
12 April 8, 2016

News & Analysis Egypt   Saudi Arabia

Cairo and Riyadh build on common interests
Cairo

E 

gypt and Saudi Arabia, 
which parted ways be-
cause of differences over 
the Syrian crisis and other 
regional issues, have real-

ised the need to build on common 
interests and strengthen their old 
alliance.

The challenges of fighting terror-
ism, curbing Iran’s growing influ-
ence and preserving Egypt’s stabil-
ity are leaving both countries with 
no option but closing their ranks.

“Iran and terrorism are actually 
two important points in this com-
mon ground,” political analyst Nabil 
Zaki said. “Egypt and Saudi Arabia 
are united in their strategy to trim 
Tehran’s regional influence and 
fight extremism.”

Putting aside frustration that 
grew in recent years because of di-
verging priorities, Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi cleared the way for a long-
awaited meeting.

King Salman arrived in Cairo, 
on April 7th, his first visit to Egypt 
since he ascended to the throne in 
January 2015. This visit was sched-
uled for last September but it was 
reportedly postponed because of 
differences over how to respond to 
the war in Syria.

Saudi Arabia insists Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad should give up 
power, arguing that there is no fu-
ture for him in Syria. Egypt wants 
to preserve Syria’s state institutions 
until a transition is manageable.

“The fear in Egypt is that a post-
Assad political and military vacuum 
will only be filled by the Islamic 
State (ISIS),” said Tarek Fahmi, a 
political science professor at Cairo 
University. “This is why Egypt op-
poses Saudi Arabia’s desire to effect 
outright regime change in Syria.”

Syria is not the only issue in re-
lations between Cairo and Riyadh. 
There is frustration in the Gulf at 
Cairo’s caution to use military pow-
er in support of other Arab states.

Sisi said before he took power 
two years ago that it would take his 
army only the duration of travel to 
reach other Arab states and defend 
them. “People in the Gulf are yet 
to see this translated into action,” 
political analyst Akram Badr Eddin 
said.

Egypt, which has received more 
than $20 billion in aid from Gulf 
states since July 2013, participates 

in military drills in Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain and the United Arab Emir-
ates.

When Saudi Arabia started strik-
ing Yemen’s Houthis in March 2015, 
Egypt sent naval units to tighten a 
maritime siege on the Shia group. 
The measures were seen in the Gulf 
as only serving Egyptian interests 
and not doing enough to protect 
Gulf allies.

“Gulf states expected Egypt to 
send ground troops into Yemen,” 
Badr Eddin said. “Nevertheless, 
apart from the fact that it is Egypt’s 
parliament that decides these mat-
ters, Egyptians have bad memories 
of boots on the ground in this Arab 
country.”

Egypt lost thousands of soldiers 
when it intervened in Yemen’s 1962 
civil war, losses Egyptians remem-
ber well and want to avoid.

However, the challenge of facing 

an Iran empowered by a nuclear 
deal with the West and expanding 
terrorism seem to be overshadow-
ing differences between Cairo and 
Riyadh. Predominantly Sunni Saudi 
Arabia views Iran as its largest re-
gional threat. With no diplomatic 
relations with Tehran since 1979, 
Egypt, too, grows wary of Tehran’s 
regional influence.

The Islamic State (ISIS), which 
is active in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula 
and claimed responsibility for sev-
eral attacks inside Saudi Arabia, is 
also uniting Cairo and Riyadh.

“This is why the two Arab capitals 
are coming to the realisation that 
they cannot stay away from each 
other,” Zaki said. “The fact is that 
the reasons for unity between the 
two capitals are far more important 
than the ones for conflict.”

Egypt is in dire need for Saudi in-
vestments and financial assistance 

as it continues to recover from 
years of unrest. The value of Egypt’s 
pound is dropping against foreign 
currencies, resulting in unprece-
dented price hikes in local markets.

Egypt is also losing its foreign cur-
rency lifelines, including tourism 
and foreign investments, because of 
a Russian passenger plane bombing 
in late 2015 and political and secu-
rity conditions.

The Suez canal, a main source of 
foreign currency, is deeply affected 

by the international economic slow-
down, which translates into fewer 
container ships transiting the canal.

“Here is where Egypt badly needs 
Saudi Arabia,” Fahmi said. “Egypt 
needs Saudi investments but Ri-
yadh will commit a big mistake if 
it thinks it can influence Egypt’s 
political decision using its need for 
money.”

