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W 

ith many of its me-
dia, analysts and 
public figures pre-
dicting and endors-
ing a landslide US 

presidential victory for Democratic 
Party candidate Hillary Clinton, the 
upset win by Republican and for-
mer reality TV star Donald Trump 
shocked Gulf Arab countries.

Trump, a Washington outsider 
with unpredictable with unconven-
tional views on regional issues, left 
many wondering what is in store 
for the six Arab countries that make 
up the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), particularly what will hap-
pen to the Iran nuclear deal and 
the recently passed Justice Against 
Sponsors of Terrorism Act (JASTA).

As protocol demands, Gulf lead-
ers congratulated the president-
elect, starting with Saudi Arabia’s 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, who sent a congratulatory 
cable and personally called Trump. 
The Saudi Press agency said King 
Salman emphasised Saudi Arabia’s 
keenness to work with the United 
States on bringing peace and sta-
bility to the Middle East. Trump 
stressed an eagerness to “develop 
the distinctive bilateral relations 
between the two friendly coun-
tries”, the statement added.

UAE President Sheikh Khalifa 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan congratulated 
Trump on being elected the 45th 
president of the United States and 
expressed his country’s interest in 
boosting relations further. Other 
GCC leaders expressed similar sen-
timents.

The Gulf Arab media were more 

apprehensive. The majority con-
veyed shock and some called for 
pragmatism. Writing in the UAE’s 
Al-Bayan newspaper, column-
ist Mohammed Youssef described 
Trump’s electoral win as an “earth-
quake that shook the world and 
shattered hopes and wishes”.

In Bahrain’s Akhbar al-Khaleej, 
Sayed Abdul Qader compared 
Trump’s victory to one of the big-
gest tragedies in America’s history. 
“November 9th has become an 
unforgettable day for millions of 
Americans, exactly like September 
11th,” he wrote in the pro-govern-

ment daily.
Some GCC publications were 

more optimistic. The Saudi daily 
Okaz led with a headline carrying 
King Salman’s message to Trump, 
saying: “We look forward to consol-
idating our relations and achieving 
stability in the Middle East.”

In the Saudi Al-Jazirah newspa-
per, analyst Khalid al-Malik de-
scribed the New York businessman 
as the “miracle president”, writing: 
“We hope that the new US presi-
dent will stand responsibly against 
the challenges facing the world, 
whether terrorism, wars in differ-
ent countries, economic recession 
or the position of the Palestinians 
and their anticipated state with oc-
cupied Jerusalem as its capital.”

Relations between the GCC and 
the United States were tested dur-

ing the US President Barack Obama 
administration, with many Gulf 
leaders seeing Obama as having 
pivoted towards Iran, a move con-
sidered by some to be a slight at 
more traditional Gulf allies. The 
passing of JASTA gives families 
of 9/11 victims the right to sue the 
Saudi government for liability de-
spite a US government investiga-
tion clearing the kingdom.

But where the relationship goes 
is unclear, an analyst said.

Besides the nuclear deal with 
Iran, “there are several other grave 
concerns that the GCC countries 
led by Saudi Arabia will have to ad-
dress”, said Joseph A. Kechichian, 
senior fellow at the King Faisal Cen-
tre for Research and Islamic Studies 
(KFCRIS) in Riyadh.

“Obviously, the president-elect 

and several of his senior advisers 
have repeatedly expressed very 
anti-Saudi and even anti-Qatari 
sentiments,” Kechichian said, add-
ing that Trump and his people have 
very little knowledge of the king-
dom or the GCC.

According to Kechichian, the Iran 
deal will not be torn up quickly, no 
matter what Trump said during the 
campaign but will likely be used as 
a tool to deal with what the Trump 
camp views as a major problem that 
needs to be resolved: The Arab Sun-
ni world.

Whether seasoned members of 
the Republican Party might rein 
Trump in remains unclear. How-
ever, the most important change 
is that Saudi Arabia and the GCC 
countries have lost their open door 
in policy-making circles within the 
US government.

“With Obama and even (George 
W.) Bush they had access; they 
could discuss policy with Clinton 
but now with Trump the doors are 
shut and will be difficult to crack, 
unless we see a huge change in 
Trump’s positions,” Kechichian 
said. “So it is incumbent of the GCC 
to double their efforts in Washing-
ton now more than ever.”

On a lighter note, Saudi business 
mogul Prince Alwaleed bin Talal 
ended his long-standing Twitter 
feud with Trump by congratulating 
him on his election victory.

“President elect @realDon-
aldTrump whatever the past differ-
ences, America has spoken, con-
gratulations & best wishes for your 
presidency,” the prince wrote on his 
Twitter page.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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S allies in the Middle 
East can expect new 
assurances from Wash-
ington but also new 
demands as President-

elect Donald Trump prepares to 
take over the US government.

Under US President Barack 
Obama, relations between the 
United States and players such as 
Israel, Gulf counties and Turkey 
suffered while the “Arab spring” 
revolts shook up the region. Russia 
established itself as a major military 
and political force with its interven-
tion in Syria and Iranian influence is 
growing.

