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GCC worried by lifting of Iran sanctions

Major Saudi-Chinese deals during Xi’s visit

London
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audi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said Riyadh, 
promising to protect re-
gional security, was wary 
of the potential for Iranian 

“nefarious activities” bankrolled 
by the economic windfall caused 
by the removal of international 
economic sanctions.

“Saudi Arabia will not allow Iran 
to undermine our security or the 
security of our allies. We will push 
back against attempts to do so.” 
Jubeir wrote in an opinion article 
published January 19th in the New 
York Times, giving the first formal 
Saudi reaction to the end of more 
than ten years of sanctions against 
the Islamic Republic following 
last July’s nuclear deal with world 
powers.

Jubeir, speaking to Reuters, said 
how Tehran used the additional 
funds would be followed closely. 
“If they (funds) go to support the 
nefarious activities of the Iranian 
regime, this will be a negative and 
it will generate a pushback,” he 
said. “If they go towards improv-
ing the living standards of the Ira-
nian people then it will be some-
thing that would be welcome.”

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Arab al-
lies expressed worries the nuclear 
agreement would not stop Iran 
from building a nuclear arsenal 

and the lifting of sanctions would 
enable Tehran to finance Shia mili-
tant groups across the Middle East, 
destabilising Arab countries.

Asked about the likelihood 
of Saudi Arabia seeking nuclear 
weaponry of its own, Jubeir told 
CNN: “Saudi Arabia will do what-
ever it takes to protect the nation 
and people from any harm and I 
will leave it at that.”

Official reaction to ending Ira-
nian sanctions from the other five 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries has been muted but the 
media joined a chorus of condem-
nation.

“The White House is now lib-

erating the Iranian regime from 
sanctions, enabling this regime to 
go on with its sectarian project and 
hostile practices,” wrote column-
ist Ayman al-Hammad in the Saudi 
pro-government Al-Riyadh news-
paper, describing the removal of 
sanctions as “ominous”.

Manama analyst Tariq al-Amir, 
who wrote in Bahrain’s Al-Watan 
daily, criticised US role in the Irani-
an nuclear negotiations. “This les-
son teaches us that the USA is like 
scorpions; it has no friends,” he 
said. “When Iran was under sanc-
tions, it managed to occupy four 
Arab capitals. How many capitals 
will it occupy with the flow of bil-

lions on its treasury?”
Similar sentiments were in the 

Qatari press where Muhammad 
Ayyadi warned: “Contrary to the 
rosy picture painted by Washing-
ton, Iran will emerge more danger-
ous to the region in the future.”

Riyadh views Iran as a perpetual 
threat, because of its support for 
radical Shia militias, notably in 
Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria, 
where Saudi Arabia and Iran sup-
port opposite sides in the lengthy 
civil war.

The Saudi religious establish-
ment also showed deep concern. 
A petition signed by 140 Saudi 
clerics, some of them prominent 
scholars, called on regional gov-
ernments to be wary of what they 
described as Iran’s “record of crim-
inality and treachery” and to sup-
port regional Sunnis.

The statement said the Iranian 
regime seeks to impose control 
and dominate the Muslim world 
through support for some govern-
ments, arming and mobilising sec-
tarian militias and exploitation of 
minorities for political gain.

The clerics said the GCC should 
beware of infiltrators, citing cells 

affiliated with Iran that were re-
cently uncovered in Kuwait and 
Bahrain. They said Iran’s “project” 
should be countered by any means 
necessary; economic, military, reli-
gious or through the media.

Saudi Arabia cut commercial and 
diplomatic ties with Tehran after 
Iranians attacked the kingdom’s 
diplomatic missions in Tehran and 
in Mashhad in protest of the Janu-
ary 2nd execution of a radical Sau-
di Shia cleric. Bahrain also severed 
ties and the United Arab Emirates 
downgraded relations. Kuwait re-
called its envoy to Tehran.

UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan, 
writing on Twitter, told his Iranian 
counterpart Javad Zarif that he was 
hypocritical to criticise Saudi Ara-
bia’s human-rights record. Zarif 
replied in a tweet: “Diplomacy is 
the domain of the mature; not ar-
rogant nouveau-riche.”

Despite tough rhetoric from 
Emirati officials, the UAE has not 
severed commercial ties with Teh-
ran. 

