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Abstract 

The Arab uprisings of 2011 spurred the emergence of a Saudi-Emirati axis that sought 
to mitigate and – where possible – eliminate challenges posed by what these countries 
perceive as the so-called ‘triple threat’ to the regional order of the Middle East and 
North Africa: Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood and violent extremist groups. Using a 
variety of foreign policy instruments - including military intervention and strategic 
outreach, funding allies and proxies as well as supporting religious networks and 
media outlets – the axis substantially shaped or influenced the domestic and regional 
events that occurred in the wake of the Arab uprisings. Broadly speaking, the Saudis 
and Emiratis have been successful in maintaining a monarchical/authoritarian pole 
in the region’s political order in their quest for domination. They have succeeded in 
doing so mainly through the use of soft power (finance, religious influence and media 
framing) in relation to weaker ‘client’ states in the region such as Bahrain, Jordan 
and Morocco. Their military interventions have generally not achieved their intended 
objectives and Saudi as well as Emirati shortcomings have been on full display in Yemen, 
Libya and Syria. While both countries were unable to prevent the emergence of a more 
multipolar regional order that includes Turkey and Iran, they have effectively helped 
smother popular calls for political renewal. Growing regional geopolitical competition 
has, however, not gone hand in hand with growing domestic turmoil. The vast financial 
reserves, increasing hard power and substantial reservoirs of soft power of both Saudi 
Arabia and the Emirates ensures that they will continue to act as defenders of the 
monarchical status quo of the Gulf region and its web of client states in the foreseeable 
future, even as competition between both partners increases at the same time. 
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1  Introduction 

One of the major effects of the Arab uprisings has been the emergence of a  Saudi -
 Emirati axis – often associated with an ‘Arab fall’ 1 – and the efforts of both countries to 
halt and reverse any moves towards democratic transition in the Arab world. While Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) initially backed the revolt in Libya against 
Muhammad Khaddafi, supported a political transition in Yemen that culminated in the 
ousting of Ali Abdullah Saleh and criticised the brutal crackdown of Assad in Syria, they 
were also instrumental in the crackdown on protests in Bahrain and supportive of Sisi’s 
military coup in Egypt. As time has progressed, their foreign policies have tended to 
support the forces of conservatism and status quo across the region, including in Libya, 
Yemen and Syria. The Saudi and Emirati governments have also supported numerous 
non-state groups across the region, including Salafists in Libya, Egypt and Yemen. 

The motivations of the Saudi-Emirati axis centre on their desire to preserve the region’s 
Arab monarchies, maintain authoritarianism as the dominant form of governance, 
ensure Saudi/Emirati pre-eminence, prevent the rise of regional challengers such as 
Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood or Turkey, and defeat violent extremist organisations such 
as Islamic State and Al-Qaeda. It bears noting that Saudi and Emirati foreign policy 
objectives occasionally conflict with each other as each country sets different priorities 
based on variations in threat perception.2 

In this report, I examine the drivers, dynamics and impact of the Saudi-Emirati axis and 
the crucial role it plays in shaping political transitions in the contemporary Middle East. 
As regional stability matters a great deal to the EU and its Member States, a deeper 
understanding of the national security policies of both Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
including their ability to shape regional developments, will help European policy makers 
to upgrade their policies towards both countries.3 

Section 1 of the report outlines the evolution of Saudi national security priorities 
since it is the senior partner of the axis. Section 2 examines the rise of the Saudi-
Emirati axis in response to the pressures on the regional order unleashed by the Arab 
uprisings. Subsequently, Section 3 analyses the foreign policy tools employed by both 

1 David S. Sorenson. 2011. ‘Transitions in the Arab World’. Strategic Studies Quarterly 5 (3): 22–49; 

Howard J. Wiarda. 2012. ‘Arab Fall or Arab Winter?’ American Foreign Policy Interests 34 (3): 134–37.

2 Gregory A. Gause III. 2011. Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East. New York: Council on Foreign Relations,15.

3 I would like to thank Paul Aarts (University of Amsterdam) and Erwin van Veen (Clingendael) for their 

constructive review of the report. Its contents naturally remain my own responsibility.
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countries to influence regional developments, focusing on military intervention and 
strategic outreach, financial support, religious networks, and the use of media outlets. 
Finally, Section 4 offers a reflection on the question of how successful the foreign policy 
of Saudi Arabia and the UAE is in terms of safeguarding its interests in the region 
– especially in terms of countering the ‘triple threat’ – while briefly examining the recent 
cracks that have started to appear in the axis as a result of divergent threat perceptions 
and growing economic competition. 



4

2  Saudi national security 
priorities since 2000 

In order to understand the foreign policies enacted by the Saudi-Emirati axis, it is vital to 
look at the national security priorities of both countries and particularly those of Saudi 
Arabia as senior partner of the axis. Regime security has been a central preoccupation 
of the Saudi ruling family since the country gained independence4 in 1932, with key 
challenges consisting of internal dissent, growing domestic religious militancy, and 
regional challengers seeking to project power on the Arabian Peninsula. Foreign policy 
has often been used as an instrument to serve the needs of the Al-Saud family in the 
domestic realm, while simultaneously responding to the threats and opportunities in the 
regional environment. 

The threat of internal dissent and religious militancy 

At the turn of the 21st century, one of the main concerns of the Saudi regime was 
growing discontent within the Kingdom. The regime had to respond to the high rate 
of population growth and declining prices of crude oil from the mid-1980s onwards, 

4 The first Saudi state was established in 1744 when the head of the Al Saud family, Muhammad ibn Saud, 

initiated an alliance with Shaykh Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, a religious scholar from the Najd region 

who espoused an austere and fundamentalist interpretation of Islam. The followers of Abd al-Wahhab 

would pledge allegiance to Al Saud and its successors, while Abd al-Wahhab would be the head of religious 

affairs within the new Saudi state. Driven by religious fervour, the first Saudi state expanded quickly and 

acquired large parts of the Arabian Peninsula, including the holy places of Mecca and Medina, as well as 

parts of Iraq, Yemen and Oman. The growing power of the Saudi state was a challenge to the Ottomans, 

and the Ottoman Sultan instructed Muhammed Ali, the Egyptian ruler, to move against the first Saudi state. 

Eventually this led to its collapse in 1818. In 1824 the second Saudi state was created by surviving members 

of the Al Saud family, who retained the strict and austere interpretation of Islam of Shaykh Muhammad 

ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. The second state was smaller in terms of territory, but still encompassed large parts 

of present day Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE and parts of Oman. It eventually collapsed in 1891 after internal 

feuds between members of the Al Saud family. The third Saudi state was founded in 1902 when Abdulaziz al 

Saud, the father of the current King Salman, conquered Riyadh, the capital of contemporary Saudi Arabia. 

Abdulaziz al Saud declared independence in 1932 after he had conquered all the territory that currently 

belongs to the Saudi Kingdom. He could be regarded as the founder of the modern Saudi state. In contrast 

to the first and second Saudi states, the third Saudi state has been recognised by other international 

and regional powers. See: Michael Hudson. 1977. Arab Politics: The Search for Legitimacy. New Haven: 

Yale University Press.
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which reduced its ability to maintain previous levels of fiscal spending. This resulted 
in deteriorating social services and rising levels of unemployment, particularly among 
its youth.5 The deteriorating economic and social situation provided a breeding ground 
for political dissent and religious militancy, which was also fostered by growing public 
unease with the US-Saudi alliance. This alliance had been central to the external 
security of the Kingdom since 1945, when the US committed itself to protect Saudi 
Arabia after American companies were given the rights to oil exploration and production 
in the country.6 A key reason for the smouldering contention was the presence of 
non-Muslim US forces in Saudi Arabia following the first Gulf War from 1990–1991, 
highlighting the failure of the regime to protect the Muslim nation from the challenged 
posed by regional powers such as Iraq. This made the regime vulnerable to criticism 
by Saudi Islamists – assembled within the movement al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya – whose 
message particularly resonated among marginalised sections of the Saudi population. 
While the moderate faction of al-Sahwa used the US military presence to strengthen its 
call for political reform in order to check the power of the ruling Saud family and allow 
for more political participation, the movement’s more radical faction used it to call for 
violent action.7 In 1996, Al-Qaeda leader Usama bin Laden, based in Afghanistan, called 
for a guerrilla campaign to oust US forces from Saudi soil. 

This campaign commenced in May 2003, after many Al-Qaeda militants returned to 
Saudi Arabia following the 2001 US invasion of Afghanistan. They aimed to expel the 
Americans from the Kingdom through a bombing campaign and expected to benefit 
from a surge of anti-Americanism in public opinion in the wake of the start of the 
‘War on Terror’, the 2002 opening of the Guantanamo Bay facility and the 2003 US-led 
invasion of Iraq. The Al-Qaeda campaign lasted for two years and left around 300 people 
dead.8 It was eventually thwarted by counter measures taken by the Saudi government 
that undermined support for Al-Qaeda through information campaigns, religious re-
education and rehabilitation programmes.9 These measures were accompanied by a 
crackdown on militant activism based on intelligence, repressive policing methods and 
modern military technology. After two years, Al-Qaeda’s presence in the Kingdom was 

5 Tim Niblock. 2006. Saudi Arabia: Power, Legitimacy and Survival. London: Routledge. 

6 Paul Aarts, 2005. ‘Energy and Security in Sustaining the US-Saudi Relationship’. In Saudi Arabia in the 

Balance: Political Economy, Society, Foreign Affairs, edited by Paul Aarts and Gerd Nonneman. London: 

Hurst & Company, 404.

7 Stephane Lacroix. 2005. ‘Islamo-Liberal Politics in Saudi Arabia’. In Saudi Arabia in the Balance: Political 

Economy, Society, Foreign Affairs, edited by Paul Aarts and Gerd Nonneman, 35–43. 

8 Thomas Hegghammer. 2008. ‘Islamist Violence and Regime Stability in Saudi Arabia’. International Affairs 84 

(4), 706–711. 

9 Abdullah F. Ansary. 2008. ‘Combating Extremism: A Brief Overview of Saudi Arabia’s Approach’. Middle East 

Policy 15 (2), 118. 
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severely weakened.10 Nevertheless, the reconstitution of Al-Qaeda in Yemen in 2008 and 
the subsequent merger of its Saudi and Yemeni branches under the banner of Al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) continued to pose challenges to the internal security of 
Saudi Arabia.11 In other words, domestic regime insecurity continues to play a significant 
role in Saudi foreign policy.

Countering a resurgent Iran

The start of Al Qaeda’s violent campaign in 2003 coincided with the rise of new regional 
challenges for Saudi Arabia. The Saudi leadership’s main concern was the rise of Iran as 
its chief regional rival. The US-led invasion of Iraq removed Saddam Hussein’s regime 
from power, and with it an important counter balance to Iranian regional influence. 
In the same year, Iran’s nuclear programme was discovered, which increased Saudi 
security concerns.12 

These developments heightened the regional rivalry between both countries, which 
goes back to the 1979 Iranian revolution when the new Islamist leadership in Tehran 
– headed by Ayatollah Khomeini – launched rhetorical attacks on the Al Saud family, 
which threatened the leadership position in the Islamic world that it had claimed since 
the reign of King Faisal (1964–1975). Saudi claims to the position of ‘leader of the Islamic 
world’ rest on the twin-pillars of its role as guardian of the two holiest places of Islam 
– Mecca and Medina – and its efforts to diffuse its ultraconservative interpretation of 
Islam through financial means. Partly due to the religious fervour of the new Iranian 
leadership, Tehran started to claim the mantle of defender of the Islamic world for itself 
while also supporting Islamist groups in the Arab world and positioning itself as the 
main force of resistance against Israel and US dominance in the region. In particular, 
Iran stimulated Shi’a social mobilisation13 in Arab countries such as Iraq, Bahrain, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and Lebanon, who, as a result of the discrimination and increasing state 
repression they faced in the 1980s and 1990s, sought to improve their social position and 

10 Thomas Hegghammer. 2015. ‘“Classical” and “Global” Jihadism in Saudi Arabia’. In Saudi Arabia in 

Transition: Insights on Social, Political, Economic and Religious Change, edited by Bernard Haykel, Stéphane 

Lacroix and Thomas Hegghammer. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 225. 

