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	 1

INTRODUCTION

Profound changes are underway in the member-states of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC).1 In all six—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates—the coming years 
and decades will bring about a gradual end to the oil era. The uneven 
dwindling of natural resources in the medium- and longer-term will 
require a fundamental recasting of state-society relations and a refor-
mulation of the pillars of ruling legitimacy in these redistributive oil 
monarchies. This is already underway in neighbouring Yemen, where 
the drawdown of natural resources includes water in addition to oil, 
and has become entangled with issues of political legitimacy and 
regime authority, as well as the political economy of equitable resource 
distribution. Thus, the transition toward a post-oil era will differ sub-
stantively from the earlier period of transformational social and eco-
nomic upheavals that accompanied the entry into the oil era in the 
1960s and 1970s. The primary differing variable in the shift to a post-
oil future is that socio-economic and demographic constraints will 
limit regimes’ capacity to co-opt political support and essentially buy 
off oppositional movements and groups.
â•… These changes are occurring against the backdrop of the Gulf States’ 
accelerating enmeshment in the processes of globalisation and its cross-
border flows of peoples, ideas and norms, and licit and illicit trade. By 
‘Gulf States,’ this book means the six GCC member-states in addition 
to Iraq, Iran and Yemen, as they constitute the dominant regional secu-
rity complex and the referent point for regional hegemonic ambitions 
on both sides of the waterway known alternatively as the ‘Persian’ or 
‘Arabian’ Gulf (and neutrally as ‘the Gulf’ in this book). These glo-
balising patterns add a potentially destabilising dimension to the inter-
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dependencies that have long bound the Gulf States to the international 
community. Increasingly these new linkages bypass state structures and 
controls and constitute both an ideational and material threat to their 
polities. They thus differ sharply from earlier mutual dependencies 
centred on the export of hydrocarbons that created the distinctive 
nature of the oil redistributive ‘rentier’ states and also bound the 
region to the wider world.2

â•… New and emerging challenges posed by non-state flows also repre-
sent a feature of the progressive internationalisation of the Gulf. This 
is altering the international politics and international relations of the 
GCC in subtle yet important ways, as the Gulf States emerge as pivotal 
actors in the global rebalancing between west and east. The interlink-
ing of these processes of internationalisation and globalisation provide 
the parameters for the Gulf States’ engagement in a globalising com-
munity in which the loci of power are more diffused than ever before. 
They also introduce significant new dynamics into national and 
regional security calculations, as comparative political science demon-
strates that states in transition are more vulnerable to predatory politi-
cal violence and challenges to regime legitimacy. The regionalisation 
and internationalisation of Yemeni-based instability makes clear the 
interconnected nature of sources of insecurity and the difficulty, if not 
impossibility, of containing them within national boundaries. For this 
reason, Yemen is presented as a case-study in the tangled transition as 
it currently faces the challenges of managing resource depletion and 
reformulating rent-based networks of patronage and subsidy that will 
also confront the GCC states in the years and decades to come.
â•… Consequently this book builds upon, but also goes beyond, the exist-
ing literature that focuses on Gulf security in hard and primarily ‘mili-
tary’ terms. Existing works by scholars such as Anthony Cordesman 
provide valuable and otherwise hard-to-find data on the military capa-
bilities and major trajectories of all the participants in the Gulf’s 
regional security equation. Nevertheless, the possession of standing 
armies and sophisticated weaponry is in itself insufficient to guarantee 
security and stability, as evidenced during the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait 
in 1990 and the other GCC states’ inability to translate their high lev-
els of military expenditure into an effective response to this act of 
aggression. Nor does the heavy spending on arms and armaments pro-
vide the Gulf States with a solution to the challenges—growing steadily 
more urgent—of economic diversification that will determine the 
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Â�success or otherwise of the transition toward post-oil frameworks of 
governance.
â•… Other works have integrated the Gulf region within a broadening 
theoÂ�retical approach to security. Expanding upon the structural con-
cept of a ‘regional security complex’ developed by Barry Buzan and 
Ole Waever, recent scholarship by F. Gregory Gause and Henner Furtig 
have addressed the salient characteristics of the Gulf as a tri-polar 
regional system based around Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia.3 Both 
focused upon the regional unit and examined the changing distribution 
of power within it, and with the United States as a highly-involved 
external player that determined the outcome of the 1991 Gulf war and 
reshaped the regional distribution of power by destroying the regime 
of Saddam Hussein in 2003.4 Meanwhile, Gerd Nonneman deepened 
and broadened the concept of security by focusing on the changing 
‘resources-demands balance’ as falling per capita oil rents complicated 
Gulf States’ mechanisms for co-opting support through the spread of 
wealth and introduced new threats and pressures for change on both 
the domestic and external levels, which he argued were inextricably 
linked.5 He subsequently developed the concept of ‘omni-balancing’ to 
describe the patterns of Saudi Arabian (and the other GCC monar-
chies’) balancing between threats and resources within and between 
the domestic, regional and global levels.6 In his work on the United 
Arab Emirates, Christopher Davidson also emphasises the centrality of 
what he labels the ‘ruling bargain’ in reinforcing and updating legiti-
macy resources that underpinned the socio-economic transformation 
of traditional polities.7

â•… This present book builds on, and extends, the broadening of security 
described above. Significantly, it updates Nonneman’s investigation of 
the resources-demands balance, which was written in 2000, toward 
the end of a prolonged period of low oil prices, and before the advent 
of the second oil boom (2002–8). It also differs from Gause and Furtig 
by inserting Yemen firmly into the regional security equation, and 
describing how the flows of instability between Yemen and Somalia 
are tying together one regional security complex (the Gulf) with 
another (the Horn of Africa). This has profound implications for the 
states of the Arabian Peninsula, caught ‘in the middle,’ as it were, of 
these two major sources of regional instability. Its central focus is how 
the intertwining of the internal and external dimensions of security are 
altering local and regional security agendas in an era of accelerating 
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global interconnectivity. With the concept of what security ‘is’ and 
‘does’ in a state of flux globally, a central objective of this book is to 
interrogate regional perspectives on the notion of security and map the 
shifting security paradigm in response to the range of new and emerg-
ing threats and challenges identified in part two.

An Integrated Approach to Security

This book therefore examines the evolution of ‘Gulf security’ in the 
oil-rich monarchies of the Arabian Peninsula in response to this range 
of existing and emergent threats and challenges. It argues that the rise 
of primarily non-military sources of potential insecurity is profoundly 
reshaping the security paradigm in the Gulf States in the medium- and 
longer-term. This is inextricably bound up with the broader impact of 
globalisation on the political economy of the Gulf States, which itself 
is undergoing a systemic transformation toward post-oil redistributive 
forms of governance. Regional concepts of security need to be re-
conceptualised as part of a holistic approach that locates the drivers of 
change within the rapidly-globalising international environment and 
interlinks them with socio-political and economic dimensions. It must 
also acknowledge that security is composed both of material and idea-
tional considerations and is as much a social construct as a survival 
mechanism in a world of threats and balances.
â•… Two major objectives form the analytical core of the book. The first 
part of the book provides an overview of the development of Gulf 
security structures and examines the key components of its changing 
paradigm. Crucially, it distinguishes between the idea of security as a 
social construct (constructivism) and security as material threat (real-
ism). It thus examines the motivations and objectives that guide states 
and societies in constructing local and regional security agendas. This 
approach emphasises the importance of belief-systems in shaping and 
reshaping perceptions of security and in deciding which issues become 
securitised and why. It speaks to a broader theoretical literature in 
international relations that studies the role of norms as social con-
structs in determining approaches to questions of power and security.8 
Furthermore, it integrates the Gulf into research on security studies in 
the developing world, in which states and regimes may pose a threat to 
portions of their own societies, and where the Western ‘idea of secu-
rity’ as restricted to the external sphere does not necessarily apply.9
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â•… Delineating the role of local agents is particularly important in 
deciding which issues come to dominate security agendas in the GCC 
states. This is because the conduct of foreign and security affairs in 
these oil monarchies is restricted to a tightly-drawn circle of senior 
members of the ruling family.10 In common with many other develop-
ing countries’ experience, ‘regime security’ in the Gulf States is fre-
quently conflated with ‘national security’ and this informs regimes’ 
notions of the hitherto-successful strategies of survival needed to 
achieve this.11 Consequently, our understanding of the dynamics of 
policy formulation is enhanced by taking into consideration the factors 
that inform regimes’ perceptions of their internal security matrix. 
Indeed, Gause has demonstrated how trans-national considerations 
play an integral role in foreign policy decision-making as regional 
states act against perceived threats to domestic stability that may ema-
nate from external actors.12

