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A 

s pressure mounts on the 
Iranian government and 
the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps because 
of  Trump administra-

tion measures, Tehran’s efforts to 
capitalise on the rift in the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) and boost 
its relations with Oman have inten-
sified.

Recent visits by Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif to 
Oman and Qatar and his subsequent 
statements were perceived as at-
tempts to divide the GCC.

“A day after substantive meet-
ings with Sultan of Oman and emir 
of Qatar, a successful Iran-Turkey 
summit in Tehran. Neighbours are 
our priority,” Zarif posted on Twit-
ter.

He also said Iran’s views on the 
war in Yemen were in line with 
those of the Qatari and Omani gov-
ernments, comments not likely to 
be taken well in Riyadh and Abu 
Dhabi.

Qatar was part of the Arab coali-
tion fighting the Iran-backed Houthi 
militia but was pushed out after a 
crisis broke out in June between Qa-
tar and its Gulf Arab neighbours.

Because of security and economic 
considerations, Oman is in a diffi-
cult situation, trying to act like a 
member of the GCC while maintain-
ing friendly ties with Tehran. In late 
2014, Gulf officials were surprised 
to learn that Oman had secretly 
brokered talks between the United 
States and Iran that eventually led 
to the nuclear agreement between 
Tehran and world powers.

Oman not only helped broker the 
talks between the two traditional 
enemies but is party to the nuclear 
agreement. It hosts excess heavy 
water — used in reactors that could 
produce materials needed for nu-
clear weapons — from Tehran’s nu-
clear programme.

Muscat’s motivations are mostly 
economic. Years of low oil prices 
have taken a toll on Oman’s econ-
omy, with the sultanate posting a 
deficit of $6.5 billion in the first half 
of 2017, an improvement from the 
same time last year, when its deficit 
was at $9.6 billion.

The Omani government is deal-

ing with a significant unemploy-
ment problem, with the World Bank 
estimating the joblessness rate at 
17.5% in 2016. The Arabic hashtag 
“Omanis without jobs” was recently 
trending on Twitter, with Omanis 
urging the government to create 
jobs for unemployed young people.

Fearing a wave of public unrest 
like the 2011 “Arab spring”-inspired 
protests, the government pledged 
to create 25,000 public sector jobs 
by December, a move that could add 
to the budget deficit.

Apparently exploiting this eco-
nomic need, Zarif announced a 
series of joint enterprises’ and eco-
nomic incentives during his visit to 
Oman, despite his own country’s 
ailing economy.

“Omanis are going to give Iran an 
exclusive access to Al-Suwayq Port 
so that the ships with a capacity be-
low 3,000 tonnes can berth there, 
unload their merchandise and dis-
charge them from the customs.” Ira-
nian Ambassador to Oman Moham-
mad Reza Nuri Shahroudi said.

He said Muscat would permit Ira-
nian companies to register locally 
and export goods to Oman or re-
export to African and Indian Ocean 
countries.

Besides strengthening bilateral 
ties, Zarif sought Oman’s help with 
the Trump administration. With US 
President Donald Trump question-
ing the utility of the 2005 nuclear 
agreement with Iran, Zarif report-
edly asked Oman to intervene, hop-
ing for a breakthrough like the one 
that brought the parties together in 
the first place.

The pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Aw-
sat reported that Zarif asked Omani 
Minister Responsible for Foreign Af-
fairs Yusuf bin Alawi bin Abdullah 
to mediate and convey to Wash-
ington “a set of new proposals de-
signed to prevent a showdown with 
the Trump administration.”

Considering the divide between 
Washington and Tehran, the chanc-
es of an Omani initiative succeeding 
are considered minimal.

Moscow

R 

ussia received a condi-
tional pledge of support 
for Syria’s post-war re-
construction efforts from 
Saudi King Salman bin 

Abdulaziz Al Saud during his recent 
visit to the Kremlin, high-level Rus-
sian diplomatic sources said.

