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DYNAMICS

Saudi Arabia’s Crown 
Prince, Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al-
Saud (MBS), has recently 
made an important trip to 
Asia visiting, in this order, 
Pakistan, India and China. 
Much has been speculated 
on the reasons behind this 
visit. Several internation-
al media outlets have gone 
as far as suggesting that 
Saudi Arabia is now mov-
ing closer to the proverbi-
al East and away from the 
West as a result of criticism 
from the United States 
(US) and the European 
Union (EU) with regards 
to Saudi Arabia’s handling 
of the war operations in 
Yemen and the Khashoggi 

affair. Such conclusions, 
however, lack a specific 
understanding of what is 
at stake for Saudi Arabia 
in Pakistan, India, China, 
and wrongly underesti-
mate the depth of the rela-
tionship Riyadh maintains 
to Washington which, is 
both dynamic and ironclad. 
Pakistan | Pakistan is a 
long-standing ally of Saudi 
Arabia. Military and in-
telligence ties between the 
two countries are deeply 
rooted and date back to the 
early 1980s. The historic 
bond between Riyadh and 
Islamabad was certainly 
reinforced by the recent 
election of Imran Khan as 
Pakistan’s Prime Minister. 

Khan was one of the most 
important leaders who at-
tended the conference on 
trade and investment or-
ganised by Saudi Arabia 
and nicknamed "Davos in 
the Desert." Consequent-
ly, Saudi Arabia agreed to 
concede a $6 billion (USD) 
bail out to ease Pakistan’s 
economic woes, thus ce-
menting the MBS-Khan 
friendship. Saudi Arabia’s 
willingness to economi-
cally support Pakistan has 
not corresponded to the 
level of military backing 
Riyadh hoped to receive 
from Islamabad. For in-
stance, in the fight against 
the Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels in Yemen, the Saudi 
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Pompeo's Timeline 
A Recap

On December, the US 
Secretary of State, Mike 
Pompeo toured US allies 
in the Middle East to re-
assure Washington’s allies 
about the continued sup-
port of the US President 
Donald Trump, while reit-
erating the policy of clos-
ing ranks to confront Iran. 
The tour consisted of nine 
countries, including Jor-
dan, Iraq, Egypt, Bahrain, 
the United Arab Emirates, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Oman 
and Kuwait. His visit to 
the Middle East comes at a 
critical time, amid Donald 
Trump’s announcement, in 
early January, of his inten-
tion to withdraw the nearly 
2 000 US troops stationed 
in north-eastern Syria. 
The announcement creat-
ed incredulity and concern 
around the region, as US 
allies fear that Iran troops 
will fill the vacuum left by 
US forces, thus consolidat-
ing and expanding Tehran’s 
grip on the country. Other 
issues discussed included 
the Qatar crisis, and the war 
in Yemen, emphasising the 
urgency of finding a solu-
tion. On 08 January, the US 
Secretary started his tour 
to the Middle East with the 
first stop in Jordan where he 
met with the Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II and Crown 

Continued PAGE 7
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UNDP’s Sustainable Development Goals to Guide 
Bahrain into the Future

T HE R EPORT

The event was held on March 15 2019 at the EGIC HQ in Rome. More information are available at www.egic.info

Reducing dependence on 
oil is the main focus of 
the new economic strate-
gies developed by coun-
tries across the Arab Gulf. 
Such strategies are em-
bodied by the Vision 2030 
programmes already under 
way in most countries of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC). In the case of Bah-
rain, a sustainable develop-
ment and economic growth 
model, as promoted by the 
United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP), 
is complementary to the 
Kingdom’s Vision 2030 
strategy and can positively 
impact future plans aimed 
at improving the lives of or-
dinary citizens. To explore 
the extent in which UNPD 
guidelines inform Bahrain’s 
government action, the Eu-
ro-Gulf Information Centre 
invited Dr. Omar Al-Ubay-
dli, the Program Director 
for International and Geo-
Political Studies at Bahrain 
Center for Strategic, Inter-
national and Energy Stud-
ies (DERASAT), Associate 
Professor of Economics at 
George Mason University 
and, previously, a Visiting 
Professor of Economics at 
the University of Chicago.
 UNPD reports look be-
yond traditional purely eco-