â•… This, in turn, is important in determining their posture on external 
issues such as the unfolding post-occupation dynamics in Iraq, the 
ongoing dispute between Iran and the international community over 
Teheran’s nuclear policies, and the ideational challenge posed by radi-
calism and trans-national terrorism. Thus the opening section, consist-
ing of the first three chapters, provides the theoretical underpinning for 
the book’s second objective, which is to delineate the relationship 
between ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ challenges to security and how they 
relate to each other. The Gulf has witnessed three major inter-state 
wars since 1980 in addition to Islamic revolution in Iran, the rise of 
trans-national ideational challenges to national and regional legitimacy, 
and bouts of civil unrest in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.13 These territo-
rially-bounded challenges from Iraq and Iran, and issues of nuclear 
proliferation and trans-national extremism, remain a source of latent 
and actual instability in the Gulf. Nevertheless a range of new and 
longer-term challenges to regional security are emerging and have the 
potential, if left unchecked or inadequately tackled, to strike at the 
heart of the social contract and redistributive mechanisms that bind 
state and society in the Arab oil monarchies.
â•… These include issues such as food, water and resource security, 
demographic pressures stemming from rising populations and the 
youth bulge, structural economic deficiencies in the GCC states and 
progressive state failure on its periphery in Yemen, and ecological deg-
radation and the security implications of long-term climate change, all 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	insecure  gulf

6

of which pose new challenges to Gulf security. This deepening and 
broadening of the concept of security builds upon the cognitive shift in 
thinking about global security that has occurred in an era of accelerat-
ing complexity of global interconnections and trans-national flows of 
people, capital and ideas.14 The emergence of these new threats and 
challenges to national, regional and international security and stability 
has eroded Cold War-era demarcations between the internal and exter-
nal spheres of policymaking. Together, they necessitate a more nuanced 
approach predicated as much on meeting the human security of popu-
lations as well as the national security of states, and the book con-
cludes by examining the prospects for any such intellectual and 
practical reformulation of the notion of security in the region.15

â•… Underlying both of these objectives is the argument that difficult 
challenges lie ahead for the Arab oil monarchies of the Gulf. The 
regimes must reconfigure the welfare states that were constructed dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s during a period of comparatively low popula-
tions and high wealth per capita. Demographic pressures and the 
transition to post-redistributive modes of governance also require them 
to address the systemic structural problems in their socio-political 
composition. Simultaneously, the impact of globalisation and the Gulf 
States’ political and economic opening up creates new material and 
ideational linkages intertwining still further the internal and external 
dimensions of (in)security. Consequently, the concept of security, and 
the issue of which values it embraces, and for whom, will be integral 
to the evolving political economies of the GCC as the oil monarchies 
progressively move toward the post-oil era.

Security as a Social Construct

The notion of the pursuance of strategies of survival described above 
determines how ruling elites come to define and construct particular 
issues as threats to their security.16 The analytical peg on which Inse-
cure Gulf rests is a constructivist approach to international relations, 
namely one that studies the role of beliefs and norms as social con-
structs shaping approaches to questions of power and security. It 
emphasises the importance of local agency in exploring the factors that 
motivate policymakers to reach and implement the decisions they take. 
Analysing ‘how people act’ addresses one of the central deficiencies of 
the broader international relations literature, namely a neglect of the 
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human dimension in contemporary world politics.17 Constructivist 
approaches ascribe value to the location and distribution of nodes of 
power within society as well as the relationships between knowledge, 
power and interests. The evolution of a position of ‘national interest’ 
on any one issue thus represents the outcome of an inter-subjective 
process that combines ideational and material factors and is fluid, 
rather than fixed over time.18

â•… Distinguishing between security as discourse and security as material 
threat also enhances the study of ‘securitisation.’ This refers to the 
processes by which issues become constructed as threats to security, 
and by whom and for what reason. If an issue is successfully securi-
tised, and accepted as such by the relevant audience, the principal actor 
feels empowered to take extraordinary measures to combat it. These 
exceed the rules-based systems that otherwise regulate the conduct of 
normal behaviour, and demonstrate the importance of agency in defin-
ing and shaping responses to particular issues.19 At a macro-level, the 
global ‘war on terror’ represented a successful example of securitisa-
tion. It enabled the United States to bypass international norms and 
structures after 11 September 2001 to combat the perceived threat 
from Al-Qaeda-linked terrorism.20

â•… A closer examination of the processes of securitisation in the Gulf ties 
the region into the broader world-group of developing states, and 
embeds the study of regional security issues within the realm of com-
parative politics. This forms part of Keith Krause’s identification of a 
‘security problematic’ in contemporary world politics in general, and in 
the post-Cold War period in particular. This arises out of the fact that 
perceived threats to security can be ideational as well as material, and 
tied to the survival not of the state but of a particular referent group. In 
these instances, the idea of security is critical, and the affiliation of the 
security of the state with the security of its citizens cannot be automati-
cally assumed to be the case. Traditional conceptions of security in 
stable, developed nations therefore fail to capture the threat that states 
or regimes may pose to parts of their own societies. For this reason, it 
is vital to identify the motivations of the group driving the securitisation 
of particular issues, as well as the direction in which it is aimed.21

â•… In this taxonomy, the internal and external dimensions of security 
become intertwined as regimes seek security against possible contestÂ�
ation from within their own societies as much as against external 
aggression from neighbouring states. The Gulf States’ external security 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	insecure  gulf

8

alignments, both bilaterally with the United States and multilaterally 
through the creation of the Gulf Cooperation Council, meet this 
requirement by reinforcing regime security against internal dissent as 
well as foreign threats.22 This became evident during the uprising in 
Bahrain in 1994. The Saudi Arabian Interior Minister, Prince Naif bin 
Abdulaziz Al-Saud, hastily visited Manama to declare that the security 
of Bahrain was inseparable from the security of Saudi Arabia.23 By this, 
Naif meant the security and ideational solidarity of the ruling Al-Saud 
and Al-Khalifa families. The unspoken assumption that a ruling family 
would not be allowed to fall prompted the emergency readying of Saudi 
forces to intervene militarily to maintain order in Bahrain if the situa-
tion so developed.24 Other examples of a ‘one-for-all’ attitude binding 
together regional ruling families can be found in the ritual denuncia-
tions of Iran’s ongoing seizure of three islands belonging to the United 
Arab Emirates, with the Secretary-General of the GCC even drawing 
parallels with Israeli behaviour in the occupied Arab territories.25

â•… Regime preoccupations with survival remained paramount in their 
construction of security strategies in the turbulent aftermath of 11 Sep-
tember 2001. Gulf States’ responses to the territorially bounded issues 
of Iraq and Iran and the ideational challenge of trans-national terrorism 
demonstrated their awareness of the myriad interlocking linkages 
between the internal and external spheres of security. These connections 
were magnified by the proliferation of Arab satellite television channels 
and internet websites in the 1990s and 2000s. Together, they greatly 
accelerated the spread of trans-national linkages and contributed to the 
creation of an Arab ‘imagined community.’26 The steady erosion of 
regimes’ control over the flows of information to individuals and group-
ings within their own borders directly linked considerations of internal 
security to external events. No longer could sources of external insecu-
rity be isolated, or contained within national boundaries. Accordingly, 
regimes began to construe these issues more as threats to their political 
or popular legitimacy than to their material security. This has guided 
their formulation of policies to meet the challenges they perceived as 
emanating from Iraq, Iran and trans-national terror.

