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Arab-US relations

In meetings, Trump pursues ‘new approach’ in the region
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he Trump administration
is eager to bolster US alliances with its Arab partners as part of a doubleedged policy to cooperate
more closely with Sunni Muslim
countries to push-back against Iran
and promote broader acceptance of
Israel by Arab nations.
US President Donald Trump
hosted Saudi Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz at the White House for talks
that centred on strengthening political and military ties. Prince Mohammed is also the Saudi Defence
minister and oversees a reform
programme called Vision 2030,
which is designed to prepare the
kingdom for a time when it can no
longer rely as heavily on oil wealth.

There are signs that
the United States is
stepping up its
military engagement
in the Gulf region.
Prince Mohammed’s talks with
Trump set the stage for visits by
other Arab leaders in Washington
in the coming weeks. Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi is expected at the White House this month.
Visits by Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Palestinian
leader Mahmoud Abbas are in the
works.
Arab countries were rattled by
what they saw as an appeasement
policy towards Iran by Trump’s
predecessor, Barack Obama, and
by Obama’s refusal to launch military strikes in Syria despite the use
of chemical weapons by Damascus. Analysts said one of the aims
of Trump’s meeting with Prince

Mohammed was to reassure Arab
countries that the United States
had changed course.
The president’s meeting with
Prince Mohammed was part of a series of contacts “intended to signal
a new approach to the region and
a much more sympathetic view of
the concerns of the Gulf states than
the US attitudes that developed
during the Obama administration”,
said Gerald Feierstein, a former US
ambassador to Yemen and an analyst at the Middle East Institute in
Washington.
Earlier telephone conversations
between Trump and Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and
with Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed
al-Nahyan, the crown prince of Abu
Dhabi, were part of this initiative,
Feierstein said.
The development comes at a
time when the United States appears to be stepping up its military
engagement in the Gulf region.
Quoting a US Defense Department
official, CNN reported that Trump
had given military commanders
more leeway to launch counterterrorism missions in Yemen. The first
military action ordered by Trump
after taking office in January was
a raid by US elite troops against alQaeda in Yemen that resulted in
the death of 20 civilians and a US
Navy SEAL.
Stronger US support against
Saudi Arabia’s regional rival Iran
in Yemen and elsewhere is a key
issue in the rapprochement under
Trump. His administration sees
Tehran as the main threat to stability in the region and has signalled a
tougher stance towards Iran.
“The United States shares the
Saudi concerns about Iranian occupation of Arab lands and is already
getting more involved, for example
in Yemen,” said Theodore Karasik,
a senior adviser to Gulf State Analytics, a consultancy in Washington. “The aim is to reverse Iran’s
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n his first meeting with a highranking Gulf official, US President Donald Trump hosted
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz at the White House in what
was described by the Saudi side as
“a historic turning point in bilateral
relations”.
During discussions on a range of
issues, both sides pledged to enhance cooperation in “political,
military, security, economic, cultural, and social” dimensions to
strengthen relations, a statement
from the White House said.

Trump expressed
his deep respect for
the religion of
Islam.
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A senior adviser to Prince
Mohammed
Factoring heavily into the March
15th meeting with Prince Mohammed, who is also Saudi minister of
Defence, were the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS) and the issue of
Iran.
The White House statement said
both sides “noted the importance
of confronting Iran’s destabilising
regional activities while continuing to evaluate and strictly enforce”
the nuclear deal with the Islamic
Republic. This was considered comforting to Saudi Arabia, which had

perceived the United States pivoting towards Iran during the Obama
administration.
Prince Mohammed stressed that
the Iran nuclear deal was “dangerous” for the Gulf region and was
only a temporary solution. A statement from a senior Saudi adviser
said: “This deal could lead to a more
dangerous and continuous armament among the region’s countries
that will not accept any Iranian nuclear military capacity.”
“Saudi Arabia has always been
keen to play its role in the region
and in partnership with the United
States. I think we are more than
ready to cooperate with the United
States on countering ISIS in Syria, in
Iraq, across the region,” Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, an adviser to
the deputy crown prince, told Fox
News.
“Not just financially but the Saudi
government offered in the Obama
administration time to send it
troops into Syria to fight ISIS. That
was not met with enthusiasm by the
Obama administration. I think that
offer remains on the table and I’m
sure the Saudi government is more
than ready to support the US in
eradicating ISIS, not just financially
but with its own troops and its own
people,” he added.
Also discussed was Trump’s travel ban, which affects six countries
with majority Muslim populations.
A statement from a senior adviser
to Prince Mohammed said the kingdom “does not believe that this
measure is targeting Muslim countries or the religion of Islam. This
measure is a sovereign decision
aimed at preventing terrorists from

