

[image: The Gulf CRISIS Reshaping Alliances in the Middle East]




The Gulf CRISIS


Reshaping Alliances in the Middle East


Contributors


Mohammed Al-Rumaihi


Gerald Feierstein


Kristian Coates Ulrichsen


David B. Des Roches


Courtney Freer


Giorgio Cafiero


Editors


Khalid Al-Jaber


Sigurd Neubauer


[image: Gulf International Forum]




Copyright © 2018 Gulf International Forum


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in any database or retrieval system, without the express prior written permission of Gulf International Forum. No part of this publication shall be reproduced, modified, transmitted, distributed, disseminated, sold, published, sub-licensed, or have derivative work created or based upon it, without the express prior written permission of Gulf International Forum. If you wish to reproduce any part of this publication, please contact Gulf International Forum, at the address below, providing full details.


Gulf International Forum


1000 Potomac Street NW, 5th Floor


Washington, DC 20007


GULFIF.com


info@gulfii.com


Ordering Information:


Contact Gulf International Forum, at the address above for additional copies or for quantity ordering by corporations, associations, and others.


Printed in the United States of America


An electronic copy of this publication is available online at


GULFIF.com


First Edition


ISBN: 978-1-7328043-0-2


Gulf International Forum does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented herein are the authors’ own and do not necessarily reflect the views of GIF, its staff, or board members.


All materials found in this publication have been prepared for informational purposes only. The information herein is provided without any representations or warranties, express or implied, regarding the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability or availability with respect to the publication or the information, products, services, or related graphics contained in the publication for any purpose. In no event will GIF be liable for any loss or damage including without limitation, indirect or consequential loss or damage, or any loss or damage whatsoever arising from loss of data or profits arising out of, or in connection with, the use of this publication.





Gulf Region Map


[image: images]





Foreword


On behalf of Gulf International Forum (GIF), I am pleased to present to you The Gulf Crisis: Reshaping Alliances in the Middle East. As GIF’s first work to be published in book format, we are thrilled at what this occasion means for our organization and we look forward to publishing more books on the Gulf region. In this volume you will find eight chapters from eight esteemed scholars on the region, each of which deals with a specific aspect of the ongoing Gulf Crisis.


GIF is an independent think-tank located in Washington D.C. Our region of focus is the Gulf, a region we define as including the Gulf Cooperation Council in addition to Iran, Iraq and Yemen. Our vision is to share knowledge of the Gulf region with policymakers, academics, students, and the public, in the East and West alike. Through the open proliferation of ideas, we aspire to enhance peace, security, and stability in the Gulf and the greater Middle East region. We serve as a platform of publication for both in-region and out-of-region scholars. GIF is committed to allowing informed opinions from across the spectrum of a given policy debate to have a voice. Although this book may be one small addition to scholarship on the Gulf, it is one step towards fulfilling our mission.


This book would not have been possible without our team members’ hard work. Specifically I would like to thank Anas Al-Qaed, who worked with authors to organize the effort; Ali N, whose design can be seen throughout this volume; Jesse Schatz, who did several rounds of edits on these chapters; and Nabeel Al-Nowairah, whose intensive Arabic to English translation work allows the oft-ignored voices of Gulf-based scholars to be read by an English-speaking audience. This is our first book of a series of publications that we endeavor to produce for audiences interested in the Gulf region.


Dania Thafer


Executive Director, GIF





Introduction


In the decades since the end of foreign domination, much of the greater Middle East has witnessed numerous ethnic, religious, and territorial conflicts. While the Arab Gulf region has remained during this period an oasis of relative stability, the Gulf region too has seen its share of violence, with the Iran-Iraq War (1980), the Invasion of Kuwait (1990), the invasion of Iraq (2003), the events of the Arab Spring (2011), and the war in Yemen (2015) representing the most notable examples.


The Arab Spring in particular exacerbated the differences among the GCC States, sequestering Qatar and a bloc consisting of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain. The former supported the revolutions that swept a number of Arab countries, including GCC States, while the latter camp opposed bottom-up regime change, fearing that the ripple effect may endanger GCC leadership and the security and balance of power in the region. Qatar’s independent policy in the region, which received widespread supportive media coverage by Al Jazeera, has angered the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, an important regional power, in addition to the other GCC States. Such differences have resulted in clear tensions and a rift among the GCC States that in June 2017 prominently coalesced in the GCC Crisis that is seen today. This has developed into a shocking rift that has severely damaged any sense of common Arab Gulf security and economic solidarity.


