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II.  Foreign Relations and External Security  
 Saudi Arabia plays a major diplomatic role in the Gulf and the Middle East. It plays a 

major role in OPEC and world energy policy and has large military forces by Southern Gulf 

standards. At the same time, Saudi foreign relations are heavily influenced by external security 

issues.  

 The Kingdom demonstrated during the Gulf War that it could play a major role in its own 

defense, and that it could be an important strategic partner of the West. Saudi Arabia played a 

key part in organizing the Arab side of the UN Coalition and commanded both of its Arab task 

forces, Joint Forces Command (East) and Joint Forces Command (North).1 These forces were 

organized under the command of Lt. General Prince Khalid Bin Sultan al-Saud.2 By the time the 

Air/Land phase of the Gulf War began, the Saudi ground forces in the theater totaled nearly 

50,000 men, with about 270 main battle tanks, 930 other armored fighting vehicles, 115 artillery 

weapons, and over 400 anti-tank weapons.3 The Saudi Air Force flew a total of 6,852 sorties 

between January 17 and February 28, 1991 -- about 6% of all sorties flown -- ranking it second 

after the US in total air activity.4  

 Saudi Arabia, however, could not have defended itself against Iraq without massive 

Western aid. Many aspects of its military capabilities have declined since the Gulf War, and it 

continues to face many strategic and military challenges from several of its neighbors. Its 

primary threats are Iran and Iraq, but Saudi Arabia still faces a potential threat from Yemen in 

spite of recent improvements in Saudi and Yemeni relations. Its long coast along the Red Sea 

means that it cannot ignore the constant turmoil in the Horn of Africa. Its western border with 

Jordan—and its close proximity to Egypt, Israel, and Syria—means that it must pay close 

attention to the risk of a new Arab-Israeli conflict and the failure to reach a comprehensive peace 

settlement.  

 At the same time, Saudi Arabia faces challenges in dealing with its friends, including its 

Southern Gulf neighbors. The Kingdom has resolved many of the lingering border disputes and 

other tensions that affected its relations with these state in recent years.  However, there has been 

only limited progress in developing effective collective security arrangements in the Southern 

Gulf since the Gulf war. The Gulf Cooperation Council remains largely a political, rather than 
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military alliance and Saudi Arabia often has different interests from those of its Southern Gulf 

neighbors.  

 Saudi Arabia also faces a continuing crisis because of the failure of the Arab-Israeli peace 

process, and its conversion into a “war process,” once the Second Intifada began in September 

2000. Saudi Arabia does not face a direct military threat from Israel, but it cannot distance itself 

from the Arab world and the Palestinian cause. Key Saudi leaders like Crown Prince Abdullah 

and Foreign Minister Prince Saud Al-Faisal have long supported the cause of Palestinian 

statehood, and the Second Intifada and the suffering of the Palestinians has aroused more feeling 

among the Saudi people than any issue in decades. It is the one issue since the time of Nasser 

that has led to serious public demonstrations, and demonstrations that have taken place in spite of 

government efforts to half them.  

 These pressures interacted with other tensions between Saudi Arabia and its most 

important military ally, the United States. While Saudi Arabia has long been dependent on the 

US as its ultimate defense against Iran and Iraq, it has resisted major US deployments or 

repositioning on Saudi soil. While the Iran-Iraq War and Gulf War demonstrated the importance 

of US power projection capability to Saudi security, the deployment of large US forces on Saudi 

soil after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait has aroused significant opposition from Saudi Islamists, and 

violent opposition from the Islamist extremists at the fringe of the Saudi political spectrum.  

 The continuing US air presence in Saudi Arabia after the Gulf War—and ongoing US, 

British, and French operations against Iraq to enforce the Southern “No Fly Zone”— quickly 

became an issue for some Sunni Islamist opposition groups as well as for Iranian-backed Shi-ite 

extremists. These tensions led to a number of low-level incidents and then to two major terrorist 

attacks:  the bombing of the Saudi National Guard Training Center in Riyadh on November 13, 

1995 and the bombing of the US Air Barracks at Al Khobar on June 25, 1996. In addition, 

violent extremist groups like Al Qaida, led by Usama Bin Laden, not only accused the US of 

deploying forces in Saudi Arabia’s “holy places” but organized Saudi and other terrorist groups 

to attack US targets outside the Kingdom including the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania on 

August 7, 1998 and the USS Cole in the port of Aden on October 12, 2000.  

Copyright Anthony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved 

 



Saudi Arabia Enters the 21st Century –Politics, Economics, and Energy             11/6/2002               Page 3  

 The start of the Second Intifada in September 2000, and differences between the US and 

Saudi Arabia over how to deal with Iran and Iraq, made these problems worse. Spontaneous 

popular Saudi boycotts of US firms began in the spring of 2001 in opposition to US support of 

Israel. Saudi Arabia reached a rapprochement with Iran while US chose to isolate and sanction it. 

There were serious differences between Saudi Arabia and the US over the use of forces to 

enforce UN sanctions on Iraq during the Clinton administration. The election of George W. Bush 

in November 2000 brought a US administration to power that actively advocated the use of force 

to overthrow Saddam Hussein. In contrast, the Saudi government not only questioned whether 

such action was necessary, but whether a new Iraqi regime would come to power that could hold 

the country together, and/or would not be dominated by Shi’ites sympathetic to Iran.  

 The events of September 11, 2001 brought these Saudi and US tensions to the point of 

crisis. The Al Qaida attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon involved 15 Saudis out 

of 19 direct participants. It suddenly exposed the role Saudi Arabia had played in Pakistan and 

Central Asia. It exposed weaknesses in the Saudi internal security services and government 

control over the end-use of both Saudi aid efforts overseas and the flow of private donations. 

Equally important, it triggered a flood of US media criticism of the Saudi royal family, Saudi 

social and political behavior, and Saudi “fundamentalism” in ways that confused conservative 

Wahhabi practices with extremism and terrorism. This triggered a responding wave of Saudi 

media criticism of the US, much of it equally unfair, exaggerated, and uninformed.  

 Almost inevitably, these events also led the leaders of both countries to reexamine Saudi 

and US ties, and the size and role of US forces in Saudi Arabia. This debate was heightened by 

Saudi reluctance to offer the use of Saudi bases for the US war against the Taliban and Al Qaida 

that followed the September 11th attacks. While the US did make limited use of Saudi command 

facilities and air space, it deployed most of its forces to Qatar, the UAE, and Oman. Both Saudi 

Arabia and the US carried out a quiet effort to determine ways to further reduce the US military 

presence in the Kingdom.    

 The potential threat to Saudi Arabia from Iran and Iraq has scarcely vanished, but the 

problem of Islamic extremism and terrorism is now a critical problem in Saudi foreign relations 

and is likely to remain one. The steady increase in the fighting between Israel and the 

Palestinians poses a constant problem for Saudi and US relations, in spite of Crown Prince 
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Abdullah’s presentation of an eight-point plan for full Arab-Israeli peace in March 2002.  For 

example, the Israeli reoccupation of Palestinian cities in the West Bank in April 2002 sharply 

increased Saudi public hostility to US support of Israel. President Bush and Crown Prince 

Abdullah met in Texas that same month, and declared that Saudi and US strategic relations had 

not changed, but it was clear that the Second Intifada continued to undermine US and Saudi 

relations.  

Iran and Iraq: The Primary Threats 
 Iran and Iraq are natural rivals of Saudi Arabia for power and influence in the Gulf. The 

struggle to preserve the balance of power in the region requires a constant Saudi effort to balance 

Iran against Iraq and vice versa. It requires an equally constant Saudi effort to maintain the kind 

of ties to the US and the West that will counterbalance the threat from both states. Today, Iraq is 

by far the most serious potential threat. Saudi relations with Iran have steadily improved over the 

last few years and Saudi Arabia may actually show the way for similar improvements in US-

Iranian relations. There are no certainties in the Gulf, however, and the continuing internal 

political turmoil forces Saudi Arabia to continue to perceive Iran as a potential threat.  

The Problem of Iran 

 Saudi relations with Iran have never been easy. Tensions have existed between the 

Wahhabi and Shi’ite clerics for over two centuries. The founder of the Wahhabi movement, 

Muhammad abd al-Wahhab, felt that Shi’ite Islam was an apostate version of Islam; Wahhab led 

raids into Shi’ite Southern Iraq, to raze the shrine of al-Hussein, one of the most important 

leaders in Shi’ite theology.  Since then, tension has existed between those who hold strongly and 

conservatively to the Wahhabi and Shi’ite creeds. This religious tension is unlikely to be 

resolved any time soon. 

 The two states were more rivals than friends while the Shah remained in power. 

Following the Iranian Revolution in 1979, Iran became actively hostile to Saudi Arabia.  

Khomeini and other Iranian leaders often violently attacked the character and religious 

legitimacy of the Saudi regime. It attempted to fly combat aircraft into Saudi air space during the 

Iran-Iraq War, and threatened tanker traffic to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in an effort to force 
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Saudi Arabia to reduce its support for Iraq. Iran also sponsored riots and unrest during the sacred 

pilgrimage to Mecca, the hajj.   

 Unlike the United States, however, Saudi Arabia never severed diplomatic relations with 

Iran even during the worst periods of tension following the fall of the Shah. Saudi Arabia never 

ignored the potential threat from Iran but it continued to maintain diplomatic relations with Iran 

during the Iran-Iraq war and sought to find ways to reach a modus vivendi with Iran’s 

revolutionary regime.  

 These Saudi efforts began to pay off after the death of the Ayatollah Khomeini.  Iran’s 

new President, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani made the first attempt to improve relations. Saudi 

Arabia reacted favorably to what became a series of Iranian speeches calling for improved 

relations, such as those of Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati in March 1997. As a 

result, Foreign Minister Velayati visited Saudi Arabia in the spring of 1997 -- his first visit in 

four years.  

 Iran pulled back from efforts to encourage Saudi Shi’ite unrest and terrorism, halted its 

attacks on the Saudi Royal family, and stopped supporting riots and protests during the Hajj. Iran 

and Saudi Arabia began to cooperate in key areas like oil policy. They made a joint effort to 

persuade the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to cutback oil production 

in June 1997.5 Contacts between the countries increased in the areas, and Iran Air resumed 

flights to Saudi Arabia in September 1997.6 Prince Sultan, Saudi Arabia’s Minister of Defense 

stated in July 1997 that, “ties between Saudi Arabia and Iran will never be severed.”7 King Fahd 

sent Minister of State Abdul-Aziz bin Abdullah Khoweiter to Tehran with messages from the 

King and Crown Prince Abdullah, and responded favorably to Iran’s invitation to send a senior 

official to the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) in Tehran in December 1997.  

 The Iranians acted to break out of a growing isolation in the Gulf, to create a diplomatic 

alliance that would help check Iraq, and because of  a growing scale of their internal political and 

domestic problems. The Saudis acted in spite of years of tension, and incidents like Al Khobar, 

for similar reasons. Iran was a potential check on Iraq, and rapprochement offered an end to 

Iranian sponsored internal security problems. Many senior Saudis saw Ali Mohammed 

Khatami’s election as President of Iran on August 3, 1997 as an indication that Iran might be 
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evolving into a state with which Saudi Arabia could have “correct,” and possibly “friendly” 

relations, and that the new Iranian regime would focus on domestic issues rather than on regional 

and ideological ambitions. They believed that they might be able to reach an accommodation 

with Iran that traded Saudi support for better relations between Iran and the Arab world for 

Iranian non-interference in Saudi affairs and an easing of the Iranian military build-up in the 

lower Gulf.8 

        Saudi Arabia held high-level talks with the Iranian government. For example, in 

November, Saudi Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi met with his new Iranian counterpart Bijan 

Zanganeh before an OPEC meeting in Jakarta. On November 26, 1997, King Fahd was invited to 

visit Iran. The Iranian officials who invited him did so knowing that the King was too ill but that 

Crown Prince Abdullah had already privately agreed to come.  

 As a result, Crown Prince Abdullah led a delegation to the OIC in Tehran in December 

1997.  In a statement before the opening session of the conference, Prince Abdullah called on the 

OIC to focus on resolving the problems of the Islamic community and promoting unity: “The 

relationship between a Muslim and another Muslim has to be founded on amity, cooperation and 

giving counsel on a reciprocal basis...we have to eliminate the obstacles which block the way and 

be aware of the pitfalls which we may come across as we make our way towards a better future.”  

 Prince Abdullah also praised his Iranian hosts: “With the immortal achievements credited 

to the Muslim people of Iran and their invaluable contributions...it is no wonder that Tehran is 

hosting this important Islamic gathering.” During the course of the conference, the Crown Prince 

also held two rounds of private talks with Iranian President Muhammad Khatami. During the 

second round of talks, President Khatami departed from protocol by calling on the Saudi leader 

in his suite for a meeting that lasted 45 minutes. 

 Yet, Prince Abdullah was also careful to qualify his remarks. He attacked terrorism and 

extremism in the Islamic world.  He also stated that,  

I do not think it would be difficult for the brotherly Iranian people and its leadership and for a big power like 
the United States to reach a solution to any disagreement between them…There is nothing that will make us 
more happy than to see this sensitive part of the world enjoy stability, security and prosperity...If the United 
States asks us we will not hesitate to contribute to efforts to bring stability to the region.9   
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 In February 1998, former Iranian president Hashemi Rafsanjani visited Saudi Arabia for 

ten days. Rafsanjani, who had been Iran's president for eight years before Khatami took over in 

August 1997, headed Iran's powerful policy-making Expediency Council that played an 

important policy role and advised supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

 Saudi Arabia's King Fahd and Rafsanjani met in Riyadh to discuss regional and bilateral 

ties and the problem of falling oil prices. The official Iranian news agency, IRNA, issued a 

statement that “The Saudi king told Ayatollah Rafsanjani that Iran and Saudi Arabia as two 

important nations of the world and also of the region must collaborate in every issue of their 

mutual interest including oil, OPEC, and regional matters.”  The INRA release said that King 

Fahd “promised that his country would have closer cooperation with Iran for maintaining oil 

prices at reasonable rates in the future.”  At the same time, IRNA quoted Rafsanjani as saying 

“mutual good understanding between petroleum exporting countries would certainly prevent a 

downturn in oil prices,” and that Rafsanjani, “observed that the Moslem world can rely on its 

own indigenous resources to solve those problems without the involvement of non-Moslem alien 

powers.”    

 Prince Saud al-Faisal was quoted as saying “The Iranians used last December’s Islamic 

summit in Tehran to give the world a message, not one of shadows but one of substance, that 

they want to improve relations.” The editor of Asharq al-Awsat, a Saudi daily, also remarked 

that, “the future is bright for Saudi-Iranian relations.”   

 Iran issued this praise of the visit even though a Saudi cleric made derogatory remarks 

about Shi'ite Islam, and Iran's 1979 Islamic revolution, at Friday prayers during Rafsanjani’s 

minor pilgrimage to the Islamic holy city of Medina. The Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, a senior 

Iranian Shi'ite Moslem cleric, said in a sermon following Rafsanjani’s visit that while some 

opposed rapprochement, Saudi Arabia and Iran should work to overcome their differences: 

“Rafsanjani had a good trip to Saudi Arabia except for that one incident at Friday prayers...We 

have had differences with Saudi Arabia in the past but these cannot remain.... Of course, there 

are those within Saudi Arabia who don't want us to improve relations but we should work 

together and join as Moslem brothers...We Moslems must wake from our slumber and join 

together.''10 
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 Both countries continued to cooperate in oil policy. Rafsanjani’s visit occurred at a time 

when oil prices had dropped to their lowest levels in nearly four years because of a combination 

of higher OPEC supplies, Asia's economic crisis, a mild winter in the northern hemisphere and 

the return of Iraqi exports under a UN oil-for-food deal. The drop also occurred because Saudi 

Arabia, with the aid of Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, led OPEC ministers in November 

to increase the 11-member group's output ceiling by 10 percent to 27.5 million barrels per day 

(bpd).  

 Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Namdar Zanganeh and other officials who met with Saudi Oil 

Minister Ali Naimi accompanied Rafsanjani. They issued a joint statement expressing 

willingness to work together towards correcting a sharp decline in oil prices but voiced their 

concern over quota violations by other member states: “The two sides (Iran and Saudi Arabia) 

are prepared to coordinate their efforts with other members of OPEC to bring back stability to 

the oil market if meaningful efforts are taken by quota-violating member countries. They 

reaffirmed their conviction that the responsibility for re-stabilizing oil prices falls upon all 

exporting countries.”11  

 Saudi Arabia steadily improved its contacts with Iran during 1998. For the first time in 

many years, the two nations cooperated during the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. Saudi Arabia 

increased the quota for Iranian pilgrims in February 1998. The two governments took steps to 

keep any Iranian demonstrations during the pilgrimage peaceful, and when Iranian pilgrims 

complained of Saudi treatment during the early stages of the pilgrimage in March 1998, the 

Iranian Minister of the Interior, Abdullah Nouri, flew to Saudi Arabia to work things out with his 

Saudi counterpart, Interior Minister Prince Naif bin Abd al-Aziz.12 

 The resulting dialogue between Minister Nouri and Prince Naif scarcely solved every 

problem. The Ayatollah Mohammad Mohammadi Reyshahri, Iran's top official at the Moslem 

hajj pilgrimage in Saudi Arabia, accused “suspicious and backward elements” in the Saudi holy 

city of Medina of insulting Iranians and expelling them from shrines. He then told Iranian 

pilgrims that they should denounce the United States and Israel as “devils.” On March 29, 1998, 

Iranian television reported that the Ayatollah spoke to an audience of Iranian pilgrims, called for 

a Saudi-banned rally, and stated that, “The disavowal of infidels is the realization of the political 

dimension of hajj...which makes the pilgrimage real and complete.” 
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 Reyshahri said a ritual at the climax of hajj, in which pilgrims throw stones at pillars 

symbolizing Satan, was a “symbol of struggle against America and its illegitimate procreation 

Israel....America is today at the forefront of all devils.” At the same time, this exercise in rhetoric 

was relatively private, and far from the kind of crisis that occurred in 1987, when 402 people, 

mostly Iranians, died in clashes with Saudi security forces at an Iranian-led rally.  This crisis led 

Iran to boycott the Hajj during 1988-1991. Iranian pilgrims have limited their actions to holding 

low-key rallies inside their own tent compounds in recent years, and Saudi authorities have not 

intervened.13  

 Saudi Arabia followed up in early April 1998 by inviting Iranian President Mohammad 

Khatami to visit Saudi Arabia for the annual pilgrimage as a further sign of improving relations 

between the two countries. Khatami declined the invitation to the pilgrimage, which started April 

6, but said that he would come “as soon as possible.”14  At the end of the hajj, Iran’s Supreme 

leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei acknowledged that Iran's ties with Saudi Arabia were improving 

and this year’s pilgrimage to Mecca was a success. Khamenei's remarks, quoted by Iranian 

television, gave clear backing to the more conciliatory approach to the hajj which Iranian 

officials adopted this year, reflecting last year's election of moderate President Mohammad 

Khatami.  

 Khamenei stated that Iranian pilgrims should continue to hold their anti-Western 

“Disavowal of Infidels” rally, which had caused serious friction in the past, during the hajj. 

Speaking to Iran's top hajj officials, Khamenei praised the pilgrimage as “very good and 

successful...and performed in peace and without apprehension,” and also said that “We do not 

give up our basic beliefs at any price and cannot forgo the Disavowal at hajj ceremonies-- we try 

rather to perform it as much as possible.” He went on to say ties with Saudi Arabia were “good” 

and expressed his hope that political relations would improve “day by day within an acceptable 

framework.”15 Both governments discussed ways to minimize the religious tensions between the 

Shi’ites in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern province and its vast majority of Wahhabis. While many 

tensions remained, this kind of dialogue had been unthinkable since the fall of the Shah until 

1997 -- a period of nearly two decades.  

In May 1998, Saudi Arabia and Iran signed an agreement on cooperation in the power 

and power-generating sectors as well as in other joint-investment projects.16 The agreement 
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defined cooperation in economic, commercial, technical, scientific, cultural and sports fields and 

also covered cooperation in providing consular services, expansion of communications services, 

air and sea transport and environmental issues.17 

A two-day visit to Iran in April 1999 by Saudi foreign minister Prince Saud al-Faisal 

produced further warming of relations. In May 1999, Saudi Defense Minister Prince Sultan made 

a five-day visit to Iran in what was the first visit by a Saudi defense minister to the country since 

1979. Prince Sultan and Iranian Vice President Hassan Habibi discussed upgrading trade and 

cultural ties and signed an agreement to increase flights between the two countries. Iranian 

president Khatami is expected to make a landmark visit to Saudi Arabia as part of a regional tour 

beginning on May 13, 1999.18  

It was reported during this meeting that the two countries were improving their security 

relations as well. While Prince Sultan was quoted as saying “Military cooperation is not easy 

between two countries who did not have ties for years,” the two countries did agree to exchange 

military attaches.19 Iran and Saudi Arabia also agreed on a cooperation in internal security 

measures and mutual non-interference in the other state’s internal affairs. On April 18, 2001, the 

Saudi Minister of the Interior, Prince Naif, and his Iranian counterpart, Abdolvahed Mousavi-

Lari signed an agreement in Tehran on internal security cooperation. The agreement addressed 

efforts to fight organized crime, terrorism, and drug trafficking.20 Abdolvahed Mousavi-Lari 

stated during a press conference following the signing that, “This agreement promises peace and 

friendship and Iran has always reached out a hand of friendship to its neighbors.”  The agreement 

did not cover extradition, however, and Prince Naif was forced to deny that this omission was 

because of the Al Khobar bombing during the same press conference.21 

Saudi and Iranian relations did continue to have problems. In the case of oil policy, for 

example, tensions still remained over many petroleum issues including Iran’s poor compliance 

with OPEC quotas and Saudi Arabia’s rising oil exports to South Africa, where Iran is the 

leading OPEC supplier.22 During OPEC meetings in March 1999, however, Saudi Arabia made a 

significant effort to resolve the dispute over Iran’s compliance. An agreement was finally 

reached, delimiting the baseline for Iran’s share of OPEC cutbacks at 3.9 million barrels per day, 

rather than 3.6 million barrels per day as argued by other OPEC member states. Although Iran 
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faced the same 7.3% reduction as other member states, in actuality Iran’s cuts were smaller due 

to the amended baseline. 

While Saudi Arabia and Iran did not agree on oil strategy at the OPEC meeting in March 

2000, they did not openly split. Saudi Arabia called for a major increase in the OPEC production 

quotas both to stabilize prices and to take advantage of its large amounts of surplus production 

capacity. Iran was near full production and perceived any increase to have the potential to lead to 

a cut in oil prices and revenues—a critical concern for a state almost as dependent on oil exports 

as Saudi Arabia and for whom a shift of a dollar in oil prices is worth nearly $800 million in oil 

revenues a year. As a result, Iran resisted any increase in oil production, although it eventually 

followed the Saudi lead.  

 These differences, however, did not lead to name calling or political hostility.  Saudi 

Arabia and Iran continued their dialogue on OPEC policy in 2000, 2001, and 2002.Saudi 

policymakers, do however, have few illusions about the uncertainties they face in dealing with 

Iran. They realize that there are deep divisions between the “pragmatists” and “hardliners” in 

Iran, which Iran could become more hostile in the future; and that religious tensions are still a 

serious problem. Many believe that Saudi Arabia will still have to compete with Iran for regional 

influence even if a pragmatic regime does eventually emerge as the stable and dominant political 

faction in Iran, since problems will likely arise over oil prices and quotas. Many feel that Saudi 

Arabia will continue to have to deal with Iranian efforts to intimidate Saudi Arabia or its 

neighbors, and Iranian efforts to win influence with Saudi Arabia’s Shi’ites.  

 Saudi officials and military planners recognize that Saudi Arabia must continue to plan to 

meet military threats from Iran’s conventional forces, unconventional forces, and its weapons of 

mass destruction until a new Iranian regime has proven its moderation over a period of years. 

They continue to be concerned about Iran’s attempts to build-up the military capability to 

threaten tanker and other shipping through the Gulf. They note Iran has provoked unrest within 

the Saudi Shi’ite community in the past, and deliberately caused unrest among Shi’ite and other 

pilgrims during the hajj. Saudi security forces remember clashes with pro-Iranian demonstrators 

in 1987 that resulted in the death of over 400 people, mostly Iranian pilgrims and Iran and Saudi 

Arabia severing diplomatic relations.  
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 Iran’s hostility to the US creates additional problems for Saudi Arabia. Iran openly 

opposes the presence of the US and other Western forces in the Gulf. Moreover, serious 

questions still remain about the role of the Iranian government in past acts of terrorism. Saudi 

intelligence officials privately make it clear that they believe Iranian officials played at least an 

indirect role in terrorist attacks on US and Saudi facilities in Saudi Arabia, and that the attack on 

the US Air Force housing complex in Al Khobar may have been authorized at the highest levels 

of the Iranian government. In particular, they cite the attack on the US Air Force housing 

complex at Al-Khobar that killed 19 Americans in June 1996.23 They also fear that Iran may 

provide indirect support for Saudi Sunni Islamic extremists who attack the legitimacy of the 

Saudi royal family and its interpretation of Islamic law and religious practices. 

 Saudi Arabia has denied that the Al Khobar issue has been the subject of formal 

discussions with Iran since Saudi Arabia asked Iran to provide background data on some aspects 

of the investigation on behalf of the US in 1999. For example, it denied that the Saudi and 

Iranian Foreign Minister discussed the issue when they met in May 2001.24 The Iranian Foreign 

Ministry also stated in May that, “These baseless claims are published by circles that are worried 

about the development of relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia.”  

 This denial took place, however, after the publication of an article in the  New Yorker 

that said FBI Director Louis Freeh had handed the Bush Administration a list of suspects that 

included senior Iranian officials.25  Previous reports had mentioned Ahmad Sherrif, a senior 

official in the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, as having been involved in the planning of the Al 

Khobar bombings. A major London-based Saudi newspaper, al-Hayat, also claimed that the 

disappearance of two Saudis and one Lebanese believed to have planned the bombing were 

believed to have initially fled to Iran although investigation has since indicated they were not 

there.  