nomic data such as Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) 
and industrial output in-
dicators. Local UNDP of-
fices are well known for 
looking carefully into the 
countries’ specific features, 
considering all variables, 
including the environmen-
tal and societal dimensions, 
and all other aspects bear-
ing a considerable an im-
pact on the quality of life.
Bahrain’s economy is in it-
self quite unique. Bahrain 
is an island state of which 
large portions are cov-
ered by the desert. As such 
avoiding to overexploit land 

resources is crucial. Anoth-
er important characteristic 
is the socio-economic im-
pact of expatriate workers, 
a feature Bahrain’s shares 
with other GCC economies. 
Out of a population of 1.6 
million, around 75% of the 
workforce is made up by 
foreigners on short term 
visas. This allows Bahraini 
businesses to hire work-
force only when needed for 
specific projects, thus re-
ducing the pressure to find 
new strategies and invest 
on innovation. Bahrain’s 
exports are still largely re-
liant on oil, constituting 

some 80% of government 
revenues. This became in-
creasingly problematic as 
after 2014 the oil price ex-
perienced a sharp decrease, 
ending Bahrain’s trade sur-
plus and adding pressure on 
the currency. In Bahrain, 
energy overconsumption, 
a common problem in en-
ergy producing countries 
with highly subsidised en-
ergy prices, constitutes a 
serious economic and en-
vironmental concern. In 
addition, land reclaiming 
projects, often needed to 
sustain Bahrain’s growing 
population, have damaged 
the environment in the past.
On the other hand, Bahrain 
presents unique opportuni-
ties. Manama launched its 
Vision 2030 programme 
as early as 2008 in an at-
tempt to attract foreign 
investments, develop the 
private sector and reduce 
dependency on oil. It was 
the first Gulf country un-
derstanding the need for a 
comprehensive economic 
diversification plan and 
the only GCC economy to 
commence diversification 
before the oil prices started 
to fluctuate in an unpredict-
able manner. Similarly to 
most small states, Bahrain 
is responsive to coopera-
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tion with UN agencies such 
as the UNDP and is keen 
to further develop regional 
cooperation. The result of 
such cooperation is well 
represented by the common 
GCC power grid which in-
creases efficiency while re-
ducing waste and consump-
tion. Notably, as a result of 
the diversification efforts, 
Bahrain is performing in-
creasingly well in the Infor-
mation and Communication 
Technology and the Islamic 
Finance sectors. The King-

dom is also remarkably 
ahead of its GCC partners 
in terms of gender equality, 
an indicator of the UNDP’s 
Sustainable Development 
Goals which is regarded as 
key by Bahrain’s authori-
ties to minimise the loss 
of economic opportunity.
Despite Manama’s increas-
ing commitment to UNDP 
guidelines for economic 
development, there are still 
areas to improve to ensure 
Bahrain can overcome cur-
rent and future financial 

turbulences without over-
exploiting its resources 
and damaging the environ-
ment. Following the 2011 
unrest, which was initially 
triggered by economically-
related grievances, govern-
ment efforts should aim at 
providing  opportunities 
for the youth. The expan-
sion of the already exist-
ing youth programmes is 
therefore recommended. 
Al-Ubaydli argued that this 
should go hand in hand 
with the development of 
new sectors of the economy 
linking the traditional ex-
port of natural resources to 
the needs of technological 
advancements, infrastruc-
ture development and oil 
derivatives for example, to 
secure an higher employ-
ment rate. Bahrain would 
also benefit from further 
GCC economic integration 
and the expansion of acces-
sible markets. A compre-
hensive European Union-
GCC trade deal and the 
resolution of the Qatar cri-
sis are therefore two poten-
tially beneficial outcomes.  
Education is likely to play 
a pivotal role to ensure the 
sustainable advancement of 
Bahrain’s economy: by in-
vesting on education on the 
basis of a skill-gap analysis 
to inform future generations 
on the skills and expertise 

that are needed by the lo-
cal business community, 
the government could pro-
vide stimulus to economic 
growth. However, it is im-
portant that such growth is 
coupled with economic pol-
icies that are conceived with 
an environment sensitive 
approach, to safeguard the 
quality of life of ordinary 
Bahrainis and highly re-
duce the risks related to en-
vironmental  emergencies.