Structure of the Book

The book is divided into three parts. The first part consists of three 
chapters that examine the multiple processes that have shaped, and are 
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likely to continue to shape, the evolution of Gulf security structures. 
Chapter one provides a contextual historical overview of Gulf security 
that emphasises a pattern of continuity in the region’s myriad interac-
tions with external powers and interests. It describes a cosmopolitan 
Gulf closely integrated into a trans-continental system that will belie 
any notions of the region as peripheral to world history until the 
advent of the oil era. Chapter two shifts the focus to the current secu-
rity agenda in the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf and the symbiotic 
interlinking of internal and external security with regime strategies of 
survival. It explores the motivations of Gulf policymakers in construct-
ing security agendas that shape their responses to issues such as the 
perceived ‘Shiite crescent’ in Iraq and Iran, as well as the material and 
non-material or ideological threats posed by radical extremism and 
trans-national terrorism, particularly from Yemen and the emerging 
linkages with Somalia, which increasingly are binding two hitherto-
distinct sub-regional security complexes—the Horn of Africa and the 
Gulf/Arabian Peninsula—together.
â•… Finally in this section, chapter three looks to the future parameters of 
Gulf security by outlining four broad factors that will determine the 
contextual framework within which it will evolve. These are the impact 
of the processes of globalisation and the revolution in information and 
communications technologies (ICT), the internationalisation of the Gulf 
and its emergence as a pivotal actor in the global rebalancing between 
west and east, the uneven rates of depletion of hydrocarbon resources 
within individual GCC states and the diverging pathways to post-oil 
political economies that will result, and the continuing weakness of 
internal consensus within the GCC itself that inhibits any collective 
positioning on existing and future challenges to regional security. These 
demonstrate how intertwined will be the future evolution of the Gulf 
with the political and opening up of the region to trans-national and 
cross-border flows of people, information and goods.
â•… Attention in the second part of the book shifts to the emergent and 
longer-term challenges to security and stability in the Gulf. Three chap-
ters analyse the different aspects of these increasingly non-military 
threats to Gulf polities. The fourth chapter examines the socio-eco-
nomic difficulties caused by demographic trends and structural imbal-
ances in all of the GCC states and Yemen. It emphasises the growing 
disparities of wealth that render the continuation of current levels of 
welfare expenditure and redistributive mechanisms unsustainable in 
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the long-run. The fifth chapter describes how potential resource scarci-
ties and uneven patterns of distribution may fragment state-society 
relations and undermine regime legitimacy. This introduces potent new 
dimensions to the security equation, not least basic issues of food and 
water security, and the chapter analyses the measures being undertaken 
in the GCC states to mitigate and overcome them. Meanwhile, the 
sixth chapter turns to the direct and indirect security risk posed by 
environmental degradation and long-term climate change. It examines 
the emerging nexus between weak and fragile states, growing resource 
scarcities, particularly in access to food and water, and its trans-bound-
ary threats to human and state security as a potential driver of conflict 
within and between states. The chapter assesses the empirical evidence 
indicating that the socio-economic and demographic stresses (described 
in chapter four) and unequal patterns of resource distribution (chapter 
five) act as multipliers that magnify states and societies’ vulnerabilities 
to these types of external shocks. This is a pivotal issue of concern in 
the Gulf where numerous actual and potential fault-lines may become 
sharpened if dwindling access to scarce resources emerges as a source 
of future contestation.
â•… In part three, chapter seven analyses the interlinking of these sourÂ�ces 
of insecurity by focusing on the multiple causes of progressive state 
failure in Yemen. The country is experiencing a crisis of governance 
and legitimacy and a concomitant erosion of state capacity as it faces 
a complex combination of socio-political, economic and environmental 
difficulties. The result is a failing political economy on the south-
western flank of the Arabian Peninsula that constitutes a direct and 
growing threat to the security and stability of the GCC. This has pro-
found regional and international implications for the geopolitics of 
insecurity in West Asia owing to Yemen’s proximity to Somalia and the 
incidence of failed and failing states on both sides of the commercially 
vital Gulf of Aden. It also establishes a direct link between Gulf secu-
rity and the endemic insecurity in the Horn of Africa, and introduces 
new destabilising flows of weapons and fighters in both directions. 
This increase in cross-border acts of terrorist cooperation during 2009 
facilitated the re-establishment of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
in Yemen following its tactical and operational rollback in Saudi Ara-
bia between 2004 and 2006.
â•… A concluding chapter considers how a changing concept of security 
in the Gulf States can play a stabilising role in transitioning their politi-
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cal economies to the post-oil era. It argues that a reorientation toward 
the human security of individuals, rather than the national security of 
states, is most likely to strengthen the internal cohesion of the GCC 
states. This is integral to reconciling regime security with security for 
all communities in redistributive states facing the erosion of mecha-
nisms for spreading wealth and co-opting support. Measures to 
increase the support base and pillars of legitimacy of governing struc-
tures in the Gulf should form part of a comprehensive strategy to 
tackle existing inequalities and emerging sources of insecurity. This in 
turn will lessen the sources of potential tension and violent contesta-
tion of political power and increase the likelihood of a consensual and 
non-violent transition to a post-oil era. Recent initiatives notwithstand-
ing however, it is by no means clear that local viewpoints on ‘human 
security’ are aligned with the developing universal norm, and the con-
clusion argues that the most likely short- to medium-term option is a 
‘half-way’ compromise that satisfies neither those advocates of contin-
ued focus on national security nor proponents of a genuinely human 
security approach.
â•… The book therefore explores how states and societies in the Gulf are 
anticipating and reacting to this paradigmatic shift in national and 
regional security dynamics. It maps the trends and patterns that will 
shape the future evolution of Gulf security as well as the perceptions 
and belief-systems that motivate policymaking responses. This 
approach makes it possible to contextualise the changes underway 
within the broader political economy framework. It also demonstrates 
the value of an interdisciplinary approach to the broadening of security 
studies that integrates aspects of international political economy, com-
parative politics, international relations and globalisation theory into 
a holistic study of the complex dynamics and processes underway in 
the region.
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1

HISTORY OF GULF SECURITY STRUCTURES, 
1903–2003

On 5 May 1903 the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, used 
a House of Lords debate on ‘Great Britain and the Persian Gulf’ to 
make an official statement of Britain’s policy in the region. Lansdowne 
was a former Viceroy of India (1888–1894) and his policy reflected the 
considerable commercial and strategic value that successive genera-
tions of imperial administrators attached to the Gulf. Lansdowne 
began by stating that ‘our policy should be directed in the first place to 
promote and protect British trade in those waters.’ He went on to add 
that the British Government ‘should regard the establishment of a 
naval base, or of a fortified port, in the Persian Gulf by any other 
Power as a very grave menace to British interests, and we should cer-
tainly resist it with all the means at our disposal.’1 This represented 
what one British historian has labelled ‘a sort of Monroe Doctrine for 
the Persian Gulf.’2

â•… Seventy-seven years later, President Jimmy Carter proclaimed for the 
United States a position of predominance in the Gulf in language 
remarkably similar to Lansdowne’s. Carter’s State of the Union Address 
on 23 January 1980 contained a policy proclamation that subsequently 
became known as the Carter Doctrine. This declared that ‘Any attempt 
by an outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be 
regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of 
America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, 
including military force.’3 It was a response to the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in December 1979 and resulting anxieties within the Carter 
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administration that it might be the prelude to a Soviet move toward 
acquiring a foothold in the Gulf or the Indian Ocean.
â•… These two pronouncements visibly illustrate one of the enduring 
continuities in the historical evolution of Gulf security structures.4 The 
projection of external political and military power has been a recurring 
feature ever since the arrival of the first Portuguese expedition at Hor-
muz in 1507.5 Dutch, Ottoman and British incursions all followed the 
Portuguese before the final withdrawal of British forces from the Gulf 
in 1971. Gulf security has always been about much more than mere 
considerations of oil and great power rivalries, and the principal actors 
are the sheikhdoms and peoples of the region who have constructed a 
state system that has proven sufficiently durable to survive three dec-
ades of conflict since 1980. This durability was not preordained, how-
ever, as the decade that followed British withdrawal was a dangerous 
period for the newly-independent states in the Arabian Peninsula as 
they struggled to update the external security guarantees that under-
pinned their domestic survival.6 Pragmatic accommodation with, and 
adaptation to, the foreign incursions thus formed an integral part of 
ruling elites’ strategies of survival in the crucial formative periods of 
state formation and consolidation. This dynamic interplay between 
internal and external factors played a crucial role in shaping the mod-
ern state-systems in the Gulf and will be explored at length in this 
opening chapter.

