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audi Arabia is building an 
Islamic alliance that could 
become a military coalition 
of substance and a political 
bloc that could coalesce to 

act as a bulwark against emerging 
security threats.

Saudi Arabia is stepping up its 
game as it seeks to assert itself as 
a regional political and military 
heavyweight. Statesmen from al-
lied Muslim countries gathered re-
cently in Saudi Arabia to witness 
the conclusion of Northern Thun-
der — the largest military exercises 
undertaken in the region — together 
with their host King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud.

The motivation for Riyadh is 
clear. The United States is not high-
ly dependable and the Saudis are 
realising that the Americans, de-
spite being the traditional security 
guarantor in the region, have their 
own agenda and outlook that ulti-
mately put Saudi interests at risk.

A recent interview by US Presi-
dent Barack Obama in the Atlantic 
magazine served as a reminder of 
how Washington continues to see 
its relationship with Saudi Arabia as 
“complicated” and maintains a per-
ception that its regional allies “free-
ride” off American firepower.

Riyadh will have to secure its 
long-term security interests with 
its own leadership and with lack 

of alternative options with Russia 
or China to replace or rebalance 
dependence on the United States, 
an Islamic alliance holds the best 
promise. Such an alliance may be 
timely for much of the security di-
lemma in the region is somehow 
internal to the Islamic world and 
insofar as that it makes sense that 
there is deeper strategic alignment 
among this particular community 
of states.

As architects of this new alliance, 
there are four key lessons the Sau-
dis can draw from the NATO model 
— a political and military alliance 
unique in history that has endured 
periods of enormous global trans-
formations.

General Hastings Ismay, Brit-
ain’s chief military assistant during 
World War II and first secretary-
general of NATO, described its pur-
pose as intended “to keep the Rus-
sians out, the Americans in and the 
Germans down.”

Some might argue that as far as 
Syria is concerned, the Saudis would 
be similarly content with keeping 
the Russians out, the Americans in 
and the Iranians down.

Longer term, however, Saudi Ara-
bia is more interested in keeping the 
terrorists out, Sunnis together and 
the Iranians down. Though any one 
element of this on its own may not 
be convincing for several states, es-
pecially those outside the Gulf, that 
Riyadh would like to see become 
part of its envisaged alliance. The 
security “package” offered by this 
alliance will determine its form, 
output and, ultimately, its success.

At the most basic level Riyadh 

will need to be able to develop a set 
of core principles such as Article 5, 
Article 4, and Article 6 (in order of 
importance), which are the bedrock 
pillars of the NATO alliance.

Article 5 commits NATO members 
to consider an armed attack against 
one member to be an attack against 
them all. This has only ever been in-
voked once — by the United States 
following September 11th, 2001.

Article 4 lets members call for 
immediate military consultations 
when “the territorial integrity, po-
litical independence or security of 
any of the parties is threatened”. 
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland con-
voked a meeting with Article 4 in 
2014 after the annexation of Crimea.

Article 6 stipulates the geographi-
cal territories covered by the arti-
cles of the alliance. In other words, 

where it counts and where it does 
not.

Second, Riyadh will need to 
establish a permanent, well-re-
sourced structure in which military 
and civilian personnel from alliance 
members can work together.  The 
end goal has to be the formation of 
a permanent military command ro-
tated among the major powers.

However, the immediate focus 
would need to be placed firmly on 
standardisation. Only a programme 
of standardisation between alliance 
members at the training, doctrine, 
concept of operations and equip-
ment levels can ensure they can ef-
fectively operate jointly in the first 
place.

Third, Riyadh will need to have a 
clear plan for the economics of the 
sort of international military alli-

ance it is envisaging. While NATO 
upholds collective defence for its 
28 members as its definitive pur-
pose, it is driven financially by just 
a handful of states. 

The United States contributes 
almost one-quarter of the year-
ly NATO funding requirements 
whereas Germany, France, the 
United Kingdom, Italy and Canada 
together contribute more than half.

Saudi Arabia may be able to repli-
cate or even go beyond the financial 
role played by the United States in 
NATO for its own alliance but it will 
also need a small group of states to 
commit to significant financial con-
tributions. However, this pool of 
candidates is small and realistically 
limited to Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil states, such as the United Arab 
Emirates. Kuwait and Qatar, and to 
Turkey.

Finally, just as NATO expanded 
gradually, beginning with 12 found-
ing members in 1949 and absorb-
ing another 16 over the course of 
67 years since, Riyadh, too, must 
take a long-term development ap-
proach.

NATO assesses when prospective 
candidates for membership have 
reached maturity including com-
pliance to established standards 
before being welcomed into the al-
liance, otherwise they could prove 
an expensive liability.