by Antonino Occhiuto

SCAN THE CODE

OR VISIT  
WWW.DERASAT.ORG.BH/

Omar Al-Ubaydli, Director of 
Research at Derasat
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Infiltration by Iranian prox-
ies is among of the most 
potent challenges currently 
facing Bahrain—and it 
is an enduring challenge. 
Since the mid-19th century, 
Iran has been attempting 
to forcibly absorb Bahrain 
into its administrative body. 
Referring to Bahrain as 
its ‘14th province,’ the Is-
lamic Republic deploys its 
proxy agents to destabilise 
Bahrain’s government and 
attack its civil society. In 
fact, ‘most, if not all, the 
internal militarised groups 
fighting against Bahrain’s 
government and civil so-
ciety are connected to, 
and directed from, Iran.’  
Since 2011, Iran has inten-
sified its support for an as-
sortment of Shia militias 
in Bahrain and smuggles 
more and more to camps 
in Iran and Iraq where their 
operatives receive training 
by Tehran-backed terrorist 
groups such as Kata’ib Hez-
bollah under the patronage 
of the Popular Mobilisation 
Units (PMUs) and Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corp (IRGC). Those opera-
tives are then reinserted into 
Bahrain often with military 
and command and com-
munications equipment.
With war raging in several 
parts of the Middle East, it 
is striking that Iranian en-
gagements tend to be with 
aims that go beyond the 
theatre of their operations 
and their political-military 
leadership often equates 
battlefield ‘victories’ in one 
location as steps towards 
Iranian ‘victories’ in oth-
ers. Consider that, after 

claiming military victory in 
Aleppo (December 2016), 
the Deputy Commander of 
the IRGC, General Hossein 
Salami, publicly declared 
that ‘the victory in Aleppo 
will pave the way for liber-
ating Bahrain,’and assured 

that ‘the people of Bahrain 
will achieve their wishes, 
the Yemeni people will 
be delighted, and the resi-
dents of Mosul will taste 
victory, these are all divine 
promises.’In other words, 
Iran’s engagement in Syria 
is part of a larger attempt 
by Tehran to deploy mili-
tia and consolidate power 
across the Arab Gulf and, 
indeed, the Middle East. 
In the case of Bahrain, 
evidence is mounting that 
suggests that Iran deploys 
militias to attack both secu-
rity personnel and civilians 
for the purpose of: polaris-
ing Bahrain’s civil society; 
deepening sectarianism in 
the country; paving the way 
for an armed insurrection; 
paving the way for direct 

intervention by Iranian 
forces; ultimately delegiti-
mise, overthrow and replace 
Bahrain’s government. 
In June 2017 Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, 
Egypt and Bahrain collec-
tively designated the fol-

lowing Iran-backed, Shia 
paramilitary units operating 
in Bahrain as terrorist or-
ganisations:
• Hezbollah Bahrain,
• Saraya al-Ashtar
• February 14 Coalition
• The Resistance Bri-

gades
• Saraya al-Mukhtar and
• Harakat Ahrar Bahrain.
In this Monitoring segment, 
the first two paramilitary 
organisations are intro-
duced and assessed.
Hezbollah Bahrain | The 
Military Wing of Hezbollah 
Bahrain (MWHB) is one 
of the most notorious ter-
rorist groups operating in 
Bahrain. Its primary role is 
to organise, supervise and 
provide support for other 
insurgent and paramili-

tary organisations whose 
primary political objec-
tive is to overthrow Bah-
rain’s government and its 
royal family. The MWHB 
therefore serves as an um-
brella organisation and the 
linchpin between Bahrain’s 

Shia militias and Tehran. 
There is no doubt regard-
ing the nature of relation-
ship between Hezbollah 
and the Islamic Republic 
it has been established that 
Hezbollah is an Iranian, ex-
tra-state, proxy advancing 
Iran’s regional and interna-
tional objectives. It relies 
on Tehran for its financing, 
its military and political 
leadership, strategic as-
sets, tactical choices and 
overall strategic objectives. 
Iran is Hezbollah’s princi-
pal financial sponsor. Al-
though, widely known from 
its inception, this was con-
firmed by Hezbollah Secre-
tary General, Hassan Nas-
rallah, in June 2016 when 
he noted that: ‘We are open 
about the fact that Hezbol-