Ending the Syrian conflict, de-
feating the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
stabilising Iraq rank among the dif-
ficult challenges for the Trump ad-
ministration. Convincing the Unit-
ed States’ partners that Washington 
is still with them might turn out to 
be the most pressing project of all.

“There is a lot of anger and frus-
tration,” said Dan Arbell, a Middle 
East specialist at the Brookings In-
stitution in Washington. “Rebuild-
ing trust and partnership with Gulf 
countries and moderate Arab gov-
ernments and improving the atmos-
phere in US-Israeli relations” were 
among the new president’s top pri-
orities, Arbell said.

Andrew Peek, a professor of in-
ternational relations at Pepperdine 
University in California, also said 
the new administration should 
work to build up the confidence of 
US partners in the region. “US al-
lies should view American power 
as the means to achieve their policy 
goals,” he said.

Trump was well-positioned for 
that task, both Peek and Arbell 
agreed, but US partners such as the 
Gulf countries would probably find 
that this rebuilding of trust will not 
be an easy process, Arbell warned.

“He will set expectations or even 
demands,” he said about Trump, a 
billionaire businessman. “They will 
be expected to perform and to chip 
in”, financially and otherwise, as 
the United States and its allies ad-
dressed issues like the reconstruc-
tion of Syria or Iraq. “There will be 
new dialogue, but it will come with 
a price tag.”

Peek pointed out the expectation 
that “American allies pay their fair 
share” had been a consistent part 
of Trump’s message throughout the 
presidential campaign.

US-Israeli relations could also be 
in for a change. A day after his elec-
tion victory, Trump invited Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu to Washington, news reports 
said.

Arbell, however, said the Israeli 
right was probably celebrating 
Trump’s victory too early, just as 
there was not necessarily much rea-
son for Palestinians to be “mourn-
ing”, as he put it.

“Trump could surprise both Is-
raelis and Palestinians,” he said. 
The position of the incoming ad-
ministration in the peace process 
was unclear. “It is not sure where he 

is going to go,” Arbell said.
In the first years of his presidency, 

Obama tried to forge a peace deal 
between Israel and the Palestinians 
and his relationship with Netan-
yahu soured. Some observers say 
Obama could use the transitional 
period until his last day in office in 
January to launch a new initiative 
that would anger Israel even fur-
ther.

US-Israeli relations are not the 
only chapter of Washington’s Mid-
dle East policy in which low lev-
els of trust mark the twilight of 
Obama’s tenure. Arbell said US 
partners around the region were 
shaken by the US president’s refusal 
to respond militarily in 2013 when 
Syria’s government crossed his “red 
line” by using chemical weapons.

Peek says the Syrian “red line” in-
cident was one of several that hurt 
America’s image. “A major power 
should do what it says it would do,” 
he said.

Obama’s refusal to arm moderate 
Syrian rebels after publicly stating 
that the United States was seek-
ing the removal of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad from power was an-

other mistake that reduced Ameri-
can credibility in the region, he 
said. It also left the field wide open 
for more radical rebel groups.

Major Sunni players, such as Sau-
di Arabia, along with Israel, were 
angered by Obama’s determination 
to reach a deal to limit the nuclear 
programme of Shia power Iran last 
year. That approach, coupled with 
a perceived tendency by the Obama 
administration to turn its back on 
Middle East matters, was a depar-
ture from Washington’s traditional 
positions.

“The next president will have to 
show more presence in the region,” 
Arbell said. “Moving away from 
the region doesn’t mean it doesn’t 
haunt you.”

Some observers said they ex-
pected Trump to continue the US 
withdrawal from the region, a de-
velopment that could lead to new 
tensions between Washington and 
its partners.

“As the American disengagement 
from the Middle East continues and 
even accelerates and Trump’s un-
predictability inevitably begins to 
materialise, tensions are likely to re-

appear,” Perry Cammack of the Car-
negie Endowment for International 
Peace wrote in an analysis.

As the Trump administration 
picks up the reins, it will face the 
immediate question of how to han-
dle the war against ISIS in Iraq and 
Syria. Obama has sent warplanes, 
drones and a limited number of 
special forces to help allies, such 
as Iraqi and Kurdish forces, to push 
back the jihadists. During the cam-
paign, Trump promised at one point 
to send 30,000 troops to defeat ISIS 
but it is unclear whether that is his 
official position.

The president-elect promised a 
tougher stance towards Iran and 
has said he wants to cancel the deal 
aimed at preventing Tehran from 
developing nuclear weapons but 
Arbell said Trump might find that 
more difficult than he thought. 
Tearing up a multilateral agreement 
“is not so easy”, he said. “It remains 
to be seen how his campaign slo-
gans will be translated into actual 
policy.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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There is a lot of 
anger and 
frustration.”Dan Arbell, a Middle East 

specialist at the Brookings 
Institution in Washington.


