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Tensions overshadow 
Obama-Gulf summit

‘Comprehensive agreement’ sought at Yemen peace talks
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O 

n a visit that has been 
widely labelled as a 
fence-mending mission, 
US President Barack 
Obama reaffirmed the 

United States’ commitment to the 
security of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC).

Despite efforts to project a united 
front, however, previous tensions 
between the US leader and the GCC 
overshadowed the summit.

Speaking after the meetings, 
Obama said: “I reaffirmed the pol-
icy of the United States to use all el-
ements of our power to secure our 
core interests in the Gulf region and 
to deter and confront external ag-
gression against our allies and our 
partners.”

He went on to say that the meet-
ing “reviewed important progress” 
since the US-Gulf summit at Camp 
David in 2015, adding that leaders 
agreed to “build an even-stronger 
partnership between our nations”.

Pundits have been quick to high-
light a perceived snub by Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
upon Obama’s arrival. Obama, who 
is probably on his final trip to the 
region as president, was met by a 
small Saudi delegation but the Sau-
di monarch greeted arriving GCC 
leaders personally. The incident 
led to the hashtag #King_Salman_
shuns_Greeting_Obama trending in 
Arabic on Twitter, with many Sau-
dis applauding the alleged snub.

“I nearly cried when I learned 
about the king’s decision. It’s our 
right to give them a taste of their 
own medicine,” wrote user Abdul-
Rahman. Another user wrote: “A 
clear message from the king of de-
cisiveness.”

Despite working closely on a 
number of regional issues, includ-
ing Yemen, Syria and the fight 

against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
divisions between the traditional 
partners were clear, especially with 
regards to the Iranian nuclear deal. 
Gulf leaders believe the agreement 
will bolster the Islamic Republic, 
enabling it to increase destabilising 
activities in the region.

Relations were further strained 
when in an interview with the At-
lantic magazine Obama said Saudi 
Arabia needed to “share the neigh-
bourhood” with Iran and labelled 
Gulf allies “free riders”.

Before the GCC summit, Obama 
had a one-on-one meeting with Sal-
man, which, according to a White 
House official, “really cleared the 
air” between the two leaders. How-
ever, in an interview with CNN, for-
mer Saudi intelligence chief, Prince 
Turki Al-Faisal said there was going 
to have to be “a recalibration of our 
relationship with America”.

“How far we can go with our 
dependence on America?” Faisal 
asked. “How much can we rely on 
steadfastness from American lead-

ership? What is it that makes for our 
joint benefits to come together?”

According to the final summit 
communiqué, the meeting in Ri-
yadh reaffirmed the GCC-US stra-
tegic partnership in pursuit of a 
stable, secure and prosperous re-
gion. It emphasised intensifying 
the campaign to defeat ISIS and al-
Qaeda and to address external and 
internal threats, including Iran’s 
activities, while working to reduce 
regional and sectarian tensions 
that fuel instability.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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M 

uch-anticipated Yem-
en peace talks opened 
in Kuwait but were 
immediately faced 
with Houthi rebels’ 

new demands that could torpedo 
the negotiations meant to end the 
brutal 13-month conflict.

“The choice today is between two 
paths; a safe country that guaran-
tees the stability and the rights of 
all or the broken land where chil-
dren die on a daily basis,” UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said at the start of 
the talks April 21st.

“The consultations should pro-
vide a strong foundation for a new 
political consensus to help Yemen 
achieve the stability and security 
that its people deserve and its fu-
ture requires,” he said. “The path to 
peace may be difficult but I believe 
that it is clearly within reach if all 

parties engage in good faith.”
His was a diplomat’s optimism. 

The delegation of Houthis and the 
General People’s Congress had 
boycotted the talks for three days, 
alleging ceasefire violations by the 

Saudi-led coalition and fighters loy-
al to the internationally recognised 
Yemeni government.

The militia was also said to have 
demanded an end to the naval 
blockade and the lifting of sanc-

tions on some of its leaders, includ-
ing former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh.

Yemeni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi sent Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed a message stating that re-
quests to modify the talks’ agenda 
would not be accepted. The Hadi 
delegation threatened to withdraw 
from the process if the rebels did 
not attend by April 21st, a deadline 
that was met.

The delay and demands led Yem-
eni Foreign Minister Abdelmalik 
al-Mekhlafi to warn against high 
expectations for the negotiations.

“The Houthis and Saleh’s party, 
by refusing to arrive on the agreed 
time and by putting a series of con-
ditions and by saying they reserve 
the right to boycott sessions if their 
conditions are not met — all of these 
have lowered the ceiling of expec-
tations,” Mekhlafi said.

Violations of the shaky UN-bro-
kered ceasefire were reportedly de-
creasing. Saudi defence spokesman 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asseri 
said groups of rebels and loyalists 

“are mostly operating” and super-
vised by Saudi members of the coa-
lition. “Our observations tell us that 
day by day the number of violations 
keeps decreasing,” he said.

The blueprint for the Kuwait talks 
is UN Resolution 2216, which calls 
for the Houthis to withdraw from 
areas seized since the start of the 
conflict in 2014 and to surrender 
heavy weaponry to the internation-
ally recognised government. Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed, however, said the 
process “will not necessarily follow 
a particular sequence”.
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US President Barack Obama cuts a lonely figure amid Gulf Cooperation Council leaders during the 
GCC summit in Riyadh, on April 21st.
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UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (R) and UN 
spokesman Charbel Raji attend a news conference in Kuwait City, 
on April 22nd.

 “The consultations 
should provide a 
strong foundation for 
a new political 
consensus.”

UN Special Envoy for Yemen, 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed

P21 P20

Hollande’s Mideast 
tour

Netanyahu needs a 
reality check

The last of Yemen’s 
Jews 

Reining in Saudi 
religious police

Europe’s 
Islamophobic prism

Iraq’s many wars

P16

P12

P4

P6

P7

P8

Dalal Saoud

Jamal J. Halaby

Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Zeki al-Sudeir

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Muhanad al-Hussam
Harvey Morris

Night at the
Museums in Beirut

P22Jimmy Dabbagh

Arab Youth 
trends
Arab Youth 
trends