 Saudi Arabia has never made testimony of the two Saudis arrested for the bombing—

Hani al-Sayegh and Mohammed Qassab public.26 The Saudi government has never formally 

denied that Iran may be connected to the Al Khobar bombings, but Foreign Minister Saud al-

Faisal did state that it, “is not a good thing to launch accusations here and there reporting a 

matter on which the investigation has not been completed,” shortly after the New Yorker article 

appeared.27 
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 The US indictment of 14 suspects in the Al Khobar bombing on June 21, 2001, has added 

a new dimension to this problem. The text of the US indictment repeatedly mentioned Iran. 

While it did not include any Iranians in the list of those indicted, it was clear that the US was 

effectively naming Iran as a major suspect. As a result, it confronted Saudi Arabia with the 

dilemma of having to try to preserve its rapprochement with Iran, or supporting its closest 

military ally. Senior Saudi officials like Prince Naif, the Minister of the Interior; and Prince 

Sultan, the Minister of Defense; reacted by stating that such indictments were an interior Saudi 

matter and that the US had failed to consult and present its evidence.  

 So far. Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the IS have avoided a formal confrontation over the issue, 

but they have scarcely established a stable basis for avoiding one in the future.  Any firm 

evidence showing links between Iran and the Al Khobar bombings could freeze progress in 

Saudi-Iranian relations, severe them, or lead to a massive confrontation between the US and Iran. 

 Moreover, Iran continues to occupy Abu Musa and the Greater and Lesser Tunbs, two 

islands claimed by the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The Saudi government has consistently 

supported the UAE position on the issue at the 21st GCC summit in December of 2000.28 Saudi 

Arabia is also deeply concerned with Iran’s build-up of forces that can threaten naval traffic 

passing through the Straits of Hormuz and the lower Gulf. 

 Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia is almost certain to continue to maintain its rapprochement 

with Iran unless the Al Khobar bombing or some new crisis forces it to change this policy. The 

Kingdom will do so to reduce the risk of military and political confrontation with Iran, allow 

Saudi Arabia to use Iran as a counterbalance to Iraq, to ease Saudi Arabia’s internal problems 

with its Shi’ites, and to reduce the backlash from Saudi Arabia’s military dependence on the US. 

The Problem of Iraq   

 Saudi Arabia faces far more severe problems in dealing with Iraq than with Iran. 

Privately, Saudi officials see Iraq as the greatest single, political and military threat the Kingdom 

faces. At the same time, Saudi officials feel they must live with Saddam’s regime. In spite of 

efforts during 2001 and 2002 by senior US officials like Vice President Cheney and Secretary 

Rumsfeld to persuade the Kingdom to support efforts to remove Saddam from power. Saudi 

Arabian officials have little confidence in US efforts to bring down Saddam Hussein’s regime.  
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 While Saudi officials are divided over whether the US could, or should, have done this in 

1991, few believed as of mid 2002 that the US had yet shown that a US-British-led invasion 

would solve Saudi Arabia’s problems with Iraq, or that the US had a convincing plan to drive 

Saddam from power and reshape Iraq once he was gone. Although Saudi officials realized that 

US and British military action could produce radical changes in the Iraqi threat, they still felt that 

Saudi Arabia must plan to live with Saddam Hussein and prepare for a time when Iraq will 

eventually break out of sanctions. Moreover, some Saudi policymakers were not confident that a 

post-Saddam Iraq would ultimately be a friendly state, and felt that any successor regimes might 

do just as much to try to expand Iraq’s regional influence and oil revenues at the expense of its 

neighbors. 

 Saudi Arabia has pursued a policy of limited political accommodation with Iraq, while 

planning for the risk of war and continuing to support US efforts to contain Iraq. Saudi Arabia 

felt that it must try to find some kind of modus vivendi with Iraq, Saudi Arabia established 

“correct” relations with Iraq during the Arab foreign ministers meeting in April 2002. It has 

sought to avoid provocation where possible, and sought to minimize the risk of driving Iraq 

toward better ties with Iran. It was careful to show overt concern for the suffering of the Iraqi 

people, has placed limits on cooperation with the US and Britain in the event of US and British 

enforcement of the Southern “no fly” zone, and has conspicuously avoided any visible support of 

US efforts to overthrow Saddam Hussein. 

Trying to Live with the “Enemy” 

 Saudi Arabia has never advocated political tolerance of Iraq’s defiance of the UN. King 

Fahd made this clear in several statements in early 1998, and Crown Prince Abdullah made this 

point clear during a visit to Cairo to discuss the Iraqi crisis with President Hosni Mubarak.29  

“I call on President Saddam Hussein to listen ... to the voice of reason and political awareness and to 
implement the UN Security Council's resolutions and spare the Iraqi people the coming threat... The Iraqi 
people will suffer more if reason is ignored and previous experiences are not remembered.”  

 Saudi Arabia has continued to support the enforcement of UN sanctions and demands 

that Iraq allow the return of UN inspectors. Ever since the late 1990s, however, Saudi Arabia has 

refused to support major US military action against Iran. Despite intense lobbying by US 

Secretary of State Madeline Albright and Secretary of Defense William Cohen, however, Saudi 
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Arabia has refused to support US threats to strike Iraq if it did not allow UNSCOM to operate 

freely. On February 2, 1998, a senior Saudi official stated that ``Saudi Arabia will not allow any 

strikes against Iraq, under any circumstances, from its soil or bases in Saudi Arabia, due to the 

sensitivity of the issue in the Arab and Muslim world.” Prince Abdullah reiterated these same 

points during his visit to Cairo. 

 On February 16, 1998, Information Minister Fouad al Farsi bin Abdul-Salam bin 

Mohammad Farisi was quoted by the official news agency SPA as saying, “King Fahd restated 

that the Kingdom is eager for all diplomatic means to be exhausted to find an appropriate 

solution to the current crisis.” In addition, according to Information Minister Farisi, King Fahd 

“affirmed that the Kingdom’s position is based on the desire to put an end to the suffering of the 

Iraqi people and the desire for peace in Iraq and its territorial integrity.” At the same time, he 

said that King Fahd also blamed the crisis on the Iraqi government’s failure to implement UN 

Security Council resolutions, “especially those related to the mission of the Special Commission 

charged with dismantling weapons of mass destruction.”30  

 There has been little popular Saudi support for military action against Iraq at any time 

during the long crisis over UN inspections. Public opinion polls are a rarity in Saudi Arabia and 

most are anything but scientific. However, a poll of 330 Saudi men and women conducted in 

1998, and published by the London-based Arabic-language newspaper Asharq al-Awsat found 

that 90.3 percent of respondents were against a military strike while only 5.5 percent supported 

an attack. The remaining 4.2 percent gave no response. The poll was conducted in the Saudi 

capital of Riyadh, and Asharq al-Awsat concluded that “the Saudis who got used to the 

atmosphere of war seven years ago...do not hesitate now to show opposing views to what their 

stands were in the early 1990s.” When asked to explain their stance, 69 percent of those opposed 

to an attack cited sympathy with the Iraqi people as one of their primary reasons. Approximately 

one third said they saw no justification for such an attack. While according to the paper, 22.5 

percent of those opposed to an attack explained their views by what they deemed a double 

standard in the US treatment of Iraq and Israel.31   

 Saudi Arabia maintained a cautious attitude throughout the crisis over the continuation of 

UNSCOM inspections that continued through December 1998. Visits by both Secretary Albright 

and Secretary Cohen failed to convince the Saudis to permit the use of air bases inside Saudi 
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Arabia in the event of a US-led attack against Iraq.  While the Saudis issued a joint warning with 

the US to Iraq that it would be responsible for the consequences of its actions, Crown Prince 

Abdullah made it clear in a speech that Saudi Arabia opposed the use of force: “We will not 

agree and we are against striking Iraq as a people and as a nation.” They also joined many of the 

other Arab states in calling for an ease in sanctions on Iraq. 

 On February 22, 1998, King Fahd expressed hope that the mission of UN Secretary 

General Kofi Annan would help spare the country and its people more suffering. The official 

Saudi Press Agency reported that the king, “expressed his hope for the success of the mission of 

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to find a diplomatic solution to spare Iraq and the Iraqi 

people more tragedies.'' The king made similar comments during talks with Iran's former 

president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani.32  

 Saudi Arabia did, however, support US and British efforts to create a “smart sanctions” 

policy towards Iraq that eases the sanctions affecting Iraq’s economy while maintaining or 

tightening the sanctions on military and “deal use” imports. Saudi officials also consistently 

recognized, that they face a serious threat from a revanchist Iraq.  

 The Kingdom did reach a tentative agreement with Iraq on the partition of their neutral 

zone in 1981, and a full border settlement in 1983, but Saudi Arabia sized its military build-up 

around possible war with Iraq and never felt it could trust the Iraqi regime. Saudi Arabia was one 

of Iraq’s strongest backers during the Iran-Iraq War, and provided it with massive financial and 

military aid. The end result was not gratitude, however, but Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. 

Iraqi forces massed on the border and posed a major threat to Saudi Arabia. The end result was 

the Gulf War, and the creation of a legacy of Saudi-Iraqi hostility that may long outlive Saddam 

Hussein. 

 Any post Gulf War “rapprochement,” has been more façade than real. Saddam Hussein 

and senior Iraqi officials have continued to issue sporadic statements attacking Saudi Arabia for 

its support of the US, cooperating with the West in military operations against Iraq, and 

overproducing oil. They did so in spite of efforts to improve Saudi and Iraqi relations at the Arab 

Foreign Ministers meeting in April 2002. Iraq continued to accuse Saudi Arabia of “aggression” 

for allowing US and British air units to enforce the Southern No Fly Zone from bases in the 
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Kingdom. Iraqi officials and the Iraqi government press sometimes urged Saudis and other Arabs 

to rebel against their regimes, and to revolt against the presence of foreign troops on Saudi soil. 

Iraq has also attacked Saudi Arabia for holding military meetings of the Gulf Cooperation 

Council.33 

 While Iraq paid lip service to its recognition of Kuwait at the Arab foreign ministers 

meeting in April 2002, it previously had taken previous steps that show it did not accept the new 

border that the UN demarcated between Iraq and Kuwait. Saddam’s sons, Vice President Taha 

Yassin Ramadan, and other senior Iraqi officials issued statements that imply Kuwait remains a 

missing province of Iraq.34 Most notably, Saddam’s eldest son Uday printed a working paper he 

had submitted to parliament in November is his paper Babil on January 15, 2001. His paper 

declared that, “the current map of Iraq, which is the emblem of the National Assembly, does not 

include all Iraq’s borders as known by the people in all their components, namely Kuwait City.” 

He then called upon the National Assembly to “prepare a map of the whole of Iraq, including 

Kuwait City as an integral part of Iraq.” The next day in Cairo, Vice President Ramadan stated 

that these views were shared by 99% of the Iraqi people.35 

 During interviews in 2000, 2001, and 2002, Saudi officials quietly made it clear that they 

recognized all of these issues. They saw no near-term prospects for truly reintegrating Iraq into 

the “family of nations.” They made it clear that Saudi Arabia has been the target of a continuous 

stream of hostile statements from Iraq since 1990, and that these attacks have, for the most part, 

increased since the US and Britain carried out Operation Desert Fox in December 1998. They 

have made it equally since September 2000 that they feared the backlash from Iraq’s ability to 

exploit the new wave of Israeli-Palestinian violence that began in September 2000, Iraq’s 

improving relations with Syria, and Iraq’s growing influence in Jordan.  

 While Saudi officials made it clear that they believed that much of the present degree of 

Iraqi hostility was unique to Saddam Hussein, few seemed to feel that the Kingdom would be 

able to trust a new Iraqi regime -- even if it did appear to be moderate. They feared that such a 

regime would still seek to re-acquire weapons of mass destruction and pursue Iraqi hegemony 

still remains. Most indicated that it would take years of proven moderation by a new Iraqi regime 

before Saudi Arabia can relax its guard.  
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 Saudi Arabia has had continuing reasons to examine possible Iraqi attacks on Saudi 

Arabia and Kuwait and make such contingencies a key priority for national security planning. On 

June 5, 2001 for example, Saudi Arabia accused Iraq of staging eleven raids on Saudi border 

outposts in the previous few months and warned the U.N. Security Council that more such 

attacks could have "grave consequences." It stated that an Iraqi soldier was killed in one attack 

on May 23rd, and that "a number" of Saudi soldiers were wounded when an Iraqi patrol moved 

437 yards (400 meters) inside Saudi territory and fired on Saudi border forces near the Sahn al-

Sharqiyah post in the Uwayqilah sector. The Kingdom stated that Iraq had carried out ten other 

raids between March and April, when Iraqi soldiers fired on Saudi outposts from their side of the 

border and did not enter Saudi territory.36 

 Ambassador Fawzi Bin Abdul Majeed Shobokshi sent a letter to the UN Security Council 

revealing that while Saudi Arabia initially believed the attacks were isolated incidents "that 

might be overlooked," they concluded that the attacks’ persistence "demonstrate[d] that the Iraqi 

authorities [were] responsible for them.”  Saudi Arabia appealed “to the Security Council to urge 

Iraq to desist from its violations of Saudi Arabia's international boundaries, and…assert the 

inalienable right of the Kingdom to take whatever measures it deems appropriate to protect its 

security and its borders.” Saudi Arabia alerted the members of the United Nations “to the grave 

consequences of the continued violation by the Iraqi authorities of the territory of Saudi Arabia, 

which jeopardizes security and peace in the region.” Saudi officials do not oppose US and 

British operations in support of the Southern No Fly Zone, such as the new round of US strikes 

on Iraq that took place on January 16, 2001 which took place at the start of the Bush 

Administration.37 The Kingdom has been notably silent about the series of strikes that have 

occurred since that time.  

 In short, Saudi policy of “living with Saddam,” has never meant trusting Saddam or 

believing that he can eventually be integrated into the community of nations. At the higher 

levels of the Saudi security apparatus, there is also some fear that Saddam Hussein’s regime will 

try to take political revenge and possibly use terrorism and proxy warfare, possibly involving at 

least the tacit threat of using weapons of mass destruction. Saudi Arabia must consider the threat 

that both Iraqi and Iranian “creeping proliferation” pose to the Kingdom, the risk of new missile 

attacks, and the need for both some form of defense and some form of deterrent. This also means 
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that Saudi opposition to US military intervention to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime is 

relative. Saudi Arabia distrusts the uncertain character and fears the political costs of war, but 

would scarcely shed tears if the US proved successful. It may yet give way to US pressure to 

provide Saudi facilities and would certainly seek to take advantage of Saddam’s fall. 

The Threat of Iraqi Invasion 

Part of the reason for Saudi concern is that the Iraqi military threat to Saudi Arabia differs 

fundamentally from that posed by Iran. Iran does not share a common border with the Kingdom 

and has very limited amphibious capabilities. It can pose an air or missile threat, attack shipping 

and Saudi facilities in the Gulf, and threaten to use weapons of mass destruction. Iraq, however, 

does share a common border with both Saudi Arabia and Gulf, and is the only power with land 

forces strong enough to pose a major threat of invasion to the Kingdom’s key cities and oil 

facilities. 

The threat of such an invasion should not be exaggerated; Iraq has not had any significant 

arms shipments or resupply of munitions and spare parts since the summer of 1990, and its 

military forces took massive losses during the Gulf War. Its air force is of relatively limited 

quality and clashes like Desert Fox have showed that Iraq would have to be willing to take 

extreme risks to engage in any conflict that involves US air and missile forces. Iraq also cannot 

rebuild its conventional forces quickly. It will be years after UN sanctions on Iraqi arms imports 

are finally lifted before any credible combination of Iraqi arms imports and military production 

efforts can give Iraq enough capability to deliberately initiate a conflict with Saudi Arabia as 

long as it is allied with Britain and the US.  

 Nevertheless, Iraq does have near-term contingency capabilities that might allow it to 

exploit the limits to Saudi and US capabilities. Iraq's land forces still retain significant 

warfighting capabilities and much of the force structure that made Iraq the dominant military 

power in the Gulf after its victory over Iran.  

Iraqi land forces still make Iraq a major military power by Gulf standards and Iraqi forces 

could still seize Kuwait in a matter of days or occupy part of Saudi Arabia's Eastern Province, if 

they did not face immediate opposition from US, Kuwaiti, and Saudi forces.  The IISS and US 

experts indicate that the Iraqi Army had a total of around 375,000 full time actives (including 
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100,000 recalled reserves) in mid-2002, and a total of seven corps, with 6 Republican Guards 

corps and 3 regular army corps. Iraq had a total of 23 divisions. These divisions included six 

Republican Guard divisions (3 armored, 1 mechanized and 2 infantry) and 1 Presidential 

Guard/Special Security Force division.38 There were also 15 independent Special Forces or 

commando brigades.  Most estimates gave Iraq a total force of approximately 23 divisions. This 

compares with 35-40 divisions in the summer of 1990, and 67-70 divisions in January 1991 -- 

just before the Coalition offensives began in the Gulf War. 39   

 Experts indicate that Iraq’s divisions were arrayed north-to-south in early 2002, with a 

mix of regular and Republican Guards divisions. All of the divisions near the Kuwait border 

were regular, although some Republican Guard divisions could more to the border relatively 

rapidly. All Republican Guards divisions were located above the 32-degree line. Several 

additional Republican Guards divisions were located around Baghdad to play a major role in 

internal security. Several more Republican Guards divisions were located north of Baghdad 

closer to the Kurdish area.40  

 At least twelve Iraqi divisions seemed to be effective enough to be used in an attack on 

Kuwait and/or Saudi Arabia, or intensive combat operations against Iran. There were five regular 

divisions—three relatively combat-ready—in Iraq’s southern border region north of Kuwait. 

There were two more Republican Guards divisions south of Baghdad that could be rapidly 

deployed to support the three more capable regular divisions in an attack on Kuwait which 

USCENTCOM labeled the “Basra breakout.”41 

 Iraq did, however, face significant limits on its operational capabilities. Iraq would 

encounter major problems in assembling and deploying its forces into any kind of coherent 

invasion force. It would lack both modern air defense weapons and high quality air support. The 

Iraqi Air Force had a total of roughly 35,000 to 40,000 men in mid-2002, including some 15,000-

17,000 air defense personnel.42 US estimates indicate that the Iraqi Air Force had 330 to 370 

combat aircraft in inventory. IISS estimates indicate that Iraq had at least 316 combat aircraft, 

including six bombers, 130 fighter-ground attack aircraft, and 180 fighters.  However, most 

experts agreed that many of the Iraqi aircraft counted in this total had limited or no operational 

combat capability and Iraqi training and readiness standards are poor.  
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 In fact, some aspects of Iraq’s military infrastructure were better than its combat forces. 

Iraq has been able to rebuild many of the shelters and facilities it lost during the war, and much 

of the Air Force C4I/BM system. This C4I/BM system included an extensive net of optical fiber 

communications net, a TFH 647 radio relay system, a TFH tropospheric communications system, 

and a large mix of radars supplied by the Soviet Union. Iraq had rebuilt most of the air bases 

damaged during the Gulf War, and a number of bases received only limited damage. This gave 

Iraq a network of some 25 major operating bases, many with extensive shelters and hardened 

facilities.43 Iraq had also greatly improved the integration and survivability of the C4I/BM system 

for its land-based air defenses.  

 Saudi Arabia too, however, has important weaknesses. The Saudi army has reverted to a 

static defensive force that has limited effectiveness above the company and battalion level. 

Although it claims to have 75,000 full time regulars in the army, plus 75,000 active members of 

the National Guard, actual manning levels are significantly lower. Some of its M-1A2 tanks are 

still in storage, plus about 145 of its 290 obsolescent AMX-30s. As a result, Saudi Arabia relies 

heavily on its 450 M-60A3s. This is still a significant amount of armor, but it is dispersed over 

much of the Kingdom, and Saudi Arabia lacks the training, manpower quality, sustainability, and 

C4I/SR capabilities for effective aggressive maneuver warfare and forward defense.  

 While the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) does have rapid reaction force on paper, the 

reality is a few hollow allied battalions.  The so-called GCC rapid deployment force is largely a 

political fiction with no meaningful real-world combat capability against Iraqi heavy divisions. 

Moreover, the new GCC agreements that were signed in 2000 and 2001 to strengthen this force 

will do nothing substantive to change what is little more than a military façade.44  

The US can bring decisive force to bear, but this normally takes time. Delays in US 

power projection capability normally limit US ability to exploit its advantages in military 

technology and the land elements of the "revolution in military affairs." Nevertheless, the 

successes in US and allied air power in the Gulf War, “Desert Fox” and US operations in 

Afghanistan show that Iraq would be acutely vulnerable to US and British air and cruise missile 

power.  
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 One thing is certain, a Saudi US-led coalition’s ability to deal with a sudden Iraqi attack 

on Kuwait (or Saudi Arabia) depends on US ability to mass offensive air and missile power, and 

ability to use it immediately against Iraq the moment major troop movements begin without first 

seeking to win air superiority or air supremacy. It will also depend on US willingness and ability 

to couple strikes against Iraqi leadership and strategic targets to this offensive in an effort to 

force Iraq to halt its offensive, and US ability to deter, defend, and retaliate against any Iraqi use 

of weapons of mass destruction.  

At the same time, much still depends on Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states. The US 

will require the full support of Saudi Arabia in committing its army and air force to the defense 

of Kuwait and the Saudi border area, and on the Kingdom, Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, and Oman 

to assist in the deployment and basing of US forces in the region. The US used some 23 air bases 

and airports in the Gulf War in 1990-1991, and 11 were in Saudi Arabia. It will also immediate 

Kuwaiti willingness to allow the US and Saudi Arabia to employ force against Iraq before its 

forces can deploy to the Kuwaiti border area.  

 Much will also depend upon the quality of Saudi-US military relations, regional 

perceptions of the long-term resolve of the US, the ability of the Southern Gulf states to act 

quickly in a crisis, and the willingness of the Southern Gulf states to show that they will support 

a firm US response to Iraq, even at some risk. Much will also depend on the ability of Iraq’s 

leadership to set achievable demands and avoid open confrontation. In broad terms, it seems 

likely that Iraq’s ability to intimidate will slowly improve over time, but there is no way to 

predict how quickly or by how much.   

Iraq and Asymmetric Warfare 

Unlike Iran, Iraq has never demonstrated great capability to conduct "proxy wars" by 

training, arming, and funding Arab extremist movements. Iraq does sponsor some extremist and 

terrorist groups, and Iraqi intelligence has long maintained contact with terrorist movements, but 

the end result has done little for Iraq. Iraq also lacks Iran’s bases, training centers, and staging 

facilities in other countries, and the political support of third nations like the Sudan and Syria 

which are close to the scene of such proxy conflicts. Similarly, Iraq can only hope to win proxy 

wars fought against vulnerable governments. Attempts to fight such wars will have little impact 
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on a successful Arab-Israeli peace settlement, or in sustaining civil conflict in the face of a 

government that demonstrates that it has the capacity to govern and deal with its social problems. 

Iraq has some capability for information warfare and cyberterrorism, but it seems very 

unlikely that it is capable of advanced attacks on protected US military and US government 

systems. Iraq also probably has little capability to attack the US private sector and the systems of 

Gulf states. It is, however, steadily improving the defense of its own systems. Most are 

redundant, rely heavily on buried land-links and optical fibers, and are isolated from netted or 

open systems.  

  Iraq also has a strong revanchist motive to use proxy warfare against Israel, Saudi 

Arabia, and the United States. The continued failure of the Arab-Israeli peace process, Iraq’s 

efforts to exploit its support of the Palestinian cause, and any new instability in the regimes in the 

Gulf and the region might allow Iraq to make more successful use of proxy wars in the future. So 

would the creation of a radical Arab regime in Jordan, Egypt, or Syria, which might turn to Iraq 

for support. Similarly, Iraq may seek to covertly improve its capabilities for unconventional 

warfare, including the use of chemical and biological weapons. The practical problem that Iraq 

faces will then be to find a place and contingency where it could exploit such capabilities that 

offer more return than using proxies, and which allows Iraq to act at an acceptable level of risk 

so that the US and its allies would not retaliate.  

Iraq and Weapons of Mass Destruction 

 Iraq has a much more serious history as a proliferator than Iran.  Iraq has seen 

proliferation as a counter to conventional superiority since the late 1960s. It began to seek 

weapons of mass destruction in the early 1970s and long before the Gulf War showed what the 

"revolution in military affairs" and US conventional superiority could accomplish. As a result, it 

is hardly surprising that Iraq sees proliferation as its key potential method of countering the US 

advantage in conventional forces and the RMA, and has been willing to pursue such options in 

the face of massive economic costs, UNSCOM and IAEA efforts to destroy its remaining 

capabilities, and the remaining extension of UN sanctions.  

 In spite of the Gulf War, and nearly eight years of UNSCOM efforts before Iraq forced 

an end to the UN inspection effort, Iraq still presents a major threat in terms of proliferation.  It is 
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also all too clear that Iraq may have increased this threat since active UNSCOM and IAEA 

efforts ended in December 1998.  

 Iraq’s present holdings of chemical and biological weapons now seem to be limited to the 

point where they do not impose major constraints on  US freedom of action, or do much to 

intimidate Iraq’s neighbors. It seems unlikely that Iraq can reach the point, in the near-term, 

where its capabilities are great enough to change Saudi, US, British, Iranian, Israeli and/or 

Southern Gulf perceptions of risk to the point where they would limit or paralyze outside 

military action. Furthermore, it seems unlikely that Iraq can openly build up major production 

and deployment capabilities without provoking strong US counter-proliferation programs, 

including retaliatory strike capabilities. The same is true of a response by Iran and the Southern 

Gulf states. As a result, Iraq’s acquisition of weapons of mass destruction may end simply in 

provoking an arms race even when UN sanctions are lifted. 

 Nevertheless, no one can be certain of Iraq’s holdings and capabilities and Iraq’s 

possession of such weapons inevitably affects Saudi, other Southern Gulf states, US, British, and 

Israeli perceptions of the risks inherent in attacking Iraq. Once UN sanctions on Iraq are lifted, 

Iraq may be able to rebuild its strategic delivery capabilities relatively quickly, and any sustained 

conflict involving weapons of mass destruction could have drastic consequences. Even today 

covert and asymmetric attacks present a threat. This would be particularly true if Iraq could 

develop advanced biological weapons with near-nuclear lethality, or assemble nuclear devices 

with weapons grade fissile material bought from an outside source. There might be little or no 

warning of such strategic developments.  