Militias in and against the Kingdom of Bahrain 
Part I

T HE MONI TOR

Part II is available at www.egic.info/mapping-militia-bahrain-part-two
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lah’s budget, its income, 
its expenses, everything it 
eats and drinks, its weapons 
and rockets, are from the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.’ 
The unambiguity of rela-
tionship between Hezbol-
lah and Iran is cemented 
by Hezbollah’s ideological 
framework, which is direct-
ly derived from the Khomei-
ni’s radical doctrine of Shia 
Islam and his thoughts cen-
tred on the idea of revo-
lutionary violence which 
justify his understanding 
“defensive” jihad.  Hezbol-
lah follows a model of gov-
ernance for an Islamic state, 
which is based on submis-
sion to the wilayat al-faqih, 
the rule of the jurisprudent, 
which was articulated by 
Khomeini. As Sheikh Naim 
Qassem confirmed in an 
interview with Fred Hal-
liday, Hezbollah regards 
the Iranian spiritual leader 
as its ultimate authority. 
Hezbollah takes its orders 
directly from the IRGC 
and al Quds Force and is in 
frequent contact with their 
high command. The fre-
quent contact is best illus-
trated by the popularity of 
IRGC al-Quds Force Com-
mander, Qasem Soleimani, 
who became a social media 
celebrity among Hezbollah 
fighters, often being cap-
tured posing for Instagram 
pictures with Hezbollah and 
other Shia militia soldiers 
operating in various loca-
tions in the Middle East. 
Together with the IRGC, 
Hezbollah’s task is to en-
sure survival of the regime 
in Tehran and to promote 
its revisionist ambitions 
which includes the strat-

egy of “revolution exporta-
tion.” Bahrain is a central 
part of the Iranian attempt 
to spread its revolution 
into the Arabian Peninsula. 
MWHB is a branch of the 
wider Hezbollah frame-
work and is responsible for 
untold death and destruction 
in Bahrain at the behest of 
military planners in Tehran. 
Al-Ashtar Brigades (Saraya 
al-Ashtar) | Since its pre-
mier statement — via their 
Facebook page — on 27 
April 2013, the Iran-backed 
militant group Al-Ashtar 
has been responsible for 
carrying out numerous ter-
rorist attacks — mostly 
detonating improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) 
— against Bahrain’s civil-
ian population, security 
personnel and government 
representatives. Accord-
ing information available 
to Bahraini intelligence, 
the group has been trained 
by Kata’ib Hezbollah, an 
Shia militia that is one of 
Iran’s most important prox-
ies in Iraq. In January 2016, 

Bahraini authorities ar-
rested the leaders of a cell 
linked to Al-Ashar—Ali 
and Mohammed Fakhrawi. 
The twin brothers travelled 
to Iran on several occa-
sions to obtain financial 
and logistical support. Ali 
Fakhrawi met (in 2012) 
with Hezballah chief Has-
san Nasrallah and received 
some €18,520 in sup-
port of their organisation. 
The organisation was 
blacklisted as a terrorist 
group by Bahrain’s cabinet 
in March 2014 following a 
bomb attack that killed two 
policemen and an officer 
from the United Arab Emir-
ates in the town of Daih. 
Al-Ashtar claimed respon-
sibility for this attack on its 
Facebook and Twitter ac-
counts declaring that ‘The 
operation comes in revenge 
for our martyrs.’Together 
with Al-Ashtar the cabi-
net outlawed the Febru-
ary 14 Movement, Saraya 
al-Muqawama (Resistance 
Brigade) and any group as-
sociated or allied to them. 

In March 2017, two of 
the group’s affiliates Ah-
mad Hasan Yusuf and Al-
sayed Murtadha Majeed 
Ramadhan Alawi were 
designated as global ter-
rorists by the US State 
Department. In the state-
ment officially announcing 
this declaration, US State 
Department recognised 
that Al-Ashtar receives 
funding and support from 
the Government of Iran. 
In February 2018, the group 
formally adopted the logo 
of the IRGC the brand-
ing that is shared by many 
Shia militias openly loyal 
to the Islamic Republic 
championing/promoting 
both Iran’s radical ideol-
ogy as well as its political 
interests. This change of 
its public “image” reflects 
the official inclusion in the 
“Iranian Axis of Resist-
ance” operating against the 
United States and its allies.

The latest events through our insights, analyses and  
explanations of the unfolding dynamics in 
the Arab Gulf states.