A Cosmopolitan Gulf

The Gulf has been a commercial and strategic asset to outside powers 
for many centuries, and its linkages with the wider world extend back 
into late-antiquity and the pre-Islamic period. It is pivotally positioned 
astride the major trade routes between India and Europe and a dense 
network of transoceanic linkages connect it to the broader Indian 
Ocean world. During the nineteenth- and early-twentieth centuries, 
local shipbuilders and sailors constructed and navigated the dhows and 
booms that sailed each season from the Gulf to the Indian sub-conti-
nent and along the coastline of east Africa. They exchanged cargoes of 
Arabian ponies, dates and pearls for goods such as rice, timber and 
cotton as intricate patterns of intra- and inter-regional trade devel-
oped.7 Powerful processes of migration and acculturation augmented 
these maritime flows and gave them a human dimension.8 These mul-
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tifaceted patterns of settlement and exchange formed a web of inter-
connections that tied the trade and peoples of the region into broader, 
overlapping communities of belonging. They also left a distinctive 
legacy in the form of a cultural sphere of influence that shaped a cos-
mopolitan identity and an externally-focused trading mentality 
throughout the Indian Ocean region.9

â•… This cosmopolitan intermixing of peoples and cultures also influ-
enced the development of states and societies in the Gulf. Involvement 
in maritime trade fostered an outward-oriented mentality among the 
nascent sheikhdoms on the Arabian (and Persian) coastline of the Gulf. 
Both Kuwait and Dubai developed into regional entrepôts that serviced 
the trade of the northern and southern Gulf respectively, with Dubai 
benefiting greatly from the decline of the Persian port of Lingah in the 
early twentieth century.10 Kuwait and Bahrain also became world cen-
tres of the pearling trade. This activity dominated traditional industry 
in the Gulf until it collapsed in the 1930s following the introduction of 
Japanese cultured pearls and the onset of the Great Depression.11 Local 
coalitions of ruling and influential merchant families governed their 
polities through pragmatic political-economic alliances that laid the 
foundation for the redistributive policies of the oil-era.12

â•… Security—both from internal rivals and predatory external threats—
was from a very early stage in these polities’ development intimately 
tied to external powers and structures. British measures to quell the 
rising incidence of what they regarded as acts of maritime piracy dur-
ing the early nineteenth century had lasting consequences for the secu-
rity architecture that developed in the Gulf. A series of agreements and 
treaties formally divided the coastline of the Arabian Peninsula into 
separate political entities and integrated them into an external security 
system underpinned by British maritime power.13 Beginning with the 
signing of a General Treaty in 1820 and a Maritime Truce in 1835 that 
outlawed piracy and maritime warfare respectively, Britain concluded 
individual treaties with the rulers of the Trucial States (subsequently 
the United Arab Emirates) in 1835, Bahrain in 1861, Kuwait in 1899 
and again in 1914, and Qatar in 1916.14 Significantly, the agreements 
consolidated and enhanced the internal legitimacy and power of the 
ruling families by enshrining the principle of familial succession and 
introducing a measure of external protection for their survival.15

â•… A cycle of external penetration and local accommodation developed 
as rulers sought to maximise their own autonomy and prestige within 
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the parameters available to them. The sheikhs of the Arabian Peninsula 
regularly played on local and regional events and great power rivalries 
to their advantage.16 They also benefited from the inability of the Otto-
man Empire to project any substantive degree of power or control over 
its peripheral territories south of Baghdad, or over its borderlands in 
the Arabian Peninsula.17 The result was an administrative vacuum that 
offered local agents considerable scope to effect change in domestic 
affairs. Sheikh Mubarak Al-Sabah of Kuwait was particularly adept at 
manipulating British fears of German and Russian encroachment 
toward the Gulf during his reign (1896–1915) to consolidate his own 
position both internally and regionally.18 This notwithstanding, it must 
be borne in mind that the security system that developed during the 
period of British hegemony in the Gulf was constructed on fundamen-
tally unequal relationships of power and control, and was based on the 
motivations and objectives of the imperial power rather than the inter-
ests of the regional states themselves.

The Era of ‘Pax Britannica’

The British interlude laid the foundations for the evolution of the mod-
ern security system in the Gulf. This formative period encompassed the 
transformation of the traditional Arabian sheikhdoms into proto-state 
entities, in addition to the creation of increasingly powerful and cen-
tralising states in Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Iran. It led to the embedding 
of the principle of the external security guarantee in the security calcu-
lations of the Arabian Peninsula states. However, it also witnessed the 
origin of a number of boundary disputes both within the Arabian 
Peninsula and with Iraq and Iran. This complicated intra-Gulf rela-
tions throughout the twentieth century, and, in the case of Iraq’s claim 
on Kuwait, a combination of ideational and material threat led to 
invasion and military conflict in 1990.
â•… British interests in the Gulf arose from considerations of imperial 
defence and security. This revolved around protecting the land and sea 
routes to India, the ‘jewel in the crown of the British Empire.’ Imperial 
defence planners considered the Gulf a vital strategic flank on the route 
to India and were also anxious to stem the flow of smuggled weaponry 
to tribes on the North-West Frontier of India.19 The same thinking that 
prompted the Lansdowne proclamation in May 1903 was vividly 
expressed by an editorial in the Times of India claiming that ‘British 
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supremacy in India is unquestionably bound up with British supremacy 
in the Persian Gulf. If we lose control of the Gulf, we shall not rule 
long in India…’20 A sub-imperial system based on British India there-
fore developed over ‘a century of commerce and diplomacy.’ This was 
based on the protective treaty relations signed between the (British) 
Government of India and the sheikhdoms on the Arabian coastline of 
the Gulf, and the Political Residency system centred at Bushehr, on the 
Persian coast.21

â•… The Residency system regulated the ties between the Government of 
India and the smaller Gulf sheikhdoms. The Political Resident (whose 
headquarters moved from Bushehr to Bahrain in 1946) represented the 
Government of India in the Gulf. He was assisted by Political Agencies 
in Bahrain, Kuwait, Muscat, Qatar, Dubai and Abu Dhabi, and by 
local intermediaries drawn mainly from influential merchant families.22 
Sir Percy Cox, Resident from 1904 to 1914, described his responsibili-
ties as exercising ‘an undefined but often decisive influence upon the 
affairs, and more particularly upon the foreign relations, of the Arab 
Sultanate of Muscat, the Trucial States of the Pirate Coast, Bahrein 
and Kuweit [sic].’23 However, interests between the Government of 
India and the British Government did not always converge. Advocates 
of a ‘forward policy’ in India often clashed with the more cautionary 
Foreign Office in London mindful of the need to balance Gulf policy 
against broader geo-strategic and diplomatic considerations.24

â•… One issue around which officials in London and Delhi did coalesce 
was the conviction that German moves toward the Gulf before 1914 
were undesirable and ought to be resisted. In 1902, the Ottoman Gov-
ernment granted to the German Anatolia Company a railway conces-
sion from the Anatolian city of Konya to the Gulf. Officials at the 
Foreign Office anxiously watched its progression eastward, and after 
1910 its imminent extension to the Gulf heightened British awareness 
of the strategic importance of Mesopotamia and the northern Gulf 
coastline around Kuwait.25 British unease at the apparently political 
motivations that they suspected drove German commercial policy cul-
minated in the Foreign Office refusing a German request in 1914 to lay 
a cable in the Gulf as part of a direct telegraphic link between Ger-
many and China.26

â•… To the north, British-Indian interests in the Ottoman provinces 
(vilayets) of Baghdad and Basra expanded steadily in the half-century 
prior to 1914. British shipping interests acquired the rights to naviga-
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tion on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in 1846. By 1914, British and 
Indian commercial interests controlled more than two-thirds of the 
imports and half of the exports that passed through Basra each year.27 
During the First World War, British and Indian troops invaded and 
gradually occupied the whole of Mesopotamia, capturing Baghdad in 
March 1917 and ultimately acquiring a League of Nations mandate 
over the independent state of Iraq that emerged in 1922.28 The British 
Empire reached its greatest territorial extent between 1918 and 1922 
and in August 1919 it acquired a substantial measure of informal con-
trol over Persia with the signing of the controversial Anglo-Persian 
Agreement. This marked the high watermark of Britain’s position in the 
Gulf, but it was a short-lived agreement that was never implemented 
and was formally denounced after the Pahlavi coup in 1921.29