 As is the case with Iran, there are several other developments that might allow Iraq to use 

proliferation to pose a near-term threat to US conventional capabilities in the region: 

• A successful Iraqi attempt to buy significant amounts of weapons grade material. This could allow Iraq to 
achieve a nuclear break out capability in a matter of months. Both the US and the region would find it 
much harder to adjust to such an Iraqi effort than to the slow development of nuclear weapons by creating 
fissile material in Iraq. It seems likely that the US could deal with the situation by extending a nuclear 
umbrella over the Gulf, but even so, the Southern Gulf states might be far more responsive to Iraqi pressure 
and intimidation. Most, after all, are so small that they are virtually "one bomb states;" 

• A change in the US and regional perception of biological weapons. Biological weapons are now largely 
perceived as unproven systems of uncertain lethality. Regardless of their technical capabilities, they have 
little of the political impact of nuclear weapons. Iraq might, however, conduct live animal tests to 
demonstrate that its biological weapons have near-nuclear lethality or some other power might demonstrate 
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their effectiveness in another conflict. The successful mass testing or use of biological weapons might 
produce a rapid "paradigm shift" in the perceived importance of such weapons and of Iraq’s biological 
warfare programs; 

• Iraq might break out of UN sanctions and reveal a more substantial capability than now seems likely. 
Paradoxically, such an Iraqi capability would help to legitimize Iran and Israel’s nuclear, biological, and 
chemical programs and the escalation to the use of such weapons; 

• Iraq might use such weapons through proxies or in covert attacks with some degree of plausible deniability. 
Terrorism and unconventional warfare would be far more intimidating if they made use of weapons of mass 
destruction.  

The Saudi Approach to “Dual Containment” and the Overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein 

 Given this background, it is clear why Saudi Arabia has not taken the same approach 

towards either Iran or Iraq as the US. Saudi officials have no illusions about the threat or the 

military problems they would encounter in dealing with either Iran or Iraq. They recognize that 

Saudi Arabia needs strong military forces and support from the US, and that Saudi Arabia must 

plan to provide for both the security of smaller and more vulnerable neighbors like Bahrain and 

Kuwait, and for the waters of the Gulf and Gulf of Oman. At the same time, most Saudi officials 

do not support US policies that sanction both Iran and Iraq, or American adventures in regime 

change in Iraq.  

 Saudi policymakers feel that Saudi foreign policy must address the best way to live with 

two very different regimes that it feels can be contained militarily, but which cannot be isolated 

economically and politically. As a result, the Saudi approach to dealing with the very different 

regimes in Iran and Iraq, has sought to use the modernization and expansion of its own forces 

and its alliance with the US to develop the military means to deter and contain Iran and Iraq, but 

to create a dialogue and diplomatic relations with Iran. Saudi Arabia has taken the approach that 

Iran might at least act as a “moderate” state if its given support in developing its economy and 

energy exports and if it did not feel encircled and threatened by a combination of Iraq, the US, 

Israel, and the southern Gulf states.  

 At the same time, Saudi policymakers have sought to ease the threat from Iraq by finding 

ways to reduce the political backlash from the hardships that sanctions imposed on the Iraqi 

people and have tried to find ways to create some form of rapprochement with Saddam Hussein. 

They have also sought to reduce the political visibility of Saudi Arabia’s role in providing 
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military support for US and British air operations and strikes against Iraq, and they have 

distanced themselves firmly from any US efforts to support outside Iraqi opposition groups. 

 It is important to note in this respect that Saudi Arabia, like virtually all Arab states, sees 

the preservation of Iraq’s unity as a primary objective in spite of Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

Rightly or wrongly, Saudi Arabia prefers to see Iraq remain under Sunni rule, and has little 

interest in trying to restructure Iraq to increase the rights of its Shi’ites or Kurds. Iraq’s ethnic 

and religious diversity is seen as a threat to Saudi interests, and one that might under worst cases 

greatly strengthen Iran if Iraq was ever to become a Shi’ite-dominated state. This is at least 

possible. The CIA estimates that Iraq is 75%-80% Arab, 15%-20% Kurdish, and 5% Turkoman, 

Assyrian and other. It also estimates that it is 60%-65% Shi’ite, 32%-37% Sunni, and 3% 

Christian. All of the major Iraqi outside opposition groups are largely Shi’ite, and the faction that 

has conducted the most actual operations against Saddam’s regime is a religious faction 

supported by Iran.45 

The Southern Gulf and Yemen: Major Steps Forward in 
Resolving Border Disputes in Recent Years but Some 
Tensions Remain 
 Saudi diplomacy has made a major effort to reassure the Kingdom’s smaller neighbors 

that it at most seeks the status of first among equals, rather than that of a politically dominant 

power. Saudi Arabia has also made increasing use of the Gulf Cooperation Council as a political, 

economic, and security forum where all of the Southern Gulf states can discuss issues as 

“equals.” 

 Saudi Arabia has largely resolved the border disputes that have long been a source of 

tension in the Southern Gulf, although history of such disputes is scarcely forgotten,  Saudi 

Arabia’s present boundaries with Jordan, Iraq, and Kuwait were established as the result of 

British efforts to limit Saudi military expansion in the 1920s and 1930s. The Saudi-Yemeni 

border area grew out of a war in the 1930s and Saudi Arabia had more recent border disputes 

with Oman, Qatar, and the UAE. However, as a result, Saudi Arabia is so clearly the largest 

power in the Southern Gulf that some of the smaller Gulf states see the Kingdom as a potential 
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hegemon or threat.  It will take time to fully lay the fears to rest that Saudi Arabia seeks to 

dominate the Arabian Peninsula. 

 Relations with Yemen 

 Saudi Arabia’s most serious problems with other states in the Arabian peninsula have 

been with Yemen. The two countries have had long-standing political differences dating back to 

the battles that forged Saudi Arabia as a modern state until the unification of North and South 

Yemen in l990. Saudi Arabia saw South Yemen as a source of Marxist radicalism and terrorism 

while it saw North Yemen as a potential threat to its southeast. Unification removed the more 

radical elements in South Yemen from power, but Saudi Arabia still regarded Yemen as a serious 

potential threat until the late 1990s, and still plans for possible conflict. 

 Part of the reason for these Saudi concerns is that Yemen is an extraordinarily poor state 

with a population that nearly equals that of Saudi Arabia. The US Census Bureau estimated that 

Yemen has a population of 18.7 million in 2001 versus 23.5 million for Saudi Arabia, and that 

Yemen’s population will grow to 45.5 million by 2030 versus 55.8 million for Saudi Arabia.46 

The World Bank projects that Yemen’s population will increase from 17.5 million in 2000 to 

26.6 million by the year 2015, and 36 million by the year 2030.47 These figures compare with 

estimates of 33.7 million for Saudi Arabia in 2015 and 46 million in 2030.  

 Unless the economic conditions change in Yemen, an impoverished Yemen may well 

contribute to regional instability in spite of improvements in Saudi and Yemeni relations. 

Yemen’s ongoing failure to develop, coupled with major population growth will put a growing 

pressure on an already difficult situation. Yemen’s population is crowded into a resource poor 

country which has long had to export labor to Saudi Arabia, and which has limited oil and gas 

reserves. It has a territory of some 528,000 square kilometers versus 1,960,000 square kilometers 

for Saudi Arabia. The CIA estimates that Yemen had a GDP per capita of approximately $820 in 

purchasing power parity terms in 2002, versus $10,600 for Saudi Arabia.48 Saudi Arabia has 

feared that Yemen’s sheer poverty might lead it to spill over into Saudi Arabia.  
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 Yemen still has significant military forces, although a series of civil wars and the break 

up of the Soviet Union, have made Yemen a far less serious military threat it was in the late 

1980s. In 2002, Yemen’s military force had 54,000 full time actives. Its army had 910 tanks, 

although these were worn and largely obsolete tanks. Its air force had 71 active combat aircraft 

and eight attack helicopters, although its modern combat aircraft were limited to five MiG-29s.49  

 Saudi planners do not ignore the history of a long series of clashes over contradictory 

Saudi and Yemeni claims in their 1,460 kilometer-long border area, and here some historical 

background seems useful. North Yemen became independent from the Ottoman Empire in 1918, 

and its Imam claimed much of the territory that Ibn Saud felt he had acquired in conquering 

southern Arabia. This led to war in the early 1930s, when the Imam of Yemen invaded Saudi 

Arabia’s southeastern border area. Saudi Arabia won this war, and Yemen was forced to sign the 

Taif Agreement of 1934, which gave Saudi Arabia control of the territory that Yemen had 

claimed, plus additional territory in the Jizan, Asir, and Najran regions. Ever since, Yemeni 

leaders and nationalists have indicated that they would like to reverse the Taif Agreement. 

  New tensions arose between Saudi Arabia and North Yemen in the early 1960s. In 1962, 

civil war erupted between Yemeni Royalists and Republicans. Egyptian forces entered North 

Yemen to support the new Republican government, while Saudi Arabia backed the Royalists. 

Egypt was forced to withdraw its troops from North Yemen in 1967 because of its defeat in its 

war with Israel. Nevertheless, the Republicans won the civil war in North Yemen, leaving a 

continuing potential threat. This led to long lasting Saudi tension with the government of North 

Yemen. Although Saudi Arabia provided North Yemen with aid, and allowed nearly a million 

Yemenis to work in Saudi Arabia, it also continued to interfere in North Yemeni affairs and 

constantly attempted to divide North Yemen’s tribes and prevent a strong central government 

from emerging.  

 A different kind of threat developed in South Yemen. The British had created a 

protectorate area around the southern port of Aden in the 19th century which was composed of a 

number of different tribal groups. The Yemenis in the port area became politically radicalized 

during the 1930s to the 1950s, and launched a low intensity war against the British and the more 

conservative tribal groups outside of Aden. The British withdrew in 1967, and the protectorate 

became South Yemen. Three years later, battles within the southern government defeated a pro-
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Nasser faction and South Yemen became a radical Marxist state. This triggered a massive exodus 

of hundreds of thousands of Yemenis from the south to the north, contributing to two decades of 

hostility between the two Yemens. While South Yemen posed more of a threat to Oman and 

North Yemen than it did to Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabia could not ignore either state. During the 

1970s and 1980s, Saudi Arabia fought repeated clashes with Yemen, partly over control of the 

potential oil reserves in their border area.  

 A bloody civil war took place in South Yemen in the late 1980s that destroyed many of 

its most radical factions. South Yemen was so impoverished that it was practically forced into 

unification with North Yemen in 1990. However, the newly unified Republic of Yemen sided 

with Iraq in 1990, which led to severed relations between Saudi Arabia and Yemen. As a result, 

the Yemeni Embassy ordered Yemenis to leave Saudi Arabia, prompting a mass exodus of tens 

of thousands of Yemeni expatriate workers from the country. This hostility increased after the 

unification of North and South Yemen in 1990. Saudi Arabia then backed factions in South 

Yemen against the central government in the Yemeni civil war of 1994, only to see South 

Yemen defeated. A new series of border clashes then took place in the Najran region, once again 

in areas with potential oil reserves. 

 In late 1994, however, Saudi Arabia and Yemen began to mediate their border disputes. 

Yemen became more accommodating after it had been weakened by civil war, the loss of Soviet 

support following the break-up of the former Soviet Union (FSU), and the virtual cut-off of 

external Arab aid following its decision to side with Iraq after Saddam Hussein’s invasion of 

Kuwait. This change in Yemen’s position helped lead to more successful negotiations, even 

though incidents continued such as Yemeni fire on Saudi aircraft believed to be violating 

Yemeni airspace in January 1995. As a result, both countries signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) in Mecca on February 26, 1995. The agreement was negotiated by Prince 

Sultan, Saudi Arabia’s Second Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Defense and Aviation, 

and Sheik Abdullah Al-Ahmar, the Speaker of the Yemeni House of Representatives, and 

approved by King Fahd and President Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen.50  

 The agreement had 11 points. It recognized the validity of most of the borders set forth in 

the Taif agreement of 1934, while clearly defining the remaining areas of uncertainty and 

dispute. Saudi Arabia and Yemen set up a joint committee to use “modern technology” to 
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establish border markers in the area from Raseef Al-Bahr (Ral Al-Mewaaj Shami) to Radeef 

Qrad (between Meedi and Al-Mosem) and then to a point near Al-Thar mountain, and to then 

demarcate the remaining borders. Additional joint committees were established to demarcate 

marine borders along the Red Sea Coast, guarantee non-military movements or establishments in 

the border area, and promote economic and cultural ties. A higher committee was set up to 

oversee and facilitate the work of the other committees. Both countries also agreed to prohibit 

the use of their territory for hostile acts against the other; to refrain from hostile propaganda; and 

to report all actions in official minutes of meetings signed by officials of both countries.  

 King Fahd and President Saleh reinforced this agreement at a meeting on June 6, 1995.  

Saudi Arabia agreed to allow more Yemeni workers into the Kingdom and provide some aid. 

Senior Saudi officials, including Prince Sultan, Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal, and Minister of 

the Interior Prince Naif bin Abd al-Aziz, then made a three-day visit to Sana’a in late August, 

1996, and met with the President of Yemen, Ali Abdullah Saleh and Prime Ministers Abdul Aziz 

Abdul Ghani. Prince Sultan and the Speaker of the Yemeni Parliament, Sheik Abdullah Al-

Ahmar, chaired a meeting of the Saudi-Yemeni Higher Joint Committee. The end result was a 

joint communiqué stressing the commitment of both sides to the Taif treaty of 1934, and a new 

agreement to promote economic, commercial, technical, and investment cooperation. Saudi 

Arabia and Yemen also signed new agreements on July 29, 1996 that dealt with security 

cooperation and fighting drug trafficking. The security agreement established security liaison 

groups and an extradition agreement. 51  

 Further negotiations took place in July 1997. Prince Naif, the Minister of the Interior, led 

these negotiations, rather than Saudi Arabia’s traditional negotiator, Minister of Defense Prince 

Sultan. Prince Naif brought new settlement proposals sent by King Fahd, and President Saleh 

announced that, “The gap between Yemen and Saudi Arabia has been narrowed to a great 

extent.” Saudi Arabia did not, however, agree to Yemen’s proposal to accept arbitration and 

considerable differences remained. 52 The issues that remained included Saudi plans for a 

possible oil pipeline corridor across Yemeni territory to be controlled by Saudi Arabia and a land 

dispute over the Wadi’ah and Sharurah areas that lie between the 17th and 18th parallels of 

latitude adjacent to the Hadhramaut region of Northeastern Yemen. 
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        Minor clashes occurred in spite of the negotiations. Violence erupted along the Saudi-

Yemeni border in August of 1997 when Saudi border police fired automatic weapons at Yemeni 

soldiers near the Rub al-Khali wounding eight Yemeni soldiers.  In November, tensions flared 

again when two Saudis were killed in clashes with Yemeni forces along the border. Tensions 

between the two countries were also exacerbated after a Syrian on trial for bombings in Yemen 

claimed that he was recruited by Saudi intelligence to assassinate Yemen’s foreign minister. In 

light of these developments, the Yemeni president declared in late December that talks with the 

Saudis were deadlocked and called for a postponement of the talks.  One source in the region 

claimed that Sallah stated in a telephone call with Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah ibn Abd al-Aziz 

that: “If there is no will on the part of our Saudi brothers to settle the border question at the 

present time it is possible to adjourn these negotiations until it fully convinced and wants to 

pursue these talks.”  

 Even so, the two sides continued to meet and made further progress. Yemeni officials 

announced in early April 1998 that Yemen and Saudi Arabia would resume talks. Yemen’s 

speaker of parliament, Sheikh Abdullah bin Hussein al-Ahmar, stated on March 4, 1998: “In the 

coming days the serious and positive dialogue between the two countries will be resumed.” 

Ahmar said he had discussed the dispute with Saudi Defense Minister Prince Sultan in February. 

“When I visited Prince Sultan...I felt from him the desire to continue dialogue between Yemen 

and Saudi Arabia and to continue border negotiations in order to reach a satisfactory solution.” 

At the same time, Ahmar said major differences remained between the two sides over border 

demarcation.53  

 Relations between the two countries worsened again after a July 1998 incident in which 

Saudi and Yemeni forces clashed on the island of Duwaima, one of three islets in the Red Sea 

claimed by both countries.54 Saudi Arabia claimed 75 percent of the island and maintains that 

only the remaining 25 percent is Yemeni, while Yemen claimed the whole island as part of its 

sovereign territory.55 In a conflict that lasted five hours, Saudi warships fired at the island, 

reportedly in self-defense, killing three Yemenis and wounding nine. By the end of July, 

however, the two countries reached a new agreement calling for talks to resolve outstanding 

issues. 
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 Saudi Arabia’s long series of negotiating efforts seems to have finally paid off in 2000. 

On June 12, 2000, Saudi Arabia and Yemen signed a border agreement that covered both the 

border delineated under the Taif agreement and issues that had not yet been resolved.  The line 

was to run from Al-Thar mountain to the latitude of 19º North and the longitude of 52º East, 

where were the borders of Saudi Arabia, Oman and Yemen meet. The settlement was relatively 

generous to Yemen. Yemen received some 40,000 square kilometers in the dispute area in the 

eastern sector and approximately 3,000 square kilometers in the Red Sea area, including four of 

the disputed islands. The exact boundaries in disputed areas near Oman could not be resolved, 

but agreement was reached on 17 border coordinates, and an agreement was reached in principle 

that the remaining disputes were to be demarcated in detail by the internationally recognized 

German survey group Hansa Luftbild. At the same time, Saudi Arabia received Yemen’s 

reaffirmation of the Taif agreement of 1934, that had transferred these provinces from Yemen to 

Saudi Arabia, and which Yemen had sometimes claimed was a “temporary” settlement. 

Furthermore, Article 5 of the Taif Treaty required that all military forces be withdrawn from 

sector of five kilometers from each side of the border.56The Saudi and Yemeni governments 

began to withdraw troops from the border region in February 28, 2001 following a February 15, 

2001 meeting of the Joint Demarcation Committee in Riyadh.   

 Problems remained despite support for the new border agreement by Crown Prince 

Abdullah and President Saleh. In January 2001 government-controlled newspapers in Yemen ran 

stories claiming that Saudi troops had crossed 20 kilometers into Yemeni territory and were still 

building garrisons on the Yemeni side of the border.  One paper went so far as to describe the 

Saudi forces as “evil,” And trying to create unrest in pro-Yemeni tribes in the border areas.   

Reports of such military action, however, have not been independently verified and the incident 

involved may have been a Saudi counter smuggling-illegal immigration effort rather than a clash 

between the two countries. 57 

 Some continuing tensions are natural. The new agreement created several problems 

similar to those that had kept the border from being demarcated by the British and the Ottomans. 

Any border settlement had to cut across areas the territory of some individual tribes, and the 

border settlement in the area from the Red Sea to the Jebal al-Thar split the territory of some 

tribes with what they consider to be an arbitrary line.58 The border also crossed areas involving 
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tribal disputes. The resulting problems were made worse by the fact that the Saudi and Yemeni 

government had backed various tribal sheiks in the other’s country in the past in order to gain 

political leverage over the other country. This escalated tribal tensions in the border, and certain 

sheiks that Saudi Arabia had supported found themselves on the Yemeni side of the border, 

which placed them in hostile territory without Saudi support.  This prompted some of these 

sheiks to secure funding from what they describe as “wealthy Saudi business interests” and some 

to seek support from Osama Bin Laden.59  So far, however, these tribal problems have only 

amounted to a minor internal security concern for Yemen, and have not led to significant clashes 

across the new border. 

 Stability is in the national interest of both countries. Yemen badly needs Saudi foreign 

aid and is seeking a Saudi commitment to added economic cooperation, budgetary support, 

energy development, and Yemen’s membership in the GCC. On February 23, 2001, Saudi 

Arabia pledged $300 million in aid, and it rescheduled some $250 million of Yemeni debt in 

March  – roughly 70-80% of the debt Yemen had accumulated over the last 40 years. These sums 

can scarcely speed Yemen on the road to development, but even limited foreign aid offers 

Yemen more than war.60 Saudi Arabia needs stability on its southern borders and Red Sea coast 

to concentrate on the far more serious military threat in the Gulf, and Yemeni economic 

development and stability is critical to easing the pressure on Yemenis to immigrate and find 

jobs in Saudi Arabia. This helps explain why Crown Prince Abdullah made a state visit to 

Yemen in June 2000 and May 2001, and President Saleh of Yemen visited Saudi Arabia in May 

2001 -- visits that made a major political statement that Saudi Arabia was committed to better 

relations with Yemen.61 

 Nevertheless, the underlying demographic, economic, and social pressures on Yemen 

have not changed. Yemen has few prospects for stable economic development unless significant 

numbers of Yemenis can work in Saudi Arabia, and the border is peaceful enough to allow 

Yemen to develop its oil resources. Yemen’s experience during the Gulf War is a good case in 

point. The World Bank estimates that Yemen’s per capita income only totaled $540 in 1991, 

after the cut off in aid following Yemen’s support of Saddam Hussein. It also estimates that 

Saudi Arabia’s expulsion of Yemeni workers during the Gulf War led to a sudden 8% increase in 

the population, while the combined price of reductions in aid and worker remittances cost 
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Yemen over $1 billion a year. These developments produced a more than 15% cut in Yemen’s 

GDP during 1990-1992.62 Official Yemeni estimates indicated in September 1998 that nearly 

seven million Yemenis were dependent on remittances from Yemenis working in Saudi Arabia 

to meet their essential living requirements.63  

 In short, it is too early to talk about a lasting ability to maintain good relations. Saudi 

Arabia continues to try to manipulate Yemen’s politics. At the same time, Yemen creates 

problems of its own. For example, in March 1999, Yemen banned the Saudi-owned London-

based Asharq al-Awsat newspaper from entering the country, citing an article in February that 

accused Yemen of siding with Eritrea in its war with Ethiopia and providing military equipment 

to Somalia.64  

 Saudi Arabia does perceive Yemen to be less of a “danger” today than in the past, but it 

has not dropped Yemen from its list of threats. Saudi Arabia maintains a large part of its military 

forces near Yemen, and makes defense against Yemeni invasion a major aspect of its 

contingency planning. Saudi Arabia has also begun the construction of a new military city at 

Jizan, near the Red Sea and the Saudi-Yemeni border. The new facility will include a naval base, 

an air base, and a dry dock. This adds naval and air capability in an area where Saudi Arabia 

already has a massive military city at Abha, which it uses to base its land forces and a major air 

base at Khamis Mushayt. While Saudi Arabia has never announced figures for the cost of the 

new base at Jizan, it is almost certain to be several hundred million dollars. It has not been a 

casual effort at a time when the Kingdom has faced major budget deficits.65  

Relations with Oman 

 Saudi Arabia has also had a history of tension and conflict with Oman. Saudi Arabia once 

made extensive claims to Western Oman. Skirmishes occurred over control of Western Oman, 

and the Buraimi Oasis area claimed by Abu Dhabi during the 1950s. The Saudis occupied the 

area by force, but were then expelled by the British and the Trucial Oman Scouts. Relations 

slowly improved in the 1960s, however, and Saudi Arabia officially recognized Sultan Qabus as 

“His Majesty in 1971. The border dispute over the Buraimi Oasis area was resolved in   1974, 

when the UAE made a complex local trade that gave Saudi Arabia territory along the coast 
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between Qatar and Saudi Arabia in return for Saudi willingness to give up its claims to the 

Buraimi Oasis and territory in the area of what has become the city of Al Ain. 

 These  improvements in Saudi-Omani relations have allowed the two countries to resolve 

the rest of their border disputes. In 1990, Saudi and Omani negotiators reached an agreement that 

demarcated 657 kilometers of their border and set terms for negotiating the rest. On July 9, 1995, 

these negotiations resulted in the signature of an agreement in Riyadh that finally demarcated the 

entire border.66 While there have been some petty incidents over the display of Saudi maps that 

still show the Kingdom’s earlier claims to Omani territory, there have been no real tensions over 

the new border and there are no signs that border issues of territorial claims will lead to some 

future conflict. 

 Oman and Saudi Arabia have, however, been occasional rivals for the leadership of the 

Southern Gulf and the GCC. Sultan Qabus of Oman has played a growing role in mediating 

between the smaller Gulf states -- a role which proved to be critical during the tensions between 

Qatar and the other Gulf states in 1995 and 1996. Oman has maintained close relations with 

Qatar and has taken the lead in normalizing relations with Israel. Saudi Arabia has resented some 

of these Omani actions and particularly the rate at which Oman improved its relations with 

Israel.  

 Saudi Arabia and Oman disagreed in the past over Sultan Qabus’s call for the creation of 

an integrated 100,000-man GCC force and other Omani efforts to strengthen the military 

integration of the GCC. Saudi Arabia felt that such efforts would result in making Omani 

military manpower a major force within the GCC while forcing the other GCC states to provide 

Oman with significant military aid. Saudi Arabia also tacitly opposed Oman’s past efforts to 

develop a GCC-wide approach to funding gas and oil pipelines to Omani ports on the Indian 

Ocean to reduce dependence on tanker traffic through the Gulf. 

 These tensions too, however, has eased since 1995.  Both countries have cooperated in 

less ambitious efforts to strengthen the GCC and  cooperate in a number of other areas. The 

Saudi government is reported to be more willing to encourage GCC development activity in 

Oman and the creation of pipelines and Omani ports on the Indian Ocean. Nevertheless, few 
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Saudis and Omanis seem to predict that there will be an end to their low-level rivalry for 

influence in the region. 

