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Riyadh

W 

hile attention was 
focused on US 
President Barack 
Obama’s meeting 
with Gulf Coop-

eration Council (GCC) leaders, Mo-
rocco’s King Mohammed VI was 
receiving crucial support from GCC 
countries over Western Sahara.

King Mohammed VI defended 
Morocco’s stance after a spat with 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon, who had made comments 
about the huge disputed region of 
north-western Africa as being un-
der “occupation”.

Moroccan officials refused the 
United Nations’ expression of re-
gret of the “misunderstandings” 
and its explanation that the re-
marks were not deliberate. Rabat, 
rather, expelled more than 80 
members of the UN Mission for 
the Referendum in Western Sahara 
(MINURSO). The mission included 
about 500 people

King Mohammed VI turned to 
the GCC for support on the issue. 
In a statement, Morocco and GCC 
leaders backed Rabat’s insistence 
on sovereignty over Western Saha-
ra. They also stated that Morocco’s 
autonomy plan was viewed as “the 
basis for any solution” to the issue.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud personally endorsed “all 
political and security causes that 
are important for your brotherly 
country, mainly the Western Sa-
hara”.

The GCC position is seen as a 
signal to Algeria, the main backer 
of the pro-independence Polisario 
Front and Morocco’s regional nem-
esis.

Morocco, which claims the vast, 
sparsely populated former Spanish 
possession as part of its southern 
provinces, has controlled most of 
the territory for 40 years.

Conflict between Morocco and 
the Polisario Front over the West-
ern Sahara peaked between 1976 
and a UN-brokered 1991 ceasefire. 
The Polisario Front rejected a pro-
posal by Rabat for “wide autono-
my” for Western Sahara, calling for 
“the right of the Sahrawi people to 
determine their own future”.

At the GCC summit, King Mo-
hammed VI lamented the “destruc-
tion, chaos and human tragedies” 
since “Arab spring” uprisings.

“The hostile plots that seek to 
undermine our stability are contin-
uing,” he said. “They will not stop. 
Several countries in the eastern 
part of the Arab world have been 
torn apart and destroyed.

“Today, it is the western part 
that is targeted and the most re-
cent of these conspiracies has been 
hatched against the territorial in-
tegrity of your second home, Mo-
rocco.”

Diplomatic sniping over Western 
Sahara, a relatively quiet issue for 
years, resumed in recent months. 
France has generally adopted a 
pro-Moroccan stance on Western 
Sahara; the United States’ tone has 
been mostly neutral.

King Mohammed VI told Gulf 
leaders that the country wanted to 
“diversify its partnerships” with 

Russia and China, among others — 
possibly prompting Washington to 
engage more on the Western Saha-
ra issue to maintain its relationship 
with a GCC-linked country.

The support from Gulf rulers for 
Morocco’s position reflected an un-
precedented level of regional po-
larisation over the issue. In a state-
ment at the end of the summit, GCC 
leaders and the Moroccan monarch 
lashed out at “separatism”, a refer-

ence to pro-Polisario backers.
Ban has warned that a likely out-

come of Morocco’s decision to re-
duce MINURSO staff would weaken 
UN presence in the region, creating 
a situation that would be exploited 
by terrorists and radicals.

In a document obtained by the 
Agence France-Presse news agen-
cy, Ban was reported as calling 
on a renewed UN mandate for the 
mission, which he said was neces-

sary to prevent “full-scale war”. 
Between April 2014 and March 
2015, MINURSO conducted almost 
10,000 patrols to check whether 
Moroccan and Polisario forces were 
adhering to the ceasefire.

With signals coming out of Al-
geria, where the Polisario Front is 
based, and with Rabat’s unrelent-
ing position on the dispute, fears 
are growing that the long-running 
ceasefire could be under threat.
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King Mohammed VI of Morocco (L) with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud during the GCC 
summit in Riyadh.

“The hostile plots 
that seek to 
undermine our 
stability are 
continuing.”

Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI

Obama visit to Riyadh may not correct miscalculations

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s trip to 
Riyadh has been 
overwhelmed by 
regional security 
concerns, including 

growing threats from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), Iranian military 
activities in the Gulf and Russia’s 
intervention in Syria.

