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he United Arab Emirates 
and the United States 
signed a defence coop-
eration deal ahead of the 
Arab-Islamic-US summit 

in Riyadh.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Moham-

med bin Zayed al-Nahyan on May 15 
met in Washington with US Presi-
dent Donald Trump. The two lead-
ers reiterated the close strategic 
relations shared by their countries 
and pledged to deepen ties.

Trump called Sheikh Mohammed 
a “very special person” who loves 
his country and the United States. 
The Abu Dhabi crown prince un-
derscored the United States’ role in 
“strengthening regional stability,” 
particularly with Trump’s efforts to 
explore paths to resolving the Arab-
Israeli conflict and the fight against 
global terrorism.

They also discussed “mutual 
concerns and responses” to Iran’s 
destabilising regional activities. 
Sheikh Mohammed stressed the 
need for greater efforts to bring 
“peace and stability” to Syria, Yem-
en and Libya and the humanitarian 
challenges that have arisen in those 
countries.

Sheikh Mohammed, who is also 
deputy supreme commander of the 
UAE Armed Forces, met with US 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis 
and signed a defence cooperation 
agreement. Discussions centred on 
joint operations against al-Qaeda in 
Yemen, al-Shabab terror network in 
Africa and the Islamic State.

Mattis said the defence agree-
ment would involve the two 
countries closely collaborating on 
wide-ranging threats over a 15-year 
period.

“The agreement marks a new 
chapter in our partnership and re-
flects the breadth and depth of our 
on-going cooperation, which is un-
derpinned by the mutual respect 
we share for the professionalism 
and efficacy of our armed forces,” 
Mattis said in a statement.

A few days before the crown 
prince’s meeting with Trump, the 
US State Department approved the 
potential sale of $2 billion in Patriot 
missile systems to the UAE.

The Defence Security Coopera-
tion Agency said the UAE govern-
ment requested 60 Patriot Ad-
vanced Capability 3 missiles and 
100 Patriot Guidance Enhanced 
Missile-Tactical missiles. The state-
ment added that the sale would 
cover missile canisters, tools, test 
equipment, support equipment, 
publications, technical documenta-
tion and spare and repair parts and 
programme-support services and 
would require the deployment of 
additional contractor representa-
tives to the UAE.

The defence agreement replaces 
a 1994 accord and better reflects 
“the broad range of military-to-
military cooperation that the UAE 
and US enjoy today,” Pentagon 
spokesman Christopher Sherwood 
said, adding that it “provides the 
US military with the ability to more 
seamlessly respond to a range of 
scenarios in and around the UAE, if 
necessary.”

The United Arab Emirates is one 
of Washington’s most important re-
gional allies with security, defence 

and economic ties dating back 
decades. The United States views 
the UAE as a reliable and effective 
military partner. In 2014, Mattis 
nicknamed the UAE “Little Sparta” 
in tribute to its military’s achieve-
ments.

The Emirates is the United States’ 
largest regional export market, 
with exports reaching $22 billion 
in 2016. Besides the UAE being a 
large investor in the United States 
for more than 30 years, there are 
more than 1,500 US firms operating 
in the UAE, with many designating 
the Emirates as their regional head-
quarters.

Sheikh Mohammed had sepa-
rate meetings with US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, House Speaker 

Paul Ryan, Chairman Bob Corker 
and other members of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee and 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch Mc-
Connell.

The Arab-Islamic-US summit is 
viewed as an opportunity by the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
and the United States to reaffirm 
long-standing ties that were tested 
during the Obama administration. 
Gulf Arab leaders then viewed the 
United States pivoting towards 
Iran, particularly after Washington 
signed a nuclear deal with Teh-
ran, which GCC leaders said would 
compromise regional security and 
empowered the Islamic Republic to 
continue destabilising activities in 
the Gulf and beyond.

Increased military assistance by 
the United States to its allies in the 
Middle East, who felt abandoned by 
the hands-off policy of former US 
President Barack Obama, is a key 
element of the White House plan.

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
met with Trump in Washington 
in March and news reports before 
Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia said 
the countries were working on a se-
ries of US arms sales to the kingdom 
that run to more than $100 billion. 
Saudi Arabia might spend $300 bil-
lion on US weaponry in the coming 
decade, the reports said.

Thomas Seibert in Washington 
contributed to this report.
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Strategic relations. US President Donald Trump (R) speaks with Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan at the White House, on May 15.           (AP)

They discussed 
“mutual concerns 
and responses” to 
Iran’s destabilising 
regional activities.

The Emirates is the 
United States’ largest 
regional export 
market, with exports 
reaching $22 billion 
in 2016.