Relations with Qatar 

 Saudi Arabia has had disputes with Qatar, some territorial and some political. The 

territorial disputes initially centered on the control of Khaur al-Udaid, a long winding inlet at the 

base of the eastern side of the Qatari peninsula, and control over the territory behind it. The Al 

Thani family of Qatar and the Al Nihayan family of Abu Dhabi had long quarreled over control 

of the Khaur al-Udaid. This dispute broadened in 1935, however, when Saudi Arabia asserted its 

own claims to the area, along with claims to much of the rest of Qatar and Abu Dhabi.67  

 Most of these disputes were resolved in 1965, when Qatar gave up its claims to the Khaur 

al-Udaid in return for territorial concessions at the base of the Peninsula. Under the terms of this 

agreement, Saudi Arabia and Qatar reached agreement on the border from Duhat as-Salwa to 

Khwar Udaid, although Britain and Abu Dhabi did not recognize the new border because Abu 

Dhabi claimed some of the territory involved. Qatar also signed a bilateral security agreement 

with Saudi Arabia in 1982. However, like many other border “settlements” in the Gulf, many of 

the details were not fully covered. This situation was further complicated in 1974 by the same 

agreement that resolved the Saudi dispute with Oman over the Buraymi Oasis. The UAE gave 

Saudi Arabia a fifteen-mile stretch along the coastline between Qatar and the UAE that resolved 

most of the Saudi-UAE differences, but the new agreement did not involve Qatar.68  

 A seemingly minor incident made turned these unresolved issues into a crisis in the early 

1990s, Qatar felt that Saudi Arabia was infringing on its territory by building roads and facilities 

in the border area. A confrontation between roving Bedouins caused a minor clash between 

Saudi Arabia and Qatar on September 30, 1992. This clash took place at a small outpost at Al-

Khofuous, about 80 miles southeast of Doha. Qatar claimed that Saudi Arabia attacked a Qatari 

border post while Saudi Arabia claimed the incident was simply a clash between Bedouins from 

the two different countries. Two Qataris were killed in the incident, and a third taken prisoner. 

Qatar reacted by canceling its participation in the GCC’s ongoing Peninsular Shield exercises, 

which practice the defense of Kuwait and the Saudi border against Iraq.69 
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 The clash ended when new talks took place between King Fahd and the then Emir of 

Qatar, Sheik Khalifa bin Hamad al-Thani in December 1992.   However, tensions continued. A 

brief incident in October 1993 resulted in several more deaths. Five Qatari-Saudi border 

skirmishes occurred during 1994 as well as a diplomatic row in which Qatar boycotted the 

November 1994, GCC summit conference. In December 1994, Qatar and Saudi Arabia 

considered the formation of a joint committee to investigate the conflicts but no real progress 

took place. The ruling elites of both countries remained divided over the issue and show 

considerable private distrust of the other’s position. The Qataris tended to see such disputes as a 

symbol of Saudi pressure to dominate the smaller Gulf states, while their Saudi counterparts 

tended to see them as a result of Qatari provocation.70 

 Tensions between Qatar and Saudi Arabia grew notably worse after Sheik Hamad bin 

Khalifa al-Thani deposed his father in the spring of 1995, and became Qatar’s new Emir. Saudi 

Arabia was quick to recognize Sheik Hamad as Emir, but some members of the Saudi royal 

family regarded the new Emir’s father as a long-standing friend.  They had long felt that Sheik 

Hamad was deliberately challenging Saudi leadership in the Gulf, and provoking differences 

between Saudi Arabia and the other Southern Gulf states. One senior Saudi prince privately 

described the new Emir and his new foreign minister, Sheik Hamad bin Jassim Bin Jabr al-

Thani, as a “dangerous and disruptive influence.”  

  These tensions reached a crisis point when the two nations clashed over the appointment 

of a new Secretary-General to the GCC in December 1995. Qatar accused Saudi Arabia of 

forcing a Saudi Secretary-General, Ambassador Jamil Al-Hujailan, on the GCC. Although the 

GCC had no formal rules regarding the nationality of the Secretary-General, Qatar felt that 

custom dictated that the Secretary-General should be chosen through alphabetical rotation. The 

previous Secretary-Generals had been Kuwaiti and Omani, and this would have meant that the 

new Secretary-General should be a Qatari candidate. The situation was made still worse when 

the Emir and Foreign Minister of Qatar walked out of the GCC meeting. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 

and the UAE felt that Qatar had failed to observe the normal courtesies between GCC states in 

handling the dispute and that Qatar had insulted Sheik Zayed bin Sultan Al Nuhayyan of the 

UAE when he attempted to mediate. 
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 Saudi Arabia retaliated for the Qatari walkout by joining Bahrain and the UAE in 

receiving the Emir’s deposed father, Sheik Khalifa bin Hamad, who made it clear during his 

visits that he was actively seeking to regain power. The UAE received Sheik Khalifa bin Hamad 

on December 21, 1995. Sheik Khalifa then announced that he would set up “temporary quarters” 

in Abu Dhabi until he returned to power in Doha and pledged that he would improve relations 

between Qatar and its neighbors if he resumed power.71 Sheik Khalifa then went on to visit Cairo 

and Damascus, and again announced he was seeking to resume the throne.  

 Qatar’s new Emir, Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, responded by visiting Egypt, Jordan, and 

Oman to demonstrate that he had influence in other Arab states, and gave an interview indicating 

that he hoped to solve Qatar’s border disputes with Saudi Arabia in a “brotherly way.” He 

clarified his position on the selection of a new Secretary-General of the GCC by stating that, “If 

people thought what happened in Muscat was a result of the border [dispute with Saudi Arabia], 

that is not right at all...We don’t mind the Secretary-General being a Saudi...[but] All six 

countries have to agree on this issue. We don’t mind Saudi Arabia coming in with its candidate. 

The way they...did it was not a way we can accept. It was a way that did not happen before in the 

GCC.” 72 

 The exact nature of what happened next is still a subject of debate  within the Gulf states. 

Qatar’s leadership feels that Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE allowed Sheik Khalifa bin 

Hamad to prepare a coup attempt. They claim the coup was planned to combine Qataris loyal to 

the deposed Emir with a force of up to 2,000 Yemeni and other Arab mercenaries that was to 

assemble on the Saudi side of the border. They claim that this force was under the leadership of a 

French officer who had commanded Sheik Khalifa bin Hamad’s personal guard and had 

previously been one of the leaders of the French special forces that suppressed the uprising at the 

Grand Mosque in Mecca. They accuse Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE of allowing the 

deposed Emir to prepare the force in their countries, of allowing the plotters to stage two 

Transall transports to move the forces involved, and even of plans to provide air cover for the 

coup. 

 It is clear that Qatar took these events seriously enough to mobilize the Emiri Guard on 

February 17, 1996 and carry out several hundred arrests. Beyond this, the details of what 

happened remain unclear. Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE deny that a coup attempt ever 
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reached the point where Sheik Khalifa bin Hamad assembled any significant forces on their soil 

and deny that a major recruiting effort ever took place. They accuse Qatar of making false 

charges to deliberately embarrass them and provide an excuse for its arrests.  

 The views of other Gulf states are ambiguous. Oman denounced the coup attempt, but 

Kuwait was silent. No build-up prior to the coup attempt was detected by US intelligence, but 

several senior US officials in the Gulf feel that a coup attempt was being mobilized. The US also 

encouraged the Southern Gulf states to resolve their differences peacefully, and supported Qatar 

in a call for a special summit meeting to deal with the issue. Both France and the US also carried 

out exercises with Qatar to help show their support.73 

 In any case, the situation improved in March and April 1996, and Qatar and its neighbors 

reached a compromise over the GCC. In March 1996, Qatar agreed with the other GCC states 

that the Secretary-General of the GCC would now be selected from each Gulf state in 

alphabetical order and that a Secretary-General could only serve for a maximum of two three 

year terms. This compromise seemed to support Qatar’s original position, but the fact that the 

GCC had just selected a Saudi meant that Qatar would now only receive its turn after a 

Secretary-General had served from every other Gulf state. The de facto result was a Saudi 

victory over the GCC.  

 In return, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE endorsed the rule of Emir Hamad. Bahrain 

also agreed to accept the International Court’s jurisdiction over the Hawar Islands dispute while 

Qatar ceased to allow the Bahraini opposition to make statements attacking the Bahraini 

government from Qatari soil. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia and Qatar agreed in November 1996 to 

sign a contract to have the international division of the French Institut Geographique National 

demarcate their land and maritime borders. An agreement was signed in Riyadh in which both 

countries agreed that the mapping would be binding on both governments.74 Saudi Arabia also 

played a prominent role in arranging a conciliatory meeting in Riyadh between President 

Mubarak of Egypt and the Emir of Qatar at which al-Thani was reported to have expressed regret 

over what happened between the two countries. 

 These compromises and agreements restored the image of unity, but the royal families of 

Qatar and Saudi Arabia have remained somewhat at odds. The Saudis continued to see the Qatari 
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Emir and Foreign Minister as brash and willing to revoke unnecessary controversy.  In April 

1997 Saudi Arabia conspicuously withdrew from the Economic Summit in Doha that was 

planned for November 1997. Saudi Arabia’s public reason for its withdrawal was that “Jerusalem 

was being lost and swallowed,” and that no summit should be held that included Israel as long as 

so little progress was being made in the Arab-Israeli peace process. At the same time, it was a 

convenient excuse to deprive Qatar of the status that holding a successful summit would have 

provided.75 In contrast, members of the Qatari royal family sometimes describe the Saudis as 

bullies who attempt to dominate the GCC, and a nation led by a generation that is too old to 

adapt to the changes in the Gulf.  

 There are some religious and political level issues as well. Although both states adhere to 

the Wahhabi sect of Islam, the Saudis saw the Qataris as slack and as deviating somewhat from 

the dictates of Wahhabi beliefs, while the Qataris saw the Saudis as accommodating Islamic 

extremists by adopting exaggerated and overly rigid religious practices.  

 The main political differences between Saudi Arabia and Qatar now seem to focus on the 

Saudi feeling that Qatar’s Emir is making democratic and social reforms too quickly, and that 

Qatar’s Foreign Minister is sometimes a disruptive influence. The Saudis also resent Qatar’s 

tolerance of a relative free and often—if not hypercritical—critical media. Ironically, the most 

serious source of irritation to the Saudis is Qatari TV station, Al-Jazeera that broadcasts widely 

throughout the Gulf. It was originally formed out of staff that the BBC had recruited to run a 

news station in Saudi Arabia. One must be careful, however, about exaggerating the importance 

of these remaining differences. Senior Saudi officials and members of the royal family seem 

more tolerant of Qatar’s actions than Saudi mid-level officials and clerics. The idea that the 

Saudi royal family opposes all reform in neighboring states is simply incorrect. If anything, some 

senior Saudi officials feel that Qatar acts as a useful stimulus for evolutionary reform in Saudi 

Arabia and counterbalance to the region’s Islamists. 

 Nevertheless, relations between Qatar and Saudi Arabia have continued to improve.  

Some Saudi officials attribute this shift to Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Faisal and Prince 

Abdullah. Saudi Arabia and Qatar initialed maps in 1999 that showed a new land boundary and a 

division of their coastal waters in the area called Dohat Salwa which some feel has offshore oil 

and gas resources. The Saudi and Qatari Foreign Ministers signed a border agreement 

Copyright Anthony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved 

 



Saudi Arabia Enters the 21st Century –Politics, Economics, and Energy             11/6/2002               Page 41  

recognizing these new boundary lines on March 21, 2000, in a ceremony in Doha, and Saudi 

Arabia has supported the appointment of a Qatari to a top position in the GCC.76  

Relations with Kuwait 

 Saudi Arabia has generally had better relations with its other Southern Gulf neighbors. 

This is particularly important in the case of Kuwait and Bahrain because the defense of the Saudi 

border with Iraq, and the key Saudi oil fields and facilities in the Upper Gulf, is dependent on 

close cooperation between these three states.  

 While Saudi Arabia and Kuwait had some border disputes in the 1950s, there have been 

no serious clashes between the two nations since Britain prevented Saudi conquest of Kuwait at 

the peak of Ibn Saud’s conquests well over half a century ago. The Saudi-Kuwaiti “Neutral 

Zone” was partitioned for administrative purposes in 1971. Each state continued to equally share 

the petroleum resources of the zone, which the Saudi government now calls the “divided zone.”  

 Saudi Arabia and Kuwait continued to dispute ownership of Qaruh and the Umm al-

Maradim Islands and offshore areas, but both states entered into new negotiations after the Gulf 

War, and demarcated the rest of their borders in July 1995.77They also established a Joint 

Technical Committee to resolve the remaining border issues.  This committee made little real 

progress until 2000, when its work was rushed forward because of disputes both countries had 

with Iran over Iranian drilling activity in the nearby Dorra gas field in an undesignated area in 

the Gulf and their concern over Iraqi claims in the area.  

 Saudi Arabia and Kuwait signed an agreement on the borders affecting the islands and 

offshore borders of the Neutral Zone in July 2000, and deposited agreed maps with the GCC, 

Arab League, and UN. This settlement gave Kuwait sovereignty over the islands of Umm al-

Maradim and Quruh and a one-mile radius around each island. It also stipulated that the offshore 

gas resources in the Dorra gas field, estimated to be in excess of 370 billion cubic meter, would 

be shared by the two countries. The two countries exchanged documents formally ratifying the 

new border on January 23, 2001.78 Iran did not protest this settlement, but Iraq announced it 

would not recognize any settlement in the area that did not take account of Iraqi rights. 
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 The Neutral Zone contains about 5 billion barrels of proven oil reserves. Within the 

Neutral Zone, Japan's Arabian Oil Co. (AOC) operated two offshore fields (Khafji and Hout) 

until the fields were transferred to Aramco in the spring of 2000. (The AOC concession on the 

Saudi side expired on February 27, 2000 and on January 2003 on the Kuwait side. Texaco 

operates three onshore fields; Wafra, South Fawaris, and South Umm Gudair).79 

 Saudi Arabia and Kuwait have cooperated with the US in developing their defenses 

against Iraq since the Gulf War. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait have begun to conduct air and land 

exercises that are more realistic than in the past. The Saudi and Kuwaiti air forces have 

cooperated closely with US air units, and have improved their capability to cooperate in mission 

planning and battle management using advanced command and control systems like the AWACS 

and JSTARS. Further, the Saudi and Kuwaiti armies began common brigade-level combined 

arms command post exercises in 1995, supported by battalion-level field exercises.  

 Unfortunately, this cooperation has failed to develop anything like an effective and 

coherent military response to the threat posed by Iraq. The Saudi Army is not organized to 

concentrate and deploy rapidly to the border or into Kuwait and fight an aggressive war of 

maneuver in defending its northern border area. It is over-dispersed, favors static defense, and is 

poorly organized and trained for maneuver warfare. The links between the Saudi air defense 

control and warning system and Kuwait are relatively primitive considering the probable 

intensity of any joint effort.  

 Saudi offensive air power is still poorly organized for attacks on Iraqi forces as they 

advance on, or into Kuwait. Saudi Arabia would be also totally dependent on the US for 

intelligence, targeting, advanced command and control/battle management, joint warfare 

planning, and air-land and combined warfare. While broad conceptual plans exist for the US to 

perform this role, and some progress has been made at the tactical level, detailed contingency 

planning is weak to non-existent. Few realistic major command and field exercises have taken 

place to prepare Saudi Arabia and Kuwait for the demands of this kind of coalition warfare. 

 There also some political and social tensions between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait on 

political grounds, although the perception in some Western circles that Saudi Arabia sees 

Kuwait’s National Assembly as a symbol of a destabilizing tolerance for political dissent may be 
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incorrect. Some experts feel that the Saudi leadership has seen the Kuwaiti National Assembly as 

a useful experiment.  

 As for social issues, many Saudis see Kuwaitis as arrogant and as refusing to cooperate in 

many areas. Kuwaiti officials, in turn, see Saudi Arabia as attempting to preserve outdated 

political and social customs, as defending an interpretation of Islamic law and custom that is too 

conservative to function in the modern world, and as attempting to interfere in Kuwaiti domestic 

matters. If Saudi Arabia sometimes sees Kuwait as slow to cooperate, Kuwait sees Saudi Arabia 

as a power that sometimes attempts to intimidate its neighbors and is careless of their 

sensitivities. These tensions do not block cooperation between the two states, but they cannot be 

disregarded.  

 Relations with Bahrain 

 Saudi Arabia has long had good relations with Bahrain, and the causeway that links 

Bahrain with Saudi Arabia is virtually a symbol of the closeness of the two countries.80 The 

foreign policies of both Bahrain and the UAE often coincide with that of Saudi Arabia, and 

Saudi Arabia has also given Bahrain extensive economic aid. Saudi Arabia has cooperated 

closely with Bahrain in security exercises since 1975.81 

Bahrain, however, has been a troubled country. It has suffered from deep divisions 

between its ruling Sunni elite and a largely Shi’ite population. The CIA estimates that the total 

population is 70% Shi'a Muslim and 30% Sunni Muslim, but these figures are not based on a 

census, and most expert feel the portion of Shi’a is at least 80%. Poor labor and immigration 

policies -- and deliberate efforts to exploit low cost foreign labor even at the price of native 

unemployment -- have created a total population that is 63% Bahraini, 19% Asian, 10% other 

Arab and 8% Iranian.82 

Bahrain has serious economic problems. Although Bahrain was one of the first nations in 

the Gulf to develop an oil economy, its oil reserves are largely depleted, and it has become more 

of a service economy whose success has depended on the oil wealth of its neighbors.  It was hit 

hard by the major drop in oil revenues in 1986, the drop in oil revenues and economic activity 

during and following the Gulf War, and the new oil crash in 1997. High unemployment has 

continued in 1999 and 2000—especially among young Shi’ites—in spite of high oil revenues. 
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While its per capita income was still $15,900 in 2001, at least as measured in purchasing power 

parity terms, this income was poorly distributed.83 Much of it was concentrated in a small cadre 

of elite citizens, many of them Sunni. In contrast, many Shi’ites have been squeezed out of the 

middle class position that they occupied during the past time when Bahrain was still earning 

significant time oil revenues. 

Bahrain has been the target of past Iranian political pressure, although both the Shah and 

Khomeini renounced Iran’s past claims to Bahrain. Iran supported a Shi’ite coup attempt in the 

early 1980s, and continued to back Shi’ite opposition groups, some of which had extremist and 

violent elements. It is important to note, however, that most native Bahraini Shi'a activist 

demands were peaceful and  focused on the return of an elected National Assembly, better 

distribution of the nation’s income, more social and political equity, and reductions in Shi’ite 

unemployment.84 

In fact, during the 1980s and much of the 1990s, Bahrain  often used Iranian sponsorship 

as an excuse for domestic Shi’ite unrest that was actually provoked by the failure of the 

government’s economic policies and unwillingness to grant Shi’ites a fair share of the nation’s 

wealth and share of political power. The Royal family was slow to recognize the need for change 

and reform. Prime Minister Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa, who served for many years, was 

particularly prone to exporting blame to Iran when internal reform was needed.  His 

intransigence and failure to deal fairly with the Shi’ite problem, was almost certainly  a 

significantly greater threat to Bahrain than Iran. 

Fortunately, a new and younger Amir, Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, came to power in 

March of 1999. Both the new Amir, and his son and heir apparent—Crown Prince Salman bin 

Hamad—have since made important economic and political reforms, and have worked to 

improve relations with the Shi'a community, and have moved towards elections. They 

understand the need to heal Bahrain’s internal differences, and its economic priorities. The new 

Emir promised a “new political era” in a speech on October 3, 2000, after he had appointed a 

new consultative council (Shura) with 19 new members out of 40. These included one Jew, an 

Indian-Bahraini, and four women. He also stated that elections for the Shura would be held for 

the first time in 2004.85 Since that time, the Amir has continued his reform efforts and to reach 
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out to the nation’s Shi’ites. While Bahrain still has serious economic problems, it also has 

improved its economic reform efforts.  

 As might be expected, Saudi Arabia has been deeply concerned with the Shi’ite unrest in 

Bahrain. It has long given Bahrain the oil it needs to operate its refinery, and the output from the 

Saudi half of the oil field the two countries share, in an effort to relieve the economic pressures 

on Bahrain and improve its political stability. At the same time, some Saudi security officials did 

recommend that Bahrain’s government take a strong, if not repressive, approach to dealing with 

dissent during the 1980s and most of the 1990s.86  

 Some Bahrainis, including several senior officials, do feel that Saudi Arabia’s influence 

helped delay necessary political reforms during much of the 1990s and made it more difficult for 

the Bahraini government to reach a settlement with Bahrain’s Shi’ites. They feel that Saudi 

Arabia failed to provide the economic aid and support Bahrain needs and has concentrated on 

repression to the exclusion of peaceful solutions to the problem.  Saudi Arabia has also been 

ambivalent about Bahrain’s social tolerance of secular customs, including tourism and the ability 

to buy alcohol. While many Saudis take holidays in Bahrain and take advantage of Bahrain’s 

liberal social customs, the Saudi government sometimes attempts to push Bahrain towards more 

stringent “Islamic” behavior. In contrast, Bahraini officials feel that many Saudis use Bahrain as 

a social outlet in order to obtain relief from the increasingly strict interpretation of Wahhabi 

Islam adhered to by Saudi Arabia and do so with the tacit acceptance of the Saudi government. 

 These tensions have diminished since the new Amir came to power. Moreover, many of 

the pro-reform and modernization members of the Saudi royal family, as well as senior Saudi 

officials and technocrats, take a favorable stand towards Bahrain’s present reforms. Rather than 

seeing such change as threatening, they see it as creating pressure for evolutionary change inside 

Saudi Arabia, and as setting examples the Kingdom can follow.  

 Saudi economic aid to Bahrain has been significant. Bahrain’s economy is heavily 

dependent on the operation of its Sitra refinery, which has a throughput of some 256,000-

262,000 barrels per day, and which produces some 94 million barrels of product a year, almost 

all of which is exported. Bahrain’s own oil reserves are almost totally exhausted, and its onshore 

Awali field produces only 37,000-38,000 barrels of crude a day. Bahrain’s only other source of 
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oil is its Abu Safah offshore field, which it shares with Saudi Arabia. The field is owned 50-50 

by the two countries, and produces around 140,000 barrels of Arab medium crude per day. 

Production was split equally between the two countries until 1992, when Saudi Arabia allowed 

Bahrain to overlift its share of the field, and in September 1992, Saudi Arabia allowed Bahrain to 

increase its share of the total output from 70,000 to 100,000 barrels per day. On April 1, 1996, 

Saudi Arabia agreed to allow Bahrain to lift all 140,000 barrels per day. Saudi Arabia also seems 

to have made concessions to Bahrain that help it import some 220,000-225,000 barrels per day to 

keep its refinery operating near full capacity.87 

 The scale of Saudi aid to Bahrain’s military and internal security efforts is less clear. 

There are reports that Saudi Arabia and Bahrain have agreed on contingency plans to rapidly 

deploy Saudi security and/or National Guard forces to Bahrain if there should be any kind of 

Shi’ite uprising, and that Saudi Arabia has quietly provided substantial funding to Bahrain to 

help build its military bases and acquire some military equipment. As is often the case in the 

Gulf, it is nearly impossible to obtain accurate data to put these reports in perspective. 

 What is clear that Saudi Arabia encouraged Bahrain to reach a border settlement with 

Qatar. This settlement has greatly improved relations between two critical countries that share a 

common border with Saudi Arabia and which have a strategic position in the Gulf. The two 

countries disputed claims to islands and reefs in the offshore areas between them, and Bahrain 

claimed Zubara, a small enclave in Qatar. While the disputed area involved potential oil and gas 

reserves, the main reason for the dispute was a long-standing feud, with roots in the 17th century, 

between the ruling Al Khalifa family in Bahrain which had lost its territory in Qatar to the Al 

Khalifa family when it took control of all of Qatar between 1850 and 1860.  

 The dispute over one reef, the Fasht al-Dibal, led both countries to the brink of a serious 

military clash in 1986. The Saudis offered to mediate at this point, and made repeated efforts to 

bring the two sides together until 1991. Qatar saw the Saudis as biased in favor of Bahrain, 

however, and pressed for the issue to be turned over to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 

The Hague, while Bahrain pushed for regional mediation. As a result, the quarrel festered until 

1991, when Qatar took its case to the ICJ. New tensions between the two countries flared in 

1997, but Bahrain eventually agreed to give the ICJ jurisdiction and to abide by its decision. It is 
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not clear exactly what role Saudi Arabia played in this decision, but senior Saudi officials say 

that the Kingdom did counsel Bahrain to accept a judgment by the ICJ. 

 The International Court of Justice reached a decision on March 16, 2001 that gave both 

countries much of what they wanted. Bahrain got control of the Hawar islands and the island or 

reef called Qit’at Jarada. Qatar got control of Zubara -- the enclave on its territory, a reef called 

the Fash al-Dibal, two islands called Janana and Hadd Janana, and the right of innocent passage 

between the Hawar islands and Bahrain.  The Emirs of  both countries claimed victory in ways 

that made it clear they were more interested in improved relations than continued tension. They 

began to discuss cooperation in exploring the offshore oil and gas resources between them, and 

there now is even some terrorism in the disputed area.88 

 The way in which the two Emirs dealt with the court’s decision was clearly far more the 

result of their own decisions than any intervention by Saudi Arabia. Nevertheless, Saudi officials 

do seem to have played a constructive role, and one that may facilitate Saudi security 

cooperation with both Bahrain and Qatar.  

Relations with the UAE 

 Relations between Saudi Arabia and the UAE are good, although, some Saudi officials 

complain that the UAE has become over-liberal in dealing with foreigners and has failed to 

properly enforce Islamic customs. They admire Sheik Zayid as a man and a leader, but feel the 

UAE has done too little to support Gulf security and help integrate the oil policies of the 

Southern Gulf states. There are also some residual tensions over past border disputes. Senior 

officials in Abu Dhabi still resent what they feel was an unfair border settlement in 1974, that 

they claim Abu Dhabi only agreed because of the lingering Saudi military threat to the Buraymi 

oasis area.  

 As has been touched upon earlier, Saudi Arabia had attempted to occupy parts of the area 

by force in the 1950s and 1960s. While British and the Trucial Oman Scouts expelled the Saudis, 

British withdrawal from the Gulf in 1971 left Abu Dhabi and the other six Emirates that 

combined to form the UAE militarily weak and somewhat exposed. As a result, the UAE (in 

reality Abu Dhabi) reached a secret agreement in 1974 that gave Saudi Arabia substantial 

territory along a fifteen-mile stretch of the coast between Qatar and the UAE in return for Saudi 
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Arabia recognizing the UAE’s sovereignty of the area around the Buryami Oasis and Al Ain. 

