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A 

s the largest oil exporter 
in the world and with a 
developing economy of 
considerable untapped 
potential, Saudi Arabia 

views maritime security as critical 
to its national and regional inter-
ests.

The 2,640km Saudi coastline is 
comparable to South Africa’s and 
greater than that of Egypt’s. On 
its western flank, the Saudi coast-
line is approximately 1,840km, 
accounting for four-fifths of the 
eastern seaboard of the Red sea, 
through which more than 8% of 
global maritime traffic transits 
daily.

Cairo recently restored sover-
eignty of the Tiran and Sanafir is-
lands to Riyadh, which had ceded 
control of them in 1949 to let the 
Egyptians utilise them against Is-
rael — but the Israelis captured the 
two islands during the six-day war 
and returned them following the 
1979 peace treaty in which Egypt 
committed to freedom of naviga-
tion. Riyadh also announced it 
would finance a project that would 
connect Saudi Arabia and Egypt 
with a bridge over the Red sea.

On its eastern flank, the Saudi 
coast runs more than 800km along 
the Gulf, through which more than 
30% of globally traded oil passes 
every day and where concerns of 
an Iranian blockade persist.

Of strategic interest to Saudi 
Arabia are three maritime choke 
points around the Arabian penin-
sula: the Strait of Hormuz, the Bab 
el Mandeb strait and the Gulf of 
Suez. The closure of any of these 
would affect Saudi national secu-
rity by cutting off key supply lines 
for energy exports and imports of 
raw materials, food, livestock and 
other essential items.

Despite substantial force de-

ployments in the region from in-
ternational allies such as the Unit-
ed States, United Kingdom and 
France, Saudi Arabia must assume 
the regional leadership role among 
Gulf Arab states in confronting 
threats at sea. Unsurprisingly, 
Saudi Arabia has the largest naval 
force in the region.

While the United Arab Emirates 
and Oman have been modernising 
their forces and building on their 
legacy as primarily coastal and off-
shore-focused navies, Saudi Ara-
bia remains the only regional force 
with the ability to maintain a truly 
blue-water-capable, war-fighting 
navy.

However, the Royal Saudi Navy 
(RSN) is in need of modernisation. 
The majority of its fleet was com-
missioned during the 1970s and 
1980s and a large proportion of its 
vessels reaching the end of their 
useful service life.

The Saudis are embarking on 
a large-scale modernisation in 
which they have prioritised the 
Eastern Fleet, based out of Jubail, 
as the primary focus.

Riyadh has been assessing op-
tions for its Saudi Naval Expansion 
Programme-II (SNEP-II) for some 
years and is inching closer to a se-
ries of major acquisitions. SNEP-II 
is estimated to cost $16 billion and 
the Saudis are inclined to meet 
programme requirements almost 
entirely from their US ally. The 
RSN Eastern Fleet is comprised 
of mainly US-built vessels, al-
though the Western Fleet is mainly 
sourced from France.

The RSN is keen to acquire four 
Multi-Mission Surface Combatant 
(MSC) warships, which are based 
on the littoral combat ship (LCS) 
with which the US Navy is mod-
ernising its own fleet.

The MSC offers a robust set of 
advantages as a dynamic, com-
pact warship at the leading edge in 
its class of ships. It is understood 
that the Saudis are close to a deal 
with the United States, which has 
agreed to sell the MSC to Riyadh 
but costing and delivery schedules 

are impeding finalisation.
SNEP-II would enable the RSN 

to regain an advantage over Ira-
nian capabilities at sea, which 
have evolved considerably in re-
cent years as Tehran employed an 
asymmetric strategy that relies on 
stealth and speed. The Saudi East-
ern Fleet was originally equipped 
to counter larger surface targets 
and lacked capabilities to deal with 
the more non-traditional threat of 
Iranian small craft and midget sub-
marines.

SNEP-II envisages ships and pa-
trol boats three to five times larger 
than what the Eastern Fleet cur-
rently operates. They would be 
more survivable, have more robust 
combat systems and able to oper-
ate at sea with helicopters and un-
manned aerial vehicles (UAVs).

In May 2015, the United States 
announced a $1.9 billion deal with 
Riyadh for ten MH-60R multi-
mission helicopters able to operate 
from frigates and corvettes. Armed 
with precision-guided rockets, the 
MH-60Rs would provide an effec-

tive counterpunch against Iran 
and, alongside three new maritime 
patrol aircraft (MPAs) being pur-
sued by Riyadh, represent a major 
leap forward for Saudi anti-subma-
rine warfare capabilities.

SNEP-II also calls for six 
2,500-tonne warships, around two 
dozen fast patrol vessels and 40 
ship- and shore-based UAVs. As 
such, once SNEP II is implement-
ed, Saudi naval power in the Gulf 
could become much sharper than 
Iranian naval capabilities.

Saudi Arabia has also expressed 
interest in buying German subma-
rines but it is unclear if Berlin will 
be willing to supply the desired 
class of vessels.

Germany has sold Dolphin-class 
submarines, modified so they 
could carry Israeli nuclear-tipped 

Popeye cruise missiles, to Israel 
but Berlin reportedly is uncom-
fortable with deeper defence coop-
eration with the rest of the region. 
However, German shipbuilder 
Lurssen is building a number of 
fast patrol craft for the RSN after 
winning a contract in 2014.

Saudi Arabia will also need new 
landing craft for troops, tanks and 
vehicles, and vessels for logistics 
and support if it is to sustain its 
drive as an emerging regional pow-
er that can respond to emerging 
maritime and shore-based threats 
in a region undergoing dramatic 
structural transformation.

SNEP-II needs five to seven years 
to be realised unless fiscal chal-
lenges stretch procurement cycles 
over a longer period.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
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focus in international security, 
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issues. He is an alumnus of Royal 
Holloway, King’s College London 
and Cranfield University.
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O 

f all the international in-
terventionist forces par-
ticipating in the Syrian 
war, the success of Rus-
sia’s military assistance 

to the beleaguered regime of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad has trig-
gered interest in other Arab coun-
tries facing security threats.

Throughout the Maghreb and the 
Sahel, governments are struggling 
to manage a security environment 
fundamentally transformed by the 
“Arab spring” upheaval and Jihad-
ist activities in the region. Russia’s 
intervention in Syria has been duly 
noted, leading some countries in the 
Middle East and North Africa to seek 
increased cooperation with Russia.

This interest is apparent in the 
Maghreb, where Morocco’s King 
Mohammed VI made a state visit 
to Russia, last March. Algeria is also 
seeking to increase its armament 
shipments from Russia and Tunisia 
is reportedly considering increasing 
military cooperation with Moscow.

Tunisian interest in collaboration 
with Russia intensified in the wake 
of the March 7th Islamic State (ISIS) 
attacks on Ben Guerdane, where 
dozens of jihadis stormed the Tu-
nisian town near the Libyan border, 
attacking army and police posts in 
a raid that killed at least 50 people, 

including civilians.
The Algerian Air Force in Decem-

ber 2015 bought a dozen Sukhoi 
Su-32 fighter-bombers, an export 
version of the Su-34 that has proved 
effective in Syria, at an estimated 
cost of $500 million-$600 million 
from Russia. Regional unrest has led 
it to increase its order for Russian-
made Mi-28NE “Night Hunter” at-
tack helicopters from the eight re-
ported in January to 42, a contract 
worth $600 million-$700 million.

The Air Force is not neglect-

ing its airlift capabilities, a critical 
consideration in a country as vast 
as Algeria. Negotiations are under 
way with Russia’s state weapons ex-
porter Rosoboronexport to purchase 
two Ilyushin Il-76MD-90A military 
transport aircraft.

As the world’s second-largest 
arms exporter, Russia has several 
advantages over its European and 
US competitors in the Middle East 
beyond its weaponry’s proven bat-
tlefield prowess.

Russia has a significant Muslim 

minority, about 10% of its popula-
tion, and in the Caucasus it has been 
battling jihadists since the breakup 
of the Soviet Union in 1991. Unlike 
US and European arms exports, 
Russian shipments are not accom-
panied by hectoring human rights 
lectures or demands on democra-
tisation of the country’s political 
structure; Moscow instead is con-
cerned about preserving govern-
ment authority, believing that when 
“strong” governments are toppled, 
chaos ensues.

Above and beyond arms ship-
ments, Russia is said to be supplying 
Maghreb governments with invalu-
able intelligence data. According to 
media reports, Russia recently sup-
plied Algeria with satellite imagery 
of its borders with Tunisia, Libya, 
Mali and Niger, which helped the 
Algerian Army thwart infiltration at-
tempts by militants, including ISIS 
and al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
jihadists and weapons smugglers. 
as part of broader regional coopera-
tion, the Algerian government has 
reportedly shared the imagery with 
Tunisian authorities.

The combination of battle-proven 
Russian weaponry with intelligence 
assistance will likely become an ir-
resistible offer to North African 
governments battling insurgen-
cies, as what Moscow is offering is 
far broader and deeper than that 
offered by Western governments, 
which are more reluctant to share 
intelligence, particularly data 

gleaned from reconnaissance satel-
lites.

According to the Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute, 
in the past decade armaments im-
ports by African nations increased 
19%, with Algeria and Morocco, the 
two largest regional arms importers, 
having a combined total of 56% of 
African weaponry imports.

Rosoboronexport head Anatoly 
Isaikin said that in 2015 the Middle 
East and North Africa accounted for 
36% of his firm’s $15 billion annual 
global sales. As jihadists continue 
their rampage through the Islamic 
world, one of the few certainties is 
that governments will take every 
measure to defend themselves — 
with a concomitant growth in arms 
imports.

As over the past six months Rus-
sian armaments have proven them-
selves on the battlefield, it seems 
likely that Maghreb governments 
under threat will increasingly turn 
towards Moscow to fulfil both their 
weaponry needs and intelligence 
shortfalls.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian and 
post-Soviet affairs.
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Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (C) attends a wreath-laying 
ceremony at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier by the Kremlin 
wall in Moscow, on March 15, 2016.