EGIC.INFO/GULF-MONITOR

GULF MONITOR

by Lucie Švejdová
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Pompeo's Timeline
A Recap

by Jasmina Ameti

Prince Hussein bin Abdul-
lah. The discussion covered 
the US-Jordan strategic 
cooperation and Pompeo 
reassured Amman that the 
US withdrawal from Syria 
would not change the US 
position towards protect-
ing the stability of its allies 
in the region. Amman ex-
pressed gratitude for Wash-
ington’s support to Jordan 
in multiple development 
programmes to prevent the 
escalation of an economic 
crisis triggered by region-
al events. Mr Pompeo’s 
next stop took place on 09 
January, in Iraq, he met 
with the Iraqi Prime Min-
ister, Adil Abdul-Mahdi, 
Iraqi government figures 
and Kurdish officials. Iraq 
represents one of the key 
allies of the US in the re-
gion, mainly due to its geo-
graphical proximity to Iran. 
Mr Pompeo stated that the 
talks focused on Iraq’s fight 
against a return of Daesh. 
He argued that Washington 
and Baghdad have a com-
mon understanding that 
the battle against Daesh, to 
counter Daesh, and the fight 
to counter Iran, is real and 
important. He added that: 
ISIS is defeated militarily, 
but the mission is not ac-
complished. The main con-
cern of Iraq with regard to 
the US military withdrawal 
from Syria is that the re-
duction of American troops 
will affect regional securi-
ty. On 10 January, Pompeo 
met with Egypt’s President 
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in or-
der to discuss economic 
and security concerns with 
regards to Washington-Cai-
ro cooperation. Pompeo’s 
choice to stop in Cairo and 
give a high-profile speech 

on US policy in the region 
was highly symbolic, rem-
iniscent speech given by 
former President Barack 
Obama in Cairo in 2009. 
The objective was likely to 
further underline differenc-
es between the Trump and 
Obama administration with 
regards to US policy in 
the Middle East. Pompeo’s 
speech predominantly fo-
cused on ‘confronting 
Iran’s malign activities.’ 
On 11 January, Mr Pompeo 
visited Bahrain, where, to-
gether with King Hamad, 
Crown Prince Salman bin 
Ahmad Al Khalifa and 
Foreign Minister Sheikh 

Khaled bin Ahmad Al 
Khalifa, they discussed the 
importance of countering 
Iran and extremist groups. 
Pompeo pointed out that 
Manama is a key US Ar-
ab-Gulf ally and added: 
These Gulf partnerships 
are critical to achieving 
shared regional objectives 
– defeating ISI, counter-
ing radical Islamic terror-
ism, protecting global en-
ergy supplies and rolling 
back Iranian aggression.
From Manama, Pompeo 
headed to the United Arab 
Emirates, on 12 January, 
to discuss the cohesion of 

the Arab Gulf countries, 
particularly when it comes 
to the dispute with Qatar, 
and other Arab nations, to 
counter Iran. Pompeo met 
with the Crown Prince of 
Abu Dhabi, Mohammed bin 
Zayed Al Nahyan, accom-
panied by the Chief Execu-
tive and Managing Director 
of Mubadala, Khaldoon 
Al Mubarak, Dr Anwar 
Gargash, the UAE Min-
ister of State for Foreign 
Affairs, Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Zayed, the UAE Min-
ister of State for Foreign 
Affairs and International 
Cooperation and Sheikh 
Tahnoon bin Zayed, the 

National Security Advisor. 
As a part of Pompeo’s Mid-
dle East tour, he arrived in 
Qatar on 13 January, where 
he touched upon the need 
to end the conflict between 
Doha and the other Arab 
Gulf allies. He stated: It 
is time for old rivalries 
to end for the sake of the 
greater good of the region. 
Pompeo then headed to 
Saudi Arabia on 14 January, 
where he met with Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman. The relation-
ship between Washington 
and Riyadh remains deli-
cate. The US Secretary of 