This same agreement gave Saudi Arabia rights to a large oil field in the dispute area called the 

Shaybah field that some estimates put as high as 14-billion barrels.89  

 While the UAE announced that the settlement was the result of the “generosity” of the 

UAE’s President, Sheik Zayid bi Sultan Al Nuhayyan, UAE officials privately made it clear that 

they felt the agreement was forced on the UAE by Saudi “arrogance” and the Saudi “threat.” 

Saudi officials, in return, felt that the Kingdom ended in losing territory to the UAE because of 

British interference and colonialism.  

 No significant tension surfaced over the remaining problems in demarcating the Saudi-

UAE border. Saudi Arabia fully demarcated the remaining part of its border with the UAE in 

1999 as part of its settlement with Qatar. This settlement—combined with the Saudi border 

settlement with Kuwait and Yemen—left only one significant “border” issue unresolved between 

Saudi Arabia and its neighbors—the demarcation of the offshore boundary with Iran.90 

Moreover, it left only two major territorial disputes of any kind in the Gulf region affecting other 

countries: Iraq’s claims to part or all of Kuwait and a dispute between the UAE and Iran over 

three islands in the Gulf. 

 Some senior UAE officials do feel, however, that Saudi Arabia should share the output of 

the Shaybah field, with estimated reserves of up to 14 billion barrels of oil. In spite of the 

demarcation of the their border, the UAE and Saudi Arabia still do not have a precisely defined 

border in the desert separating them, and the Shaybah field straddles territory claimed by both 

countries. Saudi Arabia began production from the Shaybah field in late 1998, and the UAE has 

demanded an agreement to share production from Shaybah.91 The UAE boycotted a Saudi-hosted 

meeting of the GCC oil minister in March 1999, in part because it coincided with Prince 

Abdullah’s opening of major production from the field and in part because it felt that improving 

Saudi relations with Iran had led the Kingdom to tilt in Iran’s favor in regard to a dispute 

between the UAE and Iran over the ownership of the islands of Abu Musa, Greater Tunbs, and 

Lesser Tunbs in the Gulf.92  

While the origins of this latter dispute over Abu Musa and the Tumbs date back to British 

withdrawal from the Gulf in 1971, more recent Iranian actions have made control over the 
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islands a major foreign policy issue. This dispute also has considerable strategic importance 

because the three islands occupy a position so close to the main shipping lanes through the lower 

Gulf. 93 

Iran effectively seized all three islands from the nominal control of Ras al Khaimah when 

the British left the Gulf in 1971, and did so with at least tacit British compliance. Ras al 

Khaimah, which later became part of the UAE, was given a face-saving compromise and 

jurisdiction over the small Arab population on Abu Musa. The island dispute was then further 

complicated by the development of Mubarak field in the Gulf. It is located six miles off Abu 

Musa, and began producing gas-rich oil since 1974. 

The UAE did not, however, formally accept this compromise, and the UAE’s position 

may be summarized as follows:94 

Documents provide evidence of the use, presence, administration and display of authority of the Qawassim 
of Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah on Abu Musa and the Tunbs from the early to mid-1700s. Abu Musa was in 
the possession of Sharjah while the Tunbs fell under the jurisdiction and control of Ras al-Khaimah.  

Sharjah’s right to Abu Musa and Ras al-Khaimah’s claim to the Tunbs was frequently asserted, defended, 
and exercised on behalf of the Qawassim by British officials from the 1800s until 1971. Persia did not 
begin to assert specific claims to the Tunbs until the late nineteenth century or to Abu Musa until the early 
twentieth century, and its claims over the following decades were relatively infrequent.  

On the eve of the creation of the United Arab Emirates and the British withdrawal from the Gulf, Iran 
occupied the Greater and Lesser Tunb by force and seized it from Ras al-Khaimah on November 30, 1971. 
Earlier that month, Sharjah and Iran had signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) regarding Abu 
Musa. There are indications that the MoU was signed under duress, since the Shah had indicated that he 
would take Abu Musa by force if necessary. During this period, Ras al-Khaimah was also pressed to sign 
an agreement involving a permanent lease to Iran, but refused. This seems to have triggered the Iranian 
occupation.  

The MoU on Abu Musa states that “neither Iran or Sharjah will give up its claim to Abu Musa nor 
recognize the other’s claim.” Referring to the Iranian arrival on the northern half of the island, the MoU 
acknowledges that “within the agreed areas occupied by Iranian troops, Iran will have full jurisdiction ....” 
The MoU’s language on Sharjah’s presence on the island is that “Sharjah will retain full jurisdiction over 
the remainder of the island.” Thus, the MoU is essentially an interim arrangement between a state that came 
to occupy part of the island and a state that was already on the island and retained its position on part of it.  

Sharjah exercised all aspects of sovereignty over the remainder of the island over the ensuing years, 
including flying its and the UAE flag as well as providing public services. This despite the fact that in 1983 
Iran began encroaching on Sharjah’s zone, and in 1987 briefly occupied the zone after hearing rumors of a 
coup in Sharjah. Since 1992, Iran has been violating the MoU when it took over the entire island and 
evicted all UAE nationals from it.  

With the establishment of the UAE in 1971, the island dispute between the emirates of 

Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah and Iran became a federal UAE issue. Since that time, the UAE has 
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tried unsuccessfully to recover the sovereignty over the islands by peaceful means. The UAE has 

advocated direct negotiation, mediation, or taking the case to the International Court of Justice. 

Iran has refused all these measures, will only consider discussing the case of Abu Musa, to which 

it refers to as a “misunderstanding,” and repeatedly states that all three islands are an inseparable 

part of Iran. 

 Even so, the awkward combination of de facto Iranian sovereignty, plus a limited UAE 

role in the islands, survived the Iranian Revolution and continued throughout the Iran-Iraq War. 

It came as a surprise to the UAE, therefore, when Iranian troops effectively occupied all three 

islands in 1992. In 1995, the Iranian Foreign Ministry went further, and claimed that the islands 

were “an inseparable part of Iran.” Iran then rejected a proposal the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) made in 1996 that the dispute should be resolved by the International Court of Justice. In 

early 1996, Iran took further steps to strengthen its hold on the disputed islands. These actions 

included starting up a power plant on Greater Tunb, opening an airport on Abu Musa, and 

announcing plans for construction of a new port on Abu Musa.95  

The UAE has repeatedly reasserted its claims to sovereignty since 1992, has sought 

support from bodies like the GCC, and has continued to try to bring the issue to the ICJ. Iran, in 

contrast, has resisted any efforts to internationalize the dispute, and has continued to take a firm 

position that the islands are sovereign Iranian territory – a position it also took under the Shah. 

At the same time, UAE officials have chosen not to try to escalate the dispute in ways 

that would lead to the use of force, and have supported the GCC’s calls for mediation or a 

settlement by the International Court of Justice in The Hague. They have done so in fact partly 

because of the risk that a major confrontation between the UAE and Iran could lead to conflict, 

partly because of the UAE’s military weakness, and partly because none of the UAE’s allies 

have seen the dispute as either a case of naked aggression or worth a conflict.  In fact, Iran has 

remained one of Dubai’s major trading partners, accounting for 20% to 30% of Dubai’s business.  

 This background helps explain why the UAE was deeply disturbed at the warming of 

relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia during 1988-1999. It feared this might weaken Saudi 

support for the UAE’s claims to Abu Musa and the Tumbs. The UAE government made this 

position public after a visit of Iran’s President Khatami to Saudi Arabia in May of 1999. The 
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UAE accused Saudi Arabia of bidding for closer ties with Iran at the expense of its regional 

allies. A long verbal battle followed in the press and the UAE was rumored to be reconsidering 

its role in the GCC alliance. Iran, for its part, expressed a willingness to improve its relations 

with the UAE, though it refused to agree to the preconditions proposed by the UAE for a set 

agenda and timetable to be included in discussions.96   

 Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia has remained publicly supportive of the UAE’s claims, but 

has done little in practical terms. For example, in July 1999, a committee made up of Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar and Oman, was set up to work on the dispute but has made little headway.97 Saudi 

Arabia does not seem to have taken any serious unilateral action to try to resolve the issue during 

its dialogues with Iran, although it does seem to have asked Iran to turn the dispute over to the 

International Court of Justice in The Hague. 

 Saudi Arabia and the GCC 

Saudi Arabia has played a key role in the GCC since its founding following an Arab 

summit meeting in November 1980. The Kingdom hosted the formal creation of the GCC at a 

meeting in Riyadh on February 4, 1981, and helped draft the charter that the members of the 

GCC approved in May 1981. It has pushed for increased cooperation in the political, economic, 

and security areas, and hosts the headquarters of the GCC and its military headquarters. At the 

same time, it has been careful to advance its own interests, to act as a prima inter pares, and to 

assure that the GCC does not infringe on its sovereignty.  

The Kingdom has supported collective efforts by the GCC to discuss trade agreements 

and the WTO with the European Community, cooperation in energy policy, creation of a 

Customs Union, and slow movement towards the GCC equivalent of a Common Market.98 It has 

supported the coordination of banking, monetary, and financial policies and the idea of moving 

towards a common currency. It has supported the idea of uniform standards, retail trade 

regulations, and common commercial codes. It has supported increased cooperation in sharing 

data on suspected terrorists, criminals, and political extremists, and taking a GCC-wide census of 

citizens to assess the impact of foreign labor and ways to increase jobs for native citizens.99   

Both King Fahd and Crown Prince Abdullah have given repeated speeches at meetings of 

the GCC Summit Council calling for added cooperation. For example, Crown Prince Abdullah 
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gave an address to the Council meeting in December 1998 stating that, “We cannot live isolated 

from the world, which is at present facing a strong and overwhelming current, the current of 

globalization, that advocates the opening of borders and the removal of obstacles to the fee 

movement of peoples, ideas, capital, and goods.”100 

At the 21st meeting of the GCC Summit Council on December 30, 2000, Crown Prince 

Abdullah called on the members to develop clear priorities for a common strategy on 

comprehensive development at the economic, cultural, and social level. Prince Abdullah also 

called on the members to cooperate in developing an “efficient capability” to deter any possible 

attack on any GCC member state as a key priority, “This requires all GCC countries to move 

decisively toward improving their collective defense capabilities to enable them to confront 

current and potential challenges.”101 Saudi Arabia continued to advance these themes. 

At the same time, Saudi Arabia has never had any illusions about how quickly progress 

can be made, about the level of real unity within the GCC, or the difference between reality and 

diplomatic and economic rhetoric. Crown Prince Abdullah was careful to lay out the limits of the 

GCC at the same meeting of the Summit Council. He stated that it was unwise to talk about a 

unified military coalition when there was no unified and cohesive political front, and when so 

many statements and remarks never found their way to implementation.102  

Like all of the Southern Gulf states, Saudi Arabia finds the GCC useful but does not see it 

as a substitute for reliance on national diplomatic, economic, and internal security efforts. The 

most senior Saudi officials also see developments like the Manama Declaration the GCC signed 

in December 2000 as largely an exercise in political and diplomatic symbolism. The Manama 

Declaration called for greatly enhanced cooperation in creating power projection capabilities, 

and for increasing the Peninsula Shield Force deployed near Hafr al Batin in northwestern Saudi 

Arabia from 5,000 men to 25,000 men as largely a political gesture, and the GCC announces new 

efforts to expand the force in 2001 and 2002. However, senior Saudi officials have made it clear 

that this “expansion” consists of little more than earmarking existing units with little prospect 

they will be given real mobility, sustainability, effective warfighting training, and the necessary 

command and control assets. They also make it clear that the non-Saudi elements of the existing 

Peninsula Shield Force are severely understrength and have little heavy armor and artillery.103 
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Saudi Arabia has, however, continued to hold other meetings with GCC states to discuss 

security issues like defensive against Iraq. One such meeting in Hafr al-Batin on April 5, 2001 

included senior military and intelligence officials from all of the GCC states, and Iraq denounced 

it as “an act of provocation and threat” in Iraq’s official press.104 While Saudi Arabia has been 

cautious about sharing command and control, sensor, and intelligence data with its neighbors, it 

has supported the creation of a common early warning system and common secure 

communications. These efforts have included the creation of a $160 million secure fiber optics 

link between the Ministries of Defense of all six states called the Hizam al-Taawun or Belt of 

Cooperation. The system was completed by Raytheon of the US and Ericson of Sweden, and 

became operational in February 2001.  

Still this effort represents the only really major GCC cooperative program to have been 

implemented, since the GCC was founded in 1980. According to some reports, completion of the 

system was also delayed for several years by internal political squabbling in Kuwait, and 

escalated in cost from an original estimate of $70 million. At present it t  is little more than a 

glorified “hotline,” for communicating messages and radar data primarily between ministries of 

defense when the GCC states actually need a fully integrated air defense and maritime 

surveillance system while real-time capability to assist in air-to-air combat and land-based air 

defense operations. Such a full-scale command and control system is now “planned,” but “plan” 

is not an encouraging substitute for “execute.” The military staffs of the GCC first began 

discussing such a system in 1982 – nearly two decades before the first elements of the Hizam al-

Taawun became operational.   

It is also important to note that Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Bahrain still do not have 

command and control, intelligence, sensor and radar, air defense, and maritime surveillance 

systems that they can fully integrate for war fighting purposes even though they are the front line 

states that must defend against Iraq. Much of the Saudi and Kuwaiti systems were designed to be 

autonomous even though it has long been clear that integration was vital to dealing with air 

attacks from both Iraq and Iran, and no concerted effort has yet been made to fund a matching 

and integrated system in Bahrain. This failure is partly the fault of Saudi parochialism but 

disputes within the Kuwait government and parliament have played a major role, and Kuwait has 

delayed procurement of even an effective national system for years.105 
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Relations with Israel and Policy Towards the Arab-Israeli 
Conflict 
 Saudi Arabia’s attitudes towards Israel have shifted with time, and have become 

increasingly dependent on the progress in the Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement and the tension 

and violence between Israeli and Palestinian. During the reign of King Faisal, Saudi Arabia was 

one of Israel’s strongest opponents. Since that time, Saudi Arabia has become progressively 

more concerned with its own security. The Kingdom has adopted a policy of trying to decouple 

Saudi foreign policy from the Arab-Israeli conflict. As a result, Saudi Arabia has strongly 

supported the Arab-Israeli peace process when it has made progress and when Israel’s relations 

with the Palestinians and/or Syria seemed to be improving under the leadership of Prime 

Ministers Rabin, Peres, and Barak.  

 On the other hand, the Kingdom has strongly condemned Israel when the peace process 

has slowed, or when Israel has attacked Arab states or clashed with the Palestinians. It joined 

other Arab nations in condemning Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for failing to consider 

Palestinian and Arab sensitivities. It has been a leader in supporting the Palestinians against the 

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. In the process, it has provided Saudi funds to violent 

Palestinian movements like Hamas. Saudi Arabia  has not, however, abandoned the peace 

process, and Crown Prince Abdullah advanced a new peace proposal in March 2002.  

The Saudi Shift Towards Peace 

 Saudi attitudes towards Israel eased significantly after the death of King Faisal and again 

after the Gulf War. Saudi Arabia effectively ended support of the second Arab boycott of Israel 

after Prince Saud al-Faisal, the Saudi Foreign Minister, attended some of the ceremonies relating 

to Israel’s peace settlement with the Palestinians following the Oslo Accords in 1994.  

 Saudi Arabia supported efforts to achieve a comprehensive peace settlement. At the same 

time, it generally kept a low public profile in dealing with Israel and the peace process, and 

lagged behind Gulf states like Oman and Qatar in improving relations with Israel. The Saudi 

government continued to take the position that East Jerusalem should come under Arab and 

Islamic jurisdiction and that Israel be held accountable for its killing of Palestinians through a 

war crimes tribunal.   
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 This stance can be explained by several factors.  First, the Saudi Royal Family has made 

its commitment to Arab and Islamic causes, one of the foundations of its legitimacy.  Second, the 

Wahhabi dominance of the Saudi ulema makes Muslim control over Islamic holy sites a major 

Saudi concern.  The Wahhabi worldview excludes external control of mosques by non-Muslims, 

and at least some Wahhabi preaching and writing has an anti-Semitic and anti-Christian 

character.  Change in the Wahhabi position is very unlikely given the importance of Haram al-

Sharif to Muslim history. Third, Saudi and Arab public opinion is strongly pro-Palestinian and 

the Saudi ruling elite has always been sensitive to public opinion, particularly when meeting 

public demands does not affect the Kingdom’s strategic interest. 

Israel has remained the target of many of Saudi Arabia’s Islamists, and the anti-Semitism 

of Saudi extremists is far more direct than that of mainstream Wahhabi preachers.  Some 

opposition-oriented Islamists have used attacks on Israel and a “Zionist” US as an indirect way 

of attacking the Saudi regime. Nevertheless, Saudi government support for the Palestinian cause 

has never meant uncritical support of the Palestinian leadership. The relationship between the 

Saudi leadership and Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian Authority has always been an uncertain 

one, and there seems to be little mutual admiration and respect. Saudi officials have also been 

disconcerted with the Palestinian Authority’s tendency to squander aid over the years, and failure 

to capitalize on its opportunities for a just peace. They are far more sympathetic to the 

Palestinians than to Arafat and many officials in the Palestinian authority. 

 Saudi Arabia was initially cautious when Prime Minister Netanyahu came to power on 

May 29, 1996. Once it became clear that he did not give peace the same priority as Rabin and 

Peres, however, Saudi Arabia became more openly critical. Saudi Arabia strongly opposed new 

Israeli settlements in Jerusalem, in part because this was a critical issue for Saudi Arabia’s 

Islamists, but also because Saudi Arabia has always seen the issue of Jerusalem as part of the 

Palestine issue. 

 Saudi Arabia stepped up its criticism of the Israeli government in October 1996, when the 

Israeli mayor of Jerusalem opened a tunnel in the area near the main mosque in Jerusalem, the al-

Aqsa Mosque or “Dome of the Rock.” The bloody riots that followed caused the death of 55 

Palestinians and 14 Israelis. King Fahd attacked Israel for “practices which will not only 

sabotage the peace process but will greatly harm the world’s stability and prosperity....Israeli 
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changes to the nature of al-Aqsa which aim at suppressing the identify of Islamic holy (sites) are 

a flagrant deviation from international laws and norms.”106  

 In March 1997, King Fahd spoke out about the deterioration of the peace process: “Saudi 

Arabia is following with extreme concern the repeated acts of aggression of the Israeli authorities 

against the city of Jerusalem...Such actions are in defiance of all international resolutions and 

conventions.” Saudi Arabia announced in April 1997, that it would not attend the fourth Middle 

Eastern economic summit because it was inappropriate to do so when the peace process was in 

near paralysis. Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah stated in an interview, later that year in June, that 

Saudi Arabia had advised Qatar to cancel the summit because, “Jerusalem is being lost and 

swallowed.”107    

 At a meeting of the Arab League in September of 1997, Prince Said Al-Faisal the Saudi 

foreign minister and Chairman of the session, said that the “general attitude among Arab 

countries was linking participation in Doha to progress in the peace process.” Despite US 

pressure, Saudi Arabia did indeed eschew the conference and joined most other Arab countries in 

a show of protest over the lack of progress in the peace process. 

 During the Iraqi crisis in late 1997, Saudi Arabia expressed its dismay over what it 

perceived to be a double standard whereby Israel is allowed to disregard UN Security Council 

resolutions while Iraq is threatened with military action.  The Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-

Faisal called Israel’s policy towards the Palestinians “the greatest destabilizing element in the 

Middle East and the cause of all other problems in the region.”  

 On April 9, 1998, Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd and Crown Prince Abdullah issued a joint 

statement addressed to Moslems attending the hajj pilgrimage condemning Israeli expansionism 

and calling for the return of Arab land so the region could concentrate on economic 

development.108  

“Given its importance and strategic position, the Middle East must be guarded from tensions and conflicts 
caused by Israeli expansionist ambitions. This aggressive move, founded on racism and oppression, must 
be subject to international law...in order to restore all occupied Arab territories and establish a Palestinian 
state with Jerusalem as its capital, said. This must be achieved quickly and without dilly-dallying so that all 
countries in the region can concentrate their efforts on economic and social development.’’ 
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 In March 1999, the Kingdom criticized Israel for undermining the peace process by its 

continuing raids on Palestinian and Hezbollah targets. The remarks were made after a cabinet 

meeting that reviewed Israel’s attacks on the Palestinians in the occupied territories and the latest 

raids on Lebanon. The Saudi Press Agency said King Fahd “called on the international 

community to exert pressure on Israel to implement international resolutions and commitments 

to peace agreements with various Arab parties, in line with international law.”109  

Saudi Arabia was cautiously optimistic about Ehud Barak’s victory over Benjamin 

Netanyahu in May 1999. It then supported peace negotiations between Syria and Israel, and the 

Palestinians and Israel, until the peace process collapsed in September 2000. The Saudi 

government did however, blame Israel for the lack of progress in the peace process and 

Palestinians’ economic problems even before the outbreak of the Second Intifada in September 

2000. 

 Peace and the Second Intifada 

 Both the Saudi government and Saudi people have become steadily more critical and 

angry since September 28, 2000 when Ariel Sharon visited the Al-Aqsa mosque/Temple Mount 

and the cycle of violence began that has become the “Second Intifada.” Crown Prince Abdullah, 

in particular, took a progressively firmer stance in calling for an end to Israeli attacks on 

Palestinians and for collective Arab and GCC action to push for an end to violence and a peace 

settlement favorable to the Palestinians.110  

Ariel Sharon’s election and the steady escalation of Israeli-Palestinian violence since 

September 2000, have pushed Saudi Arabia to increasingly challenge not only Israel’s actions 

but those of the US. Since September 2000, the Saudi government has been steadily more critical 

of Israel, more willing to support joint Arab action against Israel, and more willing to provide 

financial and political aid to the Palestinians. It has rarely condemned Palestinian terrorism, has 

put increasing pressure on the US to intervene, and has distanced itself from public ties to US 

policy even at the cost of weakening its strategic ties with the US.  

 By the spring of 2001, Saudi anger towards Israel had reached the boiling point for 

reasons that had little to do with traditional anti-semitism or Islamic extremism. This triggered a 

popular boycott of American products by Saudi youth and led many Saudis to attack US policies 
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and see the US as unfair to the Arab world. The Saudi government had come to see the Israeli-

Palestinian struggle as the most destabilizing and threatening force in the Middle East. On June 

5, 2001—after another cycle of Israeli-Palestinian violence and a two-day visit to Syria—Crown 

Prince Abdullah stated that,111  

"The Israeli side has gone too far in its aggression, use of force and arrogance; Israeli bullets have 
assassinated old men, women and even toddlers. Let Sharon do whatever he wants because today might be 
his day but tomorrow -- God willing -- will be ours and every drop of Arab blood that has been spilled on 
our Arab land will be paid for by those who spilled it…violence only breeds violence…We urge all honest 
people in the world to contribute actively and with no bias to achieve just and comprehensive peace and we 
call upon the United States, Europe and the whole world to meet their historic commitments towards the 
peace process."  

The Crown Prince followed up with steadily more serious letters to President Bush. By 

August, he reached the point of warning the President that unless the US became more active n 

the peace process, there would be a major crisis in Saudi-US relations. It is important to note, 

however, that the Crown Prince’s statement focused on advancing the cause of peace and not on 

making threats of war, and this has been a consistent theme of recent Saudi policy.  

Saudi Arabia has not opposed Israel’s right to exist since the time of King Faisal. While 

Saudi Arabia did not support the Camp David accords, King Fahd did put forth a peace plan in 

1981 designed to encourage peace without committing Saudi Arabia to taking a stand that might 

lead to sharp criticism from other Arab states. The plan was presented to the Arab League 

Summit in Morocco.  It was fervently criticized by many Arab states, particularly Iraq, Syria, 

Algeria and Mauritania, and denounced by Libyan leader Moammar Qaddafi as “a betrayal of 

[the] Arab cause.”112 Even so, a “watered-down version” of King Fahd’s plan was accepted one 

year later—only to be lost in the furor over Israeli’s invasion of Lebanon. Since that time,  a 

number of Saudi princes and officials have played an active behind-the-scenes role in the peace 

process. 

The Saudi government has reacted to both the royal family’s concern with Jerusalem and 

the Palestinian people, and increasing pressure from Saudi public opinion.  On October 9, 2000 

the Saudi royal family opened an Al-Quods fund for the “support of Al-Quods (Jerusalem) 

Intifada,” beginning with a 30 million riyal (8 million US dollars) donation from King Fahd.113  

Within three days of the opening of the fund, the televised donation campaign had raised 150 

million Riyals (40 million US dollars) from private Saudi citizens.114   
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By May 2002, according to the Royal Saudi Embassy in Washington DC, the Kingdom’s 

donations to the Al-Quods foundation had totaled nearly 201 million Riyals (53.67 million US 

dollars) since the foundation was established in October 2000.  The Saudi government has 

contributed approximately 1,376 million Riyals (367.42 million US dollars) in aid since the 

beginning of the Intifada in addition to the 11.25 Riyals (3.0 million US dollars) donated to the 

Al-Quds Beit-al-Mal Agency.  

The Kingdom also donated 938 million Riyals (250.47 million US dollars) as its “share in 

the budget of [the] Al-Quds Intifada and the Al-Aqsa Fund in line with the decision taken at 

the…Arab Summit in Cairo in 2000, plus an additional 78.75 million Riyals (21.03 million US 

dollars) as a result of the decision reached at the Arab Summit held in Beirut in March 2002.”115  

It was also agreed at the Arab Summit that during the first quarter of fiscal year 2002, Saudi 

Arabia’s share in the budget of the Palestinian Authority would be 169 million Riyals (45.13 

million US dollars) and another 12 million Riyals (3.2 million US dollars), which was allocated 

to the assistance to the Intifada.116 

Overall, the Saudi government and private Saudi citizens contributed approximately 9.78 

billion Riyals (2.61 billion US dollars) to the Palestinian people from September 2000 to May 

2002117—providing much of the humanitarian support to the Palestinians.118  Despite allegations 

by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in May 2002 that Saudi Arabia has been encouraging 

terrorism through this monetary assistance to the Palestinians, the government of Saudi Arabia 

has consistently denied accusations that Saudi donations (both by its government and its people) 

has ever been knowingly allocated to help finance suicide bombers or terrorist groups.119 Some 

of the Saudi money may, in fact, have been passed on to terrorist groups, but no evidence has yet 

surfaced to contradict those Saudi claims.    

