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ulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) heavyweights 
Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates 
have agreed to support 

US President Donald Trump’s pro-
posal for the establishment of safe 
zones in war-torn Syria and Yemen.

In an hour-long telephone con-
versation on January 29th, Trump 
and Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud discussed issues 
such as the fight against terrorism 
and the conflicts in Syria and Yem-
en.

A White House statement said 
the two leaders reaffirmed the his-
torical friendship and strategic 
partnership of the two countries 
and agreed on the importance of 
“strengthening joint efforts” in the 
fight against terrorism.

The statement said that Trump 
“requested and the king agreed 
to support safe zones in Syria and 
Yemen, as well as supporting other 
ideas to help the many refugees 
who are displaced by the on-going 
conflicts”. Questions over which 
military would enforce the safe 
zones, which countries will provide 
ground forces and finance the en-
deavour remained unanswered.

The Washington Post reported 
that in a speech on immigration 
in August, Trump said wealthy 
Gulf countries would fund the safe 
zones. “We’re not gonna put up 
money. We’re gonna lead it and 
we’ll do a great a job but we’re gon-
na get the Gulf states to put up the 
money,” Trump said in Phoenix.

Trump also brought up the safe-
zone proposal with Abu Dhabi 
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan, who pledged 
to support the initiative. Prince Mo-
hammed and Trump also said they 
would support joint efforts to coun-

ter extremism, violence and terror-
ist groups.

”The UAE is looking forward to 
overcome this stage of chaos and 
instability in the region through 
joint cooperation and efforts that 
serve mutual interests, achieve 
peace and stability and restore se-
curity,” Prince Mohammed said.

The official Saudi statement 
stressed that Trump and King Sal-
man agreed on “confronting those 
who seek to undermine security 
and stability in the region and inter-

fere in the internal affairs of other 
states”, a pointed reference to Iran.

The White House statement said 
that the Saudi monarch and the US 
president agreed on the importance 
of “rigorously enforcing” the nucle-
ar deal with Iran “and of addressing 
Iran’s destabilising regional activi-
ties”.

While campaigning for the presi-
dency Trump said he would tear up 
the nuclear agreement on his first 
day in office, calling it “the worst 
deal ever negotiated”.

Defence chiefs of Saudi Arabia 
and the United States have also 
pledged to work together to coun-
ter Iran’s disruptive actions in the 
Middle East.

In a telephone call January 31st, 
US Defense Secretary James Mattis 
and Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
who is also the Saudi Defence min-
ister, stated “their full rejection of 
the suspicious activities and inter-
ventions by the Iranian regime and 
its agents”, the Saudi press agency 

reported.
Mattis, a retired US Marine Corps 

general who served during the first 
Gulf War and the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq, is known for his deep aversion 
towards Iran, describing it once as 
“the biggest destabilising force in 
the Middle East”.

An exchange of visits is expected 
between King Salman and Trump in 
the near future.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
Section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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l-Qaeda in the Arabi-
an Peninsula (AQAP), 
which mostly operates 
in the southern and 
central Yemen, was at-

tacked in the first commando op-
eration authorised by US President 
Donald Trump.

In a dawn raid January 29th, US 
commandos launched an operation 
in central Yemen that targeted the 
home of a high-ranking al-Qaeda 
leader and that also served as an 
intelligence-gathering mission, the 
Pentagon said.

A firefight resulted in the killing 
of 14 suspected terrorists as well 
as the death of a US Navy SEAL. 
Several other US servicemen were 
injured. Local media reported that 
there were several of non-combat-
ant deaths, including ten women 
and children, which the United 
States says it is investigating.

A statement by AQAP said senior 
AQAP leader Abdulraouf al-Zahab 
and other members were killed in 
the raid.

White House spokesman Sean 
Spicer would not confirm reports 
that the 8-year-old daughter of US-
born al-Qaeda ideologue Anwar 
al-Awlaki, who was killed in a US 
drone attack in 2011, was among 
the civilian casualties.

Although it was the first US 
military raid approved by Trump, 
planning began during the Obama 
administration, CNN reported, and 
included military support from 
the United Arab 
Emirates.

The Yemeni 
branch of al-
Qaeda has been 
linked to high-pro-
file international terrorist op-
erations, including the November 
2009 Fort Hood, Texas, shooting 
and the January 2015 attack on the 
offices of satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo in Paris.

As the death toll in Yemen con-
flict surpassed the 10,000 mark, 
efforts led by UN Special Envoy 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed to end 
the almost 2-year war seem to be 
going nowhere.

The Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
launched a missile at a UN building 
in Saudi Arabia near the Yemeni 
border. A Saudi soldier was wound-
ed when the De-escalation and Co-
ordination Committee building in 
south Dhahran was attacked Janu-
ary 30th, the official Saudi Press 
Agency reported.

“It is especially tragic that this 
attack took place at a point in time 
where we are calling for a restora-
tion of the cessation of hostilities,” 
said Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

“It is of the interest of both par-
ties in the conflict to commit to the 
rapid resumption of a long-lasting 

cessa-

tion of hostilities in the coming 
days and weeks. The improvement 
in the security situation will open 
space for renewed dialogue,” he 
added.

Noting that the building attacked 
was supposed to host the commit-
tee that would oversee any cease-
fire and report on violations, Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said: “The United 
Nations maintains a regular pres-
ence in this building and this inci-
dent is not a sign of good faith.”

Official Yemeni sourc-
es said Ould Cheikh 

Ahmed has given 
Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Man-

sour Hadi a copy of 
the amended plan to 

resolve the conflict. The 
new plan includes a fundamental 

change in Hadi’s status, including 
the continuation of his powers af-
ter the signing of a political agree-
ment.

“President Hadi continues to 
criticise the proposals without 
agreeing to discuss them and this 
will hinder and impede the path to-
wards peace,” Ould Cheikh Ahmed 
said on January 26th.

In another development, the 
Houthis were suspected of crash-
ing suicide boats into a Saudi war-
ship, killing two crewmen, on Jan-
uary 30th.

“A Saudi frigate on patrol west of 
Hodeidah port came under attack 
from three suicide boats belonging 

to the Houthi militias,” a statement 
by Saudi Defence Ministry said.

The Iran-allied rebels denied the 
suicide mission and attributed the 
destruction of the vessel to a guid-
ed missile.

The UAE summoned Iran’s 
chargé d’affaires in Abu Dhabi on 
February 2nd and filed a formal 
complaint over what it described 
as Tehran’s “illegal arming” of the 
rebels. “Iranian weapons, includ-
ing unmanned drones targeted 
recently by the Arab coalition, rep-
resent a flagrant violation” of UN 
Security Council resolutions,” the 
UAE said.

The war in Yemen began when 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, seiz-
ing most of the country. A Saudi-led 
Arab coalition, sup ported by the 
United States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.
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US President Donald Trump (L) gives a thumbs up as he speaks on the phone to Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in the White 
House, on January 29th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)                                                                                                                     

King Salman and 
Trump agreed on the 
importance of 
‘rigorously enforcing’ 
the nuclear deal with 
Iran.
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A Houthi fighter carries a rifle 
during a gathering in Sana’a, 
on February 2nd.                    (AFP)  

The Houthis were 
suspected of 
crashing suicide 
boats into a Saudi 
warship, killing two 
crewmen, on January 
30th.