State and the Saudi Crown 
Prince discussed women’s 
rights and the fighting in 
Yemen, Pompeo discussed, 
at length, the necessity to 
achieve a political solution 
to the conflict. From Wash-
ington’s point of view, the 
war expands resources and 
attention to focus on other 
regional issues, especially 
from the two leading mem-
bers of the coalition, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. The US reiter-
ated support to Riyadh in 
its efforts to contain Iran. 
Finally, Pompeo visit-
ed Oman on 14 January, 
where he met with Sultan, 
Qaboos bin Said al Sai, to 
discuss their bilateral co-
operation and common re-
gional concerns. Pompeo 
emphasised the importance 
of the support provided by 
Oman to facilitate talks in 
order to terminate the war 
in Yemen. Even though, Mr 
Pompeo’s tour in the Mid-
dle East initially includ-
ed Kuwait, the Secretary 
of State cut it short due to 
a family funeral and re-
turned back to Washington. 
We at the Euro-Gulf Infor-
mation Centre will contin-
ue to monitor developments 
between Washington and 
its Middle Eastern allies, 
especially those impacting 
on regional peace, prosper-
ity, stability and security. 
Secretary Pompeo’s tour 
to the Middle East reflects 
the desire of the US to reas-
sert itself despite the many 
polarising issues facing 
the region, and indeed the 
world.
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MBS in ASiA: MythS And ReAlity

Arabia-led Arab coalition 
is having to rely primarily 
on Western support. Inside 
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia re-
tains an array of econom-
ic interests. The Crown 
Prince signed agreements 
in Islamabad for $20 bil-
lion (USD) of investments, 
including an agreement to 
establish an oil refinery in 
the south-western coastal 
city of Gwadar. Strategi-
cally, the presence of Iran, 
Saudi Arabia’s arch-rival 
in the Gulf and the wider 
Middle East, as Pakistan's 
neighbour is another reason 
why the Saudi leadership 
is keen to keep the closest 
possible level of coopera-
tion with Islamabad. Gwa-
dar is also a key part of the 
China-Pakistan economic 
corridor, intertwining the 
interests of Saudi Arabia 
and China. MBS is certain-
ly working to ensure that 
Saudi Arabia becomes a 
key player in Gwadar’s and 
Pakistan’s future develop-
ment, including to prevent 
Tehran’s plan to join the 
China–Pakistan economic 
corridor through the con-
struction of the planned 
Iran–Pakistan natural gas 

pipeline. The pipeline, 
by exporting Iranian gas, 
would increase Tehran’s 
leverage over Islamabad.   
India | MBS’s visit to India 
must be carefully contextu-
alised. It comes on the heels 
of the 2016 visit by India’s 
Prime Minister, Narendra 

Modi, to Saudi Arabia. That 
visit had already highlight-
ed that the new economic 
realities worldwide could 
push Riyadh and New Delhi 
closer together.  Saudi Ara-
bia already provides around 
20% of India’s annual oil 
needs, critical for the coun-
try’s economic growth. The 
importance of the Indian 

market for Saudi Arabia is 
set to grow increasingly in 
the next decade, as Western 
economies move towards a 
greater reliance on renew-
able energies. Riyadh has 
already committed large 
sums of investment in India 
via Saudi Aramco, the state 

owned oil giant, developing 
an important refinery and 
petrochemicals project in 
Ratnagiri. In relation to the 
Vision 2030 programme, 
MBS would also be inter-
ested in New Delhi’s know-
how with regards to tech-
nical and market expertise 
that contributed to India’s 
economic growth. From the 

perspective of India’s pri-
vate sector, MBS’s efforts to 
render Saudi Arabia a more 
foreign-investment-friendly 
country is certainly attrac-
tive. Recently, India-Saudi 
cooperation also focused 
on issues related to defence 
and counterterrorism. To-
day, some three million In-
dians live in Saudi Arabia. 
Indian workers have long 
constituted an important 
labour force, instrumental 
to the development of the 
Saudi economy. Despite 
warming ties, the scope 
for India to increase its 
military involvement in 
the Gulf remains limited. 
Worsening relations with 
powerful neighbours such 
as China and Pakistan and 
the obsolete status of In-
dia’s Air Force and Navy, 
make it impossible for New 
Delhi to aspire to a great-
er role in Gulf security af-
fairs, for the time being. 
China | Speculations were 
most focused on the Crown 
Prince’s visit to Beijing. 
These normally considered 
MBS’s intentions as direct-
ed at finding alternatives to 
Saudi Arabia’s partnership 
with Washington. Howev-

