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Saudi-Iranian tensions

Houthi missile
attack ratchets
up Saudi-Iranian
tensions
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

ensions between Saudi
Arabia and Iran escalated
with Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz blaming
Tehran over the recent ballistic
missile fired at Riyadh by Yemen’s
Iran-backed Houthi rebels.
In a telephone call with British
Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson,

Iran cannot lob
missiles at Saudi
cities and towns
and expect us
not to take steps.

Saudi Foreign Minister
Adel al-Jubeir

Crown Prince Mohammed accused
Iran of direct military aggression
against Saudi Arabia.
“The involvement of the Iranian
regime in supplying its affiliated
Houthi militias with missiles is a
direct military aggression by the
Iranian regime and could be considered an act of war against the
kingdom,” the crown prince said
in a report by the official Saudi
Press Agency.
Saudi air defences intercepted
a ballistic missile fired November 4 from Houthi-controlled areas of Yemen. The missile was destroyed near what is believed to
be its intended target, King Khalid
International Airport, on Riyadh’s
northern outskirts.
The Houthis also threatened to
attack Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. “All airports,
ports, border crossings and areas
of any importance to Saudi Arabia
and the UAE will be a direct target of our weapons, which is a legitimate right,” the Houthi rebels’
political office said in a statement.
A report in the Iranian hard-line
daily Kayhan suggested that the
Tehran-sponsored Yemeni militia
would target other Saudi cities
or “change the direction of their
missiles to the shiny and brittle
port of Dubai.”
The White House lauded the
kingdom for exposing Iran’s support for the Houthi militia and
called on the United Nations to
consider evidence of Iran’s support for the rebel group. Iran’s
arming of the militia in Yemen is
well-documented, however.
A 2015 UN report stated that
Iran’s arming of Houthi rebels

Dangerous escalation. A video grab shows what is purported to be the launch by Houthi forces of a
ballistic missile aimed at Riyadh’s King Khalid International Airport, on November 4.
(Reuters)
dates to 2009, the early years of
their insurgency. The report, by a
panel of experts and presented to
the UN Security Council, included
findings of an investigation into
the 2013 seizure by Yemeni authorities of an Iranian ship, the
Jihan, which was found carrying
weapons.
The information in the report
“suggests that the Jihan case follows a pattern of arms shipments
to Yemen by sea that can be
traced back to at least 2009,” said
the document seen by Agence
France-Presse.
A Reuters report last March said
that Iranian Major-General Qassem Soleimani, leader of al-Quds
Force, the external arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC), met with top Iranian military officials to find ways to empower rebels in Yemen.
The report revealed that the
IRGC had increased arms and logistics support to the militia in a
strategy that mirrors its support
for its Lebanese proxy Hezbollah
during the war in Syria.

“At this meeting, they agreed
to increase the amount of help,
through training, arms and financial support,” an Iranian official
told Reuters, adding that “Yemen
is where the real proxy war is going on and winning the battle in
Yemen will help define the balance of power in the Middle East.”
In an interview with CNN, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir
reiterated the kingdom’s position
on Iran’s support for the militia in
Yemen. “We see this as an act of
war,” he said.
“Iran cannot lob missiles at
Saudi cities and towns and expect
us not to take steps,” Jubeir said,
citing Article 51 of the UN Charter, which outlines conditions in
which a country can engage in
self-defence.
“It was an Iranian missile,
launched by Hezbollah, from territory occupied by the Houthis in
Yemen,” he added.
Gulf analysts said the kingdom
has several options for how to
move forward.
Writing in the pan-Arab daily

Asharq
Al-Awsat,
Abdulrahman al-Rashed, the former general manager of Al Arabiya News
Channel, said Iran was forcing its
rivals to either direct confrontation with the Iranian regime or
the creation and support of regional forces for a proxy war with
Iran.
The likelihood of a direct confrontation is slim, said Rashed,
except in the case of self-defence
stemming from a direct attack. He
added that the second option of
supporting proxy groups in neighbouring countries would be more
viable.
A Saudi-led military coalition
in support of the internationally recognised government has
been at war with the Iran-backed
Houthis for more than two years.
The failed missile strike on Riyadh led to the Saudi-led coalition
temporarily closing all of Yemen’s
land and sea border crossings and
airports. Riyadh offered a reward
for information leading to the
arrest of 40 wanted individuals
from the Houthi movement.

GCC-Lebanese relations tumble
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F

ollowing the abrupt resignation of Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri, relations between Lebanon
and its traditional benefactor Saudi Arabia have gone from
bad to worse, with Riyadh ordering
its nationals to leave Lebanon.
“Due to the situations in the
Republic of Lebanon, an official
source at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that the Saudi nationals visiting or residing in Lebanon
are asked to leave the country as
soon as possible,” said a statement
by the Saudi government, which
advised Saudi nationals to avoid
travelling to Lebanon from other
destinations.
Other Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) members followed Riyadh’s
lead and the United Arab Emirates,
Bahrain and Kuwait called on their
citizens to leave Lebanon immediately.
The travel directive coupled
with Hariri’s resignation affected
Lebanon’s fragile political landscape. Saudi officials blamed Iran’s
proxy group Hezbollah in Lebanon
for the deteriorating situation.
Saudi Minister of State for Gulf
Affairs Thamer al-Sabhan told Saudi-owned Al Arabiya TV that Hezbollah’s “aggression” amounted to
a “declaration of war” by Lebanon.
He said the Lebanese government

would “be dealt with as a government declaring war on Saudi Arabia,” due to its allowing Hezbollah
to operate unchecked.
Sabhan said that, during a meeting with Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud, Hariri “was
informed of how critical the current phase is in the region and in
Lebanon, as well as the aggression
against Saudi Arabia by Lebanese
group the party of Satan (Hezbollah).”
“He has been told that such acts
are being considered as a declaration of war on Saudi Arabia by
Lebanon and by [Hezbollah],” Sabhan said, adding that Saudi Arabia
would act accordingly, without
elaborating further.
Hariri announced his resignation
as Lebanon’s prime minister in a
speech November 4 from Riyadh.
Rumours from Hezbollah and its
media organs that Hariri was under house arrest as part of the Saudi anti-corruption campaign were
put to rest after Hariri travelled to
the United Arab Emirates to meet

Lebanese living in
GCC countries
expressed concern
that the dispute
might lead to a
forced exodus from
the region.

with Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.
A media representative said
Hariri also met with Western diplomats in Riyadh, including French
Ambassador to Saudi Arabia François Gouyette and British Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Simon Collis.
Lebanese living in GCC countries
expressed concern that the dispute
might lead to a forced exodus from
the region. An estimated 156,000
Lebanese live in the UAE.
This is not the first time relations
between Riyadh and Beirut have
soured. In 2016, ties between the
two countries plummeted after
Lebanese Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil, a political ally of Hezbollah, refused to vote on a joint Arab
statement condemning an attack
on the Saudi diplomatic mission in
Iran.
Consequently, some GCC members banned their citizens from
travelling to Lebanon and reduced
their diplomatic presence in Beirut. Saudi Arabia cancelled a $3 billion military aid package intended
for the Lebanese Army. All six GCC
members designated Hezbollah
a terrorist organisation and sanctioned some of its figures.
Relations improved after a deal
was brokered in which Hezbollah-allied Michel Aoun became
president of Lebanon in October
2016 under the condition that
Hariri return as prime minister.
This was followed by the kingdom appointing an ambassador to
Lebanon in February.

Serious rupture. An Emirati Etihad Airways’ Boeing 787 airliner
takes off from Beirut International Airport, on November 10.		
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