Quality must trump quantity for 
its alliance and if Riyadh upholds 
this overarching principle, then 
its deterrence objectives could be 
achieved, just as NATO has done, 
without ever having to fight in a 
single conventional conflict.
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A March 10th photo shows, from right to left, Sheikh Mohammed 
Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai and UAE 
vice-president, Pakistani Prime Minister Muhammad Nawaz 
Sharif, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and the Emir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah 
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah watching the North Thunder military 
exercises in Hafr Al-Baten, Saudi Arabia.
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A 

week after remarks 
were published in 
which US President 
Barack Obama labelled 
a number of America’s 

traditional allies, including Sau-
di Arabia and fellow Gulf states, 
“free riders”, the White House an-
nounced he would be visiting the 
Sunni kingdom in April.

According to a White House 
statement, Obama is to partici-
pate in a Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) summit led by Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. The 
statement emphasised the security 
nature of the visit, adding that it 
would “provide an opportunity for 
leaders to discuss additional steps 
to intensify pressure on ISIS, ad-
dress regional conflicts and de-es-
calate regional and sectarian ten-
sions”. ISIS is an acronym for the 
Islamic State, also known as Daesh.

King Salman recently met with a 
US congressional delegation led by 
US Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee member Ben Cardin, D-
Maryland, a vocal opponent of the 
Iran nuclear deal.

The US delegation also met with 
Saudi Minister of Defence Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz, according to the Saudi 
press agency.

The congressional meeting and 
the president’s upcoming visit 
come at a challenging time for US-
Saudi relations.

In an in-depth interview with 
the Atlantic magazine, Obama said 
a number of US allies in the Gulf 
region and in Europe were “free 
riders”, adding that Saudi Arabia 
needed to share the region with 
Iran.

The first rebuttal came from Sau-
di Prince Turki al-Faisal, the king-
dom’s former intelligence chief 
and ex-ambassador to Washington 
and London. In a strongly worded 
open letter carried in Saudi media, 
Faisal refuted the “free rider” tag. 
“No, Mr Obama. We are not ‘free 
riders’. We shared with you our 
intelligence that prevented deadly 
terrorist attacks on America.

“We initiated the meetings that 
led to the coalition that is fighting 
Fahish (a pun on “Daesh”, mean-
ing “vile”) and we train and fund 
the Syrian freedom fighters, who 
fight the biggest terrorist, Bashar 
Assad, and the other terrorists, 
al-Nusra and Fahish. We offered 
boots on the ground to make that 
coalition more effective in elimi-
nating the terrorists.”

The former intelligence chief 
also addressed the sectarian ac-
cusation levelled at the kingdom, 
saying: “You accuse us of foment-
ing sectarian strife in Syria, Yemen 
and Iraq. You add insult to injury 
by telling us to share our world 
with Iran, a country that you de-
scribe as a supporter of terrorism 
and which you promised to coun-
ter its ‘destabilising activities’.”

Although he currently holds 
no official portfolio, Faisal’s com-
ments are usually in line with king-
dom policy.

Obama’s interview surprised 

Washington insiders. Describing 
friction between Obama and the 
US Gulf allies as a “not-so-well-
kept Washington secret”, former 
under-secretary of defence in 
George W. Bush’s administration 
Dov Zakheim, commenting in For-
eign Policy magazine on Faisal’s 
letter, wrote: “The list of ways in 
which the Saudis have supported 
American interests is actually long-
er and is simply too exhaustive for 
Obama to dismiss them and, for 
that matter, their Gulf partners, as 

‘free riders’.”
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President Sheikh Thamer al-Sabah 
said: “When we share intelligence, 
when we open our air, land and 
sea, when we spend billions of dol-
lars in trying to combat terrorism 
and trying to help the Syrian refu-
gees, how is it free?”

Sabah also said the nuclear deal 
between world powers and Tehran 
did not lessen Kuwait’s concerns, 
which include militant sleeper 
cells, espionage and the safety 

of Iran’s Bushehr nuclear power 
plant. He pointed out that Kuwait 
is the closest major population 
centre to the facility.

The GCC summit Obama is to at-
tend on April 21st is a follow-up to 
last May’s Camp David meeting, 
an attempt at the time to set GCC 
leaders at ease over the Iran nu-
clear deal.
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A file picture shows Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud meeting with US President Barack 
Obama at the White House on February 4th, 2015.

Prince Turki 
al-Faisal refuted the 
“free rider” tag. “No, 
Mr Obama. We are 
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Obama is to attend 
on April 21st is a 
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May’s Camp David 
meeting.

Riyadh will have to 
secure its long-term 
security interests 
with its own 
leadership.


