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audi Arabia’s hefty dona-
tion to a new anti-terror 
force in West Africa’s Sahel 
region is a conspicuous at-
tempt by Riyadh to show it 

is serious about fighting extremism, 
analysts said.

The G5 Sahel force pools troops 
from Burkina Faso, Mali, Maurita-
nia and Niger in an area of desert 
the size of Europe where extremist 
groups have been thriving.

Money had been a major obsta-
cle to getting it off the ground, 
meaning Riyadh’s pledge of 
$118 million is a relief for for-
mer colonial power France, 
which has spearheaded the 
project.

Saudi watchers say getting 
involved serves twin pur-
poses for Riyadh: countering 
accusations that it finances 
extremism and consolidating 
influence in a region where it 
has invested for years.

“Fighting terrorism and 
extremism with zero toler-
ance is our priority,” Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir told Le Monde news-
paper on December 14.

The United Arab Emirates, 
also keen to demonstrate its 
commitment to fighting ex-
tremism, has offered an ad-
ditional $35 million to the 
fledgling force.

The cash puts total fund-
ing past the initial nearly 
$300 million needed to get 
the force up and running 
following its maiden mis-

sion in November in the volatile 
border zone linking Burkina Faso, 
Mali and Niger.

The Saudi contribution is “very 
important,” said a source close to 
the talks where the donations were 

announced December 13 following 
a summit hosted by French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron.

“The Saudis have always been 
suspected of financing terrorism. 
We’ve said to them: ‘Take part 

in some kind of multilateral coop-
eration and that suspicion will be 
lifted,’” the source said.

Riyadh had accusations that it ex-
ports a radical form of Sunni Islam, 
Wahhabism, by funding Quranic 
schools, mosques and charity 
groups around the world.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, howev-
er, is seeking to rein in the influence 
of religious ultra-conservatives in 
the kingdom, which has been hit by 
multiple attacks blamed on extrem-
ists.

Crown Prince Mohammed has 
presented himself as a champion 

of moderate Islam as he seeks 
to modernise Saudi Arabia. In 

November, he inaugurated 
a military coalition of 40 
Muslim countries, vowing 
to “pursue terrorists until 
they are wiped from the 
face of the Earth.”

Riyadh is also a mem-
ber of the US-led anti-ji-
hadist coalition fighting 
in Iraq and Syria.

“Saudi Arabia has 
an interest both in 
combating violent ji-
hadi movements and 
in being seen to do 
so,” said Jane Kin-
ninmont, a senior 
research fellow at 
British think-tank 
Chatham House.

“This isn’t entirely 
new under [Crown 
Prince Moham-
med].”

“Saudi leaders 
have been aware of the 

risks of transnational vio-
lent Islamist movements 
for a long time — especially 

since 9/11 and since al-Qaeda start-
ed to attack Saudi Arabia in 2003,” 
Kinninmont said.

Diplomatic interests are at play, 
too, in yielding to French pressure 
to join the project, Kinninmont 
said.

“France’s ties with the Gulf have 
been growing for years and as the 
UK prepares to leave the EU, France 
is likely to become the new best 
friend of the Gulf states within the 
EU,” she said.

Florent Geel, Africa director at 
the International Federation for 
Human Rights, said the Saudis, like 
Qatar, “have been investing a lot 
in the Sahel for ten to 15 years — in 
mosques, in social projects.”

He asserted this was a form of 
“Wahhabist expansionism to coun-
ter Sufism,” the mystic form of Is-
lam widespread in the Sahel, saying 
the Saudis had “financed a form of 
radicalisation.”

Nicolas Desgrais, a researcher at 
the University of Kent in England 
who specialises in military coop-
eration in the Sahel, said Riyadh 
had been cultivating influence in 
Burkina Faso for years.

“In Burkina, the Saudis have 
been involved for many years via 
associations, free clinics, Quranic 
schools — to the point of replacing 
public policy,” he said.

Burkinabe authorities have been 
trying to crack down on Saudi influ-
ence, he added, but the kingdom’s 
involvement in the Sahel force may 
provide fresh opportunities to in-
crease its clout.

“This financial contribution from 
Riyadh to the G5 Sahel force could 
perhaps reopen doors that were 
closing,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)
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French connection. Saudi Foreign Affairs Minister Adel al-Jubeir (L) and French 
Foreign Affairs Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian ahead of the G5 Sahel Anti-Terror 
Coalition Summit in Paris, on December 13.                                                                   (AFP)

C old wars have 
been waged for a 
long time. The one 
between Sparta 
and Athens eventu-
ally became hot. The 
US-Soviet cold war 

that dominated global politics 
for nearly five decades never did. 
Israel and Syria were in a cold war 
from 1973 until the Syrian state 
effectively collapsed in 2011. India 
and Pakistan have been in a cold 
war since partition with periodic 
hot spells.

A cold war is a conflict in which 
great efforts are made to avoid di-
rect battlefield confrontation, usu-
ally because the consequences of 
fighting are not desired by either 
side. Those of a US-Soviet hot war 
could have been thermonuclear 
in nature and, thus, bad for the 
entire planet. India and Pakistan 
also have nuclear warheads, mak-
ing the desire to keep their war on 
ice very strong.

Countries involved in cold wars 
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Viewpoint

The Saudi-Iranian cold war risks turning hot
continue to compete; they just do it 
through proxies — states or  
groups — by intimidating  
behaviour, threatening rhetoric, 
espionage and economic warfare. 
“Moscow and Washington re-
frained from direct warfare with 
each other,” Seth Jones, director 
of the International Security and 
Defence Policy Centre at the RAND 
Corporation, said. “They did, how-
ever, engage in proxy wars in Latin 
America, Asia and Africa.”