11 Ginny Hill and Gerd Nonneman. 2011. ‘Yemen, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States: Elite Politics, Street 

Protests and Regional Diplomacy’. MENAP BP 2011/01. Middle East and North Africa Programme. London: 

Chatham House, 15.

12 Turki Al Faisal bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud. 2013. ‘Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Policy’. Middle East Policy 20 (4), 38.

13 Before 1979, Iran also provided support to non-state actors to achieve political objectives. But this 

support was limited to non-state actors in Lebanon and Iraq that were opposed to the Soviet Union and/or 

revolutionary pan-Arab, Nasserist and leftist forces in the region. See: Mohammed Ataie, 2021. ‘Continuity 

Despite Revolution: Iran’s Support for Non-State Actors’, Middle East Brief, Brandeis University, online. 

https://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/middle-east-briefs/pdfs/101-200/meb141.pdf
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initiate political change through religiously inspired movements. Iran provided material, 
logistical and ideological support to these movements, which challenged the security 
of several regimes across the region.14 Examples include the founding in 1982 of hybrid 
coercive organisations such as Hezbollah in Lebanon15 and the Supreme Council for 
the Islamic Revolution (SCIRI) in Iraq,16 which today remain key power brokers in their 
respective countries. Iran also positioned itself as an opponent to the US-dominated 
regional order, putting it at odds with Saudi Arabia and Turkey, which had been key 
American allies since 1945.17 

The ties Iran established during the 1980s and 1990s enabled it to develop and nurture 
a diverse coalition of state and non-state actors that could challenge the regional status 
quo and push back against US dominance. The resistance gained further momentum in 
the wake of the second Palestinian intifada (2000), the US intervention in Afghanistan 
(2001) and, especially, in Iraq (2003). The last move, especially, galvanised the so-
called ‘Axis of Resistance’ –with Iran, Syria and Hezbollah at its core – as the toppling 
of Saddam Hussein enabled Iran to enhance its influence, benefiting from its ties 
with hybrid coercive organisations such as the SCIRI,18 Asaib ahl al-Haq and Kataib 
Hezbollah.19 These actors were further emboldened by popular support among Arab 
public opinion for Hezbollah and Hamas during their conflicts with Israel in respectively 
2006 and 2008.20 

The increase in support for Iran-supported actors weighed heavily on the minds of 
Saudi Arabia’s rulers who, in response, adopted a more assertive regional posture in a 
bid to roll back Iranian influence. The Kingdom cemented its own alliances with Egypt 
and Jordan,21 and adopted a more assertive policy towards Lebanon, Palestine and 
Iraq. In Lebanon, it became the main backer of the 14 March coalition that emerged 

14 Ali Ansari. 2007. Modern Iran: Reform and Revolution. Abingdon: Routledge.

15 Augustus Richard Norton. 2018, Hezbollah: A Short History. Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics. Princeton, 

New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 23–24.

16 The Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution (SCIRI) changed its name to Islamic Supreme Council of 

Iraq (ISCI) in 2007 to suppress its reference to the Islamic revolution. See: Erwin van Veen, Nick Grinstead, 

Floor El Kamouni-Janssen, 2017. A House Divided: Political Relations and Coalition-Building between Iraq’s 

Shi’a. The Hague: Clingendael, 12.

17 Mohammed Nuruzzaman, 2013. ‘Politics, Economics and Saudi Military Intervention in Bahrain’. Journal of 

Contemporary Asia 4 (2), 371.

18 Doron Zimmermann, 2007. ‘Calibrating Disorder: Iran’s Role in Iraq and the Coalition Response, 2003–2006’. 

Civil Wars 9 (1), 13. 

19 Nancy Ezzeddine and Erwin van Veen. 2018. Power in Perspective: Four Key insights into Iraq’s Al-Hashd 

al-Sha’abi, The Hague: Clingendael, 3. 

20 Paul Aarts and Joris van Duijne. 2009. ‘Saudi Arabia after U.S.-Iranian Détente: Left in the Lurch?’ Middle 

East Policy 16 (3), 70. 

21 Mai Yamani. 2008, ‘The Two Faces of Saudi Arabia’. Survival 50 (1), 154.
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after the 2005 assassination of Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, and opposed both Syria 
and Hezbollah.22 Riyadh also used its media influence to bolster the coalition and 
provided financial support to Saad Hariri’s Future Movement,23 contributing to its 
electoral victories in 2005 and 2009.24 In Palestine, Saudi Arabia brokered the (ultimately 
unsuccessful) ‘Mecca Agreement’ between Hamas and Fatah in February 2007, which 
facilitated a unity government after a year of bitter fighting among both political 
factions. This was an attempt to bring Hamas back into the Saudi fold and decrease 
Iranian influence over the organisation. In Iraq, Saudi Arabia sought to isolate Prime 
Minister Nouri al-Maliki, who was considered an Iranian client by the Saudi leadership. 
It funded his political rival Iyad Allawi during the latter’s campaign for the 2010 elections 
and encouraged him to form an alternative coalition government that did not contain 
al-Maliki’s State of Law Party.25 Although Allawi’s Iraqiyya Party’s did win a few more 
seats than Maliki’s State of Law Party, he was not able to prevent Al-Maliki remaining in 
power as prime minister.26 

22 Gregory A. Gause III, Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East, 17.

23 Aarts and Van Duijne, ‘Saudi Arabia after U.S.-Iranian Détente’, 546. 

24 Gause III, Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East, 17. 

25 Paul Aarts. 2007. ‘Saudi Arabia Walks the Tightrope’. The International Spectator 42 (4), 546.

26 Gause III, Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East, 16.
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Box 1 The National Security Priorities of the United Arab Emirates 

While the focus in this report is on Saudi Arabia, the UAE’s national security 
priorities are also of relevance to consider. In order to appreciate the 
context in which these priorities are set, a brief background to the country 
is useful. The UAE is significantly smaller than Saudi Arabia, both in terms of 
population and size. It currently has an estimated 10 million residents, of which 
approximately 10 per cent are Emirati nationals.27 It consists of seven emirates 
(Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Ras al-Khaimah, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm al-Quwain and 
Fujairah) that were previously British protectorates. Despite a long history of 
infighting, these seven Emirates decided to establish a federation in 1971/1972. 
Although the rulers of the Emirates have an equal vote in the main decision-
making body (the UAE Supreme Council), de facto political supremacy lies with 
Abu Dhabi. It is both the largest and wealthiest Emirate, with the lion’s share of 
the country’s gas and oil reserves.28 Therefore, the president of the UAE is always 
supplied by the Emir of Abu Dhabi, while the position of prime minister has been 
allocated to the Emir of Dubai (the most populous Emirate). 

Since its founding, the key challenge to Emirati national security has been the 
latent threat posed by its bigger neighbours: Iran and Saudi Arabia. After the 
British withdrawal in 1971, Iran immediately seized three Islands (Abu Musa and 
the Greater and Lesser Tunbs) that were claimed by, respectively, the emirates 
of Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah. The UAE also had a territorial dispute with 
Saudi Arabia over the Buraimi Oasis. To cope with this challenging regional 
environment, Shaykh Zayed bin Sultan al Nayhan (Emir of Abu Dhabi and UAE’s 
president from 1971 to 2004) sought to establish a balance of power in the Gulf 
in which neither of the two regional powers could dominate.29 To this end, he 
ensured both Western support for UAE security and liberally used development 
aid to build regional support among Arab powers such as Egypt, Jordan and 
Syria.30 The positive relations the UAE established with these countries enabled it 
to play a mediating role in the region31 and foster regional stability. 

27 World Population Review. 2021. ‘United Arab Emirates Population 2021 (Live)., 26 October, 

https:// worldpopulationreview.com/countries/united-arab-emirates-population. The number of residents in 

Saudi Arabia is estimated to be more than 35 million, of whom 62 per cent are Saudi nationals. See: Global 

Media Insight, 2021. ‘Saudi Arabia Population Statistics 2021’, 1 July, https://www.globalmediainsight.com/

blog/saudi-arabia-population-statistics/.

28 Christopher Davidson. 2007. ‘The Emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai: Contrasting Roles in the International 

System’. Asian Affairs 38 (1), 37. 

29 Khalid Almezaini. 2011. The UAE and Foreign Policy: Foreign Aid, Identities and Interests. London: Routledge, 39.

30 Peter Salisbury. 2020. Risk Perception and Appetite in UAE Foreign and National Security Policy. London: 

Chatham House, 7–8. 

31 Almezaini, The UAE and Foreign Policy, 41.

https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/united-arab-emirates-population
https://www.globalmediainsight.com/blog/saudi-arabia-population-statistics/
https://www.globalmediainsight.com/blog/saudi-arabia-population-statistics/
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This foreign policy discouraged external powers from direct interference in 
the Emirates, which was important given the ever looming threat of secession 
within the federation. Shaykh Zayed’s efforts to centralise governance and 
power initially met with resistance from the rulers of the other six emirates but 
they eventually acquiesced in transferring control over military, foreign and 
immigration policy to the federal government.32 

Meanwhile, a domestic threat arose in the form of Islamists who demanded 
a stricter application of Islamic norms within Emirati society. They proved 
especially popular in the northern Emirates, Ras al-Khaimah and Fujairah, which 
suffered poor economic conditions compared with Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Such 
Islamists organised themselves through al-Islah, a local Muslim Brotherhood 
group established in 1974. While it initially adopted a tolerant policy towards 
the organisation, Abu Dhabi changed course after 11 September 2001 as 
two Emiratis were involved in the attacks and it was revealed that funding 
had originated from the UAE.33 Since this negatively influenced the country’s 
reputation, it encouraged a crackdown on Islamists in the UAE in the broader 
context of the War on Terror. Hundreds of Al-Islah members were arrested, and 
others expunged from the Emirati bureaucracy. This crackdown coincided with 
generational change among the Emirati leadership when the sons of Shaykh 
Zayed took on key state functions. The most important force in UAE foreign 
policy/decision making and national security are the so-called ‘Bani Fatima’, 
the sons Sheikh Zayed had with his third and allegedly favourite wife, Fatima. 
They managed to obtain crucial positions in security and foreign affairs, with the 
leading member of the ‘Bani Fatima’ – Mohammed bin Zayed – becoming Crown 
Prince of Abu Dhabi in 2004. Over time, the ‘Bani Fatima’ have become dominant 
in the formulation of Emirati foreign policy. 

Mohammed bin Zayed and his brothers pursued a more assertive and less risk-
averse approach to managing state resources and foreign policy.34 Theirs is a 
preoccupation with two national security threats: the Islamist threat posed by 
the Muslim Brotherhood, and Iran. The first is considered a threat to domestic 
security, which resulted in an intensification of the crackdown on Al-Islah in 
2010, when more than 100 people were arrested and sentenced because of their 

32 Christopher Davidson. 2007. ‘The Emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai: Contrasting Roles in the International 

System’. Asian Affairs 38 (1), 37. 