FROM PAGE 1

Continued PAGE 8
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the iSlAMic Revolution’S iMpAct on 
politicAl iSlAM And the Middle eASt

As Iran celebrated the 40th 
anniversary of its Islamic 
revolution–which over-
threw the Pahlavi dynasty 
and gave birth to the Is-
lamic Republic–Emile Na-
khleh, (former Senior In-
telligence Service Officer 
and Director of the Political 
Islam Strategic Analysis 
Programme at the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency 
(CIA)), published, on Lobe 
Log, an article which looks 
at the impact that the revo-
lution had in reshaping the 
Middle East. Using a subtle 
and careful approach, Na-
khleh acknowledges some 
of Iran’s nefarious activities 
in the region while arguing 
that Iranian foreign policy 
is largely a reaction to for-
eign provocations rather 
than an hegemonic design.
The author’s conclusions 
are unequivocal: he makes 
the case for Western pow-

ers to accept the new domi-
nant position that Iran has 
carved itself in the region 
and engage with the Islam-
ic Republic accordingly. 
In his analysis, Nakhleh 
points out to the legitimate 
fear that Iran’s neighbours 
had with regard to the 
spread of the revolution. 
Such fear, for instance, 
motivated regional support 
for Iraq’s military action 
against the Islamic Repub-
lic. However, It is more 
difficult to understand why 
the author links the fear 
of the revolution to a sup-
posed ‘revolutionary pro-
democratic zeal appealing 
to Shia and Sunni Muslims 
globally’, instead of point-
ing out to the more realistic 
risk of religion being used 
to mobilise the masses and 
overthrow governments 
in the Gulf and the wider 
region–in the same man-

ner it happened in Tehran. 
Worryingly, the author sug-
gests that the Iranian revo-
lution had a positive impact 
on political pluralism and 
democratisation across the 
Middle East. For instance, 
he supports his argument by 
adopting Lebanon as a case 
study, a country in which 
‘Hezbollah (Party of God), 
the only Iran-supported 
Shia political party, scored 
impressive electoral victo-
ries over the years and has 
remained, until this day, 
a major power-broker in 
Lebanese politics.’ In this 
article, the rise of Hezbol-
lah in Lebanese politics 
is represented purely as a 
sign of democratic devel-
opment. No attention is 
given to the fact that Iran 
financed the creation and 
development of the group 
as part of its plan to state-
capture and control Leba-

non.  Hezbollah is a po-
litical party with allegiance 
to Tehran’s clergy rather 
than to the Lebanese peo-
ple. Furthermore, it com-
prises a very well-armed 
militias which has been 
fighting wars in coordina-
tion with and directed by 
Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC). 
In the second part of his 
analysis, Nakhleh states 
that it was only when 
Saddam Hussein ordered 
Iraq’s military to begin op-
erations against Iran that 
the Islamic Republic forged 
‘relations with some unsa-
voury radical groups that 
were prone to revolutionary 
zeal and violence.’ Such 
a statement, which is not 
backed up by further expla-
nation, confuses the reader. 
The rising importance of 
the IRGC and the Basij 
within Iran, due to war time 
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er, as with the Islamabad 
and New Delhi legs, this 
visit should be understood 
in the context of specific 
China-Saudi common in-
terests. China’s President, 
Xi Jinping, is trying to push 
his Belt and Road initiative, 
under which huge amounts 
of Chinese trade would pass 
through the Gulf and the 
Red Sea en-route to Europe, 
and Saudi Arabia retains 
a key role as a transit area 
in that regard. The Crown 
Prince also wants to pro-
mote the Vision 2030 eco-
nomic plan, which would 
surely benefit from Chinese 
investment and technology 
transfers. As such, Beijing 
and Riyadh signed a series 
of agreements in trade, en-

ergy and, crucially, the two 
agreed to specific steps of 
cooperation for both the 
Belt and Road and Vision 
2030 projects. MBS also 
signed a $10 billion(USD) 
refinery and petrochemical 
project deal. Even before 
the Crown Prince’s vis-
it and the signing of these 
new deals, China was al-
ready Saudi Arabia's largest 
trading partner. Each year, 
Beijing imports some $46 
billion (USD) from Sau-
di Arabia, including much 
need oil supplies. China 
however, enjoys a partic-
ularly close political and 
economic relationship with 
Iran. Beijing is unwilling 
to downsize such relation-
ship, as demonstrated by 