The current row appears so deep that even if the GCC is reunited, Gulf economic and military unity may never be the same. GCC official media has been negatively used to attack other GCC States and their leaders at an unprecedented level. An official green light to target opponent GCC States, and in some cases legislatively criminalizing expressions of sympathy with such states, has allowed the GCC public to indulge in exchanges of accusations and insults that have disintegrated a GCC society that previously shared common traditions, tribal roots and marital ties.


To say that the GCC Crisis of 2017 has been complicated for the nations in and around the Arabian Peninsula would be a grand understatement. Years of internal disagreement within the Gulf Cooperation Council finally boiled over as Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates, severed all ties with Qatar and instituted a land, sea and air blockade of that nation (a move Egypt enthusiastically endorsed). This “Gulf Crisis” certainly has disrupted what up until this point was viewed as the most stable bloc of nations within the greater Middle East. With few hopes of actual reconciliation, actors on all sides of the schism are now adjusting to new networks of regional alliances.


Historically, the GCC States have relied on wealth from natural resources to make possible the rapid modernization that gives the region its luster. Changing economic realties have spurred the realization among rulers of these nations that diversification represents the only safeguard available to protect their ailing economies.


As a hedge against declining oil and gas revenues, GCC governments have tried to steer their way towards “knowledge economies” capable of developing a citizenry and reducing reliance on foreign innovation. Such economic change must be accompanied by social change that frees dynamism and encourages innovation by their peoples. One important consideration would be a sincere desire to relax restrictions on free expression, women’s roles and other facets of modernization. However, tensions arise in that what may be a welcome development for many youths is simultaneously an uncomfortable change for those who fear the old ways may be slipping away.


Certainly, the Gulf does not exist in isolation and its internal conflicts cannot be viewed independent of the wider world. The resultant tensions led to internal conflict that has empowered Iran and led to tragic proxy conflicts in Syria, Yemen and Bahrain as Tehran’s traditional rivals in Riyadh and Abu Dhabi compete with it for supremacy. This is not to speak of the near-disintegration of Iraq, which only three decades ago had the strength to launch a full-scale invasion of Gulf territory.


Meanwhile, Russia and the growing and newly assertive Asian economies of China and India have recognized the chaos facing Gulf monarchs and have looked to extend their influence by taking advantage of these regional shifts and engaging the Gulf states as new partners. The decision by the Obama administration to break with traditional policies and reach out to Iran did much to fray GCC confidence in the US relationship. By negotiating a diplomatic end to the Iranian nuclear program through the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) signed in November 2013, the US appeared to end Iran’s isolation. President Trump delighted some GCC regimes by pulling out of the JCPOA. By reinstituting Iranian sanctions, he allowed some regional leaders to once again consolidate power internally by elevating Iran as the regional boogeyman. Now, the Europeans, Russia, the UN and China are trying to reassure Iran of the agreement’s viability and to prevent a new nuclear threat, but their success will depend on the US’s willingness (or lack thereof) to add secondary and tertiary sanctions to its trade war against Europe.


What were once small British protectorates, that after independence (mostly in the 1960s-1970s) remained dependent on Western support to maintain sovereignty, have now become global players in their own right. The region’s path forward is certainly fraught with challenges, both internal and external. However the future of the Gulf is certainly one that goes beyond mere “Crisis.”


This volume has been divided into two parts, the first examining the Crisis through the lenses of Qatar and other Gulf region states. Part Two examines how the Crisis involves nations in the West.


Part I begins with a chapter by Dr. Mohammed Al-Rumaihi within which he provides brief background on the history of the GCC as an institution, going on to categorize and outline the litany of threats currently facing the region. He concludes with a call for greater cohesion amongst the Gulf countries.


Chapter 2 by Mr. Giorgio Cafiero looks at an alliance between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates that began to emerge prior to and only continued to grow in strength since the isolating of Qatar. He goes on to show how this alliance is perceived by the excluded GCC states. Ultimately, he concludes that, although a reality that must be contended with, Saudi-Emirati cooperation faces its own unique set of challenges due to distinctions between the two Arabian powerhouses.


