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Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States: Can the Sx Walk Together?
Y oel Guzansky

The turmoil in the Arab world and concerns ovenlsamproving stature have prompted
Saudi Arabia to attempt various solutions to copmareffectively with challenges at
home and abroad. These efforts have included &atine to turn the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC)- which also includes also Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatéwe United Arab
Emirates (UAE), and Oman into a full political union. However, tensions angpthe
GCC members, as reflected in the recent crisis @dtar over its support for the Muslim
Brotherhood and with Oman over its role in the riagions with Iran, make it difficult to
achieve the desired union. This in turn punctunesveneer of unity created by the “Arab
Spring” and manifested, inter alia, in the sharppasition to Qaddafi and Assad.

At a GCC summit meeting in December 2011, SaudgkAbdullah called on the Gulf
states “to move from a stage of cooperation t@gesof union in a single entity” because
of the challenges at hand. Yet even without thivigat of Tehran, which seeks to drive a
wedge between the six, the tensions among GCC menavte making it difficult to
formulate a unified Gulf position. While the Gutages see Iran’s rise as a threat to their
stability, they have adopted different policies &w/ Tehran given their differing
interests and respective strategic outlooks. Whbwer the years Saudi Arabia has
preferred a more confrontational approach to ll@man and Qatar have chosen to
maintain normal relations with Iran.

Indeed, this policy reflects these states’ needdtance between avoiding a direct
confrontation with Iran and their fear of Saudi doamce. The Gulf states are concerned
that Saudi Arabia is attempting to increase itduarice over the small sheikdoms and
force them to fall into line with Saudi foreign pryl. Bahrain is the exception in this

regard and tends to side with Saudi Arabia, pdertubecause Iran foments tension
between Bahrain’s Shiite majority and the Sunniatojouse, but also because of
historical, geographic, and familial ties with SeAdabia.

The establishment of the GCC in May 1981, a refulingoing processes of cooperation,
was, as defined by its charter, intended to layfdlw@dations for integration in all fields.
The GCC was also an expression of common intergstsmonarchical character of the
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regimes, their religious ties as Muslims and Sunthisir common Arab origin, and their
concerns vis-a-vis revolutionary, Shiite, non-Ardaén. It reflected attempts to find an
agreed formula for Gulf security, efforts that begaven before the departure of the
British. In practice, however, each country pursitesown security policy, jealously

guards its sovereignty, and works, almost withowudeption, according to its particular
national interests, which hinders effective cooperaon the organizational level and
meaning to the agreements in principle.

Why, then, does the idea of union remain on thend@@ Stepped-up political-security
cooperation is increasingly perceived as a presSeugdi need given the Iranian threat,
the turmoil in the region, and doubts as to thedd@®mitment to the kingdom’s security.
For a while, these challenges generated some cadiah of strategy among several of
the Gulf states and the adoption of a more asgeptivlic position, which breathed new
life into this loose alliance. Moreover, from theginning of the turmoil in the region, the
aging Saudi elite has realized that in another years, it is liable to find itself in a
different environment, with more enemies and fea#ies. In its view, the traditional
methods it has used to shape its strategic envieahare not sufficient, and it must end
its relative passivity in order to neutralize darsge® its national security, and along with
Egypt, even attempt to lead the Arab world.

There is also an old-new initiative on the agerdd apparently includes Jordanian (and
possibly also Moroccan and Egyptian) soldiers i dihmed forces of the Gulf states in
exchange for generous monetary aid to Jordan. Jbh@anian army is considered the
most professional of the Arab armies, and Jordas@ders have served in the Gulf
states on various occasions in the past.) NevesbeBaudi Arabia has not yet succeeded
in promoting this or previous initiatives to unitee monarchies such as bringing Jordan
and Morocco into the GCC as full memberdue to opposition from the other members,
whether because of the economic burden involvetlesause of the possible harm to
their status in the organization.

There are other issues that have remained a stugrttllock in relations among the states,
in particular the role of political Islam and theitade toward the Muslim Brotherhood
and affiliated organizations. On March 5, 2014, datrabia, the UAE, and Bahrain
announced that they were recalling their ambassafdom Qatar because of its support
for the Muslim Brotherhood, which they see as asstdive organization that jeopardizes
their religious legitimacy and stability (as medmst Kuwait and Oman did not join the
move). Several days later, Saudi Arabia placedMislim Brotherhood on its list of
terrorist organizations and arrested several ofifgporters. Relations between Saudi
Arabia and Qatar have been tense for years, bea#uberder disputes (including a
violent incident in which a number of Qatari soldigvere killed), and since Hamad bin
Khalifa al-Thani seized power in Qatar in 1995 akhdazeera was established in 1996.
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At first, the parties held fast to their positiolgheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, the
new emir of Qatar, signaled that he would not cka@gtar’s foreign policy, while Saudi
Arabia announced that the crisis would continudoag) as Qatar did not change its
policy, hinting at additional steps it might takgaanst Doha. Thus even if Qatar does not
radically change its “independent” foreign polidy,appears that it will ultimately be
forced to retreat (tactically) from its positionda@se of Saudi Arabia’s resolve, although
this retreat may be gradual manner that allows iQataave face. Otherwise, Qatar will
find itself isolated.

It appears, then, that the sides have reached asnaekendi that allows them to get past
the most recent crisis — at least temporarily. dvathg a meeting of GCC foreign

ministers in Riyadh last week, the members agrestdtm interfere in each other’s

internal affairs and not to undermine one othemterests, security, or stability. A few

days later, radical Muslim Brotherhood preacher Ufus-Qaradawi, whose venomous
sermons against Saudi Arabia and the UAE were athtrart of a crisis with Qatar,

provided a written apology to the two countriesitisg that his sermons (which he has
suspended for a certain period of time at the uietvn of the Qatari royal house)

reflected his opinions only.

Yet it is not only Qatar that is making it diffi¢ub realize a union of the six monarchies.
Since the idea of full political union was proposdtie Sultanate of Oman, in

uncharacteristic brazenness, has led a vigoroulicpaposition to the move. During the

annual summit of Gulf state leaders in December32@ie Omani foreign minister

emphasized his country’s opposition to a Gulf uneven threatening to withdraw from

the GCC if such a decision was taken. Saudi officiere furious. Moreover, when the
last GCC summit was held, Saudi Arabia was alreadyy at Oman because of its role
in mediating between the United States and Irannbletihe scenes and in jumpstarting
the negotiations with Iran. Saudi Arabia even aedu®man of working behind its back
and betraying it.

It would appear that the GCC is far from reachingoasensus on issues of national
security, given the recent crises and certainly wtieey occur against the backdrop of
inter-tribal competition and dormant territorial sdutes. Precisely because of the
challenges posed to the Gulf monarchies by the tratgms with Iran on a permanent
agreement, the turmoil in the region, and the d®@bicerning the US commitment to
their security, it appears to be more difficult ihaver for the Gulf states to present a
united front. The idea of Gulf union will remaindéstant vision if there is no common
strategic vision, and without such a strategicoristhe union will have ceremonial value
only and will certainly not lead to a fundamenthbnge in the GCC’s contribution to
regional security. The recent crisis between Qatal several of its neighbors is one of
the most serious since the establishment of the &3 it casts a heavy shadow on the



INSS Insight No. 541 Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States:
Can the Six Walk Together?

idea of Gulf unity. However, it also provides atties Saudi Arabia leadership role: If the
Saudis do not succeed in ensuring quiet at homer abuntries will not see them as

capable of leading the Arab world.
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