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Special Focus Riyadh Summit

Washington

M 

uch of the attention 
surrounding US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
visit to Saudi Arabia 
focused on his speech 

addressing the need for Muslim 
countries to more fully commit 
to combating Islamist extremism. 
Equally important, however, is that 
Saudi officials signed deals with US 
companies worth hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars, a move with impor-
tant political and economic impli-
cations for both countries.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said the value of all the 
agreements signed between the 
Saudis and US firms would total 
more than $380 billion over ten 
years, including a $110 billion arms 
package signed by Trump and Sau-
di King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud that helps bolster a flagging 
US defence industry while provid-
ing Riyadh with enhanced regional 
military security.

As part of the flurry of deal sign-
ing, state oil giant Saudi Aramco 
announced that it reached $50 bil-
lion worth of agreements with US 
companies.

The reality is that some of the 
deals had been previously an-
nounced while others are memo-
randums of understanding (MOUs) 
with details and numbers yet to be 
fleshed out. They were orchestrated 
to highlight the reset of the bilateral 
relationship following the Obama 
administration’s eight years in of-
fice. The agreements help satisfy 
key elements of both governments’ 
political and financial agendas.

For the Saudis, investment in the 
kingdom by US companies will fos-
ter development of non-oil sector 
businesses and generate private-
sector jobs for Saudi nationals, two 
critical goals of Saudi Vision 2030, 
the fiscal programme created and 
overseen by King Salman’s son, 
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

An important aspect of the deals 
signed during Trump’s visit was the 
emphasis on local content so the 
kingdom can manufacture goods 
previously imported while building 
domestic labour expertise.

The influx of US investment in 
the economy is a badly needed po-
litical triumph for the Saudi gov-
ernment, which has largely pinned 
the success of Saudi Vision 2030 on 
the much-anticipated initial public 
offering (IPO) of Saudi Aramco. The 
IPO, expected in the second half of 
2018, will involve selling up to 5% 
of the state-owned energy giant.

By committing to invest in the 
United States, Riyadh is helping 
Trump score political points as he 
tries to expand domestic job crea-
tion, a key focus of his presidential 
campaign.

Saudi Aramco signed 16 deals 
with 12 US firms on May 20, primar-
ily MOUs and joint venture agree-
ments that emphasised local con-
tent. Houston-based oil services 
company McDermott International 
signed an MOU with the Saudi 
state oil firm valued at $2.8 billion 
that will involve the US company 
moving its ship fabrication facili-
ties from Dubai to a new shipbuild-
ing complex that Saudi Aramco is 
to open in the kingdom. The deal 
will create up to 2,000 jobs, with 
McDermott committed to boosting 
the number of Saudi nationals in its 

Middle East workforce to 40% by 
2030.

Dallas-based Jacobs Engineer-
ing reached agreement with Saudi  
Aramco to form a Saudi-based 
joint venture company to provide 
professional programme and con-
struction management services 
for social infrastructure projects in 
the kingdom and across the MENA 
region. Jacobs Chairman and CEO 
Steve Demetriou said the venture 
would include projects associated 
with the kingdom’s Public Invest-
ment Fund (PIF), the sovereign 
wealth fund that, as part of Vision 
2030, is intended to diversify the 
Saudi economy away from reliance 
on oil revenue.

US technology and engineering 
giant General Electric signed $15 

billion worth of commercial agree-
ments with the Saudi government, 
including projects to make Saudi 
power generation more efficient 
and provide digital technology to 
Saudi Aramco’s operations.

The Saudi government was in-
tent on showing its own earnest-
ness in strengthening its economic 
connection with the United States. 
The PIF and US private equity firm 
Blackstone announced that it was 
studying a proposal to establish a 
$40 billion vehicle to invest in in-
frastructure projects, primarily in 
the United States. Trump proposed 
in his recently released budget plan 
spending $200 billion over the next 
decade to generate $1 trillion in 
new investments in ailing US infra-
structure.

That announcement coincided 
with news from the world’s largest 
private equity fund, Softbank Vi-
sion Fund — established by Japan’s 
Softbank Group and the PIF with 
backers including Apple Inc and 
Abu Dhabi’s Mubadala Investment 
— that it had raised more than $93 
billion to invest in technology sec-
tors such as artificial intelligence 
and robotics. Much of the fund’s 
money is expected to be invested 
in the United States, with the Saudi 
government undoubtedly gaining 
access to critical new technology 
that will help diversify its econo-
my.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.
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Riyadh summit a watershed moment in regional landscape

Z
ero-sum conflicts in 
Iraq, Syria and Yemen 
have pitted Saudi 
interests together with 
those of the United 
States, the United Arab 

Emirates, Qatar and Turkey 
against Iran. Iran has, over the 
years, exploited and even 
cultivated instability around the 
periphery of the Arab Gulf to 
deepen its regional influence.

