
10 January 1, 2016

News & Analysis Gulf 

London

2 

015 was a defining year 
for the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC), with politi-
cal, economic and military 
challenges pushing the six-

nation alliance towards a more in-
terdependent codified union.

As regional security threats 
mount via groups such as al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State (ISIS), coupled 
with the antagonistic behaviour to-
wards Gulf countries courtesy of 
Iran and its proxies, the GCC has 
had to rethink its regional outlook 
and military capabilities.

Adding a sense of urgency to the 
union was the nuclear deal reached 
between Iran and six world powers 
in July, which is already being put 
to the test with the Islamic republic 
testing a missile capable of deliver-
ing a nuclear warhead in October, a 
breach of previous UN resolutions.

Saudi Arabia and its GCC neigh-
bours fear that sanctions relief will 
give Tehran additional resources to 
pursue hostile regional policies, in-
cluding support for groups such as 
Hezbollah and the Houthi militia, 
the latter of which Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates have been 
embroiled in a war against since 
March in Yemen.

Furthermore, with reports that 
the countries negotiating the nu-
clear deal with Iran caved on a long-
standing central demand for com-
plete transparency about possible 

military dimensions (PMDs) of its 
nuclear agenda led some analysts 
to say that Saudi Arabia would seek 
its own programme to counter the 
threat from is traditional rival.

In an editorial in London’s Daily 
Telegraph, Nawaf Obaid, a Saudi 
analyst and former adviser to the 
Saudi ambassador in the United 
Kingdom, wrote that Saudi Arabia 
has “for past several years been 
laying the groundwork for a civil 
nuclear programme with no PMDs. 
However, there is a strong possibil-
ity that the kingdom might begin 
to engage in contingency planning 
for a defensive nuclear programme 
with PMDs. This planning repre-
sents an emerging Saudi nuclear 
defence doctrine.”

The conflict in Yemen could con-
tinue to be a major issue for the 
GCC. With peace talks and cease-
fires regularly falling apart and with 
civilian casualties mounting, the 
desire to find a comprehensive po-
litical resolution is high on Saudi-
led coalition agenda.

Furthermore, if a peace deal is 
reached, the tasks of rebuilding the 
country and, more importantly, ad-
dressing the militant threat in Yem-
en could prove to be difficult tasks, 
with both al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) and ISIS making 
their presence known in the war-
torn country.

In December, ISIS claimed re-
sponsibility for the killing of Aden’s 
governor, General Jaafar Moham-
med Saad, underscoring the securi-
ty vacuum courtesy of the war and 
decades of government corruption 
during the Ali Abdullah Saleh era. 
Additionally, AQAP, which has long 
had a presence in Yemen took over 
a couple of cities in the southern re-
gions of the country in December.

2015 also saw ISIS make its pres-
ence known in the GCC region with 
a series of terror attacks and killings 
in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bah-

rain, with the goal of stirring sec-
tarian strife between the Sunni and 
Shia communities.

And with the ISIS attacks in France 
and the United States renewing the 
blame game, particularly towards 
Saudi Arabia, Saudi Foreign Minis-
ter Adel al-Jubeir, in defence, said 
that the kingdom “has been subject 
to criticism in Europe, and France 
in particular, with regard to extrem-
ism and Daesh (an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS), and I think it is based on 
not knowing the facts.”

According to a Reuters report, 
Western media often fail to note 
the war of words and accusations of 
apostasy between Saudi clergy and 

jihadist preachers.
As a result of the continuing ISIS 

threat, the GCC and its Muslim al-
lies announced a 34-member Islam-
ic military alliance, which Jubeir 
revealed would involve members 
asking for assistance from the coa-
lition, which would then be ad-
dressed on a case-by-case basis. 
Jubeir did not rule out the deploy-
ment of ground troops, saying: 
“There is no limit in terms of where 
the assistance would be provided or 
to whom it would be provided.”

As a consequence of these chal-
lenges, Gulf leaders are working 
on realising their dream of a Gulf 
Union, styled after the European 

Union and designed to unify Gulf 
states’ regional and military influ-
ence and economic power.

Bahraini Information Minister 
Isa al-Hammadi, stressed recently 
that a GCC union is just “a matter of 
time”.

He pointed out that the GCC has 
become, since its inception in 1981, 
one of the most powerful econom-
ic, political and regional blocs and 
that the union would boost the GCC 
citizenship, common market, mon-
etary union as well as security and 
military partnerships.
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The problems with Saudi policies in the region

A 

fter gathering a 
formidable coalition 
of Arab states in 
March to fight the 
Shia Houthi rebels of 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia 

has tried to use the military 
intervention as proof that it will 
defend the Arab world against 
“Iranian proxies” and, more 
generally, against Tehran’s 
meddling in its affairs.

In mid-December, Saudi Arabia 
announced another coalition, 
this one to fight “terrorism” (not 
specifically defined). The coalition 
includes 34 Islamic countries from 
the Middle East, Africa and Asia. 
This coalition’s agenda is unclear. 
The Saudi foreign minister said 
there were no plans to create a 
joint military force but he did not 
rule it out, either.

