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P 

lans to return two islands 
from Egypt to Saudi con-
trol and build a bridge 
over the Red Sea to link 
the Arab countries should 

have few repercussions on Jordan 
and Israel because the moves are 
part of a Saudi effort to create a re-
gional Sunni alliance against Shia 
Iran, diplomats in the region said.

Jordanian officials have said lit-
tle about an April 11th visit by Saudi 
Deputy Crown Prince and Defence 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz but two Jordan-based 
Arab diplomats said the plans were 
laid bare in the closed-door talks 
with Jordanian King Abdullah II.

“It was meant to reassure Jordan 
and Israel that none of the moves 
were aimed against them but, rath-
er, to face Iran’s growing threat by 
forming a Sunni alliance to protect 
the collective interests of govern-
ments in the region,” explained one 
of the diplomats.

Jordan was asked to relay the 
Saudi message to Israel, which 
Egypt had already done when it 
decided to return the islands to Ri-
yadh a few days earlier, both diplo-
mats said insisting on anonymity 
because they were not allowed to 
brief the media.

An emerging Sunni coalition 
against the Iranian-led Shia alliance 
is becoming more visible, although 
transforming it into a purely mili-
tary alliance could prove ineffective 
against Tehran and its allies.

The Sunni alliance was mani-
fested in the Saudi-led coalition 
battling Iranian-backed insurgent 
Houthi Shia militias in Yemen. 
It was also evident in moves by 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states 
to crack down on Iran’s Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah, and in their fund-
ing of Sunni rebels fighting Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s Alawite regime 
— a Shia offshoot — in Syria.

With Iraq, Syria and parts of 
Lebanon under heavy Shia Muslim 
influence, Saudi Arabia and other 
Arab states are concerned that 
Iran’s sway will expand in a region 
traditionally dominated by rival 
Sunni governments.

In what appears to be part of this 
alliance building, Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud met 
with Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi in Cairo, where agree-
ments on the islands and the bridge 
were signed. On April 12th, Salman 
visited Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

Prince Mohammed was in Jor-
dan’s Red Sea port of Aqaba meet-
ing King Abdullah. A statement 
released after the talks said both 
men “rejected Iranian interference 
in the region’s affairs and igniting 
sectarian strife”.

Israel is not opposed to the return 
of two Red Sea islands from Egypt 
to Saudi Arabia or the plan to build 
a bridge connecting the two Arab 
countries because it favourably 
views Arabs trying to unite against 
the Iranian threat.

“It relates to us and it does not 
bother us,” Knesset member Tzachi 
Hanegbi, who heads parliament’s 
Foreign Affairs and Defence Com-

mittee, told Israel’s Army Radio in 
an April 12th interview.

Transferring the sovereignty of 
Sanafir and Tiran islands back to 
Saudi Arabia should give it control 
over the Red Sea.

The Saudi-led coalition appears 
to be heading towards victory in 
the year-old war with the Houthis 
in Yemen.

The Saudis are practically con-
trolling the Bab el Mandeb strait, 
which separates Yemen on the Ara-
bian peninsula and Djibouti and 
Eritrea in the Horn of Africa. The 
strait connects the Red Sea to the 
Gulf of Aden.

Commanding the strait, Saudi 
Arabia was able to block Iranian 
shipments from arriving at Yemeni 
ports. The Saudis were also able to 
draw the Red Sea’s coastal coun-
tries of Sudan, Eritrea and Djibouti 
away from Iranian influence.

In the long-term, the arrange-
ment could be problematic for the 
Israelis, observed Shaul Shay, a for-
mer Israeli military officer who now 
heads research at the Institute for 
Policy and Strategy at the Interdis-
ciplinary Centre in Israel.

“The Saudis will not close the 
Red Sea to Israel,” Shay said.

However, he added that in the 
long term, considering unpredict-
able geopolitical conditions, Israel 
must “reassess its security and po-
litical strategy in this region”.

Israel and the Saudi-led Arab coa-
lition have a common interest but 

are working separately to under-
mine Iran’s ambitions in the region. 
Israel is specifically wary of Iran’s 
weapons programme and accuses 
Tehran of seeking to acquire a nu-
clear bomb.

Therefore, as long as the Arabs 
are focused on Iran, Israel has no 
problem with the Saudi-Egyptian 
control of the Red Sea, Shay noted.

The islands, which were under 
Saudi control and passed to Egypt 
during wars with Israel, which then 
briefly controlled them, were re-
turned to Egypt as part of the 1979 
Camp David peace accord between 
Israel and Egypt.

One of the sensitive issues the 
transfer of the islands could raise 

regards Israeli planes using the air-
space over them in transit to Asia. 
This would technically mean they 
would be flying in Saudi airspace. 
Israel and Saudi Arabia have nei-
ther peace agreements nor diplo-
matic relations.