Iran has overseen the transfor-
mation of Lebanese Hezbollah into 
a regional actor from a national 
one, built ties with Houthi rebels 
that will likely be long-lasting 
and organised Shia militias from 
recruits from the Middle East, 
Central Asia and South Asia in 
extremely effective ways.

Arab Gulf countries, Bahrain and 
Saudi Arabia in particular, are in-
furiated by Iranian interference in 
their affairs, especially its support 
of Shia communities that tend to 
represent growing opposition.

Until now, Iran has been able to 
spread its influence by crossing 
red lines with relative impunity. It 
achieved these gains while concur-
rently improving relations with the 
West following the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
regarding its nuclear programme 
that lifted crippling economic 
sanctions.

Iran’s strategic relationship with 
Russia has also been helped by 
realpolitik as the Kremlin decided 
to intervene militarily in Syria to 

change the momentum in a grid-
locked civil war that most regional 
countries thought was becoming 
an unsustainable burden on Iran.

Iranian strategists will likely 
feel satisfied but, unsurprisingly 
from the Saudi perspective, Iran 
has grown to unprecedented levels 
— and an effective response to 
contain and reverse these develop-
ments has become highly urgent.

As such, the Arab Islamic Ameri-
can Summit in Riyadh hosted by 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud was a watershed moment 
in Saudi efforts to respond to the 
unfavourably developing strategic 
landscape.

Saudi Arabia is aiming to create 
a military coalition of about 40 
Islamic countries to fight terror-
ism. Iran, though, will not be 
invited to join or participate. This 
Islamic coalition will be Sunni-
dominated and take on the likes of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, 
their offshoots and similar terror-
ist networks but also — Riyadh 
expects — establish an effective 
counterbalancing Sunni bulwark 
against Shia Iran.

Saudi leaders have been indis-
crete about charging Iran with 
being a dangerous and destabilis-
ing force as well as being a threat 
to Arab countries. At the summit, 
King Salman declared: “[T]he 
Iranian regime has been the spear-
head of global terrorism since the 
Khomeini revolt and until today.” 
Days earlier, Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz ruled out any possibility 
of Iran’s participation in the coali-
tion, citing Tehran’s revolutionary 
objective of controlling the Muslim 
world.

As Saudi Arabia steps up efforts 
to counter Iran, Iranian rhetoric 
has intensified because it is anx-
ious that Saudi Arabia, the wealthi-
est Muslim country and custodian 
of the two holy mosques, has 
several advantages over Iran with 
its leadership credentials.

Practically, while any Islamic 
coalition may only be able to posit 
an indirect check on Iran, it could 
prove a decisive one. Hezbollah, 
the Houthi rebels and the collec-
tion of Shia militias Iran have been 
able to assemble, for example, all 
fall under a definition of terrorist 
groups Saudi Arabia wants adopted 
by its Islamic coalition partners.

Saudi Arabia will ensure the 
focus of the Islamic coalition is not 
limited to ISIS, al-Qaeda and other 
Sunni extremist groups.

Inevitably, Saudi Arabia’s ulti-
matum to its coalition partners 
will be “you are with us or against 
us” — but being too aggressive may 
jeopardise the initiative altogether. 
Riyadh is driving its plans for the 
Islamic coalition forward and will 
make investments into realising it.

Most Muslim countries — and 
almost all Asian and African 
ones — would like a Saudi-Iranian 
rapprochement but many of these 
countries remain oblivious to the 
extent of Sunni-Shia polarisation 
and the intensity of the Iranian 
threat as it is viewed by Saudi 
Arabia and its key Gulf allies. There 
is a sentiment that any Saudi 
dialogue with Iran may end up 
endorsing Iranian gains rather than 
reversing them, so Riyadh and its 
partners must first win back lost 
ground.

As far as the Saudis are con-
cerned, neutrality between Riyadh 

and Tehran is not the core ques-
tion. It is whether the likes of 
Hezbollah, the Houthis and so on 
can be tolerated when they repre-
sent threats to Arab and Muslim 
countries in some ways just as ISIS 
or al-Qaeda do.

Still, though the Iranian factor 
will undoubtedly be an impedi-
ment for Muslim countries such as 
Pakistan, Oman and others, Riyadh 
sees these challenges as manage-
able — and Tehran is worried this 
may well be the case.

Timelines, soft power projection 
and the benefits of participation 
offered from Saudi Arabia and 
its core allies will determine the 
future of the Islamic coalition, as, 
of course, will competitive diplo-
matic coercion from Iran.

Time will tell how well the Sau-
dis, from the inside, and Iranians, 
from the outside, can restrain 
one another from influencing the 
direction of this Saudi initiative — 
and, ironically, both may end up 
with an outcome not ideal to their 
agendas.

To make matters worse for 
Tehran, Western countries that in 
other circumstances could have 
viewed the idea of a Saudi-led mili-
tary coalition of Islamic countries 
with scepticism look supportive.

As such, if Riyadh pulls this off 
as it intends, it may finally have a 
plan for placing a solid check on 
Iran and uprooting the gains it has 
made with its regional influence 
and Tehran sees this.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
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