
13January 8, 2016

News & Analysis  Arab security

Dubai

H 

eightening tensions 
and political polarisa-
tion characterised 2015 
in the Middle East. 
With the perpetua-

tion of the Assad regime in Syria, 
the consequential rise of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and instability in 
Yemen, Arab militaries witnessed 
a continuation of trends in threat 
dynamics generating a new cat-
egory of security challenges. Their 
impact is becoming more evident 
in the defence posture and spend-
ing by Arab militaries.

Traditionally, Arab states ap-
proached defence in numbers 
— more personnel, vehicles, air-
craft and essentially any type of 
military equipment. This generally 
translated into greater confidence 
in confronting prevailing threats. 
That was a justifiable approach to 
defence when the most serious 
threats to Arab states emanated 
simply from Israel or ideologically 
motivated regimes, all challeng-
ing the status quo and contending 
to inspire some manner of revo-
lution, in an unstable neighbour-
hood.

Powerful, armed non-state 
threats employing unconventional 
and asymmetric military tactics 
represent serious threats along-
side traditional ones. Arab mili-
taries are re-posturing to prepare 
for hybrid wars, where a milieu of 
armed non-state actors will oper-
ate in unison with state actors. 
The emerging threat environment 
has far-reaching implications in 
defence planning for Arab states, 
especially as the Middle East again 
becomes a battleground in global 

power competition.
The rise of non-state actors pre-

sents new challenges given their 
preferred modus operandi, which 
typically avoids direct combat 
and instead employs tactics, tech-
niques and procedures designed to 
keep them out of the line-of-sight. 
Hit-and-run operations, snipers, 
ambushes and improvised explo-
sive devices, swarming, hostage-
taking, torture, mass executions 
and embedding in civilian popula-
tions to maximise the chance of ci-
vilian deaths in an attempt to deter 
air targeting from enemies are all 
common among armed non-state 
actors.

Contending with hybrid threats 
requires a different approach to 
the challenge of traditional threats 
from state foes and priority has to 
be given to a different set of techni-
cal capabilities and likely mission 
profiles for military operators. For 
example, hybrid threat-focused 
forces typically prioritise manoeu-
verability over endurance, tactical 
intelligence-gathering over long-
range, multi-domain surveillance, 
close-in air support over beyond 
visual range targeting and rapid 
deployment over maintaining a 
larger, more dynamic set of multi-
mission capabilities.

Although US Secretary of De-
fense Ashton Carter recently ques-
tioned the focus of Arab militaries 
on building up air power at the ex-
pense of investing more in ground 
force capabilities, Arab states are 
paying greater attention to the sort 
of capabilities required to meet-
ing the type of emerging hybrid 
threat posed by ISIS and similar 
non-state actors bent on leading 
insurgency campaigns. Although 
Arab militaries will not discount or 
make redundant the other drivers 
to strategic defence posture and 
planning, there is a growing shift 
towards recalibrating defence ca-

pabilities.
Saudi Arabia is finalising a new 

purchase of heavy and light ar-
moured vehicles, Sea Hawk heli-
copters with advanced precision 
rockets and procuring dozens of 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
from the United States. Riyadh has 
also ordered a number of Spydr 
aircraft, used by the United States 
to track Taliban insurgents in Af-
ghanistan. The Saudis are busy 
with a $1.29 billion effort to re-
plenish inventories of laser-guided 
bombs and precision-strike war-
heads being depleted by ongoing 
operations in Yemen.

As the UAE mulls a new combat 
aircraft purchase, it is acquiring 
AgustaWestland AW609 search-
and-rescue tilt-rotor aircraft, lo-
cally manufactured UAVs for in-
telligence-gathering. The UAE will 
become the first country to receive 
advanced Predator drones. Addi-
tionally, it has ordered 500 Nimr 
vehicles and upgrades for an ex-

isting fleet and is buying 80,000 
type CAR 816 modern assault ri-
fles as well as an acoustic hostile 
fire warning system for its ground 
forces.

Egypt bought two Mistral war-
ships from France — each of which 
can carry 16 helicopters, four land-
ing craft and 13 tanks. Egypt has 
also reportedly agreed to purchase 
50 Kamov Ka-52 attack helicop-
ters from Russia, believed to be 
deployed on the Mistrals. Egypt 
is acquiring additional AH-64D 
Apache attack helicopters from the 
United States as well as receiving 
upgrades for Abrams tanks.

Lebanon, in the midst of a $3 
billion Saudi-funded modernisa-
tion programme, set to deliver 
armoured combat and transport 
vehicles, Cougar helicopters and 
corvettes. Lebanon has boosted its 
firepower by doubling its arsenal 
of howitzers and acquiring Caesar 
self-propelled guns, as well as air-
launched Hellfire and TOW II mis-

siles for the first time. Addition-
ally, Cessna Caravan aircraft will 
provide Lebanon new airborne 
intelligence-gathering capabilities, 
supporting its purchase of six A-29 
Super Tucano aircraft.