Although many of the countries 
in the coalition are facing terror-
ist attacks from Sunni extremist 
groups, such as al-Qaeda and Is-
lamic State (ISIS) affiliates, and the 
United States has publicly called 
on the Saudis to do more against 
ISIS, the absence of Iran and Iraq, 
which the Saudis believe is under 
Tehran’s influence, from the coali-
tion suggests that the Saudis still 
see Iran, rather than ISIS, as the 
main enemy.

Nonetheless, by taking the lead 

in the coalitions, the Saudis are 
trying to shore up their Arab lead-
ership credentials.

However, there are two main 
problems with the Saudi policy. 
First, the Yemeni intervention 
has turned into a quagmire. While 
the Saudis have returned Yemeni 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi and his advisers to the coun-
try and ensconced them in the 
port city of Aden, the capital city 
of Sana’a and much of the western 
and northern parts of the country 
remain out of reach.

The Houthis have put up a 
stubborn resistance. Although 
they have lost ground since the 
summer, the conflict is virtually a 
stalemate despite the substantial 
number of Saudi air strikes against 
the Houthis and their allies and 
reported Saudi military advisers 
attached to Yemeni troops loyal to 
Hadi.

The air strikes are the sec-
ond problem. They have drawn 
considerable criticism from UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
for causing civilian casualties. 
According to UN figures, about 
5,700 Yemeni civilians, including 
830 women and children, have 
been killed since March. The war 
has created a severe humanitar-
ian crisis, exacerbating shortages 
of food, water and medicine in 
Yemen.

Twice in a six-week period, 
Saudi air strikes were said to have 
hit health clinics run by Doctors 
without Borders, a non-govern-
mental organisation. Officials with 
it said they had provided clinic 
coordinates to Saudi authorities 
but they were struck nonetheless.

Although Saudi Arabia con-
tinues to receive strong support 
from the United Arab Emirates 
and some other Gulf countries in 

its Yemen campaign, some Arab 
states appear to have reduced their 
contributions to the fight in more 
recent months.

This lessening of support is 
probably the result of several 
factors, such as not wishing to 
get bogged down in the Yemeni 
conflict, concern about domestic 
matters and seeing the Islamic 
State (ISIS), not Iranian proxies, as 
their chief threat.

For the Saudis, it is just the 
reverse. Their focus on the Houthis 
and other Shia groups in the region 
has led them to reduce support for 
the anti-ISIS campaign. US military 
sources have stated that Saudi air 
strikes against ISIS targets in Syria 
and Iraq have dropped significant-
ly since 2014 as the Saudis have 
concentrated their efforts against 
the Houthis.

It remains to be seen whether 
the Saudis’ recent announcement 
of a new anti-terrorism coalition 
will shift some of its military focus 
to ISIS. With the Saudis support-
ing a ceasefire in Yemen and peace 
talks between the Hadi govern-
ment and the Houthis in Geneva, 
it is possible that they may be 
looking to reduce their military 
involvement in Yemen, but, given 
their antipathy towards Iran-
backed Shia groups, it is unlikely 
they will countenance a dominant 
Houthi role in Yemen.

Military intervention also has 
unintended consequences. The 
chaos in Yemen — some of which is 
fuelled by the Saudi intervention 
— has allowed extremists to make 
gains. Recently, for example, the 
southern Yemeni towns of Jaar and 
Zinjibar reportedly fell to al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula.

And in Syria, Saudi support for 
Islamist groups, some of which 
have fought alongside al-Qaeda-

affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, also has 
caused concerns. Egypt, for exam-
ple, is extremely worried that such 
extremists will emerge victorious 
in Syria, putting the entire region 
at risk.

Although many Arab govern-
ments, including Egypt, want to 
stay in the good graces of Riyadh to 
keep receiving financial assistance 
— for example, on December 15th, 
Egyptian officials received Saudi 
Defence Minister Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz in Cairo to 
discuss security cooperation as 
well as Saudi financial investments 
— Saudi Arabia’s military interven-
tion in Yemen (and support for 
some questionable groups in Syria) 
is not inspiring much confidence 
in Riyadh’s leadership role.

On top of such concerns are 
Saudi Arabia’s financial difficul-
ties. The low price of oil has hurt 
government revenues and the 
government has been drawing 
on reserves to cover budgetary 
shortfalls. The Yemen war is also 
a financial drain. While the Saudis 
are tight-lipped about the actual 
costs of the war, the price tag is 
likely in the billions of dollars.

All of this brings returns to the 
Arab leadership role. Saudi Arabia 
has coveted that role while other 
Arab countries, such as Egypt, have 
been consumed with domestic is-
sues. However, as Saudi resources 
diminish, and with the Arab world 
divided over whether Iran and the 
Shias are a greater threat than ISIS, 
Saudi Arabia’s leadership position 
is tenuous despite presiding over a 
couple of coalitions.
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