33 Christopher Davidson. 2021. From Sheikhs to Sultanism: Statecraft and Authority in Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE. London: Hurst & Co Publishers, 102. 

34 Salisbury, Risk Perception and Appetite in UAE Foreign and National Security Policy, 11.
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alleged membership of Al-Islah or the Muslim Brotherhood.35 This wave of arrests 
has continued since 2011 as the Emirati leadership fears that the Arab uprisings 
could be exploited in the UAE by the Muslim Brotherhood and its backers 
(Turkey and Qatar). In response, it sought to uproot the Muslim Brotherhood 
through an aggressive regional policy.36 

Meanwhile, to the concern of the UAE’s ruling elites, Iran’s regional footprint has 
also grown substantially since 2003.37 Hence, the UAE has supported a robust 
stance towards Iran, opposing the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) and backing the ‘maximum pressure campaign’ initiated by the Trump 
administration until it became clear through various shipping and rocket attacks 
in the region in 2019 that the UAE is vulnerable to Iranian retaliation.38 US failure 
to respond forcefully to these attacks, because of its reluctance to get involved 
militarily more than the bare minimum, has forced the UAE to initiate dialogue 
with Iran to de-escalate tensions and, in the words of Iran expert Ali Vaez, 
‘to remove themselves from the line of fire’.39 

35 David B. Roberts. 2017. ‘Qatar and the UAE: Exploring Divergent Responses to the Arab Spring’. The Middle 

East Journal 4 (Autumn 2017), 554.

36 Salisbury, Risk Perception and Appetite in UAE Foreign and National Security Policy, 4-16. 

37 Jeffrey Goldberg. 2010. ‘UAE's Ambassador Endorses an American Strike on Iran (Cont'd)’, The Atlantic, 

7 July, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2010/07/uaes-ambassador-endorses-an-

american-strike-on-iran-contd/59257/.

38 Salisbury, Risk Perception and Appetite in UAE Foreign and National Security Policy, 12–14.

39 Ali Vaez and Mouin Rabbani. 2021. ‘Connections Episode 18 — Iran: Domestic and Foreign Politics’, 

Jadaliyya, 15 October https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kh2Eaaqbths.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2010/07/uaes-ambassador-endorses-an-american-strike-on-iran-contd/59257/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2010/07/uaes-ambassador-endorses-an-american-strike-on-iran-contd/59257/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kh2Eaaqbths
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3  The Arab uprisings and the 
emergence of the Saudi-
Emirati axis 

Saudi efforts to roll back Iranian influence in the region, alongside the reconstitution 
of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen in 2009, set the direction of Riyadh’s 
response to the Arab uprisings. Saudi Arabia’s most important Arab ally President 
Mubarak of Egypt, was toppled without the US stepping in to save their common 
partner.40 Meanwhile, large-scale popular protests erupted in Bahrain on 14 February41 
and in Oman on 25 February 2011. The Al Saud family responded by showing their 
unfaltering support for the other Gulf monarchies, fearing that the toppling of one 
monarchy might lead to a domino effect that could spill over to Saudi Arabia. The 
demonstrations in Bahrain were particularly threatening due to their intensity, the 
threat they posed to the survival of the Bahraini monarchy and the country’s large Shi’a 
population, as is the case in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia.42 These concerns were 
compounded by Saudi Shi’a showing their solidarity with the people of Bahrain three 
days into protests in Manama.43 

The Saudi regime was more than willing to come to the rescue of Bahrain’s ruling 
al-Khalifa family when the latter requested help from the other Gulf monarchies. 
On 14 March 2011, Saudi troops entered Bahrain as part of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) Peninsula Shield force, which was deployed to protect government buildings so 
that the Bahraini security forces could crackdown on the protestors. The Saudi troops 
were followed by UAE police. These deployments were legitimised in the Saudi and 
Bahraini media by framing the protests as an Iranian plot carried out with the assistance 

40 Gause III, Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East, 17. 

41 Toby Matthiesen, 2013. Sectarian Gulf: Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the Arab Spring That Wasn’t. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press.

42 In Bahrain, a majority of the national population adheres to the Shi’a religion. They are politically and 

economically marginalised, while in Saudi Arabia there is a large Shi’a minority in the eastern province 

(that borders Bahrain) that faces similar marginalisation. 

43 Omar M. Dajani. 2015. ‘The Middle East’s Majority Problems: Minoritarian Regimes and the Threat of 

Democracy’. Ethnic and Racial Studies 38 (14), 2520.
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of the local Shi’a population, despite there being only limited evidence for this.44 
The support of Saudi and Emirati security forces helped the Al Khalifa ruling dynasty to 
crack down on the protestors and stay in power. Meanwhile, the Saudi regime sought 
to pre-empt the effects of the Arab uprisings at home by mixing a robust law-and-order 
response with massive government handouts to boost its status as provider of wealth 
to the Saudi population.45 New public spending programmes worth US$130 billion 
were announced to increase public sector salaries, hire new recruits into the security 
apparatus and launch a housing programme to build 500,000 new affordable units. 
Saudi Arabia’s religious establishment also benefited from state largesse as it received 
an additional $200 million to ensure its co-optation. 46 Religious officials played an 
important role in discouraging protests in the Kingdom. The Grand Mufti, the highest 
religious official in Saudi Arabia, even issued a fatwa forbidding protests, which was 
disseminated by clerics in their Friday sermons. 

But Saudi Arabia did not completely distance itself from the revolutionary spirit that 
swept the Arab world at the beginning of 2011. Driven by historical antagonisms with 
the Khaddafi regime – which had plotted to assassinate then-crown prince Abdullah47 
– it put its diplomatic weight behind the NATO-led intervention in Libya. Furthermore, 
Saudi Arabia played a crucial role in suspending Syrian membership of the Arab League 
in November 2011 because of the repressive policies adopted by the Assad regime in 
response to the uprising. This was the result of Saudi public opinion being supportive of 
Syrian protestors and of the Al-Saud’s power struggle with Iran.48 

In brief, while Saudi Arabia’s rulers acted against the Arab uprisings where they 
came too close to home with a mix of soft and hard power, they did support some 
revolutionary forces – but for reasons more linked with historical animosities and 
regional power competition than with sympathy for the demands of the street.

44 The Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry that was established after the uprising on 1 July 2011 

by Bahraini King Hamad and headed by the late war crime expert Mahmoud Cherif Bassiouni found no 

clear evidence of direct Iranian intervention in Bahrain. See: Mohammed Cherif Bassiouni, Nigel Rodley, 

Badria Al-Awadhi, Philippe Kirsch and Mahnoush H. Arsanjani. 2011. ‘Report of the Bahrain Independent 

Commission of Inquiry’, 10 December, http://files.bici.org.bh/BICIreportEN.pdf.

45 Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf, 22–42.

46 Neil MacFarqhar. 2011. ‘In Saudi Arabia, Royal Funds Buy Peace, For Now’, The New York Times, 9 June. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/09/world/middleeast/09saudi.html?smid=tw-share.

47 Paul Peachey and David Connett. 2016. ‘British Dissident Investigated over Colonel Gaddafi Plot to 

Assassinate Saudi King’, The Independent, 26 March, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/

british-dissident-investigated-over-colonel-gaddafi-plot-assassinate-saudi-king-a6952756.html.

48 Martin Beck. 2015. ‘The End of Regional Middle Eastern Exceptionalism? The Arab League and the Gulf 

Cooperation Council after the Arab Uprisings’. Democracy and Security 11 (2), 196. 

http://files.bici.org.bh/BICIreportEN.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/09/world/middleeast/09saudi.html?smid=tw-share
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/british-dissident-investigated-over-colonel-gaddafi-plot-assassinate-saudi-king-a6952756.html
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Consolidation of the Saudi-Emirati axis

The intervention of Saudi Arabia and the UAE in Bahrain turned out to be the 
steppingstone towards more intensive cooperation between both countries. They shared 
a determination to prevent Iran from exploiting regional upheaval to gain a further 
foothold in Arab countries, as well as wishing to mitigate the domestic ideological 
threat posed by the likes of the Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic State. In an interview, 
Mohammad bin Salman, who became the Saudi Crown Prince in 2017 after replacing 
his cousin Mohammed bin Nayef, dubbed these threats a ‘triangle of evil’49 – Iran, the 
Muslim Brotherhood and violent extremist organisations such as Al-Qaeda and Islamic 
State. President Obama’s pivot towards Asia further boosted the countries’ cooperation 
as it became clear to Saudi Arabia and the UAE that the US would not guarantee the 
regional pre-uprisings status quo50 as it shifted its military focus away from the region.51 

However, there are divergences between the Saudi and Emirati in these threat 
perceptions and associated policy responses. Mehran Kamrava, an expert on the Gulf 
region, notes that ‘for Riyadh, the competition with Iran has become an existentially-
motivated crusade, an effort to undermine and undercut Iran whenever and wherever 
possible,’52 which has been exemplified by its engagement in Bahrain, Yemen and 
Syria. Meanwhile, the UAE prioritised the campaign against the Muslim Brotherhood.53 
It gathered steam after the Muslim Brotherhood and other Sunni Islamist organisations 
gained significant power via legislative elections in Tunisia, Egypt and Morocco, and 
even seized the presidency in Egypt with the election of Mohamed Morsi.54 As the 
Muslim Brotherhood has been supported by Qatar and Turkey, the Saudi-Emirati axis 
has also increasingly pitted itself against the Qatari-Turkish alliance.55 

49 Jeffrey Goldberg. 2018. ‘Saudi Crown Prince: Iran’s Supreme Leader “Makes Hitler Look Good”.’ 

The Atlantic, April 2018. https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/04/mohammed-bin-

salman-iran-israel/557036/.

50 Kamrava. 2018. ‘Multipolarity and Instability in the Middle East’, Orbis 62 (4) 598–599. 

51 Trita Parsi. 2021. ‘Middle East Cooperation Appears to be Breaking Out – the Untold Story’, Responsible 

Statecraft, 20 September, https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2021/09/20/middle-east-cooperation-appears-

to-be-breaking-out-the-untold-story/?mc_cid=6ce29b59ec&mc_eid=ee777f26e5.

52 Kamrava, ‘Multipolarity and Instability in the Middle East’, 608.

53 Cinzia Bianco and Gareth Stansfield. 2018. ‘The Intra-GCC Crises: Mapping GCC Fragmentation after 2011’.

International Affairs 94 (3), 626.

54 May Darwich. 2017. ‘Creating the enemy, constructing the threat: the diffusion of repression against 

the Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East’, Democratization, 24:7, 1290. 

55 Cinzia Bianco. 2017. The Intra-GCC Crisis: Domestic, Regional and International Layers. Rome: Istituto Affari 

Internazionali. 
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4  Getting to foreign policy 
results: Tactics and tools 

The previous section discussed the Saudi response to the Arab uprisings and how a 
common threat perception fostered the emergence of a Saudi-Emirati axis. This section 
discusses the foreign policy tools that have been employed to mitigate and suppress 
the ‘triple threat’ (Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood and radical Islamists). Without claiming 
comprehensiveness, the discussion focuses on military intervention and strategic 
outreach, funding, use of religious networks and media.

