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S 

audi-Iranian relations have 
always been complicated, 
considering the countries’ 
contending world views 
and regional interests, but 

peaceful co-existence seems more 
difficult than ever.

Iran boasts more regional impor-
tance than it has ever had and is po-
sitioned to increase that influence 
further with a nuclear accord that 
removes crippling economic sanc-
tions that will free as much as $150 
billion in frozen assets and reopen 
Iranian markets to the global econ-
omy.

Alternatively, Saudi Arabia has 
found it difficult to reverse growing 
Iranian influence (especially in Leb-
anon and Iraq) and is now engaged 
in what many see as testing proxy 
war with Iran in Yemen.

On top of this, Saudi Arabia is 
bearing the consequences of the 
prolonged Syrian civil war where 
the Iran-allied Assad regime is being 
resurrected by Russian hard power 
as the Islamic State (ISIS) comes to 
the fore as a new strategic threat.

More broadly, Iran has become 
patron-in-chief of political Shia Is-

lam — charged by Arab Gulf states 
of meddling in the internal affairs 
of Bahrain, Yemen and even Saudi 
Arabia itself, where it is seen to be 
constructing a fifth column. Iran 
spearheads a regional alliance with 
Syria, Iraq and a host of non-state 
actors across the region — notably 
in Lebanon with Hezbollah, in the 
Palestinian territories with Hamas 
and in Yemen with the Houthis — 
that continues to grow in strength, 
numbers and reach.

To buttress its deepening political 
influence, Iran has developed a ro-
bust missile programme as the cen-
trepiece of its asymmetric warfare 
strategy and is able to attack civil-
ian and critical infrastructure tar-
gets deep into the Arab Gulf with-
out warning and within minutes. 
Iran can potentially blockade the 
Strait of Hormuz and its status as 
a threshold nuclear weapons state 
adds to the security conundrum for 
the Gulf.

Despite these dynamics, the Unit-
ed States has failed under President 
Barack Obama’s administration to 
address Gulf Arab concerns about 
Iran. Rather than developing an ef-
fective push-back to Iranian ad-
vances, the United States discount-
ed Gulf Arab threat perceptions 
and effectively recognised Iranian 
regional gains over the last decade 
as legitimate.

As such, while perceptions of US 
disengagement from the Arab Gulf 
may be exaggerated, the White 

House has failed to show the leader-
ship its regional allies expect from a 
security guarantor.

Iranian gains around the region 
almost always represent losses for 
Saudi Arabia in what is, like it or 
not, a zero-sum game between two 
regional rivals.

The Saudis have decided they are 
having no more. Saudi-Iranian ten-
sions draw international attention, 
which is useful to Saudi strategy — 
it helps Riyadh, which worries that 
Iran will become more adventur-
ous in generating instability in and 
around the kingdom, to, at least 
in part, gain leverage. This is a dy-
namic that any mediation efforts to 
de-escalate Saudi-Iranian tensions, 
including those by Pakistan and 
China, will need to acknowledge.

Saudi leaders may well be more 
open to co-existence with Iran than 
the Iranians are to Saudi Arabia — 

even as Iran becomes more open 
to co-existence with the Ameri-
cans. However, an unchecked Iran 
means an insecure Gulf and what 
the Saudis are on the lookout for are 
international partnerships that can 
reinforce regional security because, 
while the current US administra-
tion may be listening, it is not act-
ing. Separately, the wait in Riyadh 
for a US president more hawkish 
on Iran has begun. While Pakistan, 
whose prime minister and, more 
importantly, army chief followed 
up visits from the Saudi foreign and 
defence minister with visits to Ri-
yadh and then Tehran, and China, 
whose president recently travelled 
to Riyadh, Cairo and Tehran, will 
apply their strong influence with 
the Saudi and Iranian leaderships 
to moderate regional tensions, both 
are unlikely to achieve major break-
throughs.

Saudi-Iranian tensions may not 
have a solution soon but the flow 
of oxygen feeding them can be re-
duced. If Islamabad and Beijing 
seriously want to support media-
tion efforts then it is Moscow and 
Muscat they need to connect with, 
whose roles in ending the Syrian 
and Yemeni civil wars, respectively, 
are decisive. Establishing peace pro-
cesses in Syria and Yemen, however 
fragile, that deliver an acceptable 
endgame for the Arab Gulf is crucial 
for containing a Saudi-Iranian cold 
war where the stakes have been 
raised dangerously high.
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After visting Saudi Arabia, Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif (C) meets in Tehran, on January 
19th, with Iranian President Hassan Rohani.
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W
ashington’s 
lifting of 
economic 
sanctions on 
Iran is a 
boon to 
bilateral 

relations but there are still major 
obstacles to a full detente, a 
former senior US diplomat said.