The following chapter by Professor David Des Roches takes a conceptual approach to the idea of the so-called “Small State.” Using Qatar as an example, Des Roches looks at the steps the embattled emirate has taken to quickly build a military capable of standing up to neighboring pressures. Additionally, his analysis looks at historical precedents of how small states have successfully challenged the whims of powerful neighbors. In the end, while Des Roches argues that Qatar does have reasons to feel secure, the small nation still faces many challenges and is a long-way from being considered a military powerhouse comparable to the UAE or Saudi Arabia.


Chapter 4 by Dr. Kristian Coates Ulrichsen examines the ways in which the Qatari economy has been affected by the regional blockade. Although the blockade took many observers by surprise, Dr. Ulrichsen argues that Qatar had actually been preparing for such a scenario and was thus able to quickly attain security within the new status quo. Whether this security is sustainable in the long-term, according to Ulrichsen, is up for debate.


Chapter 5 by Dr. Khalid Al-Jaber zeroes in on the role of the media in both initiating and escalating the ongoing crisis. Dr. Al-Jaber argues that media institutions in the GCC have yet to catch-up with the modernity suggested by their capitals’ skylines. Drawing on Noam Chomsky’s theories of “Manufacturing Consent,” Dr. Al-Jaber shows how the central authority of the Gulf States has allowed the government to formulate media campaigns akin to those used by warring parties during the World Wars. Subsequently, Dr. Al-Jaber looks at the ways in which social media platforms allowed such vitriol to escalate the crisis among the involved parties.


Part I’s final chapter by Ambassador Gerald M. Feierstein looks at how the involvement of various actors in Yemen have placed the various nations on a path towards conflict. Compounded by involvement of all GCC states, in addition to that of Iran, Feierstein seems to believe that each nation’s differing agenda has allowed for the proliferation of mistrust on all sides of the conflict.


Part II changes perspective, examining the roles played by nations not holding membership within the Gulf Cooperation Council. Beginning with the United States, Mr. Sigurd Neubauer looks at the steps the Trump administration has taken to (and failed to) solve the schism between Qatar and the Quartet. Mr. Neubauer ultimately concludes that the United States’ inability to forge such a rapprochement could signal a decline of American power in the region.


Finally, this volume concludes with a chapter by Dr. Courtney Freer, who looks at the stakes and positions of France, Germany and Britain, in addition to Russia. She draws different conclusions vis-a-vis each nation, from those that want little to do with assisting in the crisis’s resolution, to those that are hoping to use the crisis to gain a stronger diplomatic foothold in the Gulf region.


As an independent institute based in Washington D.C., Gulf International Forum aims to educate the public on the Gulf region. GIF’s vision is to build a bridge between the East and West. We aspire to enhance peace, security and stability both regionally and globally through the dissemination of knowledge. While it may have a small impact, we hope that this work is but one way in which this mission can been fulfilled.


 


The Editors





PART I


GCC Crisis and the Greater Middle East





CHAPTER 1


Lessons from the Gulf Cooperation Council’s Institutional History*



MOHAMMED AL-RUMAIHI



Introduction


Founded amidst the sunset of the Pan-Arab political era, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) has been a unique example of a unitary bloc within the Arab world that has at least partially represented the ideals espoused by those seeking Arab unity. The relationship among the six countries forming the GCC has developed over the past thirty-seven years, establishing cooperation and coordination in many fields. According to Arabists, in the wake of the collapse of Egypt-Syria unity in the 1960’s, as well as the failure of a variety of subsequent unity attempts among Arab nations, the GCC remains the most promising model to be followed by those still calling for Arab unification. Despite the romantic connotations of Pan-Arabism, others disagree as to the motives behind the GCC’s establishment, arguing that it was simply a pragmatic response in order to confront the ferocity of the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War. Still, others contend that the GCC arose out of popular desire due to the region’s historical cohesion and extensive ties, both familial and tribal. Ultimately, a single origin story of the GCC may not be agreed upon, however, such mixed opinions only point to the conclusion that a variety of motives, including the Iran-Iraq war, the strategic and social necessities after the withdrawal of Britain from east of Suez, deep historical joint relationships and interests, and the popular desire for unity in the region each contributed to the institution’s birth. Having had the privilege of being assigned to a small group of researchers at Kuwait University to write the first papers highlighting the importance of the GCC, I have become very familiar with the council’s history, an awareness that has certainly informed the following analysis.1