Military intervention and strategic outreach

The use of oil and gas revenues for the purchase of high-tech military hardware by the 
GCC states has historically often been considered an ‘insurance’ policy to ensure the 
support of suppliers like the US and UK during a crisis.56 However, Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE have recently become more willing to use the military capabilities acquired in 
this fashion in actual warfare in support of a more militarised foreign policy.57 It is worth 
noting, however, that they have improved their military effectiveness at different speeds. 
Of the two, Saudi Arabia’s military improvements have been more limited. The 2009 
border war against the Houthis – in which Saudi Arabia became involved in a conflict 
between the Yemeni government and the armed group / movement when the latter 
extended its insurgency into Saudi Arabia – showed the weaknesses of Saudi military 
power as Riyadh suffered significant losses.58 This stimulated a military modernisation 
programme that was designed to upgrade Saudi military forces for deployment within 
the region to facilitate a more assertive foreign policy. Yet, by 2011 this programme was 
far from complete.

In contrast, UAE military modernisation goes back to the 1990s when the country 
started to participate in international operations. For example, the UAE contributed 
forces to peacekeeping missions in East Africa and Kosovo, and joined NATO operations 

56 Gerd Nonneman. 2005. ‘Determinants and Patterns of Saudi Foreign Policy: “Omnibalancing” and “Relative 

Autonomy” in Multiple Environments’. In Saudi Arabia in the Balance: Political Economy, Society, Foreign 

Affairs, edited by Paul Aarts and Gerd Nonneman. London: Hurst & Company, 323. 

57 Anoushiravan Ehteshami. 2018. ‘Saudi Arabia as a Resurgent Regional Power’. The International Spectator 

53 (4), 92.

58 Hill and Nonneman. ‘Yemen, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States’, 17–18.
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in Afghanistan in 2008. On a parallel track, the UAE modernised its army and created 
an elite military force – the Presidential Guard. The members of this unit are considered 
among the best trained and equipped forces in the Arab world and have reportedly been 
commanded by a former senior Australian army officer, Mike Hindmarsh.59 The Emirati 
leadership has also heavily invested in the upgrading of the country’s air force, which 
was on display during the NATO operation against Khaddafi in Libya in 2011. 

The Saudi and Emirati military intervention in Bahrain in March 2011 during the 
Arab uprisings was the first occasion that their newly-established military capacities 
were put to a test of sorts. The intervention was relatively small though, with Saudi 
Arabia committing 1,000 forces and 150 vehicles to set up a military policy unit that 
was supported by 500 Emirati police officers. Operation Decisive Storm against the 
Houthis in Yemen has been of a different magnitude as it has been the most complex 
and largest military operation initiated by any of the Gulf monarchies. It was initiated 
after the Houthi’s seized the Yemeni capital Sana’a from the Saudi and Emirati-backed 
government in September 2014, issued a decree transferring all governing powers in 
Yemen from the Saudi-Emirati backed Yemeni government to the Houthi leadership 
in February 2015,60 and Houthi forces advanced on the strategically important port of 
Aden in March 2015.61 The last move triggered a request from the Yemeni President 
Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi to the GCC to intervene militarily in order to restore his 
government. Saudi Arabia and the UAE responded and led the military intervention. The 
operation has also been supported by Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar (until 2017), Egypt, Sudan, 
Morocco, Senegal and Eritrea, which have contributed troops, fighter planes and naval 
forces. Meanwhile, the US, UK and France have provided logistical support, intelligence 
sharing and targeting assistance. Decisive Storm has relied heavily on air strikes and 
a naval blockade in a bid to leverage the coalition’s air superiority and control over the 
waterways. However, the UAE and Saudi Arabia suffered from a shortage of infantry that 
constrained their ability to make gains on the ground. In an effort to compensate for this, 
the coalition has employed significant numbers of locally recruited and trained forces 
while also benefiting from troop contributions from Sudan and Senegal. Furthermore, 
the UAE contracted 450 Colombian mercenaries. But even these forces proved 
inadequate to make sufficient territorial gains against the Houthis. As noted by Hokayem 

59 Rori Donaughy. 2015. ‘Revealed: The Mercenaries Commanding UAE forces in Yemen’, Middle East Eye, 

26 December, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/revealed-mercenaries-commanding-uae-forces-yemen.

60 Helen Lackner. 2018. ‘The GCC, Iran and Yemen: An Overview of Relations’. In Helen Lackner and Daniel 

Martin Varisco, Yemen and the Gulf States: The Making of a Crisis, Berlin: Gerlach Press, 11–12. 

61 Al Jazeera. 2015. ‘Yemen’s Hadi Seeks UN Military Support to Deter Houthis’, 25 March. 

https:// www. aljazeera.com/news/2015/3/25/yemens-hadi-seeks-un-military-support-to-deter-houthis.
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and Roberts, ‘neither Saudi Arabia nor the UAE had the experience and expertise of Iran 
in overseeing and directing the operations of local militias with a small cadre of highly 
skilled personnel,’62 making it hard to deploy auxiliary forces effectively. 

Nevertheless, the Saudi and Emirati failure to defeat the Houthis in Yemen has not 
diminished the ambition of either country to play a leading role in the region through 
military force. Alongside joining the US-led coalition against Islamic State, Saudi 
Arabia also created the ‘Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition’ in December 
2015. This military alliance, comprised of 34 Muslim countries (including Turkey and 
Qatar) agreed ‘to co-ordinate their efforts against extremists in Iraq, Libya, Egypt and 
Afghanistan’,63 and established a joint operations centre in Riyadh. The alliance excluded 
Iran, Iraq and Syria in an effort to further isolate Saudi Arabia’s main rival and its 
allies. Two years after its founding, the alliance had however failed to take any decisive 
action due to different priorities among its member states. But it has provided Saudi 
Arabia with a platform to make inroads with poorer Asian and African countries as the 
organisation offers military and financial aid, equipment and expertise to combat violent 
extremist organisations.64 The organisation establishes Saudi Arabia as a major player in 
the fight against extremism and as a crucial partner for global powers concerned about 
violent extremist organisations in the Islamic world. 

Meanwhile, both Saudi Arabia and the UAE have enhanced their naval presence in 
the Indian Ocean / Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. They have also increased their 
influence over the main waterways that connect Asia and Europe and play a crucial 
role in China’s Belt and Road initiative as well as India’s ambitions in the Indian Ocean. 
The Royal Saudi Navy is larger in size than the Emirati navy, comprising 13,500 staff 
members. It currently operates six frigates, four corvettes, nine patrol crafts, 32 patrol 
boats, three minehunters, five amphibious landing crafts, and a replenishment oiler.65 
Saudi Arabia has sought to upgrade its navy to rival Iran and gain sufficient capability 
to counter the threat posed by Iranian submarines through the Saudi Naval Expansion 
Programme 2 (SNEP-2). This programme gathered momentum after Crown Prince 
Muhammad bin Salman was promoted to the position of Commander of the Royal 
Navy in 2017. Through SNEP-2, the Royal Saudi Navy aims to acquire five corvettes 
and four Multi-Mission Surface Combatant Ships as well as new maritime patrol and 

62 Emile Hokayem and David B Roberts. 2016. ‘The War in Yemen’. Survival 58 (6), 171.

63 BBC News, 2015. ‘Saudis Announce Islamic Anti-Terrorism Coalition’, 15 December, https://www.bbc.com/

news/world-middle-east-35099318.

64 Stephen Kalin. 2017. ‘Egypt Attack to Spur on Saudi-backed Muslim Military Alliance – Crown Prince’, 

Reuters, 17 November, https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-saudi-security-alliance-idUKKBN1DQ0EU; 

 The website of the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition can be found here: https://www.imctc.org/.

65 International Institute for Strategic Studies. 2021. The Military Balance 2021. London: Institute for Strategic 

Studies, 364.
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anti-submarine warfare aircrafts.66 While SNEP-2 was initially focused on modernising 
Saudi’s eastern fleet in the Persian Gulf, Iran’s desire to develop offensive maritime 
capabilities through hybrid coercive organisations (such as the Houthis)67 has increased 
the necessity to upgrade Saudi’s western fleet as well. 

Geo-strategically, Riyadh acquired access to the Gulf of Aqaba after Egypt ceded the 
Tiran and Sanafir Islands to Saudi Arabia in 2016. As a result of its military intervention 
in Yemen, Riyadh also managed to impose its control over the ports of Midi in northwest 
Yemen and Ghayda in southeast Yemen, even though its major assault in 2018 failed 
to capture Hodeida (the principal Yemeni port on the Red Sea).68 The Saudi attempt to 
gain control over the maritime routes went hand in hand with the launch of the ‘Red Sea 
alliance’ in January 2020, which includes Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Eritrea, Djibouti, Somalia, 
Sudan, Yemen and Jordan.69 Part of its purpose has been to isolate Iran, which used 
to have strong ties with Sudan before the overthrow of President Omar al-Bashir in 
April 2019, but it has also served to make life more difficult for Turkey and Qatar as they 
attempted to make inroads with the new regime in Sudan and in Somalia where they 
have backed the federal government.70 

The UAE commands only a small navy that comprises 2,500 personnel operating 
seven corvettes, 12 patrol crafts, 24 patrol boats, two minehunters, two amphibious 
landing ships, 17 landing crafts, two survey ships and one deck cargo ship.71 In a bid 
to further its naval strength it ordered two French-built Gowind-class corvettes in 
2019.72 To complement its limited maritime resources, the UAE has also enhanced its 
military footprint by establishing and/or using military bases in the Horn of Africa for its 

66 Adam Muspratt. 2018. ‘Saudi Naval Expansion Programme II: Modernising the Royal Saudi Navy’, 

Defence IQ, 20 August, https://www.defenceiq.com/air-land-and-sea-defence-services/news/snep-ii-

modernisation-of-saudi-arabias-navy.

67 Matthew Hedges. 2021. ‘Saudi Arabia’s Modernization Considerations for its West Coast Fleet’, Gulf State 

Analytics, https://gulfstateanalytics.com/saudi-arabias-modernization-considerations-for-its-west-coast-
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68 Ardemagni, ‘Gulf Powers: Maritime Rivalry in the Western Indian Ocean’, 8–9. 
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intervention in Yemen and to protect the maritime routes in the region against piracy. 
As enabler, the UAE has cultivated relations with Eritrea and regional Somali leaders73 
that have allowed the establishment of the necessary naval outposts. Moreover, the 
UAE strategically used Yemen’s southern shore for its maritime ambitions on the back 
of its intervention in the country, especially the island of Socotra that is strategically 
located on the busy shipping lanes between Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. As the 
Emirati-backed separatist Southern Transitional Council (STC) gained control of the 
island, the UAE leveraged its ties with the STC to establish a presence,74 build a military 
base and establish a communications network.75 Until its withdrawal in 2019, Abu 
Dhabi also exerted influence in other strategically located ports in southern Yemen 
such as Aden, Al-Mokha, Balhaf, Bir ’Ali and Mukalla.76 It is also said to be involved 
in the construction of an airbase on the Yemeni island of Mayun that is strategically 
located in the Bab el - Mandeb strait. Such a base would help the UAE to monitor 
critical shipping lanes and project power directly in the strait.77

73 Meester and Lafranchi. ‘A Careful Foot Can Step Anywhere’, 4. 

74 Peter Martell. 2021. ‘Yemen’s Socotra, Isolated Island at Strategic Crossroads’, AFP, 6 June, 

https:// www. msn.com/en-us/news/world/yemen-s-socotra-isolated-island-at-strategic-crossroads/

ar-AAKLTMb.