Troops from the competing 
countries may get involved in 
proxy wars but not against one 
another: The United States fought 
in Vietnam and the Soviet Union in 
Afghanistan.

The current cold war with the 
greatest threat of getting hot in-
volves Saudi Arabia and Iran. Like 
all cold wars, neither side seems 
to want a direct confrontation, 
although there may be elements 
in both Riyadh and Tehran that 
desire this. Since neither country 
possesses nuclear weapons, the 
consequences of a direct Saudi-
Iranian confrontation would not 
be cataclysmic but would still be 
significant.

For Iran, it would mean a de facto 
war with the entire Sunni Arab 
world as well as with the United 
States, which strongly backs Ri-
yadh and whose current adminis-
tration is influenced by people itch-
ing for a showdown with Tehran. 
Iran could also say goodbye to the 
Western investment that was sup-
posed to flow in after the nuclear 
deal was signed in 2015.

Riyadh would also find the con-
sequences of a direct confrontation 
unpleasant. Although possessing 
much more advanced weaponry 
than Iran, the Saudis are not as 

battle-tested and have not looked 
that convincing in Yemen. The 
Saudis are trying to attract billions 
of dollars in investment to propel 
their ambitious economic reform 
programme; international capital 
usually avoids war zones.

Like cold warriors throughout 
history, the Saudis and Iranians 
have found other stages for their 
hostile competition. “Riyadh and 
Tehran continue to engage in proxy 
wars in such countries as Yemen, 
Syria and Lebanon,” Jones said. “In 
addition, both sides have provided 
assistance and training to foreign 
fighters.”

Saudi Arabia and Iran also have 
relied on other cold war tactics: 
Economic pressure, intimidating 
rhetoric and espionage.

Even if you believe that neither 
country truly wants a hot war, the 
Saudi-Iranian confrontation has a 
very real chance of becoming one. 
The two countries are geographi-
cally close — unlike the United 
States and the Soviet Union which 
are separated by vast distances, 
except for the very tip of Alaska, 
which is close to Siberia.

Also close by are the proxy wars 
Iran and Saudi Arabia are engaged 
in — Yemen, where Iran and its 
ally Hezbollah are supporting the 
Houthis, borders Saudi Arabia. Iraq 

borders both antagonists. Syria and 
Lebanon are in the neighbourhood 
and have long and complicated ties 
with both Riyadh and Tehran.

Another factor increasing the 
possibility of a hot war is Iran’s 
reckless behaviour. While in both 
countries there may be voices urg-
ing confrontation, those elements 
in Tehran appear to be stronger and 
certainly louder. The missile that 
Yemen’s Houthi forces — Tehran’s 
proxies in that conflict — fired at Ri-
yadh’s airport appears to have been 
supplied by Tehran. Bahrain says 
Iran was directly involved in an oil 
pipeline explosion near Manama.

Although Iran predictably denied 
involvement in both incidents, the 
hard-line Tehran daily Kayhan, 
featured a headline on November 6 
following the Houthi missile attack 
saying: “Ansarullah Launches Mis-
sile against Riyadh. Next Target: 
Dubai!” The United Arab Emirates 

is a major Saudi ally and a mis-
sile aimed at Dubai from Yemen 

would fly over the kingdom.
It also appears that Tehran is 

determined to achieve its main 
regional objective: A ground link 
between Iran and Lebanon, a coun-
try that, along with Syria, it hopes 
to dominate. While Iran’s leaders 
most likely prefer avoiding a direct 
confrontation with Saudi forces, 
they seem willing to risk it if neces-
sary to achieve this goal. Tehran’s 
recent provocative actions could 
be designed to intimidate Riyadh. 
Even in a cold war, you want the 
other side to believe that you are 
willing and capable of fighting.

Iran’s actions also may reflect an 
internal struggle inside the country 
between hawks associated with the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) and more cautious officials 

who prefer a more gradual ap-
proach to Iranian hegemony.

Cold wars are better than hot 
wars — except for the unfortunate 
people living in areas where proxy 
battles are being fought — and 
some, like the US-Soviet cold war, 
last for decades. The danger of 
nuclear holocaust kept Moscow 
and Washington mutually cau-
tious, however, especially after 
the near-miss of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis. Ultimately, the two devised 
mechanisms, such as arms control 
agreements and the Organisation 
for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (OSCE) to manage and temper 
their competition.

Could such mechanisms prevent 
the Saudi-Iranian cold war from 
becoming hot?

Daniel Serwer, director of the 
Conflict Management Programme 
at the Johns Hopkins School of 
Advanced International Studies, 
said that “a regional structure is the 
ultimate solution but it will take 
years to get one in place and years 
more to make it effective… The cur-
rent situation is urgent and won’t 
wait for OSCE molasses.”

Jones concurred, saying: “I don’t 
think some type of multilateral 
institution is likely to minimise 
Saudi-Iranian security competi-
tion.” Cooperation between the 
United States and Russia, Jones 
said, “could be helpful in prevent-
ing direct conflict between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia.”

He added, however, that this 
“would require greater collabora-
tion between Washington and 
Moscow… Whether [US President 
Donald] Trump and [Russian 
President Vladimir] Putin are will-
ing and able to cooperate is the 
$64,000 question.”
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