Beginning with an overview of the debates concerning the GCC’s formation and elaborating on a few instances when the institution successfully responded to regional threats, I will then proceed to highlight four major risks currently facing the region. In each of these risks I hope the reader will see how various external threats contributed to fomenting and escalating the third threat: the ongoing Gulf crisis. Subsequently, I will show how the Gulf crisis largely obfuscates the internal threats presented by unaddressed changes to Gulf society. Finally, I will conclude with a few thoughts as to how the Gulf Cooperation Council can successfully move beyond its current stalemate.


1.1 A Brief Institutional History


Those who credit the Iran-Iraq War with spurring the creation of the GCC are not entirely incorrect, as the war was certainly intense. There was indeed a desire from the GCC states to protect the security of the region amidst the nearby conflict. However, it should be noted that notions of “cooperation between the Gulf states” had emerged even earlier when Britain announced in the late 1960s its intention to vacate its colonies and protectorates East of Suez (including the Gulf region), ending almost a century and a half of British presence. Naturally, the new challenge became reaching collective regional security in the vacuum left by the United Kingdom’s retreat. The countries bordering the Gulf (the eventual GCC states, as well as Iran and Iraq) met in a conference in Muscat in 1975, but failed to develop an arrangement as Iran and Iraq refused to cede to the other chairmanship of the body.2 When the two countries went to war, the remaining nations took the opportunity to establish strategic cooperation amongst themselves that did not include the two rival nations.


Iran did not make significant contributions to the GCC’s formation, especially after the departure of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in 1979. However, Iraq was still consulted in the body’s development. Interestingly, when the idea for the GCC was presented to Iraqi President Saddam Hussein at the 1981 Arab League Summit in Amman it is reported that Saddam himself proposed “Cooperation Council” as a name for the new body, ensuring that no one could take from him the credit for the idea of Pan-Arab unity.


Observers of the inner workings of the GCC from its establishment through the present day would note a number of unique aspects about the literature detailing the body’s development. First, that there is a density of writing about the GCC, as writers (especially from the Gulf) have a tendency to continually remind audiences of the body’s necessity. Second, that there exists a canon of reports, policy briefs and editorials by local writers and think-tanks emerging over the last thirty-seven years, most of which tends to argue for the council’s further development. However, despite being in large agreement, proposals from these writings have yet to be translated into reality, as many are unable to grasp the idea that exacerbating threats to the Gulf have instituted a period of change for the region and its people. Most notably, the 2014 crisis, followed by the ongoing and tenser 2017 Gulf Crisis, has largely quashed the hopes of those looking for centralized GCC development. Given these shifts, the main concern for many Gulf elites has not been a question of how to further unify the council, but simply a quest to preserve its few notable achievements.3


On May 25, 1981, five of the body’s founding members gathered in Abu Dhabi to ceremonially proclaim the GCC’s birth to the world, an anniversary that is celebrated each December during the GCC’s annual summit.4 However, some say that this “ceremonial stage” has never really ended. At each summit, the Gulf public expects the council to step up the development of this system in order to meet the region’s evolving challenges. Some leaders have presented important ideas consistent with the adaptability the general populace desires, such as an initiative of the late King Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz to develop the structure of the council into a flexible unit capable of responding effectively to the winds of change hitting many Arab countries.5 His initiative, however, was lost amidst the council’s litany of committees and sub-committees. Many plans have similarly evaporated amidst the GCC’s bureaucracy, as many fear the development of a more unified system would infringe upon member nations’ individual sovereignty. It is clear the adage, “The whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” has not yet been instilled in the minds of some Gulf states’ decision-makers, even if it has become firmly rooted in the minds of its citizens.