75 Hanieh, ‘Ambitions of a Global Gulf’, 24. 

76 Eleonora Ardemagni, 2018. ‘Gulf Powers: Maritime Rivalry in the Western Indian Ocean’. Institutio per 

Gli Stud Di Politica Internazionale Analysis No. 321, April. https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/

pubblicazioni/analisi321_ardemagni_12.04.2018_0.pdf, 8. 

77 Jon Gambrell, 2021. ‘UAE-Backed Yemen Leader Says His Troops at island Air Base’, Associated Press, 

15 June, https://apnews.com/article/yemen-middle-east-business-628ae4a2d20e074e7e5f43fda2df46b6.
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Financial support 

Next to military intervention and alliance building, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have long 
used financial support to countries and non-state actors as another means to realise 
their foreign policy objectives. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the ruling families of 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and other Gulf states managed to vastly increase their revenues 
from hydrocarbon exports as they renegotiated their deals with major Western oil firms 
and enhanced their bargaining power by creating the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) in 1960. In 1973, OPEC’s decision to raise the price of oil 
further augmented revenues. This enhanced their spending power and supported the 
establishment and expansion of state-controlled development agencies such as the 
Saudi Fund for Development (1974) and the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development (1971), 
which have provided development aid to poorer Arab states in the MENA-region as well 
as to countries in East Africa, and South and Southeast Asia.78

In the course of time, numerous Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs) have been established 
across the region to absorb balance of payments surpluses resulting from high oil 
prices. SWFs such as the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, the Investment Corporation 
of Dubai, and the Saudi Public Investment Fund have become major players within 
the global financial sector. While there was a drop in oil prices throughout the 1980s 
and 1990s, the post-2000 oil boom further boosted the spending power and financial 
reserves of Saudi Arabia and the UAE.79 Their sizeable financial resources have been 
vital to ensure welfare support for their respective populations and maintain patronage 
systems to co-opt influential actors within society.80 Furthermore, the ‘petrodollars’ 
acquired since the 1970s have also been crucial to the emergence of large business 
conglomerates in Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Easy access to vast sums of capital enabled 
these organisations to become dominating forces in various sectors in the Middle East, 
such as finance, agriculture, real estate, transport and telecommunications – particularly 
in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia and Palestine. This gives the private sector 
in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which is closely connected to the ruling families, influence 
over the political economy in the region through investment decisions.81 

78 Christopher Davidson. 2013. After the Sheikhs: The Coming Collapse of the Gulf Monarchies, London: 

Hurst, 56. 

79 David Wearing. 2018. AngloArabia: Why the Gulf Matters to Britain. Cambridge: Polity Press, 37–103.

80 Nonneman, ‘Determinants and Patterns of Saudi Foreign Policy’, 315–322.

81 Adam Hanieh. 2018. Money, Markets and Monarchies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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Table 1 Growth of Saudi public budget 1970–2020 (US$ billion) 

Year 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Annual government 
expenditure

1,68 63,13
(3758 %)

64,99
(2.9 %)

62,75
(-3.5 %)

174,37
(278%)

286,86
(165%)

Population (million) 5.8 9.7 16.2 20.6 27.4 34.8

Sources:  SAMA, Saudi Central Bank, ‘Yearly Statistics’, 31 May 2021, https://www.sama.gov.sa/
en-us/economicreports/pages/yearlystatistics.aspx (conversion rate used: $1= 3.75 
Saudi Arabian Riyal). 
World Bank, 2021. ‘Population, total – Saudi Arabia’, https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=SA.

The structural economic power exerted via these conglomerates is complemented by 
the financial means the Saudi and Emirati states have at their disposal. It is through the 
provision of financial support to governments in the region that they ‘buy’ foreign policy 
objectives. As noted by Adam Hanieh, ‘support has occurred in a multiplicity of forms, 
including development aid, bilateral investment flows, central bank deposits and the 
provision of subsidized oil and gas.’82 Such financial support has been provided through 
the Gulf Cooperation Council to help the ruling families in Bahrain, Oman, Jordan and 
Morocco that have been grappling with budgetary pressures in the face of popular 
protest and oscillating oil prices. Saudi Arabia and the UAE were among the main 
contributors to a $20 billion GCC aid package that was approved by the organisation in 
March 2011 to improve housing and infrastructure in Oman and Bahrain and support 
the member-states that faced the fiercest protests during the Arab uprisings.83 

But financial aid has also been extended to Arab monarchies such as Jordan and 
Morocco. The GCC provided $4 billion to Jordan in 2013 and 2014 to help it meet 
its budgetary expenditure. In 2018, Jordan received a new financial aid package of 
$2.5 billion from Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait.84 Support has also been provided 
to Morocco, a fellow monarchy with which Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries 
have long-standing ties.85 Between 2012 and 2017, the country received $5 billion in 
economic aid from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait and Qatar to help it weather the 

82 Adam Hanieh. 2018. ‘Ambitions of a Global Gulf: The Arab Uprisings, Yemen and the Saudi-Emirati Alliance’ 

Middle East Report 289, 26. 

83 Ulf Laessing and Cynthia Johnston. 2011. ‘Gulf States Launch $20 Billion Fund for Oman and Bahrain’. 

Reuters, 10 March, 2011. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-gulf-fund-idUSTRE7294B120110310.

84 Roya News. 2018. ‘Jordan Receives Financial Aid from Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait’, 6 October, 

https:// en. royanews.tv/news/15372/2018-10-06.

85 Anne Wolf, 2019. ‘Saudi Arabia Reasserts Itself in the Maghrib’. The Journal of North African Studies 24 (4): 

533–39. 
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storm during the Arab uprisings.86 However, increasing competition between the Saudi-
Emirati alliance and the Turkish-Qatari relationship negatively affected Morocco’s 
ties with the Gulf monarchies. Rabat’s decision to abstain from the Saudi Arabia and 
UAE-led blockade of Qatar in 2017 and its strengthening of ties with Qatar in 2018 
through the signing of multiple memoranda of understanding on trade, investment and 
finance strained its relationship with Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. The drift towards Qatar 
was encouraged by Morocco’s Islamist-oriented Justice and Development Party (PJD), 
whose ideology resonates with that of the Muslim Brotherhood and which has headed 
the Moroccan coalition government since 2011.87 Nevertheless, Morocco’s normalisation 
with Israel in December 2020 and the PJD’s severe losses in the recent September 2021 
parliamentary elections88 are likely to return Rabat to the Saudi-Emirati orbit, at least to 
some extent.89

Gulf dollars have also been used to prevent Iran benefiting from regional turmoil and to 
contain the perceived Muslim Brotherhood threat. Shortly after the fall of the Mubarak 
regime, Saudi Arabia pledged $4 billion to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces 
(SCAF), the army institution that was in control of the country during the transition 
period. This pledge was supplemented by Qatar and Kuwait, which offered another 
$3 billion to prevent a possible Egyptian drift towards Iran. However, ultimately the 
SCAF received only $2.3 billion in assistance.90 Following the election of Morsi in 
2012, Qatar stepped in and provided $8 billion – $7 billion in soft loans and $1 billion 
in grants.91 Saudi Arabia deposited $1 billion in Egypt’s central bank during the Morsi 
presidency and a $500 million bond. But this support failed to prevent the erosion of 
foreign exchange reserves that triggered economic crisis. The UAE and Saudi Arabia 
joined forces after large-scale protests against Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood 

86 Robert Mogielnicki, 2019. ‘Saudi-Moroccan Political Tensions Challenge Quiet Economic Ties’. The Arab 

Gulf States Institute, 4 March. https://agsiw.org/saudi-moroccan-political-tensions-challenge-quiet-

economic-ties/.

87 Haim Malka. 2018. ‘Maghreb Neutrality: Maghreb-Gulf Arab Ties Since the GCC Split’. Analysis Paper, 

Center for Strategic and International Studies, June. 2.

88 Motasem A. Dalloul, 2021. ‘Why Has Morocco's Justice and Development Party Lost so Badly?’, Middle East 

Monitor, 10 September, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210910-why-has-moroccos-justice-and-

development-party-lost-so-badly/. 

89 The Arab Weekly, 2021. ‘Moroccan-Saudi Relations Regain Momentum’, 29 April, https://thearabweekly.

com/moroccan-saudi-relations-regain-momentum.
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91 Aya Batrawy and Abdullah Al-Shihri, 2014. ‘Boosted by Billions in Aid, Egypt's President Visits King 

Abdullah to Talk About Region's Wars; Egypt's President on First Visit to Saudi Arabia’, Associated Press, 
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erupted in Egypt in 2013. They supported the Egyptian military’s coup against the late 
president, and immediately backed the new government of General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
by providing crucial financial aid together with Kuwait. This aid consisted of long-term, 
low interest deposits that were placed within the Central Bank of Egypt from 2013 
to 2017 by Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait. The deposits helped Egypt to achieve 
a secure balance of payment position by early 2018.92 

Table 2 Long-term, low interest deposits by Gulf monarchies in Egypt’s Central Bank 
(2013–2017)

Country Total amount deposited 

Saudi Arabia $7 billion

UAE $6 billion

Kuwait $4 billion 

Total $17 billion 

Source:  IMF Article IV Consultation reports 2014, 2018, 2021; World Bank on Egyptian GDP  
1965–2020: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=EG.

Alongside such support, grants and supplier credits for the import of petroleum 
products were offered to the Sisi administration. In the fiscal year 2013/14, budgetary 
support of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait in the form of grants and the provision 
of energy products amounted to $13.7 billion, more than 10 per cent of Egypt’s total 
fiscal expenditure that year (around $117 billion). After this uptick, as a result of the 
decline in global oil prices the value of the grants fell to $3.4 billion (around 3 per cent 
of total fiscal expenditure) in the next fiscal year, and further reduced to $200 million in 
2015–2016 and $1 billion in 2016–2017.93 This budgetary support has been supplemented 
by investment pledges. In 2015, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait each pledged 
$4 billion during the Egyptian Economic Development Conference (EEDC),94 while in 
2017 Saudi Arabia and Egypt agreed to a $10 billion deal to build a megacity in the 
southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula as part of the huge Saudi Neom project.

92 David Butter, 2020. Egypt and the Gulf: Allies and Rivals, London: Chatham House, 

https:// www. chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/CHHJ8102-Egypt-and-Gulf-RP-WEB_0.pdf.