By the same token, Egypt is for-
bidden by the Camp David peace 
treaty from deploying military 
forces on the islands or along Si-
nai’s seashore area bordering the 
Red Sea.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly 
and has reported on the Middle 
East and North Africa for nearly 
three decades.

Saudi Arabia said to 
reassure Jordan, Israel 
on Cairo deals
Jamal J. Halaby

A 2015 file picture shows Jordan’s King Abdullah II, front, 
welcoming Saudi Arabia’s Defence Minister and Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz upon his arrival at 
the Royal Palace in Amman.

“It was meant to 
reassure Jordan and 
Israel that none of the 
moves were aimed 
against them.”

A Jordan-based Arab 
diplomat.
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have said little about 
an April 11th visit by 
Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince and Defence 
Minister Mohammed 
bin Salman bin 
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A 

planned bridge linking 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula 
with western Saudi Ara-
bia should increase trade 
between the two Arab 

countries and give them tighter con-
trol over the Gulf of Aqaba. Howev-
er, such a move could create friction 
with Israel.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia said 
recently they would construct a 
6-12km bridge, which is expected to 
shorten land travel between the two 
countries by almost two-thirds.

The project is expected to cost $4 
billion, which Saudi Arabia — intent 
on a comprehensive strategic part-
nership with Egypt as part of its 
wider plan to unify Sunni countries 
against Shia Iran — is to pay.

However, the project could be 
seen as bad news in Tel Aviv, where 
tighter Egyptian-Saudi control over 
the Gulf of Aqaba could restrict Is-
rael’s access to the Red Sea through 
the Strait of Tiran, Israel’s only gate-
way to the sea.

“The construction of the bridge 
will necessitate the presence of 
more Egyptian and Saudi troops 
in Red Sea islands to protect it,” 
Egyptian researcher Abdel Monem 

Halawa said. “This will bring about 
tighter Egyptian and Saudi control 
over the area, which will, at the end, 
mean that Israel’s access into the 
Red Sea will primarily be subject to 
approval from the two countries.”

The planned bridge would cross 
the Red Sea islands Tiran and San-
afir. Ships carrying goods via the 
Port of Eilat in southern Israel pass 
through the Strait of Tiran. The clo-
sure of the strait in May 1967 precip-
itated an Israeli war on Egypt.

There are international peace-
keeping troops, mostly US soldiers, 
on the two islands to guarantee the 
unrestricted movement of Israeli 
ships in light of a peace treaty Israel 
signed with Egypt in 1981. Egypt 
also maintains a military presence 
on the islands.

Construction of the bridge would 
increase the Egyptian and Saudi 
military presence on the islands, 
which might provoke objections 
from Israel. Israeli officials have not 
publicly spoken about the bridge 
but Halawa said Tel Aviv must be 
gritting its teeth in anger and might 
relay its fears to Washington to put 
pressure on Cairo and Riyadh to call 
off the bridge construction.

In Egypt, economists say the 
long-awaited bridge would be a 
lifeline for Egypt, whose economic 
slowdown has significantly affected 
the livelihoods of millions in the 
country.

Trade exchange between Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia is $2 billion-$3 
billion a year. If the bridge is built, 
trade volume is projected to in-
crease to at least $8 billion a year, 
economists say.

“This is not only about the move-
ment of goods and persons between 

two countries, but also about the 
movement of these goods and per-
sons between two continents,” said 
Rashad Abdo, an economist and 
the head of the think-tank Egyp-
tian Centre for Economic Studies. 
“It will also contribute effectively 
to the rise in Saudi investments in 
Egypt.”

Saudi Arabia invests $6.2 billion 
in Egypt and has announced plans 
to invest an additional $7 billion in 
Egypt in the next few years. Easier 
movement of goods and people be-
tween the two countries will con-

tribute, economists say, to further 
increasing Saudi investments in 
Egypt.

About 1 million Egyptians work 
in Saudi Arabia and the bridge is 
expected to ease the movement of 
Egyptian workers to the Gulf state. 
About 13% of Egypt’s workforce of 
26 million is unemployed, the Egyp-
tian government said.

The bridge could boost the tour-
ism in both Egypt and Saudi Arabia 
in unprecedented ways, econo-
mists say. Hundreds of thousands 
of Egyptians make pilgrimages to 

Saudi Arabia every year and about 
600,000 Saudis visit Egypt annu-
ally.

“The bridge will make the Sinai 
peninsula and its tourist attractions 
very easy to reach for Saudis and 
holy sites in Mecca and Medina very 
easy to reach for Egyptians,” Abdo 
said. “This will at the end signifi-
cantly boost the tourism sector in 
both countries and translate into 
huge financial revenues.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Tourists preparing to board a boat in front the Tiran island in the Straits of Tiran between Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and Saudi Arabia.

Work on the bridge 
would increase the 
Egyptian and Saudi 
military presence on 
the islands.


