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Since the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action (JCPOA) was struck a year ago, 

beltway experts have tried to figure out 

how the United States can reassure the 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 

They argue that the GCC is concerned 

about the JCPOA’s impact on its 

security. But for countries in the 

region, the nuclear issue is in fact 

secondary to the prospect of an Iranian 

reintegration into the international 

system and economy. And these 

concerns are not new. The GCC 

worries that the JCPOA and the 

budding rapprochement between the 

West and Iran facilitates and 

legitimizes Tehran’s interference in the 

region.  

 

Iranian expansionism: nothing new 

 

During the talks, the GCC (with Oman 

as the exception) opposed the 

emerging agreement. Today, it focuses 

its attention on the underlying issue: 

What it views as the Islamic 

Republic’s efforts to expand its 

influence and ideology in the region. 

And, as usual, Iranian rhetoric doesn’t 

help.  

 

But this sentiment isn’t new. In the 

eyes of GCC populations and elites, 

the Arab Spring showed Iran’s true 

colors: A country seeking to expand its 

revolutionary ideology and 

destabilizing the Sunni Arab world. 

Syria was the case in point. Second, 

the Arab Spring also showcased an 

American government and public tired 

of its “damned if you do, damned if 

you don’t” fate in a region where it 

couldn’t seem to win. The region’s 

ever-growing instability pushed it to 

stop putting American lives in danger 

and abandon long-standing allies. This 

perceived shrinking of U.S. resolve 

and presence, coupled with the 

successful creation of a direct channel 

between Tehran and Washington for 

the first time in over three decades, and 

the resulting JCPOA, crystalized these 

fears. 

 

After the JCPOA 

 

In the year following the JCPOA’s 

signing, fears that the agreement would 

worsen already tense relations in the 

region materialized. Despite officially 

endorsing the deal, GCC leadership 

vocally criticized it. They argued that 

the process excluded them, and 

ignored their concerns by narrowly 

focusing on the nuclear issue, giving 

Iran more means to fund its proxies 

and destabilize the region at their 

expense. The agreement highlighted 

that the United States would no longer 

defend GCC interests in the face of the 

growing Iranian threat, but rather, that 

it planned to abandon the region 

further and work with Iran instead.  
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Today, U.S.-Iran relations may not 

have returned to their pre-1979 status, 

but the quick resolution of crises 

between the two countries (the capture 

of 10 U.S. servicemen and women 

early on in 2016), and coordination 

efforts to fight the Islamic State in Iraq 

fuel GCC concerns. GCC officials see 

any dialogue and collaboration with 

Iran as tantamount to accepting Iranian 

gains in the region. They view the 

JCPOA, and relations with Iran more 

broadly, as a zero-sum game. And they 

think Iran has won.  

 

With the JCPOA, the need to counter 

Iran has clearly become further 

entrenched in the minds of the GCC 

leadership. In fact, some in the GCC 

find it preposterous that they are asked 

to share the region with Iran (as 

President Obama did). This doubling-

down of the region inevitably further 

inflames sectarian conflicts. With its 

recent more assertive foreign policy, 

Riyadh intends to counter perceived 

Iranian influence either through 

checkbook diplomacy, which it 

employed in the past, or more overtly, 

which Saudi seems to prefer today, as 

in Yemen. This intervention is both a 

message to the United States—that the 

GCC can guarantee its own security 

without it—and a message to Iran—

that this is a new era where the GCC 

will no longer sit by and wait for help. 

Instead, it will take its own security 

into its own hands, using its vast, 

newly acquired conventional weapons 

to contain Iranian influence.  

 

On the surface, it looks like Riyadh has 

emerged as the “new Egypt” of the 

Arab Sunni world. But the reality is 

very different: The GCC isn’t the 

unified actor it tries to portray. In the 

past year, rivalry and suspicions have 

emerged within it. Riyadh’s ongoing 

campaign in Yemen, a symbol of its 

ability and willingness to stand up to 

Iran, has crystalized these tensions. 

Officially, the GCC stands behind 

Riyadh. But with no end in sight in the 

conflict, the GCC is drifting apart. The 

UAE, for example, is increasingly 

aware of its own strength, and some 

question why Abu Dhabi blindly 

follows Riyadh, especially as the 

number of body bags returning home 

increases. Qatar, too, resents that it got 

sucked into a campaign that isn’t 

producing any results. This is why 

Doha sent only 1,000 ground troops to 

Yemen.  

 

Within the beltway, many continue to 

ask: How can the U.S. reassure its Gulf 

allies a year after the JCPOA? In the 

GCC, few have a clear answer to this 

question. Most contend that the United 

States can’t do anything to reassure 

them: The ship sailed with the Arab 

Spring, and their trust in the United 

States with it. Few still put faith in the 

United States, and argue that joint 

military drills and American troops in 

the Persian Gulf help. But they all 

agree that regardless of what the 

United States does, it won’t be able to 

return to the status quo ante, regardless 

of who takes office in November.     
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