93 Butter, Egypt and the Gulf, 9. 

94 Hanieh. Money, Markets and Monarchies, 260. 
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Table 3 Fiscal expenditure by Egypt between 2010 and 2020 (rounded)95

Fiscal Year 2010–
2011

2011–
2012

2012–
2013

2013–
2014

2014–
2015

2015–
2016

2016–
2017

2017–
2018

2018–
2019

2019–
2020

Fiscal  expenditure 
(bn $)

75 91 107 118 101 100 70 70 78 90

The extensive financial support provided since 2013 has given Saudi Arabia, the UAE and 
Kuwait significant leverage over the Egyptian government. In particular, the fact that Gulf 
deposits compose a large portion of Egypt’s foreign reserves gives the GCC creditors 
sway. The threat to withdraw these deposits could result in a fast depletion of Egypt’s 
foreign reserves, affecting its ‘ability to import goods, manage exchange rates, boost 
liquidity in case of crisis, and reducing Egypt’s ability to borrow money on international 
markets at reasonable rates.’96 Since Sisi coming to power, Egypt has joined Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE in the economic blockade against Qatar and supported the Saudi-Emirati 
intervention in Yemen by committing naval and air forces. President Sisi also ratified a 
deal to hand over two islands in the Red Sea, Tiran and Sanafir, to Saudi Arabia despite 
significant domestic opposition. Nevertheless, extensive funding has not led to the 
unconditional satisfaction of Saudi and Emirati demands. Egypt resisted calls to commit 
ground forces in Yemen,97 and has remained at odds with Saudi Arabia over the future of 
the Assad regime in Syria98 – supporting instead the UAE’s push to reintegrate Syria into 
the regional diplomatic fold following the reopening of the Emirati embassy in Damascus 
in December 2018.99

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also financed non-state actors to undercut the influence 
of the Muslim Brotherhood across the region. Saudi Arabia allegedly channelled 
money towards to the Salafist al-Nour party in Egypt during the 2011–2012 election 
campaigns, while the UAE backed the secular Nidaa Tounes party in Tunisia during the 
2014 parliamentary elections to counter the rise of the Brotherhood-affiliated Ennahda 
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party that has strong links with Qatar and Turkey.100 However, the UAE’s tactic to 
marginalise Islamist forces in Tunisia did not pay off as Nidaa Tounes decided to form 
a coalition government with Ennahda. Since 2014, the UAE has decreased its aid and 
investment in Tunisia and signalled its support for the Free Destourian Party of Abir 
Moussi,101 a party that has linked Ennahda to terrorism and seeks to exclude it from 
politics.102 The UAE has therefore welcomed the decision of Tunisian President Kais 
Saied to sack Prime Minister Hichem Mechichi (who was backed by Ennahda) and 
suspend the parliament in which Ennahda was the largest faction. The UAE has been 
accused by Ennahda leader Ghannouchi of being behind Saied’s actions,103 as side-lining 
Ennahda has made Tunisia further dependent on Emirati and Saudi financial support. 
The Tunisian government is currently in advanced discussions with Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE about a financial aid package as it tries to prevent a default on its debts.104 

In Libya, the UAE and Saudi Arabia provided financial and material support for General 
Haftar’s campaign against political Islamists and his failed offensive to take Tripoli in 
May 2019. While the former has provided the bulk of support for Haftar’s campaign, the 
latter increased its aid following Turkey's intervention on the side of Libya's Government 
of National Accord in 2019 with troops and Syrian mercenaries.105 The UAE’s role in 
Libya – conducting airstrikes through jets and drones to support Haftar’s Libyan Arab 
Armed Forces (LAAF), channelling Chadian and Sudanese fighters into the ranks 
of the LAAF,106 and allegedly using Russian private military contractors to finance 
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the recruitment of Russian mercenaries to fight at the side of Haftar107 – has been 
particularly controversial. Finally, in Syria, Saudi Arabia stepped up its support to the 
moderate Free Syrian Army (FSA), an umbrella organisation of armed opposition forces, 
in late 2012 and early 2013. Under the reign of King Abdullah, the Saudis sought the 
downfall of the Assad regime in their regional struggle with Iran but wanted to avoid 
boosting jihadist organisations and factions tied to the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria that 
could pose an ideological threat. 

The difficulty in effectively channelling weapons to vetted factions within the loosely 
organised FSA, as well as the growing clout of radical Islamist groups like Jabhat  
al-Nusra and Islamic State, persuaded Saudi Arabia108 to shift its support to Jaysh  
al-Islam (Army of Islam) in 2013. This organisation was headed by the late Zahran 
Alloush, the son of a Saudi cleric, and consisted of around 50 armed factions adhering 
to Salafi Islamism.109 It was opposed to radical Islamic organisations such as Jabhat 
al-Nusra and Islamic State, but aimed at the establishment of an Islamic state with 
Sharia law as the main source of legislation.110 In addition to combatting regime 
forces, it also sought to undermine the internationally recognised Syrian opposition 
(National Coalition) that Riyadh considered too close to the Muslim Brotherhood.111 
Saudi support to armed Salafist factions in Syria continued until 2016, when 
Riyadh reduced its funding as the prospects for an overthrow of the Assad regime 
dimmed after the fall of eastern Aleppo and after the US reduced its funding for the 
Syrian opposition.112 

107 Amy MacKinnon and Jack Detsch. 2020. ‘Pentagon Says UAE Possibly Funding Russia’s Shadowy 

Mercenaries in Libya’. Foreign Policy, 30 November. https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/30/pentagon-trump-

russia-libya-uae/.

108 Yehuda U Blanga, 2017. ‘Saudi Arabia’s Motives in the Syrian Civil War’. Middle East Policy 24 (4): 45–62. 

109 BBC News, 2013. ‘Guide to the Syrian Rebels’, 13 December, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-

east-24403003.

110 Alex MacDonald, 2015. ‘Rise of Jaish al-Islam Marks a Turn in Syria Conflict’, Middle East Eye, 7 May, 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/rise-jaish-al-islam-marks-turn-syria-conflict.

111 James Dorsey. 2013. ‘Wahhabism vs. Wahhabism: Qatar Challenges Saudi Arabia’. The RSIS Working Paper 

Series 262, 6 September, https://dr.ntu.edu.sg/bitstream/10356/104085/1/WP262.pdf. 7. 

112 Ribale Sleiman-Haidar. 2018. ‘Saudi–Iranian Rivalry and the Impact on the Syrian Conflict’, LSE Middle East 

Centre, 22 June, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/06/22/saudi-iranian-rivalry-and-the-impact-on-the-

syrian-conflict/; Yezid Sayigh. 2013. ‘Unifying Syria’s Rebels: Saudi Arabia Joins the Fray’, Carnegie Middle 

East Center, 28 October, https://carnegie-mec.org/2013/10/28/unifying-syria-s-rebels-saudi-arabia-joins-

fray-pub-53436.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/30/pentagon-trump-russia-libya-uae/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/30/pentagon-trump-russia-libya-uae/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24403003
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24403003
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/rise-jaish-al-islam-marks-turn-syria-conflict
https://dr.ntu.edu.sg/bitstream/10356/104085/1/WP262.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/06/22/saudi-iranian-rivalry-and-the-impact-on-the-syrian-conflict/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/06/22/saudi-iranian-rivalry-and-the-impact-on-the-syrian-conflict/
https://carnegie-mec.org/2013/10/28/unifying-syria-s-rebels-saudi-arabia-joins-fray-pub-53436
https://carnegie-mec.org/2013/10/28/unifying-syria-s-rebels-saudi-arabia-joins-fray-pub-53436


29

The Saudi-Emirati axis and the preservation of regional order | CRU report, January 2022

Box 2 Operation Decisive Storm and competitive patronage in Yemen

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have complemented their military intervention in 
Yemen by providing significant funding to non-state actors. In the north, Saudi 
Arabia utilised the longstanding patronage network it nurtured with tribal 
confederations,113 elements of the former Saleh regime and the al-Islah party, 
an affiliate to the Muslim Brotherhood.114 In the south, the UAE sponsored the 
Security Belt and Elite forces that were established after its army gained control 
over Aden, Abyan and Lahej in 2015. These forces were drawn from militias that 
advocated for southern independence, as well as Salafists. They played a key role 
in driving Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIS out of the south of Yemen, 
and in 2019 numbered c. 90,000 fighters. While they officially report to the Hadi 
government, in practice they are dependent on the largesse of the UAE military 
command.115

The differences between the UAE and Saudi Arabia in terms of the local 
factions they support(ed) created tensions. After his ascension in 2015, King 
Salman toned down the Saudi’s uncompromising approach towards the Muslim 
Brotherhood, allowing for selective engagement with al-Islah in Yemen against 
the Houthis.116 This offended the UAE, which has refused to cooperate with al-
Islah and Vice-President General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, who is considered close 
to al-Islah. To undermine the Hadi government, the UAE backed the Southern 
Transition Council (STC) that was established in May 2017 and that openly 
articulates its desire for an independent South Yemen. While the STC supports 
the coalition against the Houthis and recognises Hadi as Yemeni president, 
its forces engaged in conflict with the Presidential Guard of President Hadi in 
January 2018. Eventually, Saudi Arabia intervened and mediated between the 
STC and the Hadi government, successfully negotiating a settlement.117
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Box 3 Sub-state patronage and rapprochement with Iraq

After the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, Saudi Arabia refused to re-open its 
embassy in Baghdad118 as it considered the Iraqi government headed by former 
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki as too close to Iran.119 It preferred to cooperate 
instead with non-state actors, cultivating ties through patronage with a wide 
range of actors, including the powerful Shammar tribe, Sunni Islamists and 
former Ba’ath officers in order to protect its interests and undermine Iran.120 
It supported al-Maliki’s political rival Iyad Allawi during the election campaign 
in 2010121 and even reached out to the nationalist Shi’a cleric Moqtada al-Sadr122 
to nurture him as a potential ally against Iran.123 The removal of al-Maliki in 2014 
as a result of the fall of Mosul and disintegration of the Iraqi army124 cleared the 
path for more engagement. Al-Maliki was replaced by Haider al-Abadi, a Shi’a 
politician who enjoyed backing from both Iran and Saudi Arabia.125 This enabled 
the reopening of the Saudi embassy in Baghdad in 2015, and the state visit 
of Prime Minister Abadi to Saudi Arabia in 2017. The appointment of Mustafa 
al-Kadhimi in May 2020 as new Iraqi prime minister has provided further scope 
for cooperation, as he seeks stronger ties with Saudi Arabia and reportedly is 
on good terms with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman.126 In November 2020, 
the Arar border crossing between Iraq and Saudi Arabia was reopened after 
a 30-year closure, and talks to bolster cooperation between the two countries 
in the areas of energy, agriculture and health have started at an Iraqi-Saudi 
cooperation council.127 
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Religious networks

Saudi Arabian foreign policy consistently benefits from and promotes the Kingdom’s 
austere and conservative interpretation of Islam, often referred to as Wahhabism. This 
interpretation of Islam has helped the country to expand its influence in the Islamic 
world and cultivate local allies through a concerted proselytisation and expansionist 
drive128 that started with the establishment of the Muslim World League in 1962. Various 
institutions linked to the Saudi Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Da’wa and Guidance, have 
funded missionary work comprising the establishment of schools and mosques, the 
launch of TV stations, the distribution of Qur’ans, and the hosting of foreign students 
at religious universities in Saudi Arabia.129 This helped establish transnational networks 
between the kingdom and the wider Islamic world and even beyond in order to ‘build, 
maintain and extend positions of religious authority, with a view to securing the capacity 
to speak in the name of Islam and to steer the future course of the Islamic tradition.’130 

Missionary activities have enabled Riyadh to mobilise Islam to counterbalance 
ideological threats. In the 1950s and 1960s, these threats took the form of the Arab 
nationalism espoused by Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser and the Ba’ath 
party in Syria and Iraq – both of which opposed the Saudi alliance with the US and 
the monarchical basis of the Saudi regime.131 Saudi-sponsored missionary activities 
increased after the Iranian revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. 
Religious influence proved useful to counter the revolutionary interpretation offered 
by the Islamist regime in Tehran, in which clerics played an active role in the political 
arena. The interpretation supported by Saudi Arabia centred around the principle of 
wali al-amr. According to this principle, opposition to political authority is prohibited 
even in when the rulers are tyrants.132 

The religious networks funded by the Saudi state since the 1960s have helped the 
Kingdom boost its proclaimed status as a ‘leader of the Islamic world’133 and counter 
Iranian claims. The Saudi-Iranian competition over the mantle of Islamic leadership has 
increased the salience of Sunni-Shi’a differences and helped to isolate Iran since most 
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countries134 in the Middle East are majority Sunni. However, the impact of transnational 
religious networks depend on local circumstances and are not always in full control 
of the Saudi state, which sometimes leads to unintended consequences. The global 
Salafi-Wahhabi movement that originates from the 1980s also includes radical factions 
that pose a threat to the Al Saud regime, such as Al-Qaeda and Islamic State,135 which 
criticise the Saudi alliance with the US. Meanwhile, some of the Salafists that initially 
benefited from Saudi funding deviated from the politically quietist interpretation 
propagated by Saudi Arabia by engaging more politically.136 Examples of the latter are 
Salafist parties such as Hizb al-Nour in Egypt and al-Haraka al-Salafiyya in Kuwait.137 

Despite the limitations of Saudi control over transnational religious networks, these 
networks have helped create Salafi constituencies in Yemen, Libya, Egypt, Kuwait, 
Syria and elsewhere that are sympathetic towards Saudi Arabia. At the same time, the 
exclusionary nature of the interpretation of Islam that Saudi state-funded institutions 
transmit abroad provides fertile grounds for sectarian rhetoric, especially against 
Shi’ites. Sectarianism is also usefully deployed to discredit the Iranian government, 
Hezbollah, and the Assad regime. Meanwhile, given their ideological differences, Salafist 
movements help to limit the influence of the Muslim Brotherhood in the religious sphere. 