 Yet, the Saudi government also began to take a more open and realistic approach to 

seeking a peace. Initially, Saudi Arabia reacted to the Second Intifada by taking a relatively rigid 

stand after the outbreak of the Second Intifada. Prince Saud Al-Faisal, the Foreign Minister, 

stated in October 2000 that “All bonds that link Israel with the Arab world should be 

revised…The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia will never accept anywhere other than Jerusalem as the 

capital the Palestinian state.”120 This statement tracked with Saudi attitudes that had their roots in 

the Wahhabi foundation of the Saudi state.    
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 Crown Prince Abdullah’s Peace Proposal 

In early 2002, however, Crown Prince Abdullah took a new and far more courageous 

approach. This decision may have been related to other issues. His decision came after a year 

fraught with escalating violence between the Israelis and Palestinians, the attacks on the United 

States on September 11, 2001—in which 15 of the 19 airline highjackers were from Saudi 

Arabia, and Saudi Prince Al-Walidbin Talal bin Abdul Aziz’s subsequent warnings to the United 

States as to the urgency in altering US policies toward the Palestinians citing it as motivation 

behind the attacks.121 All of these factors had led to deteriorating Saudi Arabia-US ties.  

 In February 2002, during an interview with New York Times veteran reporter Thomas 

Friedman, Crown Prince Abdullah revealed his intent to help bring the Israelis and Palestinians 

out of their deepening quagmire. At the time, the peace process had all but subsided—yet 

another causality of seventeen months of ensuing violence resulting in 1,200 deaths by February 

2002.122 

 Friedman’s article conveyed, for the first time to the world, ideas of the Saudi Crown 

Prince’s that later served as a basis for an eventual proposal to be presented at the 2002 Arab 

League Summit in Beirut.123  Deliberately elusive and based on a 35-year-old concept, the model 

was all too familiar: land for peace.124 There was no discussion of Palestinian refugees and the 

right of return—which would be an essential component to any viable proposal for the 

Palestinians.  There was no mention of defined state borders for Israel and a Palestinian state. 

These provisions, the Prince believed, should be left to Israeli, Palestinian, Syrian and Lebanese 

negotiators.125 

The plan did however, call for the “full withdrawal [of Israeli personnel] from all the 

occupied territories, in accord with U.N. resolutions, including in Jerusalem, for full 

normalization of relations.”126 The report suggested that the entire Arab world would commit to 

“normalized” peaceful relations with Israel (implying normalized economic, political, and social 

relations) in exchange for an Israeli withdrawal from land in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Golan 

Heights and East Jerusalem that it captured during the 1967 Six-Day War.      
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Abdullah’s proposal was not totally dissimilar to several previous Saudi initiatives: King 

Fahd’s 1981 peace plan, like those proposed later by former President Clinton and former Israeli 

Prime Minister Ehud Barak in 2001, were somewhat similar to Abdullah’s attempt at peace.127 

Crown Prince Abdullah’s proposal did, however, allow the Kingdom to avoid clashing with the 

more conventional Palestinian/Arab position while also offering Israel—for the first time—

collective recognition by the Arab world and an alternative negotiating partner beyond 

Palestinian Chairman Yasser Arafat—two things that Israel has long sought.128  

It also had special significance because of the “timing” of the proposal and the rank of its 

“messenger.” The timing was important for two reasons. First, the proposal came precisely when 

negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians had reached a momentous impasse.  Both sides 

viewed the peace proposal as a “way out of the impasse”129 that gave “a new lease of life to 

diplomatic efforts to bring calm to the Middle East.”130 Second, diplomatic relations between the 

United States and Saudi Arabia had been deteriorating.  As has been discussed earlier, the events 

of September 11, 2001 and its aftermath strained bilateral relations.  This led some to perceive 

the proposal as a public relations ploy and a “conciliatory gesture to repair relations with the 

United States.”131   

Some alleged that the plan spoke “volumes about Saudi concern over anti-Arab and 

Muslim backlash after the terrorist attacks last September [2001] in the United States.”132 Others 

were skeptical of Crown Prince Abdullah’s intentions because Abdullah revealed the proposal to 

the New York Times before notifying foreign state officials—leading skeptics to believe, that it 

was a “good indication that their [Saudi Arabia’s] motivation…[was] to improve public relations 

with the United States.”133 

Yet, Crown Prince Abdullah has never been an opportunistic “messenger,” or one likely 

to take such a stand simply to please the US in the face of his own convictions, Saudi public 

opinion, or Arab opposition. The fact that he extended such an olive branch made such a 

proposal all the more significant. His authorship acted to “give [other Arab states] crucial 

religious cover to making peace with [Israel].”134  

The very fact that Saudi Arabia initiated such a proposal also gave it added credence to 

the rest of the Arab world and for Israel. Although a similar plan had been put forth by Libyan 
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officials during a “closed-door meeting” at the Arab League Summit in Amman, Jordan in 2001, 

and League officials designated a committee to review the proposal—it had no credibility or 

momentum.135 Libya did not possess the clout necessary to advance such a proposal beyond its 

nascent stages.  

Crown Prince Abdullah’s proposal received a warm reception from the United States, 

Russia, the European Union, several Arab states, and both Palestinian and Israeli officials 

alike—including Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat, Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon 

Peres and Israeli President Moshe Katsav.136 Soon after the proposal was made public, Javier 

Solana, Foreign Affairs Chief to the European Union, announced that he would travel to Riyadh 

to find out more about Abdullah’s plan. The plan quickly gained momentum.   

Before traveling to Riyadh, Solana discussed the proposal with Israeli Prime Minister 

Ariel Sharon. Solana revealed to the press that according to Sharon, Israeli officials “would be 

willing to meet anybody from Saudi Arabia, formally, informally, publicly, discreetly, whatever, 

to get better information about the significance of this idea.”137 While Sharon’s interest seemed 

encouraging, the Saudi state-run newspaper Al-Watan reported that, “no Israeli-Saudi visits 

could take place until a Mideast peace agreement had been reached.”138  If members of the Saudi 

government were to meet with Israeli government officials before such a plan was accepted, it 

might signify a “normalization” of relations between the two countries—perhaps then, the value 

of the Arab bargaining tool would devalue.    

White House spokesman Ari Fleisher did make initial comments that “the initiative did 

not represent a breakthrough.” 139 Yet, he was referring to the situation on the ground and not the 

proposal’s value as a new opportunity for genuine peace negotiations. In contrast, US President 

Bush telephoned Crown Prince Abdullah and signaled his approval by commending the 

proposal.  According to a later statement by Fleisher, President Bush “praised the crown prince’s 

ideas regarding the full Arab-Israeli normalization once a comprehensive peace agreement has 

been reached.”140   

Syrian President Bashar Assad, with some notable reservations, then affirmed his support 

for Crown Prince Abdullah’s vision  “for a comprehensive and just solution for the conflict in the 

region.”141  His avowal helped bring the Arab world closer that it had ever been to recognizing 
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Israel’s right to exist.142 Similarly, Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri endorsed the initiative 

and believed that “the initiative received wide support because it is based on UN resolutions, 

called for by the Arabs, and because what the Israeli prime minister, Sharon, is doing has 

brought the region to an impasse and this proposal is a way out of the impasse.”143  

Ironically, Libyan leader Moammar Qaddafi openly expressed his opposition to the Saudi 

peace initiative.  He described the proposal as “shocking” and was discouraged because he 

considered “Saudi Arabia [to be]….the (Arab world’s) reservoir, the one country that did not 

indulge in cheap bargaining.”144 In response to Abdullah’s proposal, Qaddafi offered an 

alternative—“Israel must allow Palestinian refugees living in other Arab nations the right of 

return, dispose of its weapons of mass destruction, and establish a combined Palestinian-Israeli 

state called ‘Isratine’ with Jerusalem being a place where people from all religions can 

gather.”145 Furthermore, Qaddafi threatened to withdraw Libya from the Arab League—which, 

only after a visit and much persuasion by the spokesman for the Arab League, Secretary General 

Amr Moussa, did he rescind this threat. 

 On March 10, 2002, less than one month after New York Times reporter Thomas 

Friedman publicized Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah’s ideas for a proposal, Saudi Arabia’s 

Foreign Minister, Saud al-Faisal, offered the most detailed Saudi remarks on its overture to Israel 

before the summit meeting.  He linked “‘complete peace’ to the creation of an independent 

Palestine with Jerusalem as its capital”—both expanding upon and complicating the initial 

proposal.146  For those that sought a “trouble-free” end to the impasse, this presented yet another 

stumbling block to sealing the deal.        

The Arab Summit: Beirut, Lebanon 2002 

 On March 27 and 28, 2002, Crown Prince Abdullah sought broad endorsement for his 

Middle East peace initiative at the Arab Summit in Beirut, Lebanon.  Underlings occupied just 

more than half of the seats reserved for the 21 heads of state and Palestinian Chairman Arafat.  

This was due partly to illness, as was the case for Saudi Arabia, and partly due to cited 

diplomatic or domestic reasons.147   While barriers to an “Arab world,” at least in political terms, 

were at an all-time high, officials seemed united when it came to a collective concern for the 

Palestinian situation. As a whole, the Arab world felt antipathy regarding Chairman Arafat’s 
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inability to travel to the summit due to Israeli travel restrictions and the concern that he may not 

be able to return once he left his compound in Ramallah.  Moreover, all were united in 

opposition to the possibility of a United States military strike against Iraq.148   

The first day of the summit was fraught with internal strife, a walkout by the Palestinian 

and United Arab Emirates delegations to protest the refusal of Lebanon to permit a speech by 

Chairman Arafat to be televised live via satellite,149 and the absence of two key-leaders—

Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, who stayed in Egypt to show his solidarity with Arafat and 

Jordanian King Abdullah, fatigued after his return from a foreign trip. Without these important 

leaders present, combined with the atmosphere at the summit, many feared that the plan’s 

momentum would be lost and that the impact any decision would have on a global scale would 

be tapered due to these circumstances.  In spite of these concerns, Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah 

and delegation presented and endorsed the proposal at the summit’s opening session.  

The Crown Prince declared that “Israel, and the world, must understand that peace and the 

retention of the occupied Arab territories are incompatible and impossible to reconcile and 

achieve.”150  He went on to say to the Israeli people “if their government abandons the policy of 

force and oppression and embraces genuine peace, we [Arab states] will not hesitate to accept the 

right of the Israeli people to live in security with the people of the region.”151   

The Saudi foreign minister was more negative and more direct. Foreign Minister Prince 

Saud al-Faisal asserted that the proposal “is a very clear equation…If Israel refuses, the peace 

process will not go on. This is it. We return toward violence. We return toward the threat of 

widening conflict.”152 His statements notwithstanding, a shadow was cast on the historic prospect 

of the proposal after a Hamas sponsored suicide bomber attack in Netanya, Israel which killed 

twenty people at a Passover dinner.  

Despite the lack of top-level leadership present at the summit, the infighting at the meeting 

and a continuation of suicide bombings in Israel, the League unanimously endorsed the Saudi 

proposal on March 28, 2002 titling it the “Arab Initiative.”  This signified at least a partial 

transformation in the Arab world’s approach to the state of Israel. The endorsed plan was, 

however, slightly different than it was at the outset for three main reasons. First, the initial offer 

of “full normalization,” implying broad diplomatic, economic and social ties with Israel, was 
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replaced with the phrase “normal relations” in order to gain unanimous Arab approval.  Israel 

openly deemed this term “too vague for interpretation” and continued to be committed to the 

conditions implied by “normalization.”153  

 Second, the Initiative stipulated East Jerusalem to be the capital of the future state of 

Palestine, thereby dividing the city—another stumbling block for Israel.  And third, the Initiative 

called for a “just solution” for Palestinian refugees, which connotes either the right of return or 

financial reparations for an unspecified number of refugees.  The Israeli government was 

cautioned to accept such a provision since there are currently more than three million refugees, 

with an exceptionally high birth rate, that would fall into this category. At the time, Jews 

comprised 80 percent and Arabs nearly 20 percent of a population of approximately six million 

people.154 If taken literally, as perceived by Israel, the right of return could mean the end of a 

Jewish majority in the state of Israel.  

These differences, and the additional demands outlined by the initiative, not only 

conflicted with Israeli Prime Minister Sharon’s platform but Israel’s historical position.155  While 

it received praise from various camps, these differences also made it difficult, if not impossible, 

for Israel to accept the plan in the form endorsed by the Arab League.      

 Furthermore, the first communiqué issued by the summit which “encouraged continued 

Palestinian terrorism” and even “pledge[d] to fund it.”156 The communiqué also “affirm[ed] an 

Arab commitment to ostracize Israel until it agrees to the Arab League’s demands” which 

included the expectation that Israel comply with the League’s perceptions of both UN resolutions 

1948 and 194—effectively recommending the return of Palestinian refugees to Israel.   

        The Arab Peace Initiative  

           The Arab Initiative was agreed to on March 28, 2002; and contained the following text: 157  

The Council of Arab States at the Summit Level at its 14th Ordinary Session,  

-Reaffirming the resolution taken in June 1996 at the Cairo Extra-Ordinary Arab Summit that a just and 
comprehensive peace in the Middle East is the strategic option of the Arab countries, to be achieved in 
accordance with International Legality, and which would require a comparable commitment on the part of 
the Israeli Government.  

-Having listened to the statement made by His Royal Highness Prince Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, the Crown 
Prince of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in which his Highness presented his Initiative, calling for full 
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Israeli withdrawal from all the Arab territories occupied since June 1967, in implementation of Security 
Council Resolutions 242 and 338, reaffirmed by the Madrid Conference of 1991 and the land for peace 
principle, and Israel's acceptance of an independent Palestinian State with East Jerusalem as its capital, in 
return for the establishment of normal relations in the context of a comprehensive peace with Israel.  

-Emanating from the conviction of the Arab countries that a military solution to the conflict will not 
achieve peace or provide security for the parties, the council:  

1. Requests Israel to reconsider its policies and declare that a just peace is its strategic option as well. 

2. Further calls upon Israel to affirm: 

a. Full Israeli withdrawal from all the territories occupied since 1967, including the Syrian Golan Heights, 
to the lines of June 4, 1967 as well as the remaining occupied Lebanese territories in the south of Lebanon. 
  

b. Achievement of a just solution to the Palestinian Refugee problem to be agreed upon in accordance with 
UN General Assembly Resolution 194.   

c. The acceptance of the establishment of a sovereign independent Palestinian state on the Palestinian 
territories occupied since June 4, 1967 in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as its capital.  

3. Consequently, the Arab countries affirm the following:  

a. Consider the Arab-Israeli conflict ended, and enter into a peace agreement with Israel, and provide 
security for all the states of the region 

b. Establish normal relations with Israel in the context of this comprehensive peace. 

4. Assures the rejection of all forms of Palestinian patriation which conflict with the special circumstances 
of the Arab host countries  

5. Calls upon the government of Israel and all Israelis to accept this initiative in order to safeguard the 
prospects for peace and stop the further shedding of blood, enabling the Arab countries and Israel to live in 
peace and good neighborliness and provide future generations with security, stability and prosperity  

6. Invites the International Community and all countries and organizations to support this initiative.  

7. Requests the Chairman of the Summit to form a special committee composed of some of its concerned 
member states and the Secretary General of the League of Arab States to pursue the necessary contacts to 
gain support for this initiative at all levels, particularly from the United Nations, the Security Council, the 
United States of America, the Russian Federation, the Muslim states and the European Union. 

Ironically, the Palestinians as well as the Israelis had reservations about the Initiative.  

According to a poll commissioned by Independent Media Review (IMR) and the Zionist 

Organization of America (ZOA) and conducted by the Palestinian Center for Public Opinion, 

approximately 62 percent of the 1,181 Palestinians surveyed were against the Arab Initiative and 

merely 24 percent were in favor with a 2.85 percent margin of error.158 In addition, only 12.1 

percent of Palestinians surveyed disagreed that Fatah Tanzim and other illegal militias should 

relinquish weapons if asked to do so by the Palestinian Authority.159   
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 A similar Smith Institute poll was commissioned by the IMR and ZOA determined that 

only 22 percent of the 501 Israelis surveyed favored the Initiative while 73 percent opposed it 

when the territories to be handed over were mentioned (with a 4.5 percent margin of error).160 

Likewise, when the “right of return” was included in the question, merely 9 percent of Israelis 

surveyed approved the plan and an overwhelming 87 percent were opposed.161  Furthermore, at 

the time, only 16 percent of Israelis favored an Israeli withdrawal to the 1967 lines in return for 

broad peace with the Arab world.  

Relations with Egypt 
 Saudi attitudes towards Egypt, Jordan, and Syria vary with time and are based largely on 

intelligent Saudi self-interest. They often have little to do with the Pan-Arab rhetoric that is 

normally used by all four countries. Egypt and Saudi Arabia cooperate in many areas, but a rich, 

ultra-conservative Saudi monarchy and a poor, secular Egypt differ in many ways and scarcely 

have identical interests. Saudi Arabia also perceives Egypt as a natural rival for power and 

influence in the Arab world.  

 The relationship between Saudi Arabia and Egypt has involved considerable tension and 

conflict in past years.  Saudi Arabia and Egypt were de facto enemies during most of Nasser’s 

rule, and fought a proxy war in Yemen. Saudi Arabia did improve its relations with Egypt when 

Sadat came to power, but then distanced itself from Egypt after Camp David. Saudi Arabia never 

supported the efforts of some Arab leaders to isolate Egypt, however, and the Kingdom 

improved relations once Mubarak came to power.  

 Saudi Arabia and Egypt cooperated closely during the Gulf War, but Saudi Arabia did 

not support Egypt’s efforts to create a common military command and obtain major Saudi 

subsidies for a large Egyptian power projection force to defend the Gulf after the war. Senior 

Saudi officials strongly deny that they ever indicated to Egypt or Syria that the Damascus 

Accords, signed after the Gulf War, would lead to more than the creation of a small headquarters 

in the Gulf and the stationing of a limited number of Egyptian and Syrian officers at that 

headquarters. They make it clear that Saudi Arabia does not want a significant Egyptian or other 

Arab military presence on its soil during peacetime, and sees any such relationship with Egypt as 

a potential financial burden and a complication in Saudi relations within the GCC.  
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 Some Saudi military officers go further and criticized Egypt’s performance during the 

Gulf War. They feel that Egypt was slow to deploy, showed only limited skills in power 

projection, required massive aid in terms of support, and did not organize well for the offensive 

phase of Desert Storm. They claim that the Egyptian air force lacked the training and technical 

capability to operate in the complex and demanding air combat environment over the Kuwaiti 

Theater of Operations. They also feel that Egyptian land forces delayed unnecessarily during the 

crossing of the Iraqi forward line, when Egyptian intelligence claimed it detected preparations of 

a non-existent Iraqi counterattacks. They believed that Egypt showed little aggressiveness and 

only met its military objectives because other Coalition forces had driven virtually all Iraqi 

forces out of the Egyptian line of advance. As a result, they see little prospect that Egypt can 

develop the military effectiveness to match or replace Western forces in the defense of the upper 

Gulf.162 Other Saudi officers, however, feel that Egypt confronted major problems in power 

projection for which it was not well trained and equipped, and did well under the circumstances.  

 At the same time, Saudi Arabia fully recognizes Egypt’s influence in the region. It has a 

strong national interest in Egyptian stability and in good relations with a moderate, secular 

regime such as that of President Mubarak. Saudi Arabia understands the political value of 

support from Egypt, and the role Egypt plays in reducing the risk of Saudi involvement in the 

problems created by the Arab-Israeli conflict. It is hardly surprising under these circumstances 

that Crown Prince Abdullah flew to Damascus for a two-day mini-summit with Presidents 

Mubarak and Assad just after Prime Minister Netanyahu’s victory on May 29, 1996.163 Saudi 

Arabia has consulted closely with Egypt on other major issues since that time, and made a 

special effort to obtain President Mubarek’s support for Crown Prince Abdullah’s Arab-Israeli 

peace proposal in 2002. Like Saudi-Syrian cooperation, Saudi-Egyptian cooperation on Arab-

Israeli issues greatly reduces the risk that Saudi Arabia might be singled out for its lack of 

support for the “Arab nation.”     

 Saudi Arabia recognizes that it might need military support from Egypt in some future 

contingency as a demonstration of Arab solidarity, and continues to conduct limited military 

exercises with Egypt. For example, the Egyptian and Saudi navies cooperate in the Coral-3 series 

of exercises in the Red Sea. These exercises not only strengthen their ability to cooperate in the 

Red Sea, but have included minesweeping exercises and ASW exercises involving Egypt’s 
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Romeo-class submarines that seem tailored to improve Saudi capabilities to defend against 

Iran.164 

Relations with Syria 
 Saudi Arabia has long maintained friendly relations with Syria and has provided Syria 

with substantial aid. This Saudi effort initially stemmed largely from both its opposition to Israel 

and the fear Syria might support radical political movements inside Saudi Arabia. Over time, 

however, Prince Abdullah developed close relations with President Hafez Assad of Syria, and 

Saudi Arabia began to see Syria as a strategic counterweight to Iraq. Abdullah played a key role 

in this relationship as a result of his maternal connection with the Shammar tribe and its Syrian 

allegiance.165 

 Saudi Arabia actively sought Syrian support during the Gulf War as part of joint Saudi-

Egyptian-Syrian cooperation, and provided both aid and political support for Syrian intervention 

in Lebanon. Syria’s military deployments to the Gulf, however, exhibited much less power 

projection capability than Egypt, and Syria sent forces that played a largely passive role. As a 

result, Syria’s military performance and initial reluctance to cooperate with the Americans did 

little to impress either members of the Royal Family or Saudi military officers with Syria’s 

ability to support Saudi Arabia in the defense of the upper Gulf. 

 Saudi Arabia has continued to maintain good relations with Syria. Crown Prince 

Abdullah has repeatedly visited Saudi Arabia since Hafez Asad’s death and Basher Asad has 

come to power.166 However, Saudi Arabia currently sees little prospect that Syria can play a 

major role in supporting any of the radical groups that threaten Saudi and Gulf internal security, 

and has not provided Syria with any significant military or economic aid since 1992. While it 

helped broker Syria’s intervention in Lebanon, it has been careful to distance itself form Syria’s 

support of the Hezbollah, and has had mixed feelings about the improvement in Syrian-Iraqi 

relations that has taken place since 2000.  

Relations with Jordan 
 Saudi Arabia has a strong strategic interest in the independence of Jordan, and in Jordan 

remaining under the control of a moderate, and largely pro-Western monarchy. It also has a 
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strategic interest in a Jordanian peace with Israel that can buffer Saudi Arabia from being 

dragged into any kind of military involvement in an Arab-Israeli conflict, or having to deal with 

a radicalized state on its western border. At the same time, the Saudi Royal family has a long 

history of tension with the Hashemite Royal family of Jordan. The Al Sauds were the rival of the 

Hashemites in seeking control over the territory that has become modern Saudi Arabia. Although 

that rivalry has sharply diminished since the decisive Saud victory that drove the Hashemites out 

of the Hejaz and Arabia in the 1920s, there still are vestiges of such tensions in the relations 

between Saudi Arabia and Hashemite-ruled Jordan.  

 Saudi Arabia did provide aid to Jordan as part of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and allowed 

many Jordanians and Jordanian Palestinians to work in Saudi Arabia.  Yet, relations between the 

two regimes have never been close. Saudi and Jordanian relations also deteriorated sharply at the 

time of the Gulf War. Saudi Arabia abruptly halted all aid and expelled most workers with 

Jordanian passports in 1990, when King Hussein of Jordan lent his support to Iraq. Saudi 

Arabian intelligence also concluded that Jordan provided Iraq with significant arms shipments 

and support during the period immediately before Desert Storm—a perception that worsened 

relations during 1991. 

 The two nations slowly rebuilt their relations after 1992, and Saudi Arabia began to 

provide token amounts of aid. Relations improved still further in 1995, after King Hussein broke 

more openly with Saddam Hussein. In August 1996 when King Hussein flew to Jeddah to meet 

with King Fahd. This was the first real meeting between the two heads of state in six years, and 

came after two abortive attempts by King Hussein to arrange such a meeting. The resulting 

communiqués essentially ended the Gulf War tension between the two countries.167  In a follow-

up meeting, King Hussein flew to Jeddah in January 1997 to discuss ways of consolidating 

Saudi-Jordanian relations and the latest developments in the Middle East peace process.  In June, 

the Saudi foreign minister visited Jordan and in September the Jordanian Crown Prince made his 

first visit to the Kingdom in ten years.  Concern by both countries for the faltering Middle East 

peace process has led to improved relations between the two. 

  Since that time, Saudi Arabia has become increasingly supportive of Jordan, in part 

because it has become increasingly concerned over Jordan’s future stability, its future relations 

with Iraq, and  the destabilizing effect of the “Second Intifada.” Saudi policy makers recognize 
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that they have a strategic interest in a stable Jordan, in the continued rule of the moderate 

Hashemite regime, and in the success of the Jordanian-Israeli peace process.  

 The Kingdom has openly supported King Abdullah since he assumed power after his 

father’s death on February 7, 1999. Crown Prince Abdullah, attending the funeral services in 

place of King Fahd, said “We have respect for Jordan’s monarchy, officials and people and will 

never hesitate in extending support to Jordan.”168 Saudi officials recognize that good relations 

with Jordan are another way of defusing the impact of the Arab-Israeli problem on Saudi Arabia 

and ensuring that Jordan will act as a buffer between the Kingdom and Israel and Iraq. At the 

same time, Saudi policy makers show little current interest in military cooperation with Jordan, 

uncertain faith in a stable long-term relationship, and Saudi aid levels scarcely do much to help 

Jordan develop or deal with its economic problem.  

The Greater Arab World 

 Saudi Arabia seeks to maintain a broader regional balance of power that helps to secure it 

against Iran and Iraq, and relations with the greater Arab and Islamic world that strengthen its 

legitimacy as both the custodian of the Islamic holy places and a leading Arab state. In the 

process, Saudi Arabia must play a five-sided game in which it does its best to neutralize any 

threat from Iran, Iraq, and Yemen; avoid any backlash from the Arab-Israeli conflict, and use its 

ties to the US to counterbalance the military strength of its northern neighbors without alienating 

its own fundamentalists and the Arab world.  