â•… Divergent political trajectories in Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia after 
the First World War profoundly altered the dynamics of the nascent 
security system in the Gulf. During the interwar period the rise of 
modernising states in Iraq and Iran shifted the centre of gravity in the 
Gulf away from the British-protected sheikhdoms on the Arabian 
Peninsula and interfered with the web of cross-waterway linkages as 
new political boundaries and nation-states developed. The gradual 
centralisation of authority following the creation of the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia in 1932 similarly changed the balance of power on the 
peninsula itself. The imposition of formal boundaries to delineate 
national territory frequently caused friction between Saudi Arabia and 
its smaller neighbours, not least over the long-running Buraimi Dispute 
with Abu Dhabi and Oman. This lasted from 1949 until 1974 and ten-
sions escalated into skirmishes in 1955 when two squadrons of the 
Trucial Oman Levies were deployed to expel a Saudi police garrison 
from the oasis.30

â•… Contemporaneous developments in Iraq and Iran posed challenges 
of a different sort from that presented by Saudi Arabia, which despite 
the periodic flare-up of boundary tensions did not present an ideational 
threat to the political survival of the similarly conservative Gulf mon-
archies. In Iraq, the July 1958 military coup bloodily overthrew the 
pro-British ruling elite and triggered a thoroughgoing political and 
social revolution.31 Meanwhile in Iran the restoration of the Shah in 
1953 led him to entertain grandiose ambitions of attaining Iranian 
hegemony in the Gulf through an increasingly southward-oriented and 
interventionist policy toward the region.32 These events fundamentally 
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reshaped the international relations of the Gulf and introduced into 
the regional mix expansionist actors with designs to reclaim suppos-
edly ‘lost territories’ in the Gulf.33 This occurred during a state of flux 
in the British-protected security system in the Gulf. A combination of 
economic stringency and financial difficulty, the accelerating pace of 
decolonisation in the 1960s, and military setbacks in Aden in 1967 
prompted a reconsideration of British defence priorities and the deci-
sion to withdraw from all commitments east of Suez.34

â•… The period of British withdrawal from the Gulf between 1961 and 
1971 presented existential dangers to the small Arabian Peninsula 
sheikhdoms on the cusp of independence. The loss of their erstwhile 
protector encouraged Iraq and Iran to renew territorial claims on 
Kuwait and Bahrain respectively. Immediately after Kuwaiti independ-
ence in 1961, the Iraqi prime minister, Abd al-Karim Qasim, declared 
it to be an ‘integral part’ of Iraq. This necessitated the intervention of 
7000 British troops to forestall any putative invasion.35 Iran main-
tained a longstanding territorial claim on Bahrain that intensified fol-
lowing the unexpected British announcement in January 1968 of full 
military withdrawal from the Gulf by the end of 1971.36 The issue was 
settled by a United Nations mission that visited Bahrain in April 1970 
and conclusively reported that Bahrainis favoured an independent 
Arab state.37 In 1968, the rulers of Abu Dhabi and Dubai offered to 
meet the annual operating costs of British forces in the Gulf in a bid to 
prevent the withdrawal of their external guarantor of security.38 This 
was declined, and the new states’ strategic vulnerability to their more 
powerful neighbours was vividly underscored by the Iranian seizure of 
the three islands of Abu Musa and the Greater and Lesser Tunbs on 
the day before British withdrawal (and the formation of the United 
Arab Emirates) in December 1971.39

â•… The ending of British hegemony was a watershed in the evolution of 
the international relations and security structures of the Gulf. The pas-
sage to independence of Kuwait (in 1961), Bahrain, Qatar and the 
United Arab Emirates (in 1971) laid down the modern inter-state sys-
tem that exists to this day. During the 1970s, internal policy in these 
states (and also in Oman and Saudi Arabia) focused on state consolida-
tion and the creation of the internal redistributive mechanisms that 
channelled oil rents to their citizenry.40 Hydrocarbon resources formed 
the basis of the social contract binding state and society and created the 
mutual economic interdependencies that integrated these oil-producing 
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states into the international economic system.41 Nevertheless, the dec-
ade was also one of profound uncertainty for regional security struc-
tures as the six Gulf States confronted material and ideational threats 
to external stability in this formative period of nation-building.42

The Lost Decade

Nearly ten years elapsed between Britain’s military withdrawal from 
the Gulf on 1 December 1971 and the formation of the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) on 25 May 1981.43 Comparative political science 
has demonstrated that states in transition are more vulnerable to the 
threat of political violence or ideological sub- and supra-state contesta-
tions of authority.44 This was compounded in the case of the young 
Gulf States by the removal of their external security umbrella, which 
coincided with the consolidation of state structures and building up of 
reservoirs of legitimacy.45 During the 1970s, these monarchies faced a 
powerful ideational challenge from the Popular Front for the Libera-
tion of Oman and the Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG) and its Marxist spon-
sors in the People’s Democratic Republic of South Yemen (PDRY). The 
Islamic revolution in Iran in 1978–79 delivered a different, more pow-
erful and enduring political and psychological shock to the Gulf mon-
archies and Iraq.46 The sense of deep unease at regional security 
developments was reflected in the hasty decision to form the GCC in 
1981 in response to the Islamic revolution and the outbreak of the 
Iran-Iraq war in September 1980.47

â•… The Dhofar rebellion presented the most prolonged material and 
ideological threat to the security and stability of the Arabian Peninsula 
during the immediate post-1971 period. The long-running conflict in 
Oman’s south-western province broke out in 1965 and was only 
quelled with substantial British and lesser Iranian military support in 
1975. The Dhofari rebels received political and military support from 
the socialist republic in south Yemen (the PDRY) and arms from the 
Soviet Union and China. The Omani Armed Forces also received exter-
nal assistance, in the form of British loan service personnel that 
remained after 1971 to direct its upper echelons, as well a squadron of 
the Special Air Service (SAS).48 The SAS played a key role in turning 
around Omani military fortunes following their arrival in 1970, but 
their deployment was kept secret for reasons of political expediency 
both in Oman and in the United Kingdom.49 Nevertheless the extent of 
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British support for Oman enabled PDRY officials to portray the Dho-
far rebellion as a ‘war of liberation against foreign occupation’ from 
the ‘puppets of colonialism in Oman’ and its ‘client Government.’50

â•… The heavy involvement of external actors in the Dhofar rebellion 
reflected the broader importance that each side attached to the conflict 
and its regional repercussions. Chinese policies in support of PDRY 
and PFLOAG were consistent with its rigid ideological and anti-impe-
rialist motivations in the last years of the Mao period, before the tran-
sition began to a policy of moderation (and modernisation) under the 
leadership of Deng Xiaoping, in 1978. The legacy of this support for a 
revolutionary and anti-regime movement considerably complicated the 
normalisation of Chinese relations with the Gulf States in the 1980s, 
and contrasts sharply with the burgeoning geo-economic and energy 
relationships in the 1990s and 2000s. These were inaugurated, ironi-
cally in view of China’s role in Dhofar, with an agreement to import 
crude oil from Oman to China in 1983, but diplomatic relations with 
China were not established until 1990. Post-Soviet Russian relations 
with the Gulf States similarly suffered from the legacy of earlier sup-
port for radical movements, with then-President Vladimir Putin’s visit 
to Saudi Arabia and Qatar in 2007 belatedly constituting the first high-
level exchange of its kind.51

â•… Seen from the perspective of the other side, British motivations for 
such elevated (albeit indirect) levels of military intervention in Oman 
even after their formal withdrawal from the Gulf provide a barometer 
for the shifting geo-strategic value of the region. This now revolved 
around a steady and secure supply of oil to international markets. Oil 
from the Gulf States constituted 51 per cent of British oil imports in 
1972 while Saudi Arabia and the United States enjoyed a similarly symÂ�
biotic relationship.52 Officials in the United Kingdom feared that should 
the Sultan’s regime in Oman collapse under the ideational challenge 
from the PFLOAG and PDRY it could ‘lead to the disintegration of the 
United Arab Emirates and the establishment of a radical Arab nation-
alist or Marxist state in this corner of Arabia.’ Memories of the British 
withdrawal from Aden in 1967 were still raw, and Foreign Office offi-
cials in London judged this scenario would have ‘serious repercussions 
on our oil supplies’ and the stability of the other oil-producing states 
should Oman become ‘a base for subversion throughout the Gulf.’53