Box 4 Religious networks and the Saudi-Emirati Axis: The case of Hizb 
al-Nour in Egypt

From the 1930s onwards, Salafism in Egypt was influenced by Saudi scholars 
and Egyptian expatriates returning from Saudi Arabia. Alexandria became a key 
Salafist hub in Egypt.138 The Salafi organisation, al-Da’wa al-Salafiyya, was 
founded in 1977 and established an extensive network of social and preaching 
services throughout the country.139 It is generally assumed that the organisation 
benefited hugely from generous donations from Islamic organisations and 
individuals in the Gulf.140 
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During the Mubarak era, al-Da’wa al-Salafiyya refrained from participating 
in the political arenas it adhered to the religious principle of wali al-amr,141 
which encouraged the Egyptian security services not to interfere too much 
with its centres of religious learning. During the uprisings that started in Egypt 
on 25 January 2011, various sheikhs within the organisation condemned the 
protests, labelling them as fitna (chaos, sedition).142 However, a few days before 
the fall of the Mubarak regime, al-Da’wa al-Salafiyya decided to join demands for 
political change. 

The fall of the Mubarak regime led to a remarkable shift within al-Da’wa  
al-Salafiyya as the leading sheikhs within the organisation eventually gave their 
blessing to the establishment of a new party, Hizb al-Nour. The party gained 
around 21 per cent of the votes in the 2011/2012 parliamentary elections, making 
it the most influential political party in Egypt after the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Freedom and Justice Party. Following the presidential elections of May/June 
2012, which were won by Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohamed Morsi, 
Hizb al-Nour collaborated with the Muslim Brotherhood in drafting the new 
constitution that was promulgated in December 2012 and which reinforced 
Islamic norms in Egyptian society. 

Despite this initial cooperation, from January 2013 onwards tensions increased 
between Hizb al-Nour and the Muslim Brotherhood over monopolisation of the 
religious sphere by the latter and its rapprochement with Iran. This helped align 
the interests of Hizb al-Nour with the Saudi-Emirati axis. The monopolisation 
of the Ministry of Religious Affairs by Muslim Brotherhood loyalists and Morsi’s 
proposal for a preachers’ syndicate were seen by Hizb al-Nour as attempts to 
marginalise the Salafists in the religious sphere. Meanwhile, the diplomatic 
rapprochement of Egypt with Iran after the state visit of Iranian President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in February 2013 was heavily criticised by Hizb al-Nour, 
as they regarded reconciliation with the Iranian Shi’ite regime as ideologically 
intolerable.143 

Growing criticism of the Muslim Brotherhood and Morsi encouraged Hizb  
al-Nour to join the opposition against Morsi and eventually support the coup 
led by General Sisi in July 2013. 
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Following the coup, relations between Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the UAE improved 
significantly. Hizb al-Nour endorsed the new military regime in Egypt to protect 
its activities from the state. It remained silent about the repression enacted by 
the military regime against the Muslim Brotherhood and has backed the Egyptian 
army’s military campaign against violent extremist organisations in the Sinai 
Peninsula. It even endorsed the controversial decision of Egyptian President Sisi 
to cede two Red Sea islands (Tiran and Sanafir) to Saudi Arabia.144 As a result, 
it has toed the line of the Saudi-Emirati axis, implicitly backing their policy to 
isolate Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood in the region while supporting the 
Sisi regime.

Media outlets

Saudi and Emirati-owned media outlets have also been used to build and amplify foreign 
policy support in the region, notably through pan-Arab news channels. The Gulf War of 
1990–1991 and the intensive and unrestrained coverage of the war by CNN helped spur 
the establishment of the first pan-Arab commercial satellite station in 1991 when the 
Middle East Broadcasting Centre (MBC) was launched in London by Waleed al-Ibrahim 
and Saleh Kamel, two Saudi businessmen with close ties to the Al-Saud ruling family. 
Five years later, Al-Jazeera, the first pan-Arab news satellite channel in the Arab world 
was founded. This channel, funded by the Qatari government, introduced a new style 
of television to a pan-Arab audience by discussing sensitive issues in the Arab world,145 
including criticism of the Gulf’s ruling families (with the exception of the ruling Al Thani 
family itself). Criticism of the Al-Saud family stung it into action and in 2002 led to the 
creation by MBC of Al-Arabiya to compete with Al-Jazeera.146 

After the Arab uprisings, new major pan-Arab news channel emerged. In 2012, Sky 
News Arabia was established, which is 50 per cent owned by the Abu Dhabi Media 
Investment Corporation (UAE). This investment company is owned by Sheikh Mansour 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan, a full brother of the Crown Prince and de facto Emirati ruler, 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed, and a member of the so-called ‘Bani Fatima’. The other 
half of Sky News Arabia is owned by Sky group, formerly British-based but currently US-
owned media conglomerate, Comcast.147 In 2015, another newcomer, Al-Araby TV, based 
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in London and funded by Qatar, was launched. In brief, ownership of the main pan-Arab 
channels is concentrated in the Gulf, which has enabled its ruling families to project 
influence by developing regional media narratives that support their foreign policies.148 

There are, however, limitations to this approach and its effects. When the early protests 
in Tunisia broke out at the end of 2010, Al Jazeera played a key role in covering them 
and nurturing a broader narrative about a regional uprising that fostered the protest 
wave that emerged.149 Its intensive coverage of the protests on the ground enabled it to 
become a primary source of news during the uprisings for a broad Arab audience.150 But 
when its Qatari owners morphed the network into a partisan actor, it became identified 
with political Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Ennahda in 
Tunisia, losing much of its more objective appeal and influence in the process.151 Saudi 
and Emirati-owned media outlets have typically manifested themselves as partisan 
actors from the outset. They campaigned openly for certain rebel groups in Libya and 
Syria and were sympathetic towards the military coup in Egypt. They also highlighted 
alleged Iranian meddling in Bahrain and Yemen152 in a bid to enhance support for the 
Saudi and Emirati military interventions in both countries in 2011 and 2015. They also 
amplified anti-Qatari sentiments that widened the rift between Qatar and Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE following the overthrow of the Morsi government. The media offensive 
against Qatar was further intensified in May 2017 when regional media outlets such as 
Al Arabiya and Sky News Arabia disseminated grave accusations of Qatari funding for 
violent extremist groups in Syria and its collusion with Iran and Iranian-backed militias 
in Iraq. This proved to be a prelude to the boycott of the country by Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt on 5 June 2017.153 Since then, Qatari opposition figures such as 
Sheikh Abdul Aziz Bin Khalifa Al-Thani (Emir Tamim’s uncle), Sheikh Saud bin Nasser 
Al-Thani and Khalid Al-Hail154 have received significant attention in Saudi-owned media 
outlets in order to undermine the legitimacy of the Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim and exploit 
divisions in the ruling al-Thani family.155 
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Political discourse warfare also extends to the realm of social media where, through 
orchestrated campaigns, automated bots and influencers have promoted anti-Iranian 
and pro-Saudi tweets of Donald Trump, diffused sectarian rhetoric directed against 
Shi’ites, promoted criticism of Qatar, and praised Mohammed bin Salman.156 While it 
is hard to attribute these campaigns to specific state or non-state actors,157 they have 
compounded the messages spread by Saudi media outlets. Meanwhile, social media 
manipulation can also be used to shape narratives during events abroad. Haftar’s assault 
on Tripoli in May 2019 was accompanied by supportive messages from a network of 
more than 100 accounts that seemed to be linked to an entity supportive of Emirati 
interests.158 Traces of social media manipulation were also visible in July 2021 when 
Tunisian President Kais Saied suspended parliament and sacked the prime minister. 
Influencers based in Saudi Arabia and the UAE engaged in concerted action to portray 
the event as a ‘Tunisian revolt against the Brotherhood’.159

Social media manipulation exists alongside the intimidation, harassment and surveillance 
of prominent activists and journalists, which deters people from criticising Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. Over the years, both countries have invested significant resources in 
surveillance capabilities. This has enabled them to closely monitor social media use and 
break encryption on emails and voice IP.160 At the same time, Saudi and Emirati security 
services have been linked to offensive operations targeting the devices of dissidents, 
activists and members of hostile governments in the region. The UAE particularly has 
developed sophisticated capabilities since it started its 2009 Project Raven to enhance 
its expertise in cybersecurity and warfare. It hired dozens of former US intelligence 
officials who used state-of-the-art cyber-espionage tools to hack into the phones and 
computers of Emirati dissidents, journalists critical of the UAE, militants in Yemen and 
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officials of regional competitors and rivals, including Iran, Qatar and Turkey.161 Saudi 
Arabia has also upgraded its offensive cyber capabilities, acquiring advanced malicious 
mobile phone spyware produced by the Israeli NSO Group to gain access to the phones 
of Saudi dissidents and journalists critical of Saudi Arabia.162 These offensive cyber 
capabilities have also been employed against regional competitors of Saudi and Emirati 
outlets. In December 2020, the Guardian reported that the UAE and Saudi Arabia 
used spyware sold by the Israeli NSO Group to access the smartphones of journalists, 
producers and executives of the Qatari-owned Al Jazeera and Al Araby networks and to 
intimidate them.163
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5  The Saudi-Emirati axis: 
Mission accomplished… 

The Saudi-Emirati axis has used a variety of foreign policy instruments including 
military intervention and strategic outreach, economic investment and financial support, 
religious networks and media outlets to achieve its objectives. These objectives are 
to contain the so-called ‘triple threat’ posed by Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood and 
international terrorist groups (like Al-Qaeda and ISIS) to the continuity of rule in Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE, as well as to prevent them from exploiting regional volatility. While 
financial support and the employment of religious networks are longstanding Saudi and 
Emirati foreign policy tools, military intervention and strategic outreach, as well as (to a 
lesser extent) the creation of new media outlets, are novel instruments and illustrate the 
more assertive stance of both countries as a result of the regional turmoil after 2011 and 
the perceived US disengagement from the region following the Obama administration’s 
‘pivot to Asia’.164

Despite modernisation of their armed forces, the successful projection of military power 
by Saudi Arabia and the UAE to achieve strategic objectives remains a challenge. While 
the military intervention of the GCC Peninsula Shield force played an important role in 
preserving the ruling al-Khalifa family in Bahrain, the war in Yemen initiated in 2015 
has been a PR disaster and ineffective in terms of warfighting. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE both face limitations in terms of the number of infantry forces they can deploy and 
have experienced difficulties in compensating for this with the use of local allies and 
foreign troops. As a result, more than six years after the military intervention, Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE have failed to push the Houthis back from most of the territory 
they have acquired since 2014 and have not managed to reinstate the Hadi government. 
Saudi Arabia still faces regular rocket attacks from Houthi-held territory, whose ties 
with Iran have only strengthened. Meanwhile, about 250,000 Yemenis have lost their 
lives, 4 million have been displaced, and the majority now depend on humanitarian aid. 
In brief, the Saudis have helped create a large political and humanitarian crisis right 
on their doorstep, the effects of which will be felt for decades to come. Currently, King 
Salman and his son Mohammed bin Salman are in search of an exit strategy.165 In March 
2021, Saudi Arabia presented a peace initiative that included a nationwide ceasefire. 
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This proposal was rejected by the Houthis166 and peace negotiations between Saudi 
Arabia and the Houthis mediated by Oman have so far failed to yield significant results. 
The Iranian-Saudi talks that started in April 2021167 could be conducive to a peace deal 
between Saudi Arabia and the Houthis, although the leverage Iran possesses over the 
Houthis remains unclear and might well be more limited than assumed. 