its staunch support for the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action. Shortly before 
receiving MBS, Xi Jinping 
had hosted Mohammad Ja-
vad Zarif, the Foreign Min-
ister of the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran. Despite the fact 
that China is slowly begin-
ning to increase its military 
presence in regions close to 
the Gulf– its Djibouti base 
is a clear example of such 
trend–Beijing remains, to 
date, unwilling to challenge 
or substitute US leadership 
in security affairs outside 
of East Asia. This and the 
Iran-China connection are 
enough to offset future 
prospects of Saudi Arabia 
edging further towards Chi-
na and away from the West. 

East Asia and the Indian 
subcontinent are the fastest 
growing economic spaces 
globally. Their relevance is 
therefore set in increase in 
all areas of the world and 
the Arab Gulf is no excep-
tion. The Euro-Gulf Infor-
mation Centre will continue 
to monitor the status and 
the advancement of Gulf-
Asia relations. To date, the 
new relationship is based 
on specific complementary 
economic interests while 
there is little to no appetite, 
even in countries with glob-
al ambitions such as Chi-
na, to replace the US-led, 
Western role as a pillar of 
the Gulf’s security archi-
tecture.

by Antonino Occhiuto
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necessity, is certainly a rad-
icalising factor. However, 
this should not neglect that 
the Ayatollahs used the war 
to strengthen their posi-
tion in Tehran and that they 
planned to export the revo-
lution, across the Muslim 
world, even before Iraq’s 
dictator ordered the attack. 
The author confirms the 
West’s worst fears regard-
ing Iran’s relationship to 
some of the most infamous 
terrorist organisations, in-
cluding: Al-Qaeda, Hez-
bollah (and its many fran-
chises in Bahrain, Iraq and 
Saudi Arabia), Hamas, the 
Taliban and even Yemen’s 
Houthis. Nakhleh, unex-
pectedly from a former 
US intelligence officer, 
endorses the Iran-terrorist 
cooperation and presents it 
as a self-defence strategy 
motivated by the need to 
counter the United States 
(US), Israel and Saudi 
Arabia. Arguably, this is a 
whole sale exaggeration. 
Moving on to how the West 
should confront Iran’s cur-
rent regional activities, the 
article does consider how 
Iran’s intervention in Syria 
and Iraq was strictly related 
to Tehran’s regional he-
gemonic plans and how the 
Syrian war ended with Iran 
supporting the suppression 
of the opposition by Syria’s 
regime. Iran’s involvement 
in Syria is therefore against 
any form of democratic 

developments and in con-
trast to Western interests. 
Problematically however, 
the author concludes that 
attempting to roll-back 
Iran’s influence in the Arab 
Levant is counterproduc-
tive. Nakhleh suggests 
that policymakers should 
overlook and accept Iran’s 
involvement in the inter-
nal affairs of other coun-
tries, its support for sectar-
ian militias in the Gulf and 
the wider Middle East and 
decries states to uphold 
the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA). 
According to the author, the 
resolution of current region-
al crises, and preventing fu-
ture crises, is related to the 
West’s ability to coordinate 

with and accommodate the 
interests of three key states: 
Iran, Israel and Turkey. 
Such an approach would 
relegate the aspirations of 
GCC states, which have 
been increasingly active 
regional players. Further-
more, it would legitimise 
Iran’s sectarian and divisive 
agenda throughout the Arab 
Gulf and the Levant and 
external attempts aimed 
at weakening a number of 
Arab states in the region. 
Weak and fragile states pre-
sent a number of character-
istics which would favour 
new conflicts in the already 
war-torn Middle East. 
Regional turmoil across the 
Middle East and the resur-
gence of ethnic–based ter-

rorist and separatist groups 
within the Islamic Republic 
— both the Balochistan and 
Khuzestan regions have ex-
perienced a wave of terror-
ist attacks targeting Iran’s 
security forces — are evi-
dence that Tehran’s sectar-
ian agenda is detrimental to 
both regional stability and 
to the security of the peo-
ple of Iran. Articles such 
as Nakhleh’s, dangerously 
suggest cooperation with 
a regime that will continue 
to favour a status quo of 
turmoil for the foreseeable 
future.

by Antonino Occhiuto
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