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T 

he Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) and the 
Arab League threw their 
support behind Saudi 
Arabia in the diplomatic 

row with the Islamic Republic of 
Iran triggered by the execution of 
a radical Saudi Shia cleric and the 
subsequent attack on the king-
dom’s embassy in Tehran.

After an emergency meeting Jan-
uary 9th in Riyadh, foreign minis-
ters of the six-member GCC backed 
Saudi Arabia and condemned what 
they called “Iranian blatant in-
terventions in the internal affairs 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”. 
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said the kingdom might take 
additional preventive measures “if 
Iran continues with its belligerent 
policies”.

“Iran has to make a decision 
whether it is a nation state or a 
revolution. If it’s a nation state, 
it should act like one,” Jubeir said 
after the GCC meeting, adding the 
concept of “sectarianism” was un-
heard of in the region before the 
Iranian revolution.

The latest dispute between the 
two countries occurred after Saudi 
Arabia executed 47 men, includ-
ing the radical Shia cleric Nimr al-
Nimr, on terrorism-related charges. 
Iranian protesters soon thereafter 
attacked the Saudi embassy in Teh-
ran and its consulate in Mashhad.

The day after the GCC foreign 
ministers met, the Arab League 
in Cairo said it backed Saudi Ara-
bia in the dispute with Iran. In a 
statement following the meeting, 
Arab League foreign ministers 
condemned the attacks on Saudi 
Arabia’s embassy in Tehran and ac-
cused the Iranian government of 
failing to protect it. The statement 
also condemned the recent discov-
ery of a terrorist cell in Bahrain af-
filiated with Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps.

All Arab League members, ex-
cept for Lebanon, whose foreign 
minister, Gebran Bassil, is affili-
ated with Hezbollah, endorsed the 
final statement. The Iran-backed 

group has been designated a ter-
rorist organisation by a number of 
countries and supports the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
the war in Syria.

“The Arab world cannot tolerate 
acts that spark civil discord,” Arab 
League Secretary-General Nabil 
Elaraby said. “Iran has shown will-
ingness to foment unrest among 
Arab nations.”

“Iran has to decide what kind of 
neighbour it wants to be: a good 
neighbour or a chaotic neighbour 
and so far it behaves like the lat-
ter,” UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan said 
following the meeting in Cairo.

In its communiqué, the Arab 

League held Iran responsible for 
the attacks and called on Tehran 
to abide by international conven-
tions and treaties that hold host 
countries responsible for protect-
ing diplomatic missions.

The statement deplored Iran’s 
“hostile and provocative” state-
ments against Saudi Arabia, calling 
it interference in the kingdom’s af-
fairs, and also condemned con-
tinued Iranian interference in the 
internal affairs of Arab countries, 
stressing that such acts undermine 
security and stability in the region, 
are a violation of international law 
and are contrary to the principle of 
good neighbourliness.

The Arab League denounced 

Iran’s occupation of the UAE is-
lands of Greater Tunb, Lesser Tunb 
and Abu Musa; and Tehran’s sup-
port, training and financing of 
terrorist organisations; and its at-
tempts to undermine security and 
stability in GCC countries.

There are fears that Saudi-Irani-
an spat might disrupt peace talks 
regarding the war in Syria. How-
ever, both Saudi Arabia and Iran 
reassured the United Nations that 
talks would not be affected.

Meanwhile, in its first move to 
defuse the crisis, Iran has held 
Tehran province Deputy Gover-
nor Safar-Ali Baratlou responsible 
for not stopping the attack on the 
Saudi embassy.

“Based on primary investiga-
tions the mistakes of Safar-Ali 
Baratlou, Tehran province’s dep-
uty governor for security affairs, 
were proven and he was promptly 
replaced due to sensitivity of the 
case,” the Interior Ministry said in 
a January 11th statement.

Iran annually celebrates the 1979 
takeover of the US embassy in Teh-
ran and refers to it as the “second 
revolution”. Since then, several 
embassies have been attacked over 
the years, notably those of Kuwait 
in 1987, Saudi Arabia in 1988, Den-
mark in 2006 and Britain in 2011.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Arab foreign ministers attend an emergency Arab League session in Cairo, on January 10th.

Washington

T 

he escalation of Sunni-
Shia tensions in the wake 
of Riyadh’s execution of 
Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr, 
and the subsequent Irani-

an-Saudi war of words, has put the 
United States in a difficult position 
as it tries to juggle competing inter-
ests.