More generally, both the UAE and Saudi Arabia appear to be returning to a policy of 
working through non-state actors to protect their strategic interests related to maritime 
security, counter terrorism, the Muslim Brotherhood and Iran.168 However, this strategy 
has its drawbacks. The setbacks Saudi Arabia faced with building a rebel army in Syria, 
as well as the failed attempts of General Haftar to take control over Tripoli despite 
Emirati support, reveal the challenges in establishing capable local armed forces that 
could help to pursue Saudi and Emirati interests. Both countries lack experience in this 
realm and do not seem to be on a steep learning curve. 

Despite their obvious shortcomings in the projection of military power, Saudi-Emirati 
financial resources nevertheless remain unparalleled. These means have been used 
effectively by both countries to support friendly regimes, such as in Bahrain, Oman, 
Jordan and Morocco, that were challenged by the Arab uprisings but which managed to 
weather the storm and avoid crisis despite large protests. Financial support is also being 
used as leverage over regimes in the region’s weaker states, such as Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Tunisia and Yemen, which are partly dependent on Gulf investments, loans and 
grants.169 However, this policy is less useful in countries in which regional competitors 
have established strong relationships with hybrid coercive organisations – such as 
Iran in Lebanon (with Hezbollah) and in Iraq (e.g. with Asaib ahl al-Haq and Kataib 
Hezbollah), which can defend Iranian interests. 
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It should nevertheless be noted that Saudi and Emirati resources are decreasing in 
the relative sense. The drop in oil prices since mid-2014 has been compounded by the 
Covid-19 pandemic and this has forced both countries to cut spending,170 complicating the 
provision of financial support to their allies. While the current surge in oil prices provides 
temporary relief, the long-term viability of economies dependent on oil and gas exports 
is questionable, which could have consequences for the patron-client relationships in the 
region that have proved vital to the preservation of the regional order. 

Alongside military and financial power, the Saudi-Emirati axis also employs soft power, 
providing it with ‘the ability to shape the preferences of others’,171 in the form of 
influence over religious networks and control over regional media outlets. The Salafist 
networks that have been nurtured since the 1960s promote the principle of wali al-amr 
– i.e. religious legitimacy for authoritarian regimes across the region while discrediting 
movements that seek political reform. However, Salafist religious networks are difficult to 
control and could lead to unintended consequences. They have, for example, contributed 
to the emergence of violent extremist organisations that pose a threat to the legitimacy 
of the regimes in Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

Media outlets are more easily controlled by the rulers of Saudi Arabia and the UAE and 
have become important instruments to gain support for their policies among foreign 
audiences. The founding of Al-Jazeera in 1996 and the 2011 Arab uprisings spurred 
the launch of new pan-Arab media outlets such as Al-Arabiya and Sky News Arabia. 
These have fostered sectarianism and anti-Iran sentiments in the region, supported the 
media offensive against Qatar in light of the 2017 blockade and demonstrated sympathy 
towards friendly autocratic regimes. They are a means through which Al-Jazeera’s 
influence on Arab public opinion has been reduced. However, while there is strong 
competition from other media channels, the partisan coverage of these outlets affects 
their credibility. Social media platforms also make it more complicated for states to 
control the flow of information and ideas. Nevertheless, Saudi and Emirati narratives 
have been promoted on social media channels through orchestrated campaigns to 
affect domestic and regional public opinion.172 Simultaneously, the security services in 
both countries have built up significant surveillance capabilities that could be deployed 
against their adversaries and to intimidate critics. 
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… or rather in disarray?

Saudi Arabia and the UAE facilitated a post-2011 counter-revolution that sustained 
the dominant position of the Gulf powers in the region and reversed some of the 
shifts that had taken place since 2011. Their cooperation solidified in December 2017 
when the UAE announced the formation of a political and military alliance with Saudi 
Arabia.173 However, the Saudi-Emirati axis that emerged after the 2011 Arab uprisings 
also features rifts that are the result of different threat perceptions and increasing 
economic competition as both countries aim to diversify their economies. Divergences 
in threat perceptions have come to the fore in Yemen, where Saudi Arabia has been 
more pragmatic that the UAE in terms of cooperating with Brotherhood-affiliated 
organisations such as Al Islah in order to counter the influence of the Houthis. 

Greater Saudi pragmatism has also been visible in the signing of the al-Ula agreement 
on 5 January 2021, which put an end to the blockade against Qatar by Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt. As the al-Ula agreement does not explicitly demand that 
Qatar breaks its ties with the Muslim Brotherhood and downgrades its relationship 
with Turkey, the UAE was reserved about the deal.174 Until now, the UAE (together with 
Bahrain) has failed to appoint an ambassador to Qatar. This stands in contrast with 
Saudi Arabia, which was eager to use the al-Ula agreement to strengthen its alliance 
against Iran. 

However, signs of rapprochement between the UAE and Qatar have been visible of late. 
In late August 2021, the Emirati National Security Adviser Sheikh Tahnoun bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan visited the Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim. This visit occurred a week after Sheikh 
Tahnoun bin Zayed met with Turkey’s President Erdogan.175 These visits are related 
to a strategic shift in policy. Now that the Biden administration is encouraging regional 
de-escalation as it seeks to further US military withdrawal from the region, the UAE aims 
to build bridges with its (former) rivals.176
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Meanwhile, an Emirati policy shift towards accommodating Qatar has also been 
encouraged by growing economic competition between Abu Dhabi and Riyadh as 
both countries need new revenues to recover from the economic implications of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and lower oil revenues. The UAE openly undermined the leading 
role of Saudi Arabia in OPEC in December 2020177 and July 2021 by articulating its 
displeasure over its oil quota, which it wants increased.178 Tensions have also grown as 
both countries seek to diversify their economies away from oil and gas.179 For example, 
Saudi Arabia tries to lure multinationals away from Dubai and make Riyadh a regional 
IT / finance hub,180 threatening international companies with loss of business in the 
Kingdom if they do not move their regional headquarters to one of the Saudi cities 
by 2024.181 Saudi Arabia also published a decree in July 2021 that excludes products 
‘made’ in one of the UAE’s many free zones, as well as products made by companies 
with Israeli investors, from preferential tariffs.182 This decree aims to undermine the 
UAE’s status as a re-exporting hub. 

Although Saudi Arabia opened its airspace to Israel in 2020,183 it has not yet followed 
the path of Bahrain and the UAE by normalising relations with Israel via the Abraham 
Accords of August 2020. Instead, it was highly critical of Israel during the military 
conflict with Hamas that erupted in May 2021,184 mirroring regional and domestic public 
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opinion that remains sympathetic towards the plight of the Palestinians.185 While the UAE 
can easily manoeuvre as a small country without an obvious reginal religious or political 
leadership role, this is far more challenging for Saudi Arabia because of its desire to 
play a leading role in the Arab and Muslim worlds, which necessitates it keeping several 
constituencies in mind when crafting its foreign policy. 

Policy considerations for EU Member States

The preceding sections have made clear that Saudi foreign policy in the Middle East 
is that of an authoritarian and reactionary status quo power. The Saudi authoritarian 
political order is based on a mix of a hereditary monarchy, a rentier economy, and an 
ultra-conservative interpretation of Islam that is imposed on its society. Even though 
domestic reform during the reign of King Salman has relaxed strict conservative 
behavioural rules and increased socio-cultural freedoms,186 domestic political repression 
has increased in parallel and the violation of minority rights has continued. Even 
though many of these developments fly in the face of values espoused by the EU and 
its Member States, Saudi Arabia generally obtains friendlier diplomatic treatment than 
either Iran or Turkey. From a conflict mitigation perspective, this creates friction as it 
appears to favour one side of the regional competition triangle, which makes mediation 
of regional crises and conflicts by EU countries more difficult. 

Major explanatory factors for this state of affairs include the longstanding US 
alliance with the House of al-Saud that European countries have not dared to 
interfere with, as well as massive Saudi purchases of European arms and lucrative 
investment opportunities. With the US pivot towards Asia and the general decline in 
Saudi Arabia’s reputation (consider the assassination of Jamal Khashoggi and the 
humanitarian catastrophe in Yemen), the analysis contained in this report suggests 
that the time seems opportune to draw a line in the sand. There are good reasons to 
treat Saudi Arabia on a par with Turkey and Iran given its human rights violations, 
domestic repression and pursuit of an aggressive foreign policy. As part of such 
clear-headed diplomatic engagement without favours, better conflict prevention and 
conflict management across the region will also be served by a serious conversation 
about the negative effects of the state-funded promotion of proselytisation beyond 
the kingdom’s boundaries. 

185 Hussein Ibish. 2021. ’Why Saudi Arabia Is Now in No Rush to Recognize Israel’, Haaretz, 7 July, 
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Such ‘normalisation’ of Saudi diplomatic treatment might enhance the EU’s credibility 
and in fact enable it to help improve relations between Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia 
through a form of trilateral dialogue based on equidistance and grounded in mutual 
economic interests. Pending unresolved political disagreements and security challenges, 
it might be fruitful to explore practical methods of economic collaboration, such as in the 
form of improving transport corridors and investing in cross-border assets like electricity 
grids or more efficient custom procedures. These are all low-key technical problems the 
EU has experience in and that nevertheless require a measure of political engagement 
and trouble shooting. The fact that the regional summit in Baghdad in August 2021 was 
attended by officials from Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Qatar, France, Kuwait and 
Turkey offers a glimmer of hope for future regional cooperation, in which the EU could 
play a conducive role.187

Even in the political-security realm, the EU might try for a negotiated agreement on 
Lebanon between Iran, Saudi Arabia and France in which sufficient transparency 
of government finances and administration are combined both with maintaining 
Hezbollah’s autonomy and limiting its role as veto-player as basis for a long-term 
economic support strategy. The present situation is, after all, a challenge to all these 
actors and this can create the willingness to compromise before more is lost in the 
general degradation of governance and socio-political relations. Should a deal on 
Lebanon prove possible, it could serve as a basis for further steps, possibly in Yemen 
where Saudi Arabia is searching for an exit strategy.
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