The most salient features of ar-
mament acquisitions in 2015 has 
been a movement towards gearing 
up for the threat of hybrid wars, 
which require a different approach 
and set of technical capabilities to 
traditional security threats. These 
developments are likely to be-
come more pronounced as Arab 
militaries manoeuver to respond 
to an evolving threat environment 
where armed non-state actors 
grow in influence and insurgencies 
gain in intensity.
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Double standards on border security

S
hould Arab nations be 
ashamed of maintain-
ing strong border 
defences and security 
checkpoints? They 
shouldn’t be. The 

United States and the countries 
of the European Union certainly 
aren’t.

For decades, Western 
democracies regarded walls as 
tool of oppression as was the 
Berlin Wall. US President Ronald 
Reagan delivered one of his most 
memorable speeches when he 
addressed the leader of the Soviet 
Union asking him to remove the 
wall separating East from West 
Berlin.

“General-Secretary Gorbachev, 
if you seek peace, if you seek 
prosperity for the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe, if you seek 
liberalisation, come here to this 
gate. Mr Gorbachev, open this 
gate. Mr Gorbachev, tear down 
this wall!” Reagan said on June 
12, 1987, in a speech in front of 
the Brandenburg Gate.

Great thoughts, inspiring words 
but they haven’t lasted very well. 
Today, less than 30 years later, it’s 
the United States and European 
countries that are busy throwing 
up new barbed-wire obstacles, 
fences and concrete walls as fast 
as they can construct them.

When Saudi Arabia over the 
past decade built fences and 
boosted security on its borders 
to control the flow of immigrants 
from Yemen and to prevent 
the chaos Bush administration 
policies had inflicted on Iraq 
from spilling over into the desert 
kingdom, US policymakers and 
pundits at best looked the other 
way but they certainly didn’t 
approve.

The future as laid out by the 
inspired visionaries and prophets 
of the Heritage Foundation, the 
American Enterprise Institute, 
the Cato Institute and those other 
temples of the faith of secular free 
markets and “Instant Democracy 
for All” was clear: Walls were 
evil, fences were pessimistic. 
Whoever built them to protect 
their own populations was guilty 
of lack of faith in the future. All 
such governments deserved to be 
toppled. Off with all their heads!

Except, a funny thing happened 
on the way to the millennium: 
The world steadily got more 
chaotic and dangerous.

The more governments were 
toppled by the Americans and the 
Europeans, the more chaos spread 

as a result — not democracy, not 
free markets, not joyous freedom 
for all.

It turned out that the cautious 
Saudis, lectured for so long 
by Thomas Friedman and the 
devotees of his influential book 
The World Is Flat, were right after 
all. 

The world wasn’t flat. People 
weren’t all the same. New and 
ancient dangers alike lurked in 
the teeming urban wastelands 
of war-smashed societies and 
anarchy-cursed failed states.

Finally, with a sublime 
indifference to their previous 
decades of preaching a Flat World 
and Open Borders for  
All, the Americans and the 
Western Europeans are 
frantically throwing up their 
own border defences against 
the spreading chaos their own 
policies and preaching did so 
much create.

At least this is in line with 
historical experience:

Throughout history man has felt 
safer behind walls from Hadrian’s 
Wall in Roman Britain 1,900 years 
ago to the Great Wall of China. 
The Israelis, who preached open 
borders to the Soviet Union for so 
long, over the past decade have 
run up a Great Wall of their own. 
They call it a fence, however the 
Palestinians refer to it as the 
apartheid wall because in some 
places it is a wall and in other 
parts it is a ditch defence in a wall.

Now the Europeans are 
building walls to keep 
immigrants out: Walls have 
become the latest security 
fashion in Europe, even while 
Europeans and Americans 
continue to lecture Arabs for 
erecting them in their own 
defence.

A report in the British Daily 
Express newspaper on December 
6th listed at least 13 countries in 
Europe building walls, barbed-
wire fences or other border 
barriers to keep “The Unwanted” 
out. The list included Russia, 
Ukraine, Austria, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria, Spain, Macedonia, 
Greece, Turkey, Serbia, Estonia, 
Croatia and Hungary.

I am no stranger to walls. I 
come from Belfast, Northern 
Ireland, a city that for decades 
was divided by ugly walls built 
to keep its competing Christian 
communities from slaughtering 
one another.

Walls can be built by tyrants 
for the worst of reasons or by 
free, civilised peoples desperate 
to defend their way of life for the 
best of reasons.

If Americans and Europeans 
continue to turn up their noses at 
walls built by Arab countries to 
protect themselves, they might 
consider abandoning the policies 
that wreaked havoc on so much 
of the region that caused the need 
for those walls to be built in the 
first place.

Martin Sieff

View point
Walls have 
become 
the latest 
security 
fashion in 
Europe, 
even while 
Europeans 
and 
Americans 
continue 
to lecture 
Arabs for 
erecting 
them.

Should Arab nations be 
ashamed of maintaining 
strong border defences 
and security checkpoints? 
They shouldn’t be.

Contending with 
hybrid threats 
requires a different 
approach to the 
challenge of 
traditional threats.