First, the United States has close 
ties to both Sunni and Shia-led re-
gimes. Although the former domi-
nate the region, the United States 

has invested heavily, in terms of 
blood and treasure, in the Shia-
dominated Iraqi regime, which 
it sees as a critical ally in the war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

In the wake of the Iran nuclear 
deal, which was concluded last 
summer, Washington hopes, as US 
President Barack Obama has stated 
on several occasions, that Iran, the 
leading Shia nation, will eventu-
ally moderate its behaviour in the 
region and return to the family of 
nations.

Hence, for Washington to land in 
the sectarian conflict on the side 
of the Sunnis threatens not only to 
upend its relationship with Bagh-

dad but also to scuttle any chances 
of a rapprochement with Iran. And 
Obama sees the nuclear deal with 
Iran and the potential for a better 
relationship with Tehran as one of 
his important legacies. He told a 
journalist last May that, long after 
he has left the presidency, “it’s my 
name on this”.

But it is precisely that legacy that 
worries the Saudis most of all. Al-
though Saudi Arabia, after much 
prodding from Washington last 
summer, officially endorsed the 
nuclear deal with Iran, it never re-
ally accepted it. Riyadh believes 
that Iran will not honour the deal 
and will do what it can to pursue 
a clandestine programme. It also 
fears that the windfall of cash that 
will soon fill Tehran’s coffers with 
the lifting of sanctions will em-
bolden Iran’s meddling in the Arab 
world, which is already occurring 
in Iraq, Yemen and Syria.

Although the Obama administra-
tion has promised the Saudis that 
they can buy very sophisticated US 
military hardware for their defence, 
the leadership in Riyadh does not 
place much stock in Washington’s 
promises that it will come to its de-
fence. Unnamed Saudi diplomats 
have complained in the media that 
Washington has not done anything 
in response to Iran’s recent missile 
tests, for example, an ominous sign 
from Riyadh’s perspective.

Washington also has its share 
of problems with Riyadh. White 
House spokesman Josh Ernest said 
in January that US diplomats had 

raised concerns with Saudi officials 
about going ahead with the execu-
tion of Nimr because of the poten-
tial for “damaging consequences”, 
which, he said, have now been 
“precipitated” by the execution.

Still, with so many conflicts and 
problems in the region, Washing-
ton needs the cooperation of both 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, reflected in 
the fact that shortly after the torch-
ing of the Saudi embassy in Tehran, 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
was on the phone to foreign min-
isters from both Saudi Arabia and 
Iran to try to calm the situation.

Washington’s top priority at this 
point is keep the international 
coalition together to defeat ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria and to get a ceasefire 
and a political process under way 
in Syria that would finally end the 
conflict. US officials had applauded 
the cooperation and efforts of the 
Saudis to host the recent meeting 
of Syrian opposition forces — mi-
nus ISIS and the al-Qaeda-affiliate 
Jabhat al-Nusra — in the kingdom 
and they want Iran’s cooperation 

to help convince Syrian President 
Bashar Assad to agree to a transi-
tion timetable.

From the US perspective, any-
thing that could derail these efforts 
— such as the Saudi-Iranian war of 
words — needed to be dealt with. As 
State Department spokesman John 
Kirby stated: “One of the things on 
Kerry’s mind is not letting the Vi-
enna process [on Syria] stall or fall 
backward.” Thus far, the Saudi-Iran 
spat has not scuttled that process.

On Iraq, the Sunni-Shia con-
flict has the potential to unravel 
the military gains, albeit modest, 
against ISIS. Although Iraqi Sunnis 
complain that the Shia-dominated 
government in Baghdad is not giv-
ing them their fair share of power, 
the recent victory against ISIS in 
Ramadi was carried out in conjunc-
tion with forces from the regular 
Iraqi army and some Sunni tribal 
forces. Continued cooperation be-
tween these two forces is necessary 
if the much larger city of Mosul is to 
be taken down the road.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, while condemning the ex-
ecution of Nimr, was careful not 
to inflame an already delicate situ-
ation given Iraq’s sectarian prob-
lems. Washington is undoubtedly 
hoping that such wise policies will 
prevail.
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associate of the Middle East Center 
at the University of Massachusetts-
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Iranian demonstrators burn a representation of the US flag during 
a demonstration in front of the Saudi Arabian Embassy in Tehran, 
on January 3rd.

Riyadh fears that the 
windfall of cash that 
will soon fill 
Tehran’s coffers 
with the lifting of 
sanctions will 
embolden Iran’s 
meddling in the Arab 
world.