However, challenges facing the region may force all parties to reach a unified conclusion in the future. In order to be an effective political deterrence to the major challenges facing the Gulf countries, officials should develop the council’s flexibility, with a high level of coordination between members pooling together material, moral, human, and geographical resources. The challenges facing the Gulf are evident in three key issues. First, the oil revenues the GCC states largely rely on for their budgets are shrinking. Second, the GCC is threatened by the expansionist ambitions of its regional neighbors, especially Iran. Third, the influence and desire of traditional international powers to influence the goings-on in the Gulf are on the decline, especially in the United States where international relations are now viewed as transactions by President Donald Trump. Additionally, volatile wars, whether in Iraq, Syria, or Yemen, negatively affect the situation in the GCC states. Given that the GCC was formed in response to one war, logically, the institution’s structure should be further developed in response to the impact of three ongoing ones. In actuality, such a reorganization has yet to happen.


Perhaps the most prominent success of the GCC has been its ability to forge political cooperation and policy coordination in times of crisis and common interest. The first of these successes evidenced itself amidst the 1990 occupation of Kuwait. In what was a difficult political moment, the Gulf states did not hesitate to denounce the occupation and work in all possible ways with the international community in forcing Iraq into retreat. At that critical time, due to GCC’s regional solidarity, the people of Kuwait found a safe haven and a warm welcome within other GCC states until they were able to return to their country. The GCC also has stood united in the face of other territorial concerns, including the right of the United Arab Emirates to regain sovereignty over islands that have been occupied by Iran since 1970, demanding in repeated declarations that Iran must accept international arbitration.6 The council remains cohesive amidst domestic issues that pose a significant risk to any of its member states, as happened to Bahrain in 2011 when Saudi Arabia and the UAE sent forces supporting the protection of vital installations on the island.7 The GCC countries stood firm with Iraq after the fall of the former Saddam regime in order to diplomatically rehabilitate and allow Iraq to reenter the Arab League. The Gulf Initiative in Yemen after the uprising of the Yemeni people against Saleh’s rule was also a unified position in which all GCC members participated, at least initially, in the military intervention.8


2.1 Major Risks Facing the GCC


The GCC (arguably sharing a similar path and destiny with other Arab countries) acts as a counter current to the ongoing disintegration of Arab hegemony–regional or worldwide. Such a task has required Arab support outside of those with membership in the organization, a development that started with Moroccan participation in a April 2016 GCC Summit in Riyadh.9 The Maghreb nation’s inclusion was in order to build a supposed “coalition of the capable,” able to minimize risks and maximize gains within the Arab world. However, even with the inclusion of Morocco, such a new beginning was not built on the involvement of other Arab countries, and afterwards, decisionmakers in Tangier decided not to continue Morocco down this path, leaving the GCC regionally isolated in facing the surrounding chaos. The risks encroaching upon the GCC countries reduce the effectiveness of the GCC in responding to the regional reality. Here, we will attempt to review the risks surrounding the GCC countries as well as their motives, contexts, and role in leading to a disruption of the GCC on as evidenced by the ongoing Gulf Crisis.


The major risks facing the region can be organized into two primary groups: external non-Arab risks (ie. Iran and the United States) and external Arab risks (ie. civil wars raging in the neighborhood. These two categories have arguably contributed to the formation of two internal risks to the GCC, namely, intra-Arab risks (ie the Gulf Crisis) and internal societal risks, (ie. the deterioration of the GCC social contract). While each of these categories are interconnected, for analysis purposes, I will deal with each component separately in order to better outline each risks historicity. For each challenge I will propose a few simple and realizable remedies.


2.2 External non-Arab Risks: The US-GCC Relationship


Whether through the GCC collectively, or bilaterally through individual Gulf leaders, observers have noticed a changing tone at US-Gulf meetings. The tension at recent meetings indicates that the relationship between the GCC countries and the United States is going through an unprecedented rough patch. Disagreements in large part boil down to discrepancies between the GCC countries’ expectations of the US, and the United States’ willingness (never mind capability) to resolve the Gulf’s hot-button issues. This rift will continue until GCC countries are convinced of the need to find internal solutions to their own problems.


As a result of the mostly negative legacy of US administrations in the Middle East, the Obama Administration adopted a different approach than those used in the last six or more decades, executing a “hands-off policy” when it came to political affairs in the region. The Obama presidency preferred to watch the developments in the region remotely, a policy that in general received great support from observing politicians and journalists in the US. In the end, the Obama Administration, from its point of view, believes it achieved many “positive” results through this low-cost observer approach, requiring no additional American boots on the ground or blood sacrifices. These results include reaching an Iranian nuclear deal in July 2015, reinforcing Israel’s strategic security, withdrawing chemical weapons from Syria, linking many arms deals and getting cheaper oil from the gradually depleting Gulf.


