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fforts to rebuild Yemen will have to address 
humanitarian issues, reconstruction, and eco-
nomic reform simultaneously rather than se-
quentially, and efforts need to begin now, Ala 
Qasem argued at a recent CSIS Middle East 
Program roundtable. Qasem also highlighted 
new opportunities for Gulf Cooperation Coun-

cil (GCC) involvement in Yemen’s reconstruction. Qasem, 
co-founder of the strategic and political consulting firm, Dee-
pRoot Consulting, spoke at a CSIS roundtable on “Yemen’s 
Challenges and Prospects for Reconstruction” on July 23, 2018.

RECONSTRUCTION CHALLENGES
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries have pledged bil-
lions of dollars in aid to Yemen and are expected to contribute 
the majority of funds for its reconstruction. However, Qasem 
said there is reason to doubt how effective the $7.7 billion fund 
pledged for the next two years will be in helping the country 
meet its reconstruction objectives. Compared to assistance 
for post-conflict reconstruction efforts elsewhere, such as in 
Afghanistan, this is a relatively small aid package and covers 
only a short period of time. In addition, Yemen’s government 
faces several challenges to project development and comple-
tion, and aid disbursement rates have been low as a result. 

First, government institutions are weak and lack the capacity 
to execute development projects efficiently. Qasem noted that 
commitment to infrastructure project completion is low, proj-
ect managers often lack the necessary expertise, and steering 
committees fail to convene regularly, resulting in a critical 
lack of transparency in project planning and development. Lo-
cal factions and armed groups are often more powerful than 
the central government, yet these actors have not been pre-
sented with sufficient incentives to buy in to the development 
process.

Second, the weak security environment hampers the progress 
of development projects. With an array of armed factions con-
trolling different parts of the country, complex negotiations, 
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raq’s recent parliamentary elections show 
that the biggest divides in Iraq are no longer         
ethno-sectarian, but between citizens and the 
elite, argued Dr. Renad Mansour at a recent 
CSIS Middle East Program roundtable. Th e re-
surgence of nationalism in Iraq creates an op-
portunity for Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
states to reengage in the country, but signifi -

cant constraints remain. To successfully counter Iranian infl u-
ence in Iraq, GCC states will not only need to continue working 
with Iraqi Shi`ite politicians, but also rebuild trust with Iraqi 
citizens who are impatient to see tangible and positive results 
from GCC engagement. Mansour, a research fellow with the 
Middle East and North Africa program at Chatham House and 
a research fellow at the American University of Iraq - Sulaim-
ani, spoke at a CSIS roundtable on “Iraq-GCC Relations: A New 
Chapter?” on June 4, 2018.

CHANGING ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
After Saddam Hussein was ousted in 2003, Iran increased its 
infl uence in nearly every aspect of Iraq’s security, economy, 
and politics. At this point, GCC states’ strategies centered on 
engaging Sunni groups in Iraq, including small or fringe move-
ments and at times jihadi-salafi sts, largely to counter Iran’s 
growing infl uence, which was couched under the narrative of 
sectarianism. When the Iraqi Sunni vote split and the strategy 
failed, Gulf Arab states largely disengaged from Iraq, tacitly 
and then openly accepting they had been outmaneuvered by 
Iran.

GCC states still seek to roll back Iranian infl uence, but they 
are now adopting a new approach, based in part on a new read-
ing of Iraqi political shifts. Th ey have made eff orts to reach out 
to Shi`ite politicians who are positioning themselves as Iraqi 
nationalists and who may be more hostile to Iran. Th is move 
assumed that Iraqi ethnic identity is stronger than sectarian 
identity. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi and prominent 
Shi`ite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr both visited Saudi Crown Prince 

PARTICIPATING SCHOLARS

I

Th e CSIS Middle East Program launched the Gulf Roundtable Series in April 2007 to examine the strategic importance of a broad range of social, 

political, and economic trends in the Gulf region and to identify opportunities for constructive U.S. engagement. Th e roundtable defi nes the 

Gulf as the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, Iraq, Iran, and Yemen. 

Th e roundtable regularly assembles a diverse group of regional experts, policymakers, academics, and business leaders seeking to build a 

greater understanding of the complexities of the region. Topics for discussion include the strategic importance of Gulf energy, changing Gulf 

relations with Asia, human capital development, media trends, trade liberalization, and prospects for greater regional integration. Th e Gulf 

Roundtable series is made possible in part through the generous support of the Embassy of the United Arab Emirates.  