 Saudi Arabia must preserve its interests in dealing with its Southern Gulf neighbors -- 

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the UAE. In the case of Bahrain, this is increasingly a client 

relationship in which Saudi Arabia provides the oil necessary to sustain Bahrain’s economy and 

an ultimate security guarantee against its Shi’ite and interference from Iran. In the case of 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia is caught up in an awkward and poorly defined security relationship that 

must deal with the threat from Iraq. In the case of Oman, it must seek to overcome past tensions, 

contain what it feels are the regional ambitions of Sultan Qabus, and still maintain “friendly 

relations.” In the case of Qatar, it must deal with lingering Qatari resentment and fear of a 

powerful Southern neighbor. In the case of the UAE, it must deal with lingering tensions over 
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border disputes, but its primary concern is the unity of the UAE and ensuring that it does not 

become vulnerable to Iran. 

 Saudi ties to the rest of the Arab world are based on a real concern for Islamic values, the 

Palestinian people, and Arab development. At the same time, the Kingdom has learned the hard 

way in recent years that efforts to create “Islamic” political movements are a two-edged sword 

that may turn on the Saudi regime. Saudi Arabia was careless at best in funding extremist and 

sometimes violent Islamist causes in much of the Arab world. Since September 11, 2001, it has 

begun to exercise more care about the transfer of funds to Islamic and Arab movements than in 

the past. However, private Saudi citizens still are a major source of money for extremist 

movements and “charities” that use “Islam” as their ideological rationale. Saudi support for the 

Palestinians is not matched by any real affection for either Arafat and the other leaders of the 

Palestinian Authority or for rival movements like Hamas and the Palestinian Jihad, but, the 

Second Intifada has sustained a flow of official and private Saudi money to violent elements in 

the Palestinian movement in Lebanon, Gaza, the West Bank and elsewhere in the Arab world.  

but the Second Intifada has sustained   

 Saudi relations with North Africa vary by country. Relations are good with Morocco and 

Tunisia; although Saudi Arabia has sharply reduced its foreign levels since the end of the oil 

boom and seeks to minimize any financial obligations.  Saudi relations with Algeria are correct, 

but the Kingdom has no desire to become involved in taking sides in the Algerian civil war, and 

conflicts between its secular government and “Islamic” extremists.  

 Saudi Arabia has sought to improve its relations with Libya, as evidenced by its 

involvement in mediating the turnover of suspects in the Lockerbie case in 1999. In his visit to 

Libya in June of the same year, Crown Prince Abdullah emphasized the unity and close ties 

between Saudi Arabia and Libya.169 In September 1999, Saudi businessman and billionaire, 

Prince Al-Walid Bin Talal met with Qadhafi to discuss joint economic investment in Libya and 

Middle Eastern tourism and hotel projects.170 Improved relations could be of mutual benefit to 

both countries. The lifting of 10 years of economic sanctions has left Libya in need of foreign 

investment to revitalize its economy.  Even limited Saudi investment and political support for 

Qadhafi pushes him towards moderation, and limits the risk the Kingdom will become a target of 

his political attacks and that he will support Saudi extremists.  
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 These relationships change with time, and it is important to understand that it is the 

practical realities of regional power politics which govern Saudi relations with the greater Arab 

world and not the Kingdom’s occasional references to other Arab leaders as “brothers” or Pan-

Arab rhetoric. Saudi Arabia continues to seek prestige and influence throughout the Arab world, 

and to define its legitimacy as the Arab custodian of Mecca and Medina and the site of the 

pilgrimage. It does not, however, define its security or trade relations in terms of ties to Arab 

states outside the Gulf. This is likely to be an enduring reality. It may not endear itself to 

Arabists, but it must be treated as such. 

Relations with the United States and the West  

 Two very different nations, with different cultures and political structures, have been 

thrust together by oil and security. Saudi Arabia depends on the US for security and many 

aspects of its development. The US depends on Saudi Arabia to provide oil exports, use its swing 

production capacity to help stabilize the oil market, and provide basing and military support for 

US power projection in the Gulf. Over the years, this mutual dependence has often benefited 

both countries and created a climate of friendship.    

 At the same time, oil economics have long made both states competitors as well as allies. 

Both nations have limited tolerance for the other’s social and religious practices. A conservative 

and cautious monarchy and an interventionist democracy have inevitable differences.  The 

American alliance with Israel, and Saudi support for Arab causes, have led to several periods of 

serious tension between the two countries. The have also sometimes had a serious impact on 

Saudi security because of the unwillingness of the US to provide Saudi Arabia with modern 

arms.  

 The US has pressed for “democratization” without sufficient concern for the internal 

political and social dynamics of Saudi society, and the need to couple increased political 

pluralism to the development of stable political parties and consider other Saudi needs such as 

economic reform, human rights, and an improved rule of law. On the other hand, the constant 

tension between the Saudi royal family and technocrats and the more conservative Wahhabi 

Ulema over modernization has increasingly interacted with a Wahhabi and Islamist extremist 

resentment of the impact of Western secularism in general and of the US in particular. While 
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mainstream Wahhabi practices tend to be relatively tolerant in practice, there are hard-line and 

extremist elements that resent or oppose any overt Western presence in the Kingdom, and 

particularly the presence of US and British military forces.  

 The events of September 11, 2001 have combined with the backlash from the Second 

Intifada to create the worst period in Saudi-US relations since the oil embargo of 1973.  The fact 

so many young Saudis were involved in the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 

on September 11th, and in Osama Bin Laden’s Al Qaida organization, has dramatized the 

tensions in Saud-US relations in ways that have led in both countries to ignore a history of 

friendship, and the underlying reasons for a long-standing def facto US-Saudi alliance. 

 This situation has not been helped by the steady escalation of the Second Intifada since 

September 2000. far too many outsiders see the resulting popular Saudi anger at the US as 

coupled to Islamic or Wahhabi extremism. In practice, the reality is very different. Religious 

extremism is at the margin of Saudi society, but the constant images of Palestinian suffering in 

the Arab media have had a major impact on all aspects of Saudi society and particularly young 

Saudis who have little meaningful contact with Americans. Long before September 11th, there 

were spontaneous student boycotts of American products as a result of the Second Intifada, and 

the level of  Saudi popular anger reached a new peak at the time of the Israel  army’s 

reoccupation of Palestinian cities in the West Bank in the spring of 2002. It is fair to say such 

anger and  resentment interacts with Islamic extremist criticism of the  US, just as it is fueled by 

the more extreme one-sided covered of much of the Arab media available by satellite. However, 

confusing Saudi anger over the Second Intifada with Islamic extremism in Saudi  Arabia – as has 

been done in many US press  reports and in interpreting the results of several badly structured 

opinion poll – does nothing to put the real issues in proper perspective.  

 It is a cliché of diplomacy that nations have no permanent allies, but only permanent 

interests. Certainly, Saudi diplomacy is as subject to such realpolitik as is the diplomacy of the 

US – a fact that is all too clear from the previous discussion of Saudi relations with Gulf and 

other Arab states. At the same time, Saudi and US interests do coincide in many important ways. 

This is clear from the analysis of the Saudi economy and petroleum strategy in later chapters, 

and it is clear with the history of the ups and downs in US and Saudi relations is considered 

along with current problems and tensions.171 
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The Formative Period: 1933-1953  

 Saudi Arabia established serious political and economic ties to the United States in the 

1930s. King Abd al-Aziz saw the United States as a natural political and economic 

counterbalance to what with then de facto British dominance of the Gulf, and as a way of 

obtaining the technology and resources needed to explore the Kingdom’s oil resources without 

the kind of Iranian and Iraqi dependence on British oil companies that threatened their financial 

and political independence. Saudi Arabia grant its first oil concession to Standard Oil of 

California on May 29, 1993, the first major oil discovery took place on March 4, 1938, and oil 

exports began that same year.   

 This relationship did not develop a security dimension until World War II, and even then 

the US saw the Gulf as largely a zone of British strategic influence. King Abd al-Aziz did, 

however, reject more favorable oil concession offers from Japan and Nazi Germany in the late 

1930s, and rejected new German offers after the defeat of Britain and France. This led the Axis 

to treat Saudi Arabia as a hostile power. It helped force an end of all oil exports in 1943, and at a 

time when the war prevented the Hajj from being a source of income. The result nearly 

bankrupted Saudi Arabia and led to the start of a Lend-Lease aid program in May 1943 that 

provided Saudi Arabia with nearly $100 million in aid by 1947. 

 Saudi Arabia granted the US the right to build a military air base in Dhahran in early 

1943 -- at a time when Russia still seemed to be losing the war and long before the invasion of 

Normandy.  US sent its first military mission to Saudi Arabia in December 1943, and began a 

military assistance effort that still continues. Prince Faisal and Prince Khalid (both future kings) 

made the first royal visit to the US in September 1943, and the growing strength of the allies 

allowed Saudi oil exports to resume in 1944. The US companies involved in the oil concession – 

which now included CALTEX and TEXACO – formed the Arabian-American Oil Company the 

same year. The security dimension also strengthened. King Abd al-Aziz met with President at 

sea, the King declared war on the Axis on March 1, 1945, and President Truman awarded Prince 

Faisal the Legion of Merit in 1946. 

 Saudi Arabia also began to modernize its forces with US aid in 1946. Until that time, it 

had no organized army beyond tribal troops using trucks with machine guns, and a few token 
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British and US fighters. Progress was slow at best, however. While the king appointed his first 

minister of defense in 1944, there was no ministry until 1947 – when the Ministry of Defense 

and Aviation (MODA) was formed. 

 Israel’s declaration of independence in 1948, and US recognition, led to the first 

significant tension in the US-Saudi relationship. Although Saudi Arabia continued to rely on 

Aramco and the US for virtually all of its economy aid and development, it turned to Britain for 

assistance in its first major effort to modernize its army – the creation of a 10,000-man force 

similar to the Desert Legion of Jordan. The King soon found, however, that this military advisory 

effort clashed with his efforts to secure favorable borders with the Trucial states, and the British 

advisors were limited to military training areas near Taif and Jeddah in the south. No further 

major military modernization effort took place until 1951, although the US Air Force quietly 

continued to use the air base at Dhahran, which eventually became a secret dispersal and 

recovery based for nuclear-armed US B-47 bombers. The US Navy made its first major port call 

to Dammam in 1948. 

 The armistice in the Arab-Israeli conflict that took place in May 1950 led to more open 

Saudi-US relations. This improvement in relations occurred at a time when the Kingdom’s 

income from oil and the Hajj was so low that Saudi Arabia teetered on the edge of bankruptcy. 

As a result, a US Point Four aid mission was sent to the Kingdom in 1951. This mission helped 

create the Saudi Arabian Monetary agency (SAMA). This helped stabilize the Kingdom’s 

finances, although oil revenues were still limited. While expansion of Saudi production raised 

annual oil revenues from $56.7 million in 1950 to $234.8 million in 1954,and the US encouraged 

heavy investment in education and medical services, little money was available for serious 

economic development.  

 The US also sent a military mission to Saudi Arabia in late 1950 to survey Saudi military 

needs.  This resulted in the first formal US-Saudi military agreement on June 18, 1951 – an 

agreement that took place shortly before a time when Saudi tensions with Britain over Oman and 

Saudi claims to areas claimed by the other Trucial States led to a virtual breakdown of Saudi-

British military relations. By 1952, the US team had helped Saudi Arabia reorganize the MODA 

as a functioning organization and develop its first serious modernization plan – although the plan 
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only called for the creation of limited numbers of relatively modern ground troops by 1956 and 

the actual creation of these units took until 1962. 

Nasser and Arab Nationalism: 1953-1968 

 Ironically, the Kingdom’s slow movement towards economic and military development 

helped trigger the second major period of tension in US and Saudi relations. King Abd al-Aziz’s 

death in 1953 brought King Saudi to the throne at a time when decolonization, Egypt’s Nasser, 

Pan-Arabism, and various Arab socialist and Marxist movements were creating political and 

intellectual ferment throughout the Arab world. At the same time, Aramco remained a largely US 

enclave that did little to help its workers. In May 1953, this led to riots by Aramco’s Saudi 

workers and when the government imprisoned the leaders of the workers in October, some 

19,000 workers went on strike and attacked Aramco and USAF vehicles in Dhahran. 

 King Saudi responded with a wave of subsidies and paternalism that not only helped end 

the Aramco protests but began the construction of schools, medical facilities, and more modern 

government services throughout the Kingdom. He did little, however, to balance the budget or 

create a stable economy and outside groups like the Syrian National Socialist began to make 

serious inroads in the  Saudi labor force, Saudi military, and Saudi schools. This led King Saud 

to tilt towards Nasser, who he visited in the Spring of 1954. King Saud also attempted to deal 

with what he saw as a socialist and Marxist threat by agreeing to create a joint command with 

Egypt on June 11, 1954. When a minor Marxist mutiny took place in Saudi forces in 1955, King 

Saud brought in a 200-man Egyptian military mission and began to send significant numbers of 

Saudi military and other students to Egypt.  

 King Saud expelled the US Point Four mission on the grounds that $6.4 million in aid 

was a pointless token compared to the aid the US was giving Israel.  He did, however, maintain 

the Kingdom’s reliance on the US military and refused Soviet offers of modern arms in August 

1955. Even so, US supporters of Israel successfully pressured the US government to suspend the 

sale of modern arms to Saudi Arabia (18 medium tanks and a handful of F-86s). President 

Eisenhower overruled these efforts in February 1956, however, in part because it was already 

clear that Nasser was more of a threat to Saudi Arabia than Arab socialism. 
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 During 1955, it became clear that some of the labor and military unrest in Saudi Arabia 

had actually had Egyptian backing. Pro-Nasser demonstrations took place in the Aramco labor 

force – which led Saud bin Jiluwi, the governor of the Eastern Province to arrest 200 workers 

and flog three to death. A three-day pro-Nasser strike took place in early 1956. Nasser 

nationalized the Suez Canal in July, and pressured King Saud to embargo oil shipments to the 

West. The first massive political demonstration in Saudi history took place when Nasser visited 

the Kingdom in September 1956, and it was clear that Nasserism was an active threat to the 

Saudi regime. 

 The Saudi reaction was to maintain public ties to Egypt, refuse to join the Baghdad Pact, 

and sign a 10-year defense pact with Egypt on January 18, 1957. At the same time, Saudi Arabia 

refused to embargo oil during the Suez conflict of 1956, and continued to renew the US lease on 

Dhahran on a month-to-month basis when the lease expired. President Eisenhower’s pressure on 

England and France to leave Suez, and the announcement of the Eisenhower doctrine in January 

1957, led King Saud to visit Washington in February 1957, and King Saud turned to the US for a 

new military agreement in April 1957 and renewed the US lease on Dhahran for five years. This 

shift was reinforced during 1957 and 1958 by growing Saudi fears of Egypt following the 

creation of the United Arab Republic with Syria and Yemen, and by more general fears of Pan 

Arabism socialism and Marxism following the fall of the Hashemite dynasty in Iraq on July 14, 

1958. 

 A growing power struggle between King Saud and Prince Faisal complicated Saudi and 

US relations, as did the strong pro-Nasserite sympathies of Prince Talal and the so-called “free 

princes,” At the same time, US military interests in Saudi Arabia shifted in 1960 when the US 

strategic force posture became dependent on ICBMs and long-range bombers, and Secretary of 

Defense Robert McNamara decided to end the lease on Dhahran.  USAF operations in Dhahran 

ended on April 16, 1961. The end result left a major US military mission in the Kingdom, but 

effectively left Britain as the only Western military presence in the Gulf. 

 Events in Yemen then created new problems. The Imam of Yemen broke with the UAR 

after Syria withdrew in September 1961, but his now Egyptian-trained military supported 

Egyptian intervention and staged a coup. Nasser sent in Egyptian forces in October 1962, and a 

major pro-Nasser civil war and Egyptian military presence developed on Saudi Arabia’s 
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southeast border. King Saud proved unable to deal with the complex developments in the Arab 

world, and his efforts at social reform did little more than disrupt the Kingdom rather than 

modernize it.  

 The end result was a de facto coup by Prince Faisal in October 1962, although the power 

struggle between Faisal and Saud did not lead to Saud’s exile and Faisal becoming king until 

March 26, 1964. Faisal carried out a systematic purge of all pro-Nasser elements, and began to 

provide large Saudi subsidies and arms shipments to the Imam’s forces. Nasser countered by 

putting pressure on the Saudi border area with Yemen and bombing Saudi villages near Najran. 

This led the Kennedy administration to see F-100s and paratroops to Dhahran as a deterrent to 

further Egyptian attacks. Faisal also turned to the US, Britain, and France for a far more serious 

Saudi military build-up beginning in 1963 – largely in response to an Egyptian military presence 

in Yemen which grew from 36,000 men in 1963 to 80,000 by the mid-1960s. 

 Faisal did attempt to improved relations with Nasser, however, and made a major effort 

to peacefully resolve the Yemeni civil war between 1964 and 1967. he did so in spite of 

systematic Egyptian efforts to subvert the Saudi military, manipulate the Aramco labor force, 

and use ex-King Saud and the free princes to overthrow Faisal’s government. Faisal responded 

by turning to the US for military assistance, only to become involved in a complex three-country 

deal in which Secretary McNamara effectively brokered a Saudi purchase of British Lightning 

fighters for a British purchase of F-111s (which eventually turned into a British buy of F-4s.) 

The US did, however, sell the Kingdom a large number of Hawk surface-to-air missiles. It is 

worth noting in passing that the US manipulated the first really major Saud purchase of modern 

arms for its own financial interests. (These agreements totaled less than $150 million, the first 

truly massive US arms sales took place in 1973-1975 at a cost of $2.8 billion in new agreements 

in spite of the October War and oil embargo.) 

 King Faisal benefited from a steady rise in oil revenues during 1964-1967, as well as 

reformed the country’s fiscal management. He developed a far more realistic and effective 

modernization plan than King Saud and the free princes had advocated, and did so in spite of the 

fact that Nasser was able to use King Saud, have him claim that Faisal had gained power as part 

of a CIA plot, and send him to Yemen to publicly support the pro-Nasser government.  
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 Faisal also used the June 1967 Arab-Israel conflict as a political weapon against Nasser. 

While he was initially forced to support the declaration of an Arab oil embargo, and send a 

brigade to Jordan, Saudi Arabia broke the embargo in July 1967 and Saudi forces never fought in 

the conflict. In August 1967, Faisal confronted Nasser at the Arab summit in Khartoum  and 

essentially forced him to withdraw from Yemen in return for limited Saudi aid – most of  which 

was never paid.  

 This diplomatic victory, however, was offset by two developments that still affect US and 

Saudi  relations. First, the Israeli victory, and occupation of Jerusalem, the West Bank. Gaza, and 

the Golan made the Arab-Israeli conflict a central focus of Arab politics and a continuing 

problem for Saudi Arabia of a far more serious dimension than before. Second, Britain’s 

economic crisis led to the British announcement  on January 17, 1968 that Britain would 

withdraw all of its forces from the Gulf and Arabia by the end of 1971. On the one hand, US ties 

to Israel became a far more serious problem for the Kingdom than ever before. On the other 

hand, it was clear that the Kingdom faced a virtual power vacuum in the Gulf unless the US 

would provide some kind of presence to check any threat from Iran and Iraq. 

 One major side effect of all of these complex developments was that the Saudi 

government became increasingly concerned about the political impact of secular education on 

Saudi Arabia’s political stability. In the process, the Saudi government became careful to 

exclude politically active secular foreign teachers, although it allowed teachers with a strong 

Islamic background into the Kingdom.  It put a heavy emphasis on traditional Islamic education 

and Wahhabi practices in all of the schools as a way of giving priority to the Kingdom’s claim to 

Islamic legitimacy as custodian of the two key Islamic holy places – although it allowed modern 

educational methods in the sciences, engineering, and medicine and encouraged technical 

training in the US and Europe.  

 While this emphasis on using religious legitimacy to secure the regime was reinforced 

after the Islamist extremist uprising in the Grand Mosque in 1979, and again to placate Islamists 

protesting the US presence in the Kingdom during the Gulf War, it is important to note that it 

had its true genesis in the Nasserite-Pan Arab turmoil of the 1950s. It is also worth noting that 

some of the princes and Saudis who a loudest in calling for rapid democratization today played a 

key role in King Saud’s failures and destabilizing the Kingdom. 
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The June 1967 War to the October 1973 War 

 Several trends dominated US and Saudi relations during the period between the Arab-

Israeli conflict in 1967 and the October War in 1973: 

• Saudi Arabia experienced considerable internal political stability, although some problems remained with 
Nasserites, various Arab socialist movements, hard-line Wahhabis, and Shi’ite Islamists. A significant new 
coup attempt was uncovered in the Saudi military in 1969 and further arrests took place in 1970. This, 
however, was the last significant sign of unrest in the Saudi military until a Libyan sponsored coup was 
uncovered in 1977. 

• Saudi forces clashed with Yemeni forces in 1969, and a resulting Saudi air raid on Yemen marked the first 
time the Kingdom ever used modern forces in combat. While the clash was relatively minor by Western 
standards, and was won by British contract pilots flying Saudi Lightning fighters, it convinced the Saudi 
royal family that  modern military forces were necessary and could be effective. 

• The slow Saudisation of Aramco, and higher salaries and better living conditions, reduced many of the 
pressures that had radicalized its labor force.  A steady rise in the Kingdom’s oil export revenues, coupled 
to better fiscal management, allowed the government to improve education, welfare, and medical services – 
particularly after 1970 as real oil prices began to rise. 

• The near collapse of Pan Arabism, socialism and Marxism, the Nasserite movement, and Ba’athism in both 
Syria and Iraq removed much of the ideological challenge to Saud rule, and Egypt, Syria, and Iraq became 
much less active in sponsoring opposition groups within Saudi Arabia. Iraq did, however, make its first 
aggressive movements towards Kuwait since 1962-1964, after British withdrawal. It occupied a Kuwaiti 
border post in 1973 and made new claims to Kuwaiti islands in the Gulf in 1974 and 1976.  

• Britain’s withdrawal from the Gulf did, however, create a new potential challenge from the Shah of Iran, at 
least in terms of his search for political power and influence in the Gulf. A major arms race began between 
Iran and Iraq that inevitably posed a threat to Saudi Arabia. In addition, Iran and Iraq carried out a low-
level border war over control of the Shatt al Arab – the main shipping channel between the two countries. 
Iraq began this conflict after General Hassan Al-Bakr came to power in 1968. It lasted until the Algiers 
Accord of 1975 – an agreement forced upon Iraq largely because of the Shah’s sponsorship of Kurdish 
military resistance in Iraq and the Shah’s willingness to end this support for the agreement. 

•  The US adopted a “twin pillar” policy under Nixon after British withdrawal that claimed to see both Iran 
and Saudi Arabia as key pillars supporting moderate and anti-communist positions in the Gulf. In practice, 
however, the US clearly relied largely on the Shah. The US did oppose the Shah’s claims to Bahrain, but 
did little when the Shah seized Abu Musa and the Tunbs from the US. 

• The Kingdom became steadily more dependent on the US for military equipment, although it continued to 
import from Britain, France, and other nations.  This dependence raised growing issues in the Kingdom, 
however, as it became clear that Israel had no intention of withdrawing from the territories it occupied in 
1967, and in the US because of the risk that US arms sales might make Saudi Arabia a more serious threat 
to Israel. These problems were made even more acute by the so-called Canal War between Israel and Egypt 
in 1970. 

• The nationalization of the oil industry in virtually every other Middle Eastern country inevitably pushed 
Saudi Arabia towards the nationalization of Aramco. 
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 This complex mix developments did not prevent good US and Saudi relations, but they 

left America’s view the Kingdom’s position in the Gulf uncertain while external events made the 

Arab-Israeli conflict an increasingly serious source of controversy.  

The October 1973 War to the Fall of the Shah 

 Saudi Arabia did not play a military role in the October War, although it sent a 1,500-

man unit and 10 tanks to Jordan. The October War did, however, increase both secular and 

Islamist resentment of US ties to Israel, and the Saudi government reacted sharply to US military 

resupply of Israel during the war, and triggered the first serious Arab oil embargo.  

 Although it later became clear that this embargo did comparatively little to seriously 

interrupt the flow of actual oil exports, it resulted in a mass panic in world oil markets that led to 

a massive sudden rise in oil prices. It also transformed world oil markets forever. Before the oil 

embargo, Western control of oil marketing through the major international oil companies – the 

so-called Seven Sisters – still acted as a near consumer-cartel that kept oil prices depressed in 

market terms. The embargo not only raised prices to well beyond market levels, but made Saudi 

Arabia far richer in terms of oil export income and laid the groundwork for making the 

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) a cartel that artificially raised prices. 

 This result of the oil embargo  made Saudi Arabia a truly wealthy oil power for the first 

time. Saudi oil and gas revenues had experienced a major rise between 1969 and 1972, and had 

risen by % from 8.1 billion Saudi Riyals to 26.3 billion -- largely because of the nationalization 

of oil production in Middle Eastern states. They suddenly rose to 78.4 billion in 1973/74, 

however, and 104.7 billion in 1974/75. They climbed steadily after that time and rose to 131.1 

billion Riyals in 1978/79.172  However, tensions over the embargo and Arab-Israeli conflict led to 

considerable tension between Saudi Arabia and the US. While they did not lead to overt 

diplomatic clashes, they did lead the US to go so far  as to at least examine contingency plans to 

seize the Saudi oil fields. It also led Saudi Arabia to deliberately increase the role of European 

states in the Saudi economy and arms sales, and to try to find ways to reduce its growing 

dependence on agricultural imports from the West.  

 The US-led negotiations that brokered a ceasefires between Israel and Egypt and Israel 

and Syria removed much of the Saudi-US tension over the Arab-Israeli conflict. So did the peace 
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between Egypt and Israel, although Saudi Arabia did not openly support the Camp David 

Accords when they were agreed to in 1978 or signed in March 1979. This led to a renewal of US 

and Saud cooperation, and major new Saudi arms buys from the US in spite of sometimes bitter 

debates in the US Congress, particularly in 1976.  