Apart from the financial assis-
tance and easy-term oil shipments, 
Saudi Arabia recently donated $1.5 
billion for the development of Si-
nai. The Saudi government also an-
nounced plans to invest $8 billion in 
Egypt in the coming years.

“Saudi Arabia is bound to back 
Egypt through its economic difficul-
ties until it stands back on its feet,” 
Badr Eddin said. “For Gulf states, 
supporting Egypt is a matter of no 
choice but a national security prior-
ity.”
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Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) welcoming Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) upon his arrival at Cairo 
international airport, on April 7th.

King Salman’s visit to Egypt

F
or years we have 
affirmed the strength 
of relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt 
and that Riyadh views 
ties between the two 

countries are not largely affected 
by domestic circumstances. Even 
during the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
one-year rule of Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia tried to be a good friend 
and neighbour and was shocked 
when Egypt’s Islamist rulers 
sought to surrender the country 
to Iran’s mullahs.

Still, Saudi Arabia was patient 
and eventually the Egyptian people 
had enough and a second revolu-
tion took place. Now Egypt has a 
government that is seeking to fix 
the country’s democratic path and 

return Saudi-Egyptian relations 

to their normal track.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 

Al Saud’s visit to Cairo came at 
a time when the Saudi-Egyptian 
Coordination Council is having its 
sixth meeting in which a number 
of agreements are set to be signed. 
These deals would increase Saudi 
investment in Egypt to serve the 
economic interests of both sides. 
They include an agreement — 
worth an estimated $20 billion — 
that will result in Egypt’s energy 
needs being covered for the next 
five years.

This is a major agreement and 
represents important Saudi eco-
nomic support for Egypt.

Saudi Arabia will also be provid-
ing the funds for the construction 
of  King Salman University in Sinai, 
at a cost of about $1.5 billion.

King Salman’s visit is also at a 
crucial time given deteriorating 
political, security and economic 
situations across the Middle East 
following the “Arab spring”. 
Indeed, the visit in itself is a blow 
to those who have tried to di-
vide Egypt and Saudi Arabia over 
the past few years, not least the 
Muslim Brotherhood and certain 
regional states whose governments 

oppose Cairo.
King Salman and Egyptian 

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi had 
an agenda that included a range of 
important topics affecting the Arab 
and Islamic world. Key among the 
issues is the Syrian crisis where 
there appears to be lack of agree-
ment on some points and where it 
is hoped that Cairo and Riyadh can 
reach a common vision.

The same applies to the Yemeni, 
Libyan and Lebanese files, as well 
as the broader fight against terror-
ism. Some are suggesting greater 
security coordination between 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt’s respec-
tive Interior and Defence ministries 
could emerge from the meeting. 
King Salman’s visit was to include 
discussions on the issue of joint 
Arab forces and the establishment 
of an independent committee 
responsible for dealing with the 
refugee crisis.

There is also no doubt that the 
meeting will include discussions 
of Egyptian-Qatari relations after 
Qatar hinted a desire to improve 
them. The same goes for Egyptian-
Turkey relations after Ankara 
sought to calm tensions with Cairo 
over the past months. Saudi Arabia 

is the only country able to lead the 
reform of relations among these 
three parties. We can only hope 
that this is something that can be 
achieved because Arab and Islamic 
countries need to overcome their 
differences for the greater good.

In a recent statement, Sisi said 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt represent 
the two flanks of Arab security. 
The history of relations between 
these two countries only serves 
to confirm this. As for what we 
are seeing today, Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia are both looking to work 
together to create new policies af-
fecting the Middle East following 
the disasters of the “Arab spring”.

This development is a testimo-
ny to the fraternity between Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia, something that 
the Muslim Brotherhood and 
those trying to hurt this relation-
ship simply do not understand. 
Relations that bind Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt are not confined to the 
ties between their leaders; this is 
a relationship between two frater-
nal people and historic strategic 
allies.

Jamaan al-Ghamdi is a Saudi 
writer.
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Relations that bind Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt are 
not confined to the ties 
between their leaders.

“Saudi Arabia is bound 
to back Egypt through 
its economic difficulties 
until it stands back on 
its feet.”

Egyptian political analyst 
Akram Badr Eddin