Trump’s style is at the heart of closer US-Saudi relations

M
uch has been 
written about how 
the US-Saudi 
relationship 
soured during 
Barack Obama’s 

tenure as US president but has 
improved under Donald Trump’s.

After all, the thinking goes, 
Trump made Saudi Arabia the first 
stop in his first trip overseas as pres-
ident and both governments view 
Iran as the main regional threat and 
are eager to prevent Tehran’s med-
dling in the Arab world.

Gone is the lingering effect of 
Obama’s comment, made in an 
interview in 2015, that Saudi Arabia 
and Iran must find a way to “share 
the neighbourhood.”

Moreover, Trump and his team 
have gone to great lengths to not 
concern themselves with the inter-
nal affairs of countries. US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, in a recent 
speech at the State Department, 
said: “If you condition our national 
security efforts on someone adopt-
ing our values, we probably can’t 
achieve our national security goals.”

Although Obama did not push 
democratisation and human rights 
very hard, he did say publicly that 
the main challenge facing countries 
such as Saudi Arabia is “internal.”

On closer look, there is conti-
nuity in US-Saudi relations that 
transcends the different styles of 
US presidents and shows that this 
relationship remains a strategic one 
regardless of who is in charge in 
Washington and Riyadh.

During the nuclear negotiations in 
2014-15 that led to the signing of an 
accord between the P5+1 countries 
and Iran, the Obama administration 
repeatedly tried to assure the Saudis 
and other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members that the United 
States would continue to support 
them.

The Obama administration ap-
proved billions of dollars of arms 
sales to the Saudis and maintained 
its significant naval presence in the 
Gulf. For all the talk of the “pivot to 
Asia,” the Obama administration, 
contrary to widespread belief, did 
not relinquish its security role in the 
Gulf region.

In addition, the feared rapproche-
ment (in the eyes of the Saudis) 
between Washington and Tehran 
that was supposed to follow the 
signing of the nuclear deal never 
materialised. Although most sanc-
tions against Iran were lifted, the 
United States and Iran remained at 
loggerheads over regional issues.

The Obama administration also 
supported Saudi efforts against the 
Houthi rebels in Yemen by way of 
intelligence, logistical support and 
air refuelling. Former Secretary of 

State John Kerry even took time 
out of the Iran nuclear negotia-
tions in 2015 to publicly criticise 
Iran for providing military aid to 
the Houthis. When Houthi forces 
fired at a US Navy destroyer off the 
Yemeni coast in October 2016, the 
United States responded with cruise 
missile strikes on three coastal radar 
sites.

Obama did express increasing 
concern about the civilian death toll 
in Yemen, caused in part by Saudi 
air strikes, and consequently drew 
down personnel at a Joint Com-
bined Planning Cell in Saudi Arabia. 
The Obama administration also held 
up a $300 million sale to the Saudis 
of precision-guided missiles.

That decision has reportedly been 
reversed by the Trump administra-
tion, which may step up support for 
the Saudi-led military campaign in 

Yemen over the short term. However, 
James Mattis, Trump’s secretary of 
defence, having assessed the military 
situation in Yemen, has publicly 
called for a “political solution” to the 
Yemeni crisis, something the Obama 
administration also pursued.

So, if the basic, strategic param-
eters of the US-Saudi relationship are 
essentially the same and have not 
substantively changed between US 
administrations, why are the Saudis 
so enthusiastic about the Trump 
administration?

First is Trump’s style. He eschews 
nuance in foreign affairs, unlike 
Obama. If he sees Iran as a problem 
that needs to be confronted, he is 
not shy about saying so. Nor is he 
ambiguous about authoritarian lead-
ers whom he likes, such as Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Second is the fact that Trump’s 
priorities are easily understood: To 
him, US foreign and national security 
policy is transactional. The world is 
made up of partners (the Saudis) and 
adversaries (Iran) and if partners can 
agree on priorities there should be a 
way to share the costs.

For example, reports have sur-
faced that the Saudis might agree to 
$100 billion in US arms sales during 
Trump’s visit. Other reports men-
tioned Saudi plans to invest $30 bil-
lion in US infrastructure projects.

If that is the price to keep Trump 
happy and supportive of the king-
dom, so be it. At least in the minds 
of the Saudi leadership, there would 
be no concern of a US turn towards 
Tehran or a lecture about “sharing 
the neighbourhood.”

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in 
the Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University and a former 
US State Department Middle East 
analyst.
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Trump’s priorities are easily 
understood: To him, US foreign 
and national security policy is 
transactional. New take-off? A US Navy fighter jet takes off from the deck of the USS Dwight 

D. Eisenhower aircraft carrier.                                                                                               (AP)