On the other hand, the crux of strategic disagreements between the GCC and the United States after the Obama Administration have shifted from differences over the status of Israel and its policies, to disputes over how to best counter the threat posed by Iran. This new quagmire saw no theoretical or practical solution between the US and the GCC states until near the end of President Obama’s term.


The Gulf states believe that Iranian intervention in the Arab region injects chaos into the area’s political scene. Additionally, Tehran is seen as such a threat to national security that some have blamed its ubiquitous presence as a primary contributor to the region’s arms build-up, loosely seen in the militarization of some Arab capitals in preparation for possible Iranian aggression. During the Obama era, the US did not earn the trust of the GCC states, despite reassurances that Washington would take necessary steps related to the Iran threat.


With the inauguration of President Donald Trump in 2017, the GCC countries took a sigh of relief, an ease that became even more palpable in May 2018 when President Trump announced the US’s withdrawal from the Iranian nuclear deal.10 Just one component of President Trump’s more hawkish policy towards Tehran, his administration also threatened to escalate conflict if Iran does not end its military interventions in Arab countries (Yemen, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon), or cease its ballistic missile program. However, despite these demands, the threats have yet to crystalize into anything besides bloviating verbal exchanges and accusations between the two parties, an outcome predicted by some Arab writers who have always doubted the seriousness of American intentions.


Given these developments (or lack thereof), the US’s Iran portfolio remains a concern for GCC countries. The Gulf states have relied on nothing but the supposed good intentions of the US for the region’s external security for quite some time, perhaps dating back to the withdrawal of Britain from the Gulf in the early 1970s. The problem, however, is that some GCC parties have not awoken to the recent structural changes in America’s foreign policy stances that have occurred in two key areas.


First, the US has redefined its approach due to changing financial resources and the newly realized limits of its own power. Although not admitted by all, the US is not the same kingmaker of international affairs that existed in the last quarter of the 20th century. The reconsideration of the limits of its power is not related to a specific administration but rather is a long trend in the country’s strategic positioning.


Second, influential circles in Washington DC have come to see the Iranian rivalry against the Gulf as exaggerated, obfuscating the GCC’s own internal threats. Consequently, certain policy wonks in DC are pushing for GCC monarchies to reevaluate their internal social contracts (as will be elaborated upon) to better prep for the changing expectations of the region’s youth bulge. Additionally, some see the ongoing Qatari crisis (a boon to the robustness of US-GCC cooperation in the future) as a more pressing issue to be resolved in the region.


This newfound emphasis on internal reform is likely not an anomaly and for two primary reasons will likely remain an undercurrent in future US administrations. First is the high ethical globalization-driven stance taken by the United States as it relates to human rights, empowerment of women and related buzzwords. Second, although contrary to some views, is America’s dwindling power. The current anti-Iran stance taken by President Trump is temporary. Up until this point, this strategy has been limited to channels of soft power, such as the American President’s tweets. That being said, the assurance felt by GCC states regarding the intentions of the Trump Administration should be reviewed in light of the alternative paths available to Washington. Perhaps, in the near future the US could soften its approach towards Iran as it has recently done with North Korea. Regardless, the current Trump Administration is undoubtedly changing the global game. Whereas in the past only the players only changed, today it appears that the rules of gameplay are changing as well.


2.3. External non-Arab Risks: The Relationship with Iran


Despite commentators who say otherwise, it can be argued that Iran constitutes a real threat to the GCC states. In addition to being a major influence over political decisions in Iraq, Tehran is also intervening militarily in Syria, dominating politics in Lebanon via Hezbollah, maintaining an important presence in Yemeni politics via the Houthis, and occupying a prominent position within the Palestinian question. Iran also counters the Gulf monarchies by touting its superficial periodic changes of some elected rulers, presenting itself as a quasi-democratic counterweight the Gulf’s absolute monarchies. Even for some Arabs this argument has proven persuasive.