The sources, who spoke on the 
condition of anonymity, noted that 
Saudi Arabia expressed readiness to 
play a key role in Syria’s reconstruc-
tion efforts but only under the right 
conditions.

King Salman told Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin that Riyadh was 
not prepared to invest funds neces-
sary to serve Iran and its militias, 
which have a significant presence 
in the war-torn country. He said any 
talk of reconstruction must come 
after a political solution is reached 
by the Syrian people without exter-
nal interference, the sources added.

King Salman also said Iran must 
“stop meddling in internal affairs of 
the countries of the region and halt 
its activities to destabilise the situa-
tion in the region.”

Moscow is relying on the Gulf, 
especially Saudi Arabia due to its 
political and economic influence, 
to play a major role in Syria’s recon-
struction, the sources said.

Russia pledged to end foreign 

presence in the Syrian territories 
once military escalation is checked 
in various regions and terrorist 
groups are eliminated, said the 
sources, who added that any prior 
solution would only serve the inter-
ests of Iran at the expense of other 
countries in the region.

The Saudi response was: “We will 
contribute to the reconstruction of 
Syria when a new government and 
regime is in place to achieve stabil-
ity and create a means of under-
standing with all components of 
Syrian society and restoring Syria 
to the embrace of the Arabs,” the 
source added.

Saudi Arabia and Russia plan to 
work together to unify Syria’s frag-
mented opposition leading up to 
Syria’s political process, Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir said 
during the trip.

Speaking at a Kremlin news brief-
ing, Jubeir said that both Russia 
and Saudi Arabia agreed on the 
need to preserve Syria’s territorial 
integrity and state institutions and 
affirmed the principle of non-inter-
ference in other countries’ internal 
affairs and the principle of territo-
rial integrity.

Vladimir Akhmedov, a senior re-
searcher at the Moscow Institute of 
Oriental Studies, said Russia’s focus 
on the future role of Saudi Arabia in 
Syria goes beyond finances.

“Moscow is keen on a pivotal role 
for Saudi Arabia and its Gulf part-
ners based on the ability of these 

countries to give legitimacy to the 
Syrian solution, as well as Moscow’s 
desire that the next solution will be 
a lasting one that creates stability,” 
Akhmedov said.

King Salman’s trip to Moscow, the 
first by a Saudi monarch, was con-
sidered a major success.

Among the deals announced in 
Moscow was a memorandum of un-
derstanding on the purchase of Rus-
sia’s S-400 air defence system.

Saudi Arabia has traditionally 
looked to the United States and the 
United Kingdom for its military sup-
plies but, with the security situation 
in the Gulf, Riyadh has increased 
military spending and sought alter-
native suppliers such as Russia and 
China.

Also signed during the king’s visit 
was a deal to allow the production 
of Russian Kalashnikov assault rifles 
in the kingdom, which could create 
thousands of jobs in Saudi Arabia.

“The agreements also include ed-
ucational and training programmes 
for Saudi nationals to ensure the 
sustainability and development 
of the military industries sector in 
Saudi Arabia,” a statement by Saudi 
Arabia Military Industries said.

“These agreements are expected 
to have tangible economic contribu-
tions and create hundreds of direct 
jobs. It will also transfer cutting-
edge technologies that will act as 
a catalyst for localising 50% of the 
kingdom’s military spending as tar-
geted by Vision 2030.”

Omani role has helped 
Iran but may not do 
much in crisis with US
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Diverging interests. Members of the Russian delegation, led by Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
meet with members of the Saudi delegation, led by Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, at the 
Kremlin in Moscow, on October 5.             (AFP)

Oman is in a difficult 
situation, trying to 
act like a member of 
the GCC while 
maintaining friendly 
ties with Tehran.

Saudi Arabia sets conditions 
to role in Syria reconstruction

W 

hen the issue 
of recon-
struction 
in war-
torn Arab 
countries is 
brought to 

the table, all eyes turn to the Arab 
Gulf, particularly Saudi Arabia, as 
one of the Middle East’s wealthiest 
and most powerful countries.

