Following the drastic slump in 
oil prices, with low prices forecast 
to remain until at least 2017, there 
has been widespread speculation 
on the implications for defence 
budgets in the GCC.

Austerity measures in the West 
following the economic downturn 
led to severe cutbacks in defence 
spending. Strict new guidelines 
were issued to militaries, includ-
ing a number of controversial di-

rectives cancelling major contracts 
and the downsizing of others, such 
as with the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 
Lightning II.

In contrast, Saudi Arabia has cut 
defence and security expenditures 
once since 2000, despite heavy 
exposure to the price of oil. More 
importantly than historical prec-
edence, however, Arab states find 
themselves in the front line of es-
calating military conflicts, such as 
in Yemen and Syria, and are fac-
ing a barrage of emerging hybrid 
threats that require, at least in part, 
an effective military response.

For now, the focus of defence 
budgets has temporarily turned to 
operations and support (O&S) for 
the Saudi-led coalition engaged in 
Yemen. O&S costs include expens-
es for personnel, infrastructure, 
supplies, information systems and 
any services associated with op-
erating, modifying, maintaining, 
supplying and supporting a system 
in the inventory.

Since operations in Yemen be-
gan, expendables have become 
depleted and, according to Heidi 
Grant, deputy under secretary of 
the US Air Force, the demand for 
weapons by the Saudi-led coalition 
has exceeded the US industry’s ca-
pacity to meet.

The United States is in the midst 
of clearing the sale of more than 
10,000 advanced air-to-ground 
munitions for Saudi Arabia worth 
an estimated $1.29 billion to re-
plenish Saudi inventories of a vari-
ety of laser-guided bombs (LGBs), 
general-purpose bombs, penetra-
tor warheads and fuses. Similarly, 
the UAE and other GCC partners, 

which have performed major roles 
in the military campaign in Yemen, 
also need to replenish stocks.

Although precise figures are not 
available, high-tempo operations, 
such as those in Yemen, take a 
toll on equipment — aircraft, vehi-
cles, communications equipment, 
etc. — which requires more main-
tenance and spare parts that can 
be difficult and costly to service, 
given the short turnaround times 
required by field commanders.

However, ageing and over-
worked equipment needs not only 
more frequent and accelerated 
maintenance but helps militaries 
identify and prioritise later pro-
curements to either replace it or, 
more importantly in the Middle 
East context, to plug capability 
gaps that the operations demon-
strate to the military leadership.

For the time being, various ma-
jor procurements have been put on 
hold by Arab states as many focus 

on the largest military operations 
they have ever executed.

Still, major procurements have 
not stopped altogether. In Novem-
ber, the UAE placed a $1.27 billion 
order with Saab for two Erieye air-
borne early warning and control 
(AEW&C) aircraft, and announced 
procurement plans for the AW609 
tilt-rotor search-and-rescue air-
craft.

In September, Kuwait agreed to 
buy two squadrons of Eurofighter 
Typhoons and is expected to pro-
cure additional F/A-18 Super Hor-
net fighter-bombers. The Royal 
Bahraini Air Force is gearing up to 
place orders for various new air-
craft within the next 18 months as 
well.

 Egypt, which recently acquired 
the two Mistral-class amphibious 
ships (LHDs) that France had origi-
nally built for Russia, is planning to 
receive 50 Russian Ka-52 Alligator 
reconnaissance and attack helicop-

ters.
Defence operates in an environ-

ment characterised by inherent 
complexity and uncertainty and 
the fact that Arab states recognise 
the criticality of ensuring opera-
tional readiness for a wide spec-
trum of missions means defence 
expenditures will remain at the 
elevated levels.

The winding down of operations 
in Yemen and Syria, when the time 
comes, is almost certainly going 
to be followed by major procure-
ments that will drive defence ex-
penditures by Arab states higher, 
rather than signal defence spend-
ing cuts.
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ran is expected to receive the 
first advanced S-300 air de-
fence missile systems it is buy-
ing from Russia by the end 
of the year. The Islamic Re-

public’s adversaries view the sys-
tems’ deployment as a major game 
changer that will significantly alter 
the regional military balance and 
make any air assault on its nuclear 
facilities far more hazardous.

But what is probably more alarm-
ing to the Americans, Iran’s Arabian 
Gulf neighbours and to Israel is that 
the version of the missiles Tehran 
will be getting has a range of 200 
km, meaning the Islamic Republic 
will be able to project its power well 
beyond its borders.