There are a number of possibilities governing the Gulf’s options for its relationship with Iran. I can briefly elaborate on three possible outcomes. First, some argue that Iran and the Gulf will be forced into a pragmatic détente. Belief in such a possibility is due to the realities of Iran’s geographic location, military and industrial capability, scientific development, and its direct influence on some national segments of the GCC, particularly its Shi’a citizens. Proponents of such a path believe that if the GCC states work seriously enough across these commonalities, this might convince Iran to back away from certain actions causing GCC security concerns.


The second scenario suggests that Iran really is the “shameful neighbor” that is popularly described, and that the Persian nation is inherently hostile to the Arabs. This scenario is derived from a history, both real and imagined, of Arab-Persian conflicts and concludes that reconciliation between the Persian state and Gulf Arabs is impossible.


The third scenario which I consider to be the most realistic is that Iran will fall short of the influence declared by supporters of its party-line. Despite grand rhetoric, in reality, Iran is a third -world country and suffers from many of the weaknesses that come with such a categorization. Iran contains great inequalities within its borders, and is surrounded by deep political and economic difficulties. Its current policies originate from two issues that can collectively be reduced to mere phobias. The first fear stems from the legacy of British-American interventions in the 1950s that overthrew Mussadiq’s rule and crushed Iran’s national ambitions. The second issue, which is known but ignored, is the limit of the Iranian theocracy’s ability to continue existing in the world. It is a hybrid rule dominated by the clergy, an antiquated mix of government that must adapt if it is to survive, a concern recognized by many of the Iranian elite.


This leads us to the GCC stance on Iran. In the near future the GCC’s policy will not see substantial change, and as long as the current generation of Iranians remain in power, the fear of revolution exportation will influence the policies of the Arab Gulf states. For at least the next quarter century, the GCC states must develop ways to manage rather than resolve ongoing Iranian threats. Steps that could be taken to mitigate these threats include strengthened Gulf cohesion based off both Khaleeji and Muslim identities. As it stands today, it seems this is the strategy being pursued by Saudi Arabia. However, even for the Kingdom, this is just a start.


In Iran, there are three main perceptions amongst elites of their neighbors on the Arab side of the Gulf. The first is that Tehran is responsible, both morally and politically for Shiites worldwide, including Arab Shiites in the Gulf. The second is that Tehran sees the Gulf regimes as arrogant and unfair to their people, an opinion seemingly compounded by the GCC’s allying with Western powers. Third, there exists the perception that most of the Gulf countries’ reforms since 1979 are a result of direct Iranian pressure.11 To some, these perceptions may be disregarded as “Iranian myth,” but, regardless of their historical veracity, the extent to which these assumptions are engrained in the Iranian public imagination necessitates that they are dealt with by Gulf leaders.


2.4 External Arab Risks: Arab Civil Wars


Regional conflicts, regardless of their relative proximity to the Gulf states, constitute a great danger. It is no secret that some Gulf states continue to have an ongoing role in the war in Libya, a conflict well outside the Gulf’s immediate geographic position. Also in North Africa, the Gulf states maintain a close eye on Egypt due to fears that it could fall into radical hands. Closer to the Arabian Peninsula, several GCC governments are also active in civil wars in both Yemen and Syria. To the north in Iraq, there is fierce internal conflict amongst some regional powers that for some has resulted in boots on the ground. On top of Iran, Turkey too is in some way involved in both the Syrian and Iraqi theatres. In Syria, the primary concerns are the continuity of the regime, as well as Iran’s related support for regional coalitions and their affiliated militias such as Hezbollah and other Iraqi, Afghani, and Pakistani groups. The complexity of the challenges in Syria could potentially put the Gulf states in range of its political, economic, or even military fallout.


The most significant challenge for the GCC remains in Yemen, a nation bordered by the council via Oman and Saudi Arabia. In particular, the national security of Saudi Arabia remains intertwined with the security of Yemen and the Bab al-Mandab Strait. For these national security reasons, the Kingdom was forced to get involved in the armed conflict in Yemen. Years later, and any prospect of stopping, or at least minimizing the conflict remains to be seen. Unless there is a sudden change in Iran’s support for Houthi forces, the conflict remains a financial, military and strategic risk.


At this point, the fiery conflicts around the Gulf region are more likely to expand than dwindle. It remains a realistic possibility that in each of these instances, Iraq, Syria and Yemen, could boil over into even more fractured sectarian and ethnic states, increasing the risks to the Gulf states and neighboring countries. In a vicious cycle, increased instability in neighboring nations will necessitate continued regional intervention, thusly exposing the whole region to continued chaos.