â•… In addition to the Dhofar rebellion, events in Sharjah in 1973 pro-
vided a further instance of the intertwining of domestic insecurity with 
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trans-national security actions in the Gulf. This occurred as the exiled 
former ruler, Sheikh Saqr bin Sultan Al-Qasimi attempted to return to 
power using armed Iraqi mercenaries funded by the Iraqi Ba’ath Party. 
Although the squad succeeded in assassinating Saqr’s cousin and suc-
cessor, Sheikh Khalid bin Mohamed Al-Qasimi, during its assault on 
the ruler’s palace, Saqr was ultimately arrested by members of the Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi Defence Forces.54 Nearly four decades later, curiously, 
the other Al-Qasimi-controlled emirate in the UAE, Ras al-Khaimah, 
also became the playground of competing trans-national bids for power. 
In this instance, the succession to its ailing ninety-two-year old ruler, 
Sheikh Saqr bin Mohamed Al-Qasimi, was unsuccessfully contested by 
oldest son and former Crown Prince (until 2003) Sheikh Khalid bin 
Saqr Al-Qasimi. In 2010, Sheikh Khalid launched a global public rela-
tions campaign, spearheaded by an American consultancy (California 
Strategies) against his half-brother and successor as Crown Prince, 
Sheikh Saud bin Saqr Al-Qasimi. Making full use of new media and 
social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, blogs and a multi-
million dollar advertising campaign, California Strategies sought to 
appeal to its American-based political audience for a change in regime, 
in large part by portraying the Crown Prince as a security risk and highÂ�
lighting supposed closeness to Iran and the financing of terrorism.55

â•… Returning to the 1970s, the perceived ideological challenge posed by 
the PDRY and PFLOAG to the Gulf States reflected an influential trend 
of academic scholarship that predicted the imminent demise of these 
traditional monarchical systems in the 1950s and 1960s.56 The process 
of consolidating and embedding institutional structures and ideational 
affinity with the newly-independent polities began in the 1970s and is 
still ongoing.57 This holds true also for the development of modern 
polities in Saudi Arabia and Oman, which both escaped formal colo-
nial control and emerged as independent states much earlier than the 
other four Gulf States.58 The admixture of rapid modernisation under-
pinned by the internal redistribution of oil rents led to the evolution of 
what J.E. Peterson has labelled ‘post-traditional’ states in the Arabian 
Peninsula.59 These measures enabled the Gulf monarchies to accrue 
and update their reserves of legitimacy and popular acceptance that 
guided them through the transformational socio-economic changes 
brought on by the advent of the oil era. Nevertheless they failed to 
address the core challenges of moving toward a sustainable long-term 
political economy, and fostered a ‘rentier mentality’ that has affected 
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successive generations in the Gulf States who increasingly take for 
granted the continued redistribution of wealth and provision of public 
goods by the state.60

â•… Continuing instability and uncertainty in regional security structures 
formed the backdrop to this phase of socio-political maturation in the 
Arabian Peninsula. Although the United States resisted British 
approaches to replace them as the external guarantor of Gulf security 
after 1971, American policy treated the region as a critical part of the 
geopolitical balance of power during the Cold War.61 US support was 
extended through the contextual frameworks of the 1957 Eisenhower 
Doctrine, which permitted countries to request American economic 
and military assistance to combat the spread of international commu-
nism, and the 1969 Nixon Doctrine, which called on key American 
partners to maintain a regional balance of power favourable to US 
interests.62 This translated into the ‘Twin Pillars’ approach to support-
ing Saudi Arabia and Iran as conservative, status quo bulwarks in the 
region. Both countries shared a common interest in combating socialist 
and radical nationalist influences in the Gulf and maintaining the 
steady flow of oil export revenues that underpinned the social contract 
between state and society.63 They also provided a counterweight to the 
projection of growing Iraqi influence in the Gulf as its brand of pan-
Arabism was considered destabilising to regional security.64 This mani-
fested itself in recurring boundary skirmishes with Iran between 1969 
and 1975, in border disputes with Kuwait, and in allegations that 
Baghdad was hosting and assisting PFLOAG cells following their 
operational defeat in Dhofar by 1975.65

â•… The Twin Pillars policy ended in ignominy with the Islamic revolu-
tion in Iran in 1978–79 and the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war in Sep-
tember 1980. These two events had a cathartic impact on the Gulf 
States and reshaped the structure of regional security. Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait and Oman all put forward visions for a cooperative regional 
organisation to face the new set of challenges and uncertainty caused 
by events in Iran and Iraq. These developments provided the impetus 
for Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates to launch the Gulf Cooperation Council on 25 May 1981.66 
The new body was neither a political nor a military alliance and lacked 
an integrative supra-national decision-making institution for the shar-
ing of sovereignty akin to the European Commission.67 It also suffered 
from lingering suspicion among the smaller Gulf States, particularly 
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Qatar but latterly also the United Arab Emirates, at the potential for 
Saudi hegemony or dominance within the new organisation.68 Qatari-
Saudi relations, in particular, were strained by Qatari allegations of 
Saudi involvement in two coup attempts against its emir, Sheikh 
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, in 1996 and 2005 respectively.69 Linger-
ing intra-regional tension complicated moves toward reaching common 
policies on regional issues, and continue to do so.70 Nevertheless, its 
formation did alter the regional political architecture and created a 
loose security community among the six Gulf States that now formed 
the third axis of the triangular balance of power in the region.71

A Broken System

The Gulf region has experienced three major wars based on balance of 
power considerations since 1980. Together the Iran-Iraq war (1980–88), 
Iraq’s invasion and subsequent expulsion from Kuwait (1990–91) and 
the US-led invasion of Iraq (2003) created multiple human and mate-
rial insecurities in addition to destabilising cross-border flows of weap-
onry and illicit materials, including narcotics. The presence of these 
interlinking challenges to internal and external security meant that the 
Gulf did not share in the transformation of security that occurred in 
Eastern Europe or Latin America during the 1990s and 2000s. In these 
regions, security became linked to issues of political and economic 
legitimacy as well as the emergence of new concepts of cooperative 
security associated with a shift away from realist approaches predi-
cated on a zero-sum notion of national security.72

â•… No such transformation of security structures or approaches 
occurred in the Gulf, as the insertion of the United States as the most 
powerful regional actor after 1990 further destabilised and unbalanced 
the regional security system. This occurred alongside the erosion of 
boundaries between domestic and foreign policy as advances in com-
munications and technology and access to information opened up 
societies in the Gulf, as elsewhere. During the 1990s the convergence 
of these two trends provided a cogent ideational tool for political and 
radical opponents of the GCC regimes. It enabled groups such as Al-
Qaeda and its regional offshoots to construct a sophisticated counter-
narrative of American penetration of the Arabian Peninsula and 
suppression of Muslims in conflicts across the world.73 The resulting 
‘blowback’ underscored the interlocking linkages between the internal 
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and external dimensions of security and their relationship to percep-
tions of political legitimacy and authority.
â•… During the Iran-Iraq war, the deep interconnected fissures running 
through Gulf societies highlighted the Gulf States’ vulnerability to the 
overspill or activation of cross-border flows and networks. The post-
revolutionary Iranian regime initially attempted to export its Islamic 
revolution to neighbouring states with large Shiite populations. During 
the early 1980s, Iranian agents were implicated in plots to destabilise 
internal security in Bahrain (1981), Saudi Arabia (1984) and Kuwait 
(1985).74 Saudi Arabia and Kuwait provided very significant levels of 
financial assistance to Iraq, which included an agreement to forward 
the profits from their shared neutral zone Khafji oilfield, as well as the 
provision of loans worth up to $50 billion. Moreover, the two coun-
tries opened up their seaports to the import of products bound for 
Iraqi markets, and the export of oil on behalf of the Iraqi govern-
ment.75 In this instance, as also with Bahrain, the presence of substan-
tial Shiite communities meant that the Gulf State regimes feared the 
trans-national overspill from revolutionary Iran, and reluctantly backed 
Iraq as the regional bulwark against the spread of Iranian-centric pan-
Islamism, which in the case of Saudi Arabia also threatened its core 
legitimacy as the custodian of the two holiest places in Islam.
â•… Elsewhere in the Gulf States, reactions to the fighting differed, as the 
countries of the Lower Gulf were less directly affected by the actual or 
potential spread of instability. Qatar’s closer economic and commercial 
ties with Iran led it to adopt a more neutral position while in Oman 
Sultan Qaboos maintained diplomatic relations with Iran throughout 
the war and sent a special representative to prepare diplomatic con-
tacts and dialogue between the warring parties in 1987 as a prelude to 
the cessation of hostilities the following year.76 The war also compli-
cated the process of state consolidation in the United Arab Emirates as 
Abu Dhabi, Ajman, Fujairah and Ras al-Khaimah supported Iraq, 
while Dubai, Sharjah and Umm al-Qaiwain adopted pro-Iranian 
positions.77