Sharing concerns. US President Donald Trump meets with Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz at the White House in Washington, on March 14th.		
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gains of recent years.”
This support comes with a political price. Describing Trump’s approach as “transactional”, Karasik
said Washington would be looking
for Saudi concessions regarding
the kingdom’s relations with Israel. Feierstein said Trump might
be aiming to secure “Gulf recognition of the state of Israel as part of
a broader package of political, economic and security agreements”.
Some analysts expressed doubts
about Trump’s plan. “The president is likely to find that his vision
of US interests, let alone strategy,
doesn’t mesh with that of the Arabs on whom he’s relying,” Aaron
David Miller, a Middle East expert
at the Wilson Center, and Richard
Sokolsky, a former US State Depart-

ment official who works for the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, wrote in the Washington Post on March 7th. “In the end,
the Arab states will be just as hard
to corral as ever into doing what
Trump wants.”
Miller and Sokolsky cautioned
that the United States “needs to
keep its expectations low for working closely with the Sunni Gulf
states”.
Washington sees Riyadh as a key
player, whose transformation from
the world’s biggest oil exporter to
a post-oil country will have farreaching repercussions.
Karasik said the Trump administration was likely to support the
Vision 2030 programme because
the project carried immense sig-

nificance for the Middle East and
beyond. “A failure of Vision 2030
would have a dramatic impact on
the stability of the region and globally,” he said. “Thus, America has a
vested interest in seeing the Saudi
Vision succeed. Failure is not an
option.”
After a more informal visit to
the United States last year, Prince
Mohammed’s March trip was dedicated to concrete political issues,
Karasik added. The fact that the
deputy crown prince was visiting
the United States at the same time
King Salman was on a tour of Asian
countries reflects Riyadh’s new foreign policy approach, Karasik said,
which is based on the idea that
“Saudi Arabia needs to get its message across on a global level”.

President Donald Trump sits for a lunch with Saudi Defence Minister and Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (not pictured), on March 14th. 				
entering the United States of America.” It added: “Trump expressed
his deep respect for the religion of
Islam”.
Prince Mohammed acknowledged that intelligence from the
kingdom confirmed “the existence
of a plot against the United States
of America that has been planned
in those countries in secret”, adding
that he understood the precautionary measures taken by the United
States to protect itself from terrorist
operations.
During the Obama administration, relations between Gulf Arab
countries and the United States
were strained, due to what was collectively perceived as Obama tilting
towards Iran at the expense of Gulf
Arab interests. Relations dipped to
their lowest point in March 2016
when US President Barack Obama
referred to several traditional US
allies, including Saudi Arabia and
other Gulf states, “free riders” in a
magazine interview.

In its conflict with Iran-allied
Houthi rebels in Yemen, Saudi Arabia saw the United States scale back
support. This was capped off by the
Obama administration’s decision to
halt a$300 million sale of precisionguided missiles, which was recently
unfrozen by Trump.
Trump “recognises the Saudi
leadership as the primary conduit
to the Muslim world,” said Salman
al-Ansari, president of the Saudi
American Public Relation Affairs
Committee (SAPRAC).
The Washington meeting was an
affirmation by Trump’s team that
the main source “for Middle Eastern stability, security and untapped
mutual economic prosperity is
Saudi Arabia”, Ansari told Agence
France-Presse
The kingdom’s media all carried
headlines hailing the meeting as a
success.
Commenting on the assessment
of a senior adviser to the deputy
crown prince, former general man-
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ager of Al Arabiya News Channel
Abdulrahman al-Rashed wrote in an
editorial: “Today’s meeting has put
things on the right track.”
“This clearly refers to putting
things, which Obama ruined, on the
right track and to restoring special
bilateral relations that [have] traditionally been based on the agreements of the meeting that King
Abdulaziz and US President Theodore Roosevelt held on board of the
Navy cruiser Quincy after the end of
World War II,” Rashed wrote.
An official Saudi source was quoted by the Daily Okaz newspaper
as saying: “The next stage will see
greater coordination and consultations between Riyadh and Washington in an effort to find fair and comprehensive solutions to numerous
regional issues, including Iranian
interference.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