“We will acquire a large portion 
of the systems by the end of the 
year,” Iranian Defence Minister 
Hossein Dehghan told Iranian state 
television on November 10th.

It is understood that Moscow 
agreed to provide Iran with at least 
five S-300 batteries under a long-
delayed $800 million contract 
signed in 2007. But the Russians, 
under pressure from the United 
States and Israel, shelved the deal, 
supposedly to comply with a UN 
arms embargo.

Then in April, shortly after a 
framework agreement between 

US-led global powers and Iran that 
would curtail Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gramme in return for lifting tough 
economic sanctions, Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin decided to re-
vive the sale.

A final nuclear agreement does 
not impede arms sales to Tehran. 
Israel sees that accord as Iranian 
manoeuvre that will free billions of 
dollars in frozen accounts to fund 
Iranian military expansion and its 
ambition to become the region’s 
paramount power.

In this regard, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu is press-
ing the administration of US Presi-
dent Barack Obama to compensate 
Israel with a massive increase in 
military aid from the current $3.1 
billion a year to $5 billion.

This includes up to 50 radar-
evading F-35 Joint Strike Fighters 
and advanced precision guided 
munitions to ensure the Jewish 
state’s “qualitative military edge” 
— QME — over its regional rivals 
that the United States has pledged 
to maintain. The F-35 is consid-
ered the only combat jet capable of 
countering the S-300.

The S-300 is a mobile surface-
to-air missile system that couples 
powerful radar with high-speed, 
long-range missiles. It can track 
dozens of targets simultaneously 
and can shoot down aircraft or mis-
siles over an area up to a range of 
200 km and an altitude of 27,000 
metres.

US and other Western forces 
have trained to counter the S-300 
for years and developed a healthy 
respect for what they deem to be a 
lethal and accurate weapons sys-
tem.

In May, Israeli Air Force F-16I 

jets, which Netanyahu has threat-
ened to unleash in pre-emptive 
strikes against Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties, tested evasion tactics against 
Greek S-300PMU-1 systems on 
Crete during joint exercises with 
the Hellenic Air Force.

The S-300 will plug a dangerous 
gap in Iran’s air defence network, 
which since the early days of the 
Islamic Republic following the 1979 
overthrow of Shah Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, a long-time US ally, 
has steadily eroded due to Western 
arms embargoes, as has the poten-

cy of its air force, now largely com-
posed of ageing or obsolete aircraft.

This has allowed the United 
States and its allies considerable 
freedom of action in Gulf skies, 
leaving Iran extremely vulnerable 
to attack and, just as important, 
observation from the air. The S-300 
will change that.

The United States, in particular, 
is capable of defeating the S-300 in 
combat, but such operations will 
be more difficult and will require 
much larger air, sea and land forces 
than hitherto, and will undoubted-

ly be more costly in terms of losses 
in aircraft and aircrew than they 
would have been before.

The S-300s will likely be de-
ployed as the first line of defence 
for Iran’s nuclear facilities spread 
out around the vast country and 
which have close-in air defences 
that include Russia’s short-range 
TOR-M1.

This system is highly effective 
against precision-guided weapons 
such as cruise missiles. According 
to a June assessment by military 
analyst Patrick Megahan and Irani-
an researcher Behnam Ben Taleblu 
of the Foundation for the Defense 
of Democracies in Washington, 
“Along with the S-300, the TOR-M1 
is mobile, making it difficult to both 
locate and destroy.”

Once the S300s are deployed, US 
or Israeli support aircraft in any at-
tacks such as aerial refuelling tank-
ers, electronic warfare aircraft for 
jamming defence systems and sur-
veillance and reconnaissance air-
craft would become vulnerable for 
the first time.

The S-300s, therefore, will give 
Iran “much more than just deter-
rent capabilities”, Megahan and 
Taleblu noted. “Should an S-300 
battery be placed on Iran’s southern 
coast, Tehran could quickly detect 
American or allied aircraft taking 
off from local bases” in the Arab 
monarchies.

“Not only would most modern 
strike aircraft be vulnerable to de-
tection and engagement far before 
reaching Iranian shores, the S-300 
would allow Iran offensive capaci-
ties beyond its air space, which 
could include harassing non-hos-
tile aircraft flying over neighbour-
ing countries.”
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