In spite of the sanctions, Iran 
was the United Arab Emirates’ 
fourth largest economic partner 
in 2014 with nearly $17 billion in 
cross-border trade.

 Iranians were the fourth largest 
foreign buyers of Dubai property 
in 2010, accounting for 12% of real 
estate transactions. According to 
property consultant Cluttons, that 
figure dropped 3% in the first quar-
ter of 2015.
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audi Arabia and China 
signed 14 agreements dur-
ing President Xi Jinping’s 
first visit to the Middle 
East, including a deal to 

build a nuclear reactor.
Most of the agreements were 

economic, including one for strate-
gic cooperation between oil giants 
Saudi Aramco and China Petroleum 

and Chemical Corporation (Sin-
opec).

Xi and Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud on January 20th 
marked the inauguration of a joint-
venture oil refinery in Yanbu Indus-
trial City on the Red Sea. The YAS-
REF refinery is 62.5% held by Saudi 
Aramco and Sinopec holds the bal-
ance. The facility is one of five joint-
venture refineries for Saudi Arabia. 
Four are overseas, including one in 
Fujian, China.

Aramco has also been in talks to 
acquire a stake in a China National 

Petroleum Corporation refinery as 
well as retail assets, Reuters said, 
a deal that would help Aramco sell 
more of its output to China amid 
growing competition. The deal 
is estimated to be worth $1 bil-
lion-$1.5 billion.

Officials announced on January 
19th a memorandum of under-
standing (MoU) for the construc-
tion of a high-temperature, gas-
cooled nuclear reactor. Neither the 
location nor the expected capacity 
of the plant was disclosed. Another 
MoU concerned renewable energy.

Xi’s visit also had political dimen-
sions, with China giving support for 
the internationally recognised and 
Saudi-backed Yemeni government, 
which is fighting Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels.

In a statement released after Xi’s 
meeting with King Salman, the two 
countries affirmed their support for 
the unity, independence and sover-
eignty of Yemen, and that all social, 
religious and political groups in 
the country should maintain their 
national solidarity and avoid any 
decisions that may cause social dis-
ruption and chaos.

“Both sides stressed support for 
the legitimate regime of Yemen,” 
the statement said.

The Saudi-Chinese statement 

expressed deep concern over the 
“grave” situation in Syria and re-
newed calls for a political resolu-
tion to the fighting. It also stressed 
the need for humanitarian aid to 
Syrian refugees to continue, en-
couraging the international com-
munity to provide greater support.

The visit of China’s president to 
Saudi Arabia comes at a time when 
the economies of both countries are 
in the international spotlight.

China, after posting rapid growth 
for more than a decade, has seen 
a significant slowdown in the last 
two years. In 2015, the Chinese 
economy grew 6.9%; its slowest 
growth in 25 years. But some ana-
lysts say official government data 
have been inflated and that growth 
is much weaker. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) has predicted 
China’s economy to grow by 6.3% in 
2016 and 6% in 2017.

The IMF has meanwhile slashed 
its forecast for Saudi economic 
growth for 2016 and 2017 to 1.2% 
and 1.9%, respectively. The IMF 
blamed the expected slowdown on 
the slowing Chinese economy and 
low oil prices.

Saudi Arabia cut government 
spending at the end of 2015 after 
posting a record $98 billion budget 
deficit for the year. The kingdom 
also introduced a number of meas-
ures regarding subsidies, including 
an increase in domestic petrol pric-
es of more than 50%. Water, elec-
tricity, diesel and kerosene prices 
also went up.

The austerity measures are ex-
pected to save the kingdom $7 bil-
lion annually, according to Riyadh-
based Jadwa Investment. The firm 
said savings from the Saudis’ hike 
on diesel fuel are estimated at $2.75 
billion and petrol levies are expect-
ed to save $2.5 billion.

Saudi Arabia is China’s largest 
Middle East trading partner, with 
bilateral trade estimated at more 
than $71 billion for 2014, according 
to the Saudi Ministry of Finance.

Xi was also to visit Iran and Egypt 
on his current trip.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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A file photo shows GCC foreign ministers during a meeting of Gulf 
foreign ministers on December 7, 2015 in Riyadh.
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Saudi King Salman bin Abdelaziz Al Saud (R) and Chinese President Xi Jinping reviewing the honour guard upon the latter’s arrival in Riyadh, on January 19th.