 As was to be the case with the Gulf War in 1991, the use of advanced military technology 

during the October War triggered a major new arms race throughout the Middle East and North 

Africa that Saudi Arabia inevitably had to join. The end result was that Saudi military forces 

expanded from 42,500 men, 85 main battle tanks, and 70 combat aircraft in 1974 to 64,500 men, 

350 main battle tanks, and 178 combat aircraft in 1979. Nevertheless, Saudi arms imports were 

only one-fifth to one-third of those of the Shah of Iran.173 

 In broad terms, the period between 1974 and 1979 was one of comparatively good Saudi-

Us relations, but one where the US clearly relied on Iran as its main ally in the Gulf. There was 

little or no strategic pressure on either Saudi Arabia or the US to have US forces based on Saudi 

soil, and the “energy crisis” of 1974 quickly proved to have far less impact on Western 

economies than was initially predicted 

The Fall of the Shah to the Gulf War 

 Neither the US nor Saudi Arabia foresaw the fall of the Shah in 1979, or the major 

changes that were to reshape their relations. The US was suddenly confronted with the loss of the 

“pillar” that it had relied on to shield the Gulf against the Soviet Union at a time when the 

Russian movement into Afghanistan seemed likely to give the Soviet Union major new military 

capabilities in the region. In broad terms, these events produced the following major shifts in 

Saudi and US relations: 

• Saud Arabia suddenly acquired far more strategic importance to the US, as did the smaller Gulf states. This 
made the modernization and expansion of Saudi military force far more important than in the past, as well 
as the ability to find bases and power projection facilities and prepositioning capabilities in the Gulf region.  

• Both Saudi Arabia and the US were confronted by a hostile Khomeini regime in Iran that saw the Saudi 
royal family as a corrupt tool of the US, Wahhabi practices as a perversion of Islam, and the Saudi 
government as persecuting its Shi’ite minority. While Iran did not focus on the overthrow of the Saudi 
regime, it treated it as an enemy and used the Hajj repeatedly as an occasion for demonstrations and riots 
against the Saudi regime and US. At least initially, Iran repeated its claims to Bahrain, and sought to 
overthrow other Gulf regimes as part of an effort to create an Islamic nation. The Khomeini regime treated 
the US, in turn, as a major enemy and as a power that should be forced out of the Gulf, and Israel as an 
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enemy that should be destroyed. The resulting US Embassy hostage crisis shattered US-Iranian relations 
and led the US to treat Iran as a major enemy.  

• It is unclear whether the turmoil surrounding the fall of the Shah and the rise of the new Islamic regime in 
Iran contributed to the first serious Islamic extremist threat to the Kingdom since the time of the Ikhwan 
revolts before World War II. However, on November 16, 1979, small groups of Saudi and foreign Islamic 
extremist began to assemble and then attacked shrines in Mecca and Medina. The were led by Juhaiman ibn 
Muhammed ibn Saif al-Otaibi, some of whose relatives had fought against Abd al-Aziz in the battle of 
Sabillah in 1929 and who had others that had died in the King’s suppression of the Ikhwan. They never 
threatened the regime or aroused much popular support, but held the Mosque for nearly two weeks, until 
the Kingdom could deploy significant forces and obtain French military assistance. The individuals 
involved were not Wahhabi in any meaningful sense, Indeed, Juhaiman went so far as to proclaim that his 
brother-in-law was the Mahdi. Nevertheless, the incident, and a rise of religious criticism of the Saudi 
regime growing out of Saudi Arabia’s rapid process of modernization, led the regime to be far more 
cautious about some aspects of modernization, increase support for the regular Wahhabi Ulema, and 
crackdown on know religious opponents of the regime. It also reinforced the Kingdom’s decision – made in 
the early 1950s – to emphasize the regime’s religious legitimacy. This did not lead the regime to keep 
education Wahhabi and Islamic  -- a decision it had taken much earlier – but it did make it reluctant to 
modernize in any way that might increase religious tension. 

• Khomeini’s rise to power led to other religious tensions, as did the persecution of Saudi Shi’ites by an 
ultraconservative Saudi governor in the Eastern Provinces. Iranian radio issued its first called call for 
“death to the criminal and mercenary government of the Saudi family” on January 7, 1980.  There were 
significant arrests of Shi’ites in 1981, and more serious Shi’ite uprisings in 1982, in the area most critical to 
the Kingdom’s oil production. While the riots never threatened Saudi control or even oil Saudi production, 
they reinforced Saudi hostility to Iran. Moreover, although the King made major efforts to improve the 
situation for the Shi’ites and put in a far more moderate governor, the problem reinforced the regime’s 
effort to strengthen its legitimacy in Wahhabi eyes, and use religious sectarianism as a counterbalance to 
Iran. 

• It took time for the new Khomeini regime to consolidate power in Iran. A civil war broke out between the 
Khomeini government and radical Marxist factions like the People’s Mujahideen, while purges led to the 
near collapse of the armed forces. Saddam Hussein saw this turmoil in Iran as both an opportunity and a 
threat, and invaded Iran in 1980, with the goal of annexing part of the oil rich areas in Southwest Iraq and 
avenging the concessions Iraq had made in the Algiers Accords of 1975.174 The result was the eight year-
long Iran-Iraq War. While Iraq initially appeared to be defeating Iran, Iran was on the counteroffensive by 
1982 and a series of Iranian offensives threatened to defeat Iran from 1984 to the early part of 1988.  

• All of these pressures interacted with the impact of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the years of war 
that followed. The US and the West gradually came to see the Afghan opposition or Mujahideen as a key 
tool in checking Soviet control of Afghanistan and the expansion of the Soviet role in South Asia and 
Southwest Asia. At the same time, Saudi Arabia saw the support of the Afghan opposition as both a holy 
cause and a way of strengthening its relations with the US and other Western states. This almost inevitably 
made Afghanistan a center of Saudi Islamist involvement, and led to the training of thousands of young 
Saudi fighters over the long history of the Afghan War. At the same time, Saudi charities became deeply 
involved in funding Islamist movements in Pakistan and other countries for both religious regions and as a 
check to Marxist movements.  In far too many cases, these causes were extremist and violent, and both 
Saudi Arabia and the West paid far too little attention to the longer-term impact of such actions. Once the 
fighting in Afghanistan was over, Saudi funds continued to flow to Islamist extremist groups. The first 
Intifada, the fighting in Lebanon, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Chechnya then sustained these efforts, and involved 
more young Saudis in fighting and violent movements while the US turned a blind eye to some of these 
actions and saw others as providing indirect support for its own foreign policy objectives. In many ways, 
the end result was a de facto Saudi-US alliance in promoting Islamic extremism that laid the groundwork 
for later acts of extremist terrorism in the region and then for the events of September 11, 2001. 
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• The world oil market panicked for the second time in response to the fall of the Shah, the Iran-Iraq War, 
and Iraq’s loss of its oil export facilities in the Gulf and ability to use its oil pipeline through Syria. Saudi 
oil and gas revenues rose from 131.1 billion Riyals in 1978/79 to 237.2 billion in 1979/80, 341.0 billion in 
1980/81, and 32,2.4 billion in 1981/82, before dropping back to 192.8 billion in 1982/82, and 143 billion in 
1982/83. 175 The result was initially to create an image of vast oil wealth and raise Saudi military and civil 
spending to levels that had been unimaginable in the past. This new wealth allowed the Kingdom to fund 
major new arms purchases and military advisory efforts from the US as well as fund a vast paternalistic 
welfare and subsidy system. However, market forces soon began to operate and economic reality quickly 
set in. OPEC lost market share as new suppliers entered the market as lower prices, and Saudi efforts to 
maintain prices collapse once the drop in Saudi oil revenues grew too serious to endure. To put this into 
perspective, Saudi oil and gas revenues dropped to 120.3 billion Riyals in 1983/84, 88.3 billion in 1984/85, 
61.3 billion in 1985/86, and only rose significantly again after 1989. It was only the beginning of the Gulf 
War in 1990 that drove them back above 100 billion Riyals. 176 

• Although Saudi Arabia faced continuing problems in obtaining arms from the US because of the Arab-
Israeli conflict, the fall of the Shah and the Iran-Iraq War led to closer Saudi and US military cooperation 
than at any time since the US had given up its lease on Dhahran. Bitter debates did occur within the US 
over the sale of F-15s to Saudi Arabia, in both the early 1980s and during 1985-1986, that forced Saudi 
Arabia to turn to Britain and France for a massive $7 billion arms purchase called the Al Yammah package. 
There was also  a bitter debate over the sale of the E-3A AWACS and an Air Defense Enhancement 
Package in 1981.177  

• This did not, however, affect the mutual need  for military cooperation by both countries. US air units 
returned to Dhahran to provide surveillance of the Gulf, and this cooperation  heightened 1996, when Iran 
and Iraq stepped up their attacks on tankers, and in early 1997, when Iran began to attack Kuwaiti and 
Saudi tankers because the two countries were aiding Iraq. In spite of the fact, only seven Kuwaiti flagged 
tankers ht been hit out of 284 attacks on shipping since the beginning of the Iraq-Iraq War, the US agreed 
to “reflag” Kuwaiti tankers to protect them from Iran in January 1987.178 This led to major naval clashes 
between the US and Iran in 1987 and 1988, and this “tanker war” last until Iraq’s military victories reversed 
the course of the Iran-Iraq War in the summer of 1988, and led to a ceasefire. During this time, Saudi 
Arabia strongly encouraged the US to support the reflagging effort, to check any Iranian naval activity in 
the Gulf while permitting Iraq complete freedom of military action, and quietly provided extensive basing 
support for the USAF. 

• Iraq’s victory over Iran in August 1988 created a new problem in the Gulf. Rather than consolidate his 
victory and new prestige, Saddam Hussein demanded that Saudi Arabia and Kuwait forgive the loans they 
had made to keep Iraq from going bankrupt during the war. In 1989, Iraq demanded Kuwaiti concessions in 
terms of production from a large oilfield that crossed the Iraqi-Kuwait border and a lease on the Kuwaiti 
islands in the Gulf that affected Iraqi access to the Gulf. When Kuwait did not fully concede, Iraq invaded 
Kuwait in 1990. 

 The end result was the formation of a major US-Saudi-led coalition to first defend Saudi 

Arabia and then liberate Kuwait, and the Gulf War of 1990-1991. Both Saudi Arabia and the US 

had little other choice. Not only had Iraq become the dominant military force in the Gulf, Saudi 

Arabia was acutely vulnerable to further Iraqi adventures. The result was a rapid, massive US 

build-up in the Gulf, and what became the deployment of two full US corps, a British corps,  and 

massive amount of US, British, and other Western airpower to Saudi  Arabia. Even during the 

Gulf War, however, tensions arose in Saudi-US relations. While many Saudis welcomed the US 

presence and the fact that the US-Saudi led coalition won a major military victory, many 
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conservative Saudis deeply resented a secular Western presence on Saudi soil, and extremists 

saw it as a violation of the prohibition of a non-Muslim presence in Arabia. 

The Gulf War to the Second Intifada and “9/11” 

 The end of the Gulf War in the Spring of 1991 left Saudi and US relations at a seeming 

high point. In spite of what appeared to be minor tensions, both nations had helped lead a 

victorious coalition force in what seemed to be a lasting popular victory. As the following 

chapters show, however, this very real victory was accompanied by other trends: 

• Saudi hard-line Wahhabis and Islamic extremists were shocked by the presence of a Western force on 
Saudi soil, which many saw as a violation of a religious prohibition on any overt Christian and Jewish 
presence in Arabia, rather than Mecca and Medina alone. At the same time, Saudi Shi’ites saw the US as 
the firm ally of the Saudi regime, and some pro-Iranian Saudi Shi’ites saw the US as an enemy. 

• The US failed to understand just how serious the Kingdom’s cultural and political sensitivities were, and 
failed to see that its “oil wealth” had declined drastically in real and per capita terms. The US pushed to 
preposition US equipment in  “sovereign” bases, and to maintain a significant and highly visible US 
military presence in Saudi Arabia, rather than lower its presence and profile. It sought burden sharing and 
Saudi funding of its role in the Gulf War and continued military presence in the region, rather than Saudi 
internal stability and gave only limited priority to supporting Saudi economic and social reform. It only 
backed away from government pressure to sell  more arms to Saudi Arabia when the Kingdom experienced 
a cash flow crisis in 1995, and then episodically still pushed arms or aircraft sales in spite of the Kingdom’s 
problems. 

• Both the Saudi regime and the US government failed to see a need to explain either Saudi defense policies 
or the US military role in the Kingdom to the Saudi people. The steady opening of the Kingdom to global 
media, much higher educational standards in the Kingdom, and the pressures of declining oil wealth were 
ignored. Saudi public resentment of wasteful military expenditures and arms purchases, the inevitable 
tensions from a US military presence in the Kingdom, and the related tensions growing out of the Arab-
Israeli conflict were met with little more than silence. Islamic hostility operated in a political vacuum. 

• There is no fixed point at which Saudi Arabia’s rapid population growth can be said to have produced a 
“youth explosion.” Many young Saudi males were unemployed long before 1990, but Saudisation proved 
to be a dismal failure, and job creation lagged far below the number of young Saudis entering the labor 
force throughout the 1990s -- as is almost certain to occur for most of the next decade. 

• Arguably, Saudi ability to sustain its paternalistic welfare state, and maintain high per capita incomes, 
through “oil wealth” disappeared in the early 1980s, at least in terms of per capita income and balance 
budget. However, it was the Saudi government’s expenditures on the Gulf War and the low to moderate oil 
export income of the 1980s that began to put serious limits on government spending and what the Saudi 
economy could provide in terms of opportunities and wealth. As the following chapters show, this put 
serious pressure on Saudi ability to sustain military and civil spending, as well as compounded the 
problems Saudi youth faced in terms of unemployment. 

• Saudi Arabia and the US both reacted to the end of the Cold War by encouraging Islamist movements in 
Central Asia as a check to any reassertion of Saudi power. The US tolerated Islamist extremist action in the 
Balkans as a check to Serbia while Saudi Arabia actively encouraged it. In other regions, Saudi Arabia 
funded Islamic movements with far too little attention to their real character, while the US was slow to 
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react to them as a threat and often dealt with them more in terms of human rights issues than as a threat of 
terrorism. 

• At the same time, oil became more an economic issue for both countries than a strategic one. In general, 
this was to the benefit of the US Saudi Arabia increasingly needed cash flow while the cost of oil exports 
was not high enough or uncertain enough to generate serious US policy concern. Neither country developed 
or implemented a coherent energy policy. While Saudi Arabia did begin to develop meaningful economic 
diversification plans in the later 1990s, it did not seriously try to implement them until 2000, and the US 
government largely ignored its efforts, and gave only limited priority to such Saudi concerns as Saudi 
membership in the WTO and the creation of an institutionalized exporter and importer dialog and 
secretariat. 

• The Oslo Accords and seeming progress in the Arab-Israeli peace process appeared to take the issue off the 
table as a central focus of Saudi-US relations. Neither side was prepared for its sudden reemergence as a 
major issue with the beginning of the Second Intifada in September 2000. The Kingdom dealt with the 
peace issue largely passively and by ignoring it until the Second Intifada exploded into a major crisis. The 
US dealt with the issue by relying far too much on the momentum of the Oslo peace process until the Camp 
David talks in the spring of 2000. The failure of the Clinton initiatives, the initial effort of the Bush 
Administration to distance itself from the issue, and a perceived Bush tilt towards Israel created far broader 
public hostility in Saudi Arabia than the Islamist extremists had succeeded in creating in decades or past 
effort, whole the Saudi government largely avoid the issue until Crown Prince Abdullah’s peace initiative 
in the spring of 2002. 

• The very different threats posed by Iran, Iraq, and proliferation were recognized by both Saudi and US 
policymakers, but no catalyst forced a serious dialogue on any of the three issues -- at least in terms of a 
common recognition to agree on some concerted pattern of action.  

 It is not fair to say that Saudi-US relations ran largely on momentum during the 1990s, 

but it is fair to say that neither the Saudi nor the US government understood the cumulative 

seriousness of the issues that affected their relationship, and that neither government was were 

prepared for the shock of Saudi involvement in the attacks on the World Trade Center and the 

Pentagon and the steady escalation of the Second Intifada after September 2000.  

In retrospect, the bombing of the Saudi National Guard Training Center in Riyadh in 

1995, the Al Khobar bombing in 1996, the attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, 

and the attacks on the USS Cole should have provided clear strategic warning that that serious 

problems were developing in Saudi-US relations. The same is true of differences in the Saudi 

and US policy approaches to Iran, Iraq, and the Second Intifada.  

Developments Since  “9/11” 

 Unfortunately, policymakers rarely find warning to be an effective substitute for 

compulsion in actually taking action, and relations between the two countries became acutely 

strained following the events of September 11, 2001. Much of this strain occurred among those 

who had little direct experience with Saudi Arabia or Saudi-US relations. The American media 
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and US Congressmen publicly criticized Saudi Arabia for not taking a more active role in the 

war against terrorism.179  The fact that fifteen of the nineteen hijackers were Saudi Nationals 

prompted many Americans to began to perceive Saudi Arabia as  “part of the problem, not part 

of the solution.”180 Worse, many in the US who were not familiar with Saudi Arabia virtually 

demonized the regime, the entire Wahhabi sect of Islam, and came to see Saudi Arabia as an 

emerging threat in terms of both terrorism and future energy exports. 

  The Saudi reaction to “9/11” was one of shock and denial, in addition to resentment of 

exaggerated US criticism. For months, Saudi Arabia did not publicly acknowledge the role 

Saudis played, it did not explain its own problems with Bin Laden, and made no effort to put its 

problems with Islamic extremism into perspective. When it stepped up intelligence and counter-

terrorism cooperation with the US it kept the details and scope of such cooperation secret. This 

situation was then made worse by the apparent lack of Saudi support for US military operations 

in Afghanistan, and deep public resentment of US support for Israel as the Second Intifada 

continued to escalate.  While the US concentrated on terrorism and the “Islamic threat,” Saudi 

Arabia concentrated on Palestinian suffering, and the possibility that the Bush Administration 

might launch a new war against Iraq to overthrow Saddam Hussein.  

 These problems eased somewhat in mid to later 2002. Saudi Arabia took action against 

its violent Islamic extremists and potential terrorists. It called in or arrested over 4,000 young 

men and held some 250 extremists indefinitely. Saudi Arabia took the lead in formulating and 

supporting an Arab peace proposal that offers at least some hope in dealing with the Second 

Intifada, and refused Iraqi and Iranian calls for a new oil embargo. Saudi Arabia also quietly 

made its command facilities and air space available for US operations in Afghanistan. US 

officials, in turn, made it a point to praise Saudi Arabia for it cooperation, and to try to counter 

the more extreme criticism of the Kingdom in the US media. 

 Important as these developments are, however, Saudi-US relations are certain to remain a 

problem for the Kingdom and the US. There is no way to resolve some of the awkward trade-offs 

each country must make. Saudi Arabia must deal much more firmly with Islamic extremism even 

if this means more internal political tension, but must preserve its Islamic character. The US 

must seek to lower its military profile in the Kingdom but must preserve its ability to deter and 

contain Iran and Iraq and rapidly project power into the Gulf region. Saudi Arabia and the US 
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must seek to create more stable oil markets and secure oil exports, but must remain competitors 

in market terms. Both nations must seek an Arab-Israeli peace, but approach the Second Intifada 

with different biases and perceptions. Both nations must cooperate in trying to enhance the 

strategic stability of the Gulf, but continue to do so in spite of major differences on issues like 

Iran and Iraq.  

 The backlash from both September 11th and the Second Intifada will continue to poison 

Saudi and US relations and US and British military action in Iraq could create new problems and 

challenges. Some of the media, politicians, and intellectuals in each country have reacted by 

virtually declaring a “clash of civilizations” and focusing on the worst possible interpretation of 

the other nations society, politics, and actions. Islamic prejudice against the West has been met 

with Western prejudice against Islam. and US critics have made broad charges that Saudi Arabia 

sponsors terrorism while Saudi critics see the US as an aggressor and threat to the Kingdom and 

the Arab world. 

 Both nations continue to need each other. Unfortunately, one of the lasting ironies of 

Saudi-US interests is that they are inevitably more complex than the problems with Kingdom 

faces in deal with potential threats like Iran and Iraq. The entire history of Saudi-US relations 

illustrates the fact that common interests are never identical interests, and this seems certain to be 

as true in the future as in the past.  

Saudi Foreign Policy at the Beginning of the 21st Century 

Like all other countries, Saudi Arabia must continue to search for security and regional 

stability. Like virtually all other countries, this search will continue to be difficult and success 

will remain uncertain. Nothing the Kingdom does, at least in the near to mid term, can remove 

the potential threat posed by Iran and Iraq and the new threat posed by proliferation. While the 

Kingdom can – and has – improve its relation with its Southern Gulf allies, they cannot provide 

regional security arrangements that will meet its needs. Neither can any relationship with other 

states in the Arab world.  

Saudi Arabia can juggle its conflicting interests to play Iran off against Iraq, and to use 

European and other Arab states to partially reduce its dependence on the US. The fact remains, 
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however, that the Kingdom must remain dependent on US power projection capabilities as its 

ultimate guarantee against Iran, Iraq, and any other major threat that may emerge in the near 

future. As a result, all of the complex problems in Saudi-US relations that have just been 

chronicled are likely to repeat themselves in new cycles and periods of tension.  

A successful Saudi foreign policy can reduce these problems, but cannot eliminate them. 
At least in the near to mid-term, the most the Kingdom can do is to pursue the following options: 

• Continue its rapprochement with Iran, hoping for a shift in Iranian politics that gives moderates full 
power, but without any illusions about the fact that Iran is already a  serious conventional threat and is 
a major proliferator. 

• Constantly reevaluate its policy towards Iraq in the light of the fact that Iraq under Saddam Hussein is 
certain to be a lasting threat and is far more likely to use CBRN weapons than Iran. Saudi Arabia may 
be able to live with Saddam as long as UN sanctions still limit his military power and the US and 
Britain provide military containment. Saudi Arabia cannot, however, ignore the longer-term risk and 
the potential  need to remove Saddam from power. 

• Continue to improve its relations with the smaller Gulf states, avoid petty functions over minor border 
and prestige issues, strengthen the Gulf Cooperation Council as much as possible in political and 
economic terms and do what it can to transform the GCC into a more effective, mission-oriented, and 
interoperable military alliance. 

• Sustain the effort to improved relations with Yemen and to help the states in the Red Sea move 
towards added political and economic stability. 

• Continue to seek friends and allies in other parts of the Arab world without illusions that any form of 
Pan-Arabism or Islamist solidarity can meet its economic and security needs. 

• Pursue Crown Prince Abdullah’s Arab-Israeli peace initiative in spite of what may be years of 
frustration and  tension. Crown Prince Abdullah has already shown that  the Kingdom does not need to 
reject Palestinian and Arab causes to serve the cause of peace or reduce the tensions it faces with the 
US over Israel. Indeed, there are times when differences with the US are inevitable. A persistent Saudi 
search for peace does, however, offer the Kingdom, the Arab cause, and the entire Middle East both 
the great hope for security and the best hope for the future. 

• Look beyond the Arab-Israel peace issue to play a stronger role in helping Jordan development its 
economy and maintain political stability. 

• Come to grips with the legacy of “9/11.” Saudi Arabia cannot avoid the complex problems of military 
dependence on the US, although they are partially counterbalanced by US dependence on the flow of 
Saudi oil to the global economy. Saudi Arabia can, however, do much to explain itself better to the US 
and the West, and to avoid being trapped into any form of “clash of civilizations.” The US and Saudi 
Arabia can cooperate in keeping the profile of US forces in Saudi Arabia as low as possible, in 
strengthen Saudi military capabilities as a substitute for US presence, and in strengthening US power 
projection capabilities in Saudi Arabia and the entire Southern Gulf region as a substitute for US 
military presence in the Kingdom.  

• Build on the beginning it has made since September 11th to reform the controls it places on the flow of 
Saudi funds and role of Saudi youths in supporting Islamic extremist and terrorist movements outside 
the Kingdom. This does not mean abandoning Islamic causes. It does mean firmly rejecting violence 
and terrorism. This, in turn, means coming to firm grips with the difference between maintaining the 
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Kingdom’s core belief in Wahhabi practices and the need for these practices to evolve to deal with the 
modern world and become more tolerant, while establishing a firm internal dividing line between 
religion and political extremism in the name of religion.  

• Treat Saudi economic reform as a major foreign policy issue. Translate the Kingdom’s reform plans, 
which are described in detail in Chapters Five and Six, into an aggressive effort to seek US and other 
Western investment and support. Give Saudi entry into the WTO, and the Saudi call for an official 
importer-exporter dialog, and Western investment in the Saudi gas sector a major new priority. 

• Sustain a market-oriented energy policy. As is analyzed in detail in Chapter Seven, Saudi Arabia’s 
energy policy must primarily serve its domestic development needs, but interacts with many of the 
foreign policy issues than have just been discussed. The fact that the Kingdom has generally been a 
stable source of  oil exports, has used its surplus production capacity to stabilize the market, and has 
favored long-term market share and price stability has reduced or eliminated many of the foreign 
challenges that would have arisen had it attempted to use its export capacity aggressively as a foreign 
policy tool or political weapon. This “silent” dimension of Saudi foreign policy has severed the 
Kingdom well, and Saudi Arabia is certain to benefit from continuing this policy.  

Saudi Arabia’s problems are scarcely unique. The game of nations never ends. No nation 

can impose its foreign policy on the world, no success ever prevents future problems, and most 

successes are limited and temporary. There are, however, two factors that must be considered in 

evaluating the challenges the Kingdom faces. First, none appear to fundamentally threaten the 

Kingdom’s security at this point in time. Second, as the following chapter show, the Kingdom’s 

foreign policy and security problems are of secondary importance in comparison with its 

political, social, economic, and demographic challenges. 

This is not a casual point. The Kingdom has often given defense a false priority relative 

to internal political, social and economic needs. It has sometimes paid more attention to foreign 

policy than more pressing internal problems, and it has focused on external threats when internal 

stability and cohesion is really its best guarantee of security. This is scarcely an argument that 

Saudi Arabia does not need a strong foreign policy or effective defenses. It does. As will soon 

become apparent, however, the Kingdom is more threatened from within than without. 
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