â•… Paradoxically, in light of Iran’s immediate post-1979 attempts to 
export its revolution, the period of greatest direct danger to the Gulf 
States came relatively late in the conflict. In 1987–88, the ‘Tanker War’ 
and persistent attacks on commercial shipping in Gulf waters directly 
jeopardised the export of oil that formed the basis of the social con-
tract underpinning state-society relations in the GCC states. This con-
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stituted a grave danger to internal stability in Gulf regimes already hit 
by the steady fall in oil prices since the mid-1980s, and led to the re-
flagging of the Kuwaiti fleet in 1987.78 It was, nevertheless, noteworthy 
that the attacks on international shipping failed to close the Gulf to 
shipping, and that oil exports continued to flow despite the threat to 
regional maritime security. This earlier continuation of trade may be 
indicative of Iranian policymakers attempt to fulfil their oft-made 
pledges to close the Strait of Hormuz to commercial shipping in the 
event of a new conflict involving Iran breaking out.79

â•… Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990 posed similarly pro-
found questions for security and legitimacy in the GCC as its attack on 
Iran a decade earlier. These states’ enormous oil wealth and lavish 
expenditure (much of it on lucrative arms deals with the West) neither 
prevented the Iraqi takeover of Kuwait nor contributed more than a 
token gesture to its liberation in 1991. King Fahd’s decision (under 
strong pressure) to invite more than 700,000 American-led troops to 
defend Saudi soil represented a humiliating admission of the kingdom’s 
inability to provide one of the most basic elements of its part of the 
ruling bargain, namely security for its population.80 The retention 
thereafter of up to 5,000 American soldiers in Saudi Arabia had 
momenÂ�tous consequences for the mobilisation of oppositional groups 
such as Al-Qaeda. It allowed individuals such as Osama bin Laden to 
question the legitimacy of the Al-Saud by very publicly calling into 
question their suitability to act as guardian of the land of the two holy 
places.81 They also gave rise to suspicions, extending beyond radical 
groups to encompass much intellectual and popular opinion, that held 
that the Americans had ulterior motives for remaining in the Gulf, and 
that US security interests were not aligned with the best interests of the 
Gulf States. Even in post-liberation Kuwait, feelings of frustration at 
US foreign and security policy in the Middle East led to talk of a 
‘smothering embrace’ and feelings of unease that the United States did 
not maintain a hegemonic role in the Gulf ‘out of love for Kuwait…if 
America defends its interests, then we have every right also to defend 
our beliefs and our principles.’82

â•… The thirty-four-member multinational coalition liberated Kuwait in 
a rapid and effective military campaign in early 1991. It was, however, 
the legacy of the decisions taken between August 1990 and February 
1991 that exerted a destabilising influence on the subsequent develop-
ment of security policy in the Gulf. The United States emerged from 
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the Gulf War as the overwhelming military power in the region, as in 
the wider world. Successive Presidential administrations under George 
H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton designed a ‘Dual Containment’ policy that 
excluded Iraq and Iran from regional security structures, while deepen-
ing their military relations with the GCC states.83 This was achieved 
through the signing of separate defence cooperation agreements with 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates (with the first 
two also being accorded Major Non-NATO Ally status in 2002 and 
2004 respectively). The GCC states developed into major logistical and 
command-and-control hubs for the US Fifth Fleet in Manama in 1995, 
and the forward headquarters of US Central Command (CENTCOM) 
in Doha in 2002, while substantial stocks of military equipment were 
prepositioned at airbases and ports in the United Arab Emirates and 
Kuwait that became the administrative and logistical lifeline for multi-
national forces in Iraq after 2003.84 These added to existing access to 
facilities agreements with Oman (dating back to 1980) and the wide 
range of military agreements underpinning Saudi Arabian security 
since the 1940s.85

â•… ‘Dual Containment’ did not address the central challenge of creating 
a sustainable and durable security architecture in the Gulf. It suffered 
from the binary opposition between American refusal to accept Iraqi or 
Iranian involvement in any regional framework, and these regimes’ 
insistence that the withdrawal of external (American) troops was a sine 
qua non of any agreement. This produced an unbalanced system that 
lurched toward a third Gulf war in 2003 and continues to destabilise 
relations between Iran and the international community. More signifi-
cantly, the permanent presence of US troops and bases in the Arabian 
Peninsula led to a growing divergence between political and public 
opinion as the American military footprint deepened throughout the 
1990s. This arose partially as a result of the growing influence of Islam-
ism as a social and political force in all GCC states after 1990; it also 
reflected an increasing questioning of US motives and perceptions of 
regional threats, especially after the election of President Khatami in 
1997 was greeted with cautious optimism in the Gulf States and a move 
to normalise relations between the GCC and Iran.86

â•… The emerging gap between regime and public opinion opened up a 
space for oppositional voices to register their discontent at the direc-
tion of policy. This occurred on several levels and was most visible 
among Islamists although it encompassed secular and nationalist 
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strands of opinion as well. Most notably, it provided the background 
to Osama bin Laden’s notorious declaration of ‘Jihad against Jews and 
Crusaders’ on 23 February 1998. In it, bin Laden claimed that:

…for over seven years the United States has been occupying the lands of Islam 
in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula, plundering its riches, dictating 
to its rulers, humiliating its peoples, terrorising its neighbours, and turning its 
bases in the Peninsula into a spearhead with which to fight the neighbouring 
Muslim peoples.87

â•… This statement, issued under the name of the World Islamic Front, 
represented nothing less than an existential threat to the ideational and 
moral legitimacy of the GCC regimes. It was particularly potent in 
Saudi Arabia, where the legacy of successive rulers’ promotion of pan-
Islamic nationalism, both as a legitimating tool and a means of coun-
tering the ideological challenge of pan-Arabism, left the regime 
vulnerable to accusations of deviating from Islamic rule.88 The advent 
of the internet and Arab satellite television channels from the mid-
1990s greatly facilitated the spread of these oppositional narratives by 
providing new forums for discussion and mobilisation.89

â•… During the 1990s, the ideational challenge to regime legitimacy was 
compounded by an extended period of historically low oil prices. This 
placed an additional strain on the maintenance of the redistributive 
mechanisms that lay at the heart of the Gulf States’ political economy. 
The general decline in the price of oil, which fell to as little as $10 per 
barrel in 1998, coincided with political instability in Qatar and violent 
and prolonged opposition to the government in Bahrain in the mid-
1990s.90 In Saudi Arabia it complicated the regime’s longstanding 
strategy of co-opting support through the spread of wealth in order to 
anticipate or head off opposition movements.91 This made the rise of 
Islamist opposition movements so potentially dangerous to the regime 
as it occurred in a period of relative economic hardship when the tra-
ditional tools for neutralising dissent and buttressing support were 
weakened.92 It also provided a portent for the difficulties that will 
likely become apparent in the transition toward a post-oil era should 
it overlap with a drawing-down of regimes’ capacity to co-opt support 
and maintain living standards that are now taken for granted by citi-
zens of the GCC states.
â•… The convergence of these factors—the emergence of Islamist oppo-
sitional movements benefiting from the spread of information and 
communications technology during economically straightened times—
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demonstrated the interconnections binding together the internal and 
external dimensions of security in the Gulf States. Each of these had 
roots beyond the capacity of the state to control and all raised the pos-
sibility that they could widen or deepen existing fractures within soci-
ety. Their emergence required the Gulf States to take measures to 
broaden their bases of legitimacy and pillars of support. This occurred 
through a process of carefully-controlled liberalisation that began in 
the late-1990s and continued through the early 2000s.93 The recogni-
tion that reform was necessary to updating regime legitimacy and cop-
ing with the rapidly-changing demands of the globalising world was 
best expressed in an interview given by the Emir of Qatar to the New 
Yorker in 2000:

We have simply got to reform ourselves. We’re living in a modern age. People 
log on to the internet. They watch cable TV. You cannot isolate yourself in 
today’s world. And our reforms are progressing well. In a tribal country like 
Qatar, however, it could take time for everyone to accept what we’ve done. 
But change, more change, is coming.94

â•… The contemporaneous moves toward political reform and economic 
liberalisation suggested that Gulf rulers, at least temporarily in response 
to specific circumstances, acknowledged the value of strengthening 
internal cohesion in order to minimise their vulnerability to external 
threats.

9/11 and After

Seventeen of the nineteen hijackers who carried out the four attacks on 
New York and Washington DC on 11 September 2001 were nationals 
of GCC states.95 This provided a sobering demonstration of these 
states’ vulnerabilities to opposition toward their political and security 
alliances with the United States. It enabled the Gulf States to frame 
their own responses to the attacks within the dominant discourse of the 
‘war on terror’ and link the very survival of their regimes to the success 
of this counter-terrorism approach.96 This shielded the GCC from the 
full force of the George W. Bush administration’s political and military 
measures which, elsewhere in the Middle East, altered the parameters 
of US policymaking in profoundly significant ways. This occurred as 
the Bush administration channelled its response in the form of a ‘global 
war on terror’ that it subsequently redefined in 2006 into the concept 
of a ‘long war.’ These labels reflected the administration’s construction 
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of the challenge from Al-Qaeda as a threat to western civilisation itself 
that required military action to combat it.97 Its success in securitising 
the meaning of 9/11 (at least temporarily) legitimated the adoption of 
extraordinary measures that rested on a special interpretation of inter-
national law and the norms and rules of the international system.98

â•… A corollary to the ‘war on terror’ was a greater, albeit ultimately 
temporary, attention to issues of political reform in the Middle East. 
This reached its apogee in 2005 with President Bush’s second inaugural 
address in January, and Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice’s speech at 
the American University in Cairo in June, in which she claimed that 
‘For sixty years, my country, the United States, pursued stability at the 
expense of democracy in this region, here in the Middle East, and we 
achieved neither.’99 Significantly for the Gulf States, the processes of 
political reform in the GCC predated September 11 and provided an 
important layer of legitimacy that blunted the impact of Rice’s Cairo 
declaration.100 These reforms began with the accession to power of a 
new generation of rulers in Qatar in 1995 and Bahrain in 1999. They 
aimed at updating traditional channels of state-society interaction and 
introducing a participatory dimension alongside limited measures of 
political pluralism.101 The measures included a new constitution and 
bicameral National Assembly in Bahrain in 2002; the introduction of 
municipal elections in Qatar in 1999 and a new constitution in 2003; 
provision for direct elections to the Majlis ash-Shura in Oman in 2000 
and universal suffrage in 2003; expansion of the Majlis ash-Shura and 
the holding of municipal elections in Saudi Arabia in 2005; the enfran-
chisement of women in Kuwait in 2005; and very limited elections to 
the Federal National Council of the United Arab Emirates in 2006.102

â•… These reforms amounted to an exercise in political decompression 
designed to renew the legitimacy of ruling elites and co-opt opposi-
tional groups in a carefully managed, top-down process of incremental 
change.103 Although no two pathways to reform are identical, as of 
2010 none met Marina Ottaway’s definition of a ‘political paradigm 
shift’ governing relations between state and society, and the location, 
source and exercise of political power.104 Instead, government control 
persisted and, with the partial exception of Kuwait, the balance of 
political power remained vested in the ruling families and their neo-
patrimonial networks.105 The stalled reforms raise the possibility that 
dashed expectations of meaningful reform may generate societal disil-
lusionment with, and disengagement from, the political processes initi-
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ated by ruling elites. This has already occurred in Bahrain, where 
discontent with the outcome of their participation in parliamentary 
elections is evident among both the Shiite Islamist Al Wefaq National 
Islamic Society and the secular left-wing National Democratic Action 
Society.106

â•… In addition to introducing a strong external impetus to domestic 
reform processes, September 11 also highlighted the myriad linkages 
between globalisation and security in an era of new trans-national and 
increasingly non-state threats. Al-Qaeda exploited globalising flows of 
finance and people, and utilised new technologies of communication as 
it prepared and carried out the attacks.107 Its use of the tools of globali-
sation highlighted the dark underside of global interconnections and 
the existence of a profoundly regressive form of globalisation. This 
formed part of a broader phenomenon whereby trans-national extrem-
ist organisations mobilised across states and within societies to compete 
with progressive global civil society in the new spaces opened up by the 
processes of globalisation.108 It also created, and took advantage of, 
new forms of Islamic ‘imagined communities’ and a growing awareness 
of ‘Islamic issues’ that transcended state boundaries and further eroded 
the boundaries between the internal and external spheres of policy.109

â•… Saudi Arabia’s projection of pan-Islamism as a legitimising tool 
paradoxically exposed it to contestation on the same grounds, particu-
larly as Saudi fighters travelled abroad to join jihads in places as 
diverse as Afghanistan, Bosnia and Kashmir. This threat magnified 
after the mid-1990s as the new Arab satellite television channels 
broadcast daily footage of Muslim suffering elsewhere in the world. 
Thomas Hegghammer cites one Saudi official who acknowledged that 
‘We encouraged our young men to fight for Islam in Afghanistan. We 
encouraged our young men to fight for Islam in Bosnia and Chechnya. 
We encouraged our young men to fight for Islam in Palestine…’110 The 
full extent of Saudi vulnerability to violent blowback will be discussed 
fully in the next chapter, but it is important to note that many of these 
trans-national religious warriors subsequently began to operate auton-
omously from state control. These processes of globalisation facilitated 
the emergence of new forms of ideational, non-state and cross-border 
affiliations that bypassed state structures to reach directly to disaf-
fected elements of society.
â•… This opening chapter has described how the dynamic interaction 
between internal and external events is the central thread in the evolu-
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tion of security policy and structures in the Gulf. The postcolonial 
state system that emerged between 1961 and 1971 demonstrated its 
durability by surviving intact the three major inter-state wars that have 
taken place in the Gulf since 1980. Furthermore, a genuine attachment 
to national symbols has begun to appear, and a tangible sense of 
belonging has grafted the substance of group identity onto the imper-
sonal framework of the state, which itself has become embedded as the 
referent point for contestation and advancement.111 Political matura-
tion marked the smooth replacement of longstanding charismatic lead-
erships in Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates and (to a lesser extent) 
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in 1999, 2004, 2005 and 2006 respectively, 
although opaque cross-cutting ‘political-economic families’ still consti-
tute powerful linkages and the survival of a degree of personalisation 
against the onset of institutionalisation.112

â•… By and large, however, the growth of institutional structures and the 
consolidation of the state are real achievements that suggest that ruling 
elites in the GCC have partially succeeded in updating their bases of 
legitimacy and strengthening their internal polities. Nevertheless, the 
impact of globalisation and the emergence of new trans-national 
threats, as well as the shifting patterns of conflict from inter-state to 
intra-societal, introduces profound new dimensions to regional security 
structures.113 It also redefines the nature of the existing challenges pre-
sented by the unfolding post-occupation dynamics in Iraq, ongoing 
instability in Iran’s relations with the international community, and the 
ideational and material threat from trans-national terrorist and non-
state actors. Furthermore, while the two pillars of oil and external 
security continue to represent important factors in delimiting the geo-