The visit marks a renewed at-
tempt to reverse deteriorating 
Saudi-US relations. In Riyadh, the 
US administration must seek to al-
leviate deepening Saudi and wider 
Arab suspicion of a US-Russian 
sponsored plan to divide the Mid-
dle East among Shia, Sunni and 
Kurdish spheres of influence.

For the Saudis and other 
Sunni-majority, as well as multi-
sectarian, countries, the US 
rapprochement towards Iran is a 
grave concern. The US-sponsored 
nuclear deal removed economic 
sanctions, lifted an arms embargo 
and freed frozen Iranian assets 
worth billions.

At the same time, the United 
States sought closer military and 
political cooperation with Iran in 
the struggle against the Taliban 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan and 
in the drive to defeat the Islamic 
State (ISIS) insurgency in Iraq and 
stabilise the Iranian-sponsored 
Haider al-Abadi government in 
Baghdad.

Even more alarming to Saudi 
and Arab allies is a perceived US 

softening of criticism of Iran’s 
growing military encroachments in 
Syria and continued support of the 
Houthis in Yemen, in addition to 
Hezbollah military and clandestine 
activities in various Arab states.

At the same time, strains in 
American anti-Saudi relations have 
grown during the Obama adminis-
tration. Congressional attempts to 
investigate allegations of possible 
Saudi links to the 9/11 attacks mark 
the latest episode in the fraying 
process.

Both have concerns about this 
fallout. The kingdom receives 
substantial political and military 
assistance from the United States 
that is vital for its security. The 
United States benefits hugely from 
Saudi-US economic and military 
cooperation. Substantial gains 
are received by the US economy, 
including more than $700 billion 
worth of Saudi-owned US assets, 
more than $90 billion of US Foreign 
Military Sales (FMS), access to $18 
billion of annual US exports and 
billions worth of benefits from 
services provided to Saudi sectors 
such as education, environment 
and health.

The United States has reaped 
strategic benefits from the king-
dom’s pivotal role in helping defeat 
the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. 
Saudi Arabia also led efforts to con-
tain the Iranian Islamic revolution 
during the 1980s and to articulate 
the war campaign against Saddam 
Hussein throughout the 1990s and 
2000s.

Most importantly, Saudi Arabia 
has remained the world largest 
reserve, producer and exporter of 
oil, making it arguably the most 
crucial country to global and US 
economies.

Obama’s Middle East policy 
seems to have been shortsighted 
about the strategic relevancy of 
Saudi Arabia. Some US foreign 

policy architects argued against 
taking sides in the Sunni-Shia pow-
er struggle. This policy outlook 
placed Iran and Saudi Arabia on 
equal footing and has anticipated a 
fighting match in which the United 
States may ultimately emerge as 
the winner.

For Saudi Arabia, such an articu-
lation of foreign policy perspective 

boils down to an acceptance of ex-
panded Iranian regional influence 
and the cultivation of US foreign 
policy based on a Sunni-Shia re-
gional division of influence.

Such a foreign policy has not 
gone according to plan. Russia, 
rather than the United States, 
emerged as the dominant player in 
Middle Eastern affairs, in a series 
of events that marks a startling 
post-Cold War comeback.

Europe has become increasingly 
unsettled by the influx of hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees. US 
support for the Kurds has aggra-
vated Turkey, a NATO member. 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia appear to 
have begun a search for alternative 
security provisions other than that 
typically provided by the United 
States.

The Obama administration may 
have underestimated the Saudis’ 
ability to manoeuvre amid regional 
struggles and to sway to its favour 
the balance of power. Miscalcula-
tions may have been responsible 
for the emergence of the largest 
military and political alliance 
among Islamic countries under 
Saudi-Turkish leadership.

Obama’s visit to Saudi Arabia 
represents a desperate move to 
retain the confidence of key allies 
in his administration. This may 
not be accomplished by solely 
encouraging the Gulf states to buy 
US missile defence systems while 
allowing Iranian threats to prolifer-
ate. The Obama administration 
may no longer be able to ride two 
horses at once.
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Obama’s Middle East 
policy seems to have been 
shortsighted about the 
strategic relevancy of 
Saudi Arabia. US President Barack Obama delivers a speech 

following a US-Gulf Cooperation Council 
summit in Riyadh, on April 21st.