Domestically, these military conflicts are a huge drain on the Gulf States’ financial and human capital. The funding of these military campaigns comes as an additional burden to the Gulf states, whose already draining resources are being spread thin by efforts to keep neighboring countries out of bankruptcy and providing financial relief to those affected by these conflicts. While speculating on the region’s financial future, one must also take into account the negative affect of the Qatar Crisis on the region’s resources, as well as the likelihood that the Gulf countries, (willingly or unwillingly), will bear the burden for reconstruction plans in both Syria and Yemen.


2.5 Intra-GCC Risks: The Gulf Crisis


The aforementioned threats, namely discrepancies over regional responses to the threat, (or lack thereof) posed by Iran, boiled over and resulted in the diplomatic stalemate currently dominating Gulf narratives. Those who have been closely observing the ongoing crisis between Qatar and the Quartet of blockading nations are mainly divided into two camps. In the first camp are those toning down the severity of the crisis, characterizing the blockade as no more permanent than a drifting summer cloud, set to disappear and be forgotten. Found in this camp are the optimists who want to preserve the GCC’s cohesion. In the opposing camp are those magnifying the severity of the crisis, claiming that unless there is a resolution in the immediate future, the Gulf region will never be the same.


Personally, I view the crisis somewhere between these two more extreme possibilities, however despite this self-described even-handedness, each side must admit that the crisis comes with serious risks. Even if the crisis has been overexaggerated, that does not mean the seriousness of the crisis should be underestimated. After all, as the region’s history shows, a crisis can begin so small that parties involved think it possible for its effects to be contained, only for it to quickly snowball out of control. As an example, look no further than the events that preceded the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. In the first half of 1990, many thought that what the Iraqi regime was doing was nothing more than a distraction, discounting entirely the eventuality that Saddam would mobilize his army to occupy another Arab country. Similarly, there was an impression that this too was a summer cloud slowly drifting by. Through hindsight however, we know today how many Kuwaitis, Iraqis, Arabs and American Coalition forces paid, (and continue to pay) in money, men, blood, and homelands for this underestimation.


Do not fall for misinterpretation. I am not implying that the Qatar Crisis and Occupation of Kuwait are identical scenarios. What I simply want to point out are the similar mechanisms that led to the formation of each crises. A most possible scenario for the Qatar crisis is that it will extend to include new players, each with different, and perhaps opposing interests. An additional lesson we might learn from the invasion of Kuwait are the ways in which internal ruptures provide an entrance for those waiting and watching for opportunities to take advantage of a divided country, or in this case, trade bloc. The tensions of the spring and summer of Kuwait in 1990 resulted in wide and serious differences among Kuwait’s internal political powers. From the perspective of the Iraqi regime, a divided Kuwait made the invasion of the nation much easier. A similar outcome for the Gulf crisis is certainly not expected, but it shows that if the split of the GCC is prolonged, various regional powers may be tempted to achieve gains by taking advantage of a GCC made vulnerable by internal distractions.


This is clearly already the case for Turkey and Iran. While both nations understand that the GCC states will not be made completely vulnerable by the Qatar crisis, Turkey especially is preparing to make marginal gains during this period of distraction. Although Turkey too is embroiled in its own regional issues, including those involving the Kurdish question, wars in Iraq and Syria, and campaigns of internal repression that left tens of thousands of Turkish citizens in jail, its regime may be looking toward the Gulf in order to divert attention from these problems, all while achieving their political and financial goals. The crisis also provides opportunities for neighboring Iran. Already claiming to have provided assistance to the embargoed Qatar, each additional complexity in the crisis is only good news for Tehran’s ears. As division in the Gulf increases, so do opportunities for the expansion of Iranian influence, a dominance that would be symbolically achieved if Iranian forces ever step foot on the Peninsula.


The benefits of hindsight provided by a reexamination of the events that led to the invasion of Kuwait make the conflict a worthy model for those looking to posit potential futures of the Gulf crisis. Just to reiterate, the severity of these crises are not made identical due to shared details, but rather because of what pre-invasion Kuwait an teach us about the potential consequences for a GCC hampered by an internal schism.
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