“Both sides have emphatically 
repeated that the (nuclear) deal 
is a transactional agreement 
and each side is dealing with 
their fringe with whom a 
transformational agreement 
would be anathema,” ambassador 
Barbara Bodine told The 
Arab Weekly in her office at 
Georgetown University, where she 
is director of the Institute for the 
Study of Diplomacy.

“But it’s still a historic 
agreement.”

Bodine, who was US 
ambassador to Yemen from 1997-
2001 and also served in Kuwait 
and Iraq, said US-Iranian bilateral 
relations have seen significant 
improvement, as witnessed by the 
January 12th incident in which a 
two small US Navy boats veered 
into Iranian waters. Iranian 
authorities arrested and detained 
ten American sailors but released 
them about 16 hours later with 
little or no fanfare.

“It’s a fairly remarkable step 
itself that our secretary of state 

could pick up the phone and 
call the Iranian foreign minister 
and that the foreign minister 
took his call. That wouldn’t have 
happened 18 months ago,” said 
Bodine.

But this does not mean that 
Washington will soon open an 
embassy in Tehran, she warns. 
Perhaps the United States will 
open an interest section there 
but even this is unlikely before 
the end of US President Barack 
Obama’s term, according to 
Bodine.

Indeed, there is little indication 
that either side trusts the other. 
On January 17th, the Obama 
administration imposed new 
sanctions on Iran for two recent 
ballistic missile tests that violated 
UN resolutions. Two days later, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei warned Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani and 
his government to guard against 
American “deceptions”.

“It’s a given that the Iranians 
think the Americans are not 
trustworthy and duplicitous, 
neither side trusts the other 
one,” said Bodine. “After 
all, most Americans don’t 
know who the shah was, 
while Iranians do, and most 
Iranians don’t remember 
our embassy (hostage 
situation) but every 
American does.”

Asked how this new 
relationship might 
affect geopolitical 
dynamics in the 
region, Bodine said 

that Israel, as well as Saudi Arabia 
and its Sunni Arab allies, might 
pose a challenge in what she 
called a worst-case scenario, even 
if highly unlikely.

The scenario involves Israel 
taking unilateral military action 
against Iran by flying over Sunni 
Arab air space to reach the Islamic 
Republic. An Israeli fighter jet 
could fly along the northern 
Saudi border to reach Iran and 
the Saudis would turn a blind 
eye until after the fact, Bodine 
explained.

Israel has been vehemently 
against the Iran nuclear 
agreement and Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
embarrassed many US allies by 
staging a diplomatic faux pas 
last March when he publicly 
lobbied members of Congress 
to support him against the deal 
while the White House was 
engaged in sensitive negotiations 
with Tehran. Washington 
insiders say that the relationship 
between Netanyahu and Obama 
subsequently plummeted to all-
time lows.

Saudi Arabia has also been 
opposed to the Iran agreement, 
though the kingdom did not 

state so publicly. What 
worries the Saudis most 

is that Iran will use the 
tens of billions of dollars 

expected to be released 
after sanctions are lifted 
to expand its influence in 

the region, especially in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon 

and Yemen. On 

January 19th, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir warned 
that if the funds “support the 
nefarious activities of the Iranian 
regime, this will be a negative and 
it will generate a pushback”.

Adding to the Saudis’ woes is 
that it has historically viewed 
its value to the West as a major 
oil exporter and an alternative 
to Iran, Bodine said. With oil 
revenue on the decline, the 
Iran agreement may appear 
particularly threatening to the 
kingdom.

“Saudi’s greatest fear is to be 
irrelevant or abandoned… and 
now, Saudi Arabia is looking 
around and wondering: What’s 
our value to the US?” Bodine said.

This question might be of 
particular relevance as the 
international community tries 
to find a resolution to the crisis 
in Syria. Diplomatic efforts have 
involved Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Russia and the United States but 
with relations between Riyadh 
and Tehran sour, talks might stall 
indefinitely.

The two regional powers cut 
diplomatic relations after Saudi 
Arabia executed Nimr al-Nimr, a 
Saudi Shia cleric, which triggered 
mob attacks on the kingdom’s 
embassy in Tehran. In a show of 
solidarity with their Sunni Arab 
ally, Bahrain, Kuwait, Sudan, 
Djibouti and Qatar pulled their 
ambassadors from Tehran.
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