Ahead of Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s visit to 
Russia, analysts boldly predicted 
that Moscow would convince 
Riyadh to invest in Syria’s recon-
struction needs. These presumed 
fortune tellers profoundly missed 
the mark and misled the public 
into thinking Saudi Arabia would 
fund an Iranian or Iran-supported 
project in the process.

In fragmented Syria, President 
Bashar Assad is less interested in 
rebuilding the country than in en-
riching his cronies and bolstering 
his regime’s legitimacy with the 
support of Iran and Russia.

Saudi Arabia, which has long 
been at the forefront of the fight 
against Iranian expansionism, 

knows that injecting money 
into the Syrian economy at a 

time when the Iran-backed Assad 

regime is regaining its hold on 
the people who rose up to bring it 
down would be a foolish wager.

Riyadh is also aware of the Syr-
ian state’s propaganda schemes, 
which fan the flames of sectarian 
strife and feature Saudis as the 
central villains in the conflict, 
ensuring there is enduring hostil-
ity towards the Gulf Cooperation 
Council.

An investment into Syrian 
reconstruction when Iran’s proxies 
are still active on the ground and 
in political arenas could backfire, 
aggravating conditions that caused 
the civil war in the first place.

Saudi Arabia’s position on Syrian 
reconstruction is in line with most 
of the international community, 
including the United States, Britain 
and France. They recognise that, 
at this stage of the crisis, every 
reconstruction dollar that reaches 
the Assad regime is vulnerable to 
corruption.

Sympathy with the Syrian 
people should not blind anyone to 
the political reality: Any recon-
struction money would go towards 
serving the political aims and 
priorities of Assad, not the welfare 
of the Syrian people.

Indeed, we must do away with 

wishful thinking and concede that 
any talk of reconstruction in Syria 
is premature. No sound process 
can be initiated before Iran’s 
involvement is contained and a 
political transition away from As-
sad is ensured.

In Iraq, another country in 
desperate need of reconstruction, 
there are similar concerns.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah has an-
nounced plans for an early 2018 
international donor conference re-
garding Iraqi reconstruction. While 
most people would support this 
humanitarian initiative, it raises an 
important question: How can an 
unstable country where a sectarian 
war is still grinding be helped?

Soon after the Iraqi invasion of 
2003, sectarian rule by the Shia 
Dawa Party marginalised Sunnis, 
Christians, Assyrians, Turkmen 
and others, largely excluding them 
from the country’s political affairs.

Fourteen years later, the coun-
try’s political turmoil has only 
increased. Major political forces 
are opposed on nearly everything. 
Corruption, mismanagement and 
lawlessness are rife.

Adding to the disarray is the 
recent Kurdish referendum, in 

which the region’s population 
voted overwhelmingly for inde-
pendence. Baghdad, as a result, 
threatened more sanctions, caus-
ing tensions over power-sharing, 
oil production and territorial 
control to rise to levels not seen 
since 2011-12.

No one knows what the out-
come of this dispute will be but 
Iraq’s unity hangs in the balance.

Unfortunately, turmoil in Arab 
countries has undermined the 
region’s ability to stand united 
against terrorist organisations and 
Iran’s expansionist ambitions.

Going forward, it is important to 
remember that impulsive judg-
ments have never brought an end 
to conflict and suffering. What is 
needed more than good intentions 
is carefully crafted strategies. Only 
then can principles of democracy, 
security, justice, good governance 
and inclusive participation be en-
sured and successful reconstruc-
tion efforts be put in motion.

With the help of all Arab 
countries, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and 
Libya will eventually be rebuilt. 
However, to build on solid founda-
tions, we must wait for the fog to 
dissipate and the vision to become 
clear in good time.

Talk of post-war reconstruction is justified but premature
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No sound process 
can be initiated 
before Iran’s 
involvement is 
contained.