THE GULF ROUNDTABLE SERIES

CENTER FOR STRATEGIC &
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

middle east
program Gulf Roundtable Summary June 4, 2018

Dr. Renad Mansour is a research fellow in 
the Middle East and North Africa Program 
at Chatham House. Dr. Mansour’s research 
explores Iraq’s transition and the dilemmas 
posed by state-building. Prior to joining 
Chatham House, Dr. Mansour was an El-
Erian fellow at the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre, where he examined Iraq, Iran, and 
Kurdish aff airs. From 2013 to 2016, he was 
also a research fellow at the Cambridge 
Security Initiative based at the University of 
Cambridge. He has been a senior research 
fellow at the Iraq Institute for Strategic 
Studies in Beirut since 2011 and was adviser 
to the Kurdistan Regional Government Civil 
Society Ministry between 2008 and 2010. 

Dr. Mansour has also held teaching positions 
in comparative politics and international 
relations in the Middle East, most recently at 
the University of Cambridge and the London 
School of Economics. He received his Ph.D. 
and M.Phil. in politics and international 
studies from Pembroke College, Cambridge.  

Iraq-GCC 
Relations: 

A New Chapter? 

September 5, 2018



2  |  WWW.CSIS.ORG/MIDEAST  |  CSIS MIDDLE EAST PROGRAM GULF ROUNDTABLE SUMMARY

stringent security requirements, and significant detours are 
required to complete a task as basic as transporting goods 
across the country. Qasem cited the example of a gas-fueled 
energy project in Ma’rib which was significantly delayed be-
cause it took more than a year for turbine components to 
be transported from the Houthi-controlled port of Hodeidah 
to the project site, a distance of less than 250 miles. Simi-
lar security challenges obstruct aid delivery, contributing to 
Yemenis’ accusations that aid has become politicized and 
that their government is strategically withholding resources 
from unsympathetic factions.

A NEW APPROACH
Qasem argued that donors must not wait for a political 
settlement to begin addressing Yemen’s reconstruction. 
He urged GCC countries and other international donors to 
think beyond the traditional sequential framework for re-
construction, which tackles humanitarian relief first, then 
reconstruction, and finally economic reforms. Instead, he 
proposed a new approach, highlighting three interrelated 
areas on which reconstruction efforts should focus concur-
rently: reestablishing government legitimacy, strengthening 
the security environment, and building state effectiveness. 

Donors must not wait for 
a political settlement to 
begin addressing Yemen’s 
reconstruction.

Although elections are often seen as a litmus test for gov-
ernment legitimacy, Qasem warned against holding them 
too soon. Elections necessarily produce winners and losers, 
and could therefore serve as a spark for renewed conflict if 
losing factions reject the results. The government must first 
work to rebuild the trust deficit with its citizens by improv-
ing accountability and transparency. Qasem suggested that 
delivering aid in the government’s name would be one way 
of enhancing its legitimacy. He also said that Yemeni citi-
zens should be engaged in constitutional reform in a mean-
ingful way. Yemen’s government must also improve its ca-
pacity to deliver essential services effectively, while also 
proving its ability to follow through on macroeconomic pol-
icy objectives. However, Qasem noted that Yemenis’ expec-
tations of what services the government should provide 
have lowered significantly, and he presented this as an op-
portunity. He argued that the private sector is especially 
well-placed to collaborate with the government in this re-
gard and share the burden of service delivery. Qasem con-

tended that in addition to traditional methods of disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration, improving Yemen’s 
economic situation would also assist in strengthening the 
security environment. Increasing economic productivity 
would help minimize security threats because local business 
owners would have greater incentives to work to prevent 
violence from breaking out which could jeopardize their 
business interests. New businesses could also be created 
specifically to absorb former fighters into the labor market. 

REFRAMING GCC INVOLVEMENT
Qasem also supported finding ways to integrate Yemen into 
GCC economies. Economic ties between Yemen and the GCC 
are challenged by declining oil revenues, and Saudization 
policies and automation have cut into remittances. Mean-
while, many Yemenis with potential investment capital who 
reside in the GCC have been discouraged from investing by 
Yemeni government restrictions and fears of corruption. 
Qasem argued that the GCC should explore new collabora-
tive economic initiatives to support the Yemeni state and 
its stability in order to reverse this trend. He proposed the 
establishment of economic zones on Yemen’s borders with 
GCC states with special tax arrangements to help stimulate 
economic growth in Yemen. GCC states could also capitalize 
on the potential of Yemen’s mining and fishing industries.  

Qasem noted that some Yemenis are critical of the politiciza-
tion of aid from regional donors, perceiving GCC states to be 
pursuing their own agendas and failing to deliver on some of 
their pledges for political purposes. To make their contribu-
tions most effective, GCC states must increase their coordi-
nation efforts with Yemen’s national and local authorities to 
fill gaps in projects’ planning, implementation, and evalu-
ation, and to increase local buy-in to reconstruction pro-
cesses. GCC states could also benefit from increasing their 
collaboration with Western donors who have more experi-
ence with monitoring and evaluating humanitarian delivery. 
Qasem concluded by saying that it is an opportune moment 
for GCC countries to refocus their interventions in Yemen to 
help integrate its institutions, bolster its economic capacity, 
and shift its focus to longer-term reconstruction projects.
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