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Jeddah

O 

fficials from Saudi Ara-
bia and the United Arab 
Emirates signed a proto-
col to establish a coordi-
nating council to boost 

bilateral relations.
The agreement signed, on May 

16th, by Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud and Crown Prince of 
Abu Dhabi Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan in Jeddah aims to 
enhance “shared religious, histori-
cal, social and cultural ties between 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia… out of 
keenness to consolidate the frater-
nal relations between them, and 
their desire to intensify bilateral co-
operation through continuous con-
sultation and coordination in many 
areas,” a statement by the UAE gov-
ernment said.

The council will be headed by 
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz from the 
Saudi side and UAE Deputy Prime 
Minister Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan.

“The agreement comes within the 
context of reinforcing cooperation 
and continuous consultations be-
tween the two countries on issues of 
mutual interest,” said Mohammed 
bin Abdul Rahman al-Bishr, Saudi 
ambassador to the UAE, adding that 
both countries “represent a shining 
example of fraternity and coopera-
tion in all fields”.

Protocol aside, the agreement 
comes at a challenging time, not just 
for the two countries, but the entire 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), of 
which the two nations are members.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are 
going through major government 
and economic reforms, to diversify 

their economies, while lessening 
dependency on the energy sector. 
The two Gulf states are in the pro-
cess of introducing measures that 
would have been unheard of a dec-
ade ago, including the introduction 
of value-added taxes and the cutting 
of energy subsidies. Saudi Arabia’s 
ambitious Vision 2030 plan aims to 
reduce the kingdom’s dependence 
on oil and develop and maintain es-
sential industries such as manufac-
turing and tourism.

The UAE is one of the biggest in-
vestors in Saudi Arabia, with invest-

ments estimated at more than $9 
billion, according to the Saudi Ara-
bian General Investment Authority 
(SAGIA). Trade volume between the 
two countries exceeded $19 billion, 
accounting for almost half of the 
volume of trade exchanged between 
GCC member states, in 2014.

According to SAGIA Deputy Gov-
ernor Prince Saud bin Khalid al-
Faisal, Saudi investments in the UAE 
reached about $10 billion, as a result 
of more than 2,360 kingdom-owned 
companies based in the country.

The two main political and eco-

nomic powerhouses of the GCC also 
share similar views with regards 
to their regional political outlook. 
When Lebanon failed to condemn 
an attack on the kingdom’s missions 
in Iran during an Arab League meet-
ing earlier this year, the UAE was 
quick to ban its citizens from trav-
elling to the Hezbollah stronghold, 
while also downgrading its diplo-
matic presence in the country.

The kingdom and the UAE are 
traditional military partners, reaf-
firmed in 2015 with the UAE’s major 
role in the Saudi-led coalition fight-

ing the Iran-allied Houthi rebels in 
Yemen. Additionally, both countries 
are members of the US-led coalition 
conducting air strikes on the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq.

According to the newly signed 
agreement, the coordination coun-
cil must meet periodically, alternat-
ing between the two countries. Joint 
committees formed by the council 
also are required to have periodic 
meetings that alternate between the 
two states. Saudi Arabia has similar 
agreements with Egypt, Jordan and 
Turkey.

London

U 

S President Barack 
Obama’s threat to veto 
a Senate-approved bill 
that could allow the 
families of 9/11 victims 

to sue the Saudi government still 
stands, the White House said.

The US Senate unanimously 
passed the Justice Against Sponsors 
of Terrorism Act (JASTA) and the 
measure will head to the US House 
of Representatives for a floor vote. If 
it passes the House, as is expected, 
it would be sent to Obama.

White House Press Secretary Josh 
Earnest said Obama would likely 
veto the bill. “This legislation would 
change long-standing international 
law regarding sovereign immunity,” 
Earnest said, “and the president 
of the United States continues to 
harbour serious concerns that this 
legislation would make the United 
States vulnerable in other court sys-
tems around the world.”

“Given the concerns that we have 
expressed, it’s difficult to imagine 
the president signing this legisla-
tion,” Earnest said.

The Obama administration has 
lobbied against the bill and the Sau-
di government warned that, if the 
legislation was enacted, it would 
sell off its US investments. A day be-
fore the Senate passed the bill, the 

US Treasury Department released a 
breakdown of the kingdom’s hold-
ings of US debt, which stood at 
$116.8 billion as of March.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir accused the US Congress of 
“stripping the principle of sover-
eign immunity, which would turn 
the world for international law into 
the law of the jungle”.

The Saudi government has yet to 
make any formal statement on the 
passing of the Senate bill but if the 
pro-government Saudi media are 
any indication, Saudi officials are 
unlikely to be enthused by it.

“There has been a deliberate US 
intention against Saudi Arabia since 
the issuance of a report on the 9/11 
attacks although the report said that 
there was no proof that Saudi Arabia 
or key officials financially helped al-
Qaeda,” wrote Mazen Hammad of 
the Saudi daily Al-Watan.

“Passing the bill by the Senate 
clarifies the ill intentions… This step 
reflects foolishness and a desire to 
blackmail Saudis and be unfair to 
them. Saudis are waiting for a simi-
lar decision from the Congress,” he 
said. “The United States is digging a 

trap for Saudi Arabia.”
Jamal Khashoggi, editor-in-chief 

of the Al Arab News Channel, wrote 
on his Twitter account: “It’s a dan-
gerous development that puts the 
bilateral relations at risk.”

John Lehman, a member of the 
9/11 commission, told CNN that up 
to six Saudi officials supported al-
Qaeda in the run-up to the attacks. 
He also said the 28 pages of the re-
port that have yet to be declassified 
contained “no smoking gun”.

He said he endorsed the final re-
port’s finding that there was “no ev-
idence that the Saudi government 
as an institution or senior Saudi of-
ficials individually funded” the ter-

rorists.
The Saudi government denies any 

role in the attacks and has repeat-
edly called for the declassification 
of the 28 pages.

“The late Saudi foreign minister 
Saud al-Faisal supported the declas-
sification of the 28 pages of the con-
gressional inquiry as early as 2003,” 
Washington-based Saudi analyst 
Fahad Nazer said. “He argued that 
Saudi officials should be given an 
opportunity to address whatever 
issues or concerns those pages may 
raise.

“He also made it clear that the 
Saudi government had no concerns 
about their content because ‘we 

know we are clear of any accusa-
tions’.”

The 9/11 Commission’s co-chair-
men, Thomas Kean and Lee Hamil-
ton, issued a statement saying that 
the 28 pages “were based almost 
entirely on raw, unvetted mate-
rial that came to the FBI”, much of 
which was deemed inconclusive by 
the September 11th panel.

“Accusations of complicity in 
that mass murder from responsi-
ble authorities are a grave matter,” 
they wrote, while adding that “such 
charges should be levied with care”.

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

Saudi Arabia and UAE establish new council

After US Senate vote,
White House reaffirms 
intent to veto 9/11 bill

The Arab Weekly staff
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US Senator John Cornyn, R-Texas, (L) and Senator Chuck Schumer, D-New York, exit a news 
conference concerning the Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act bill on May 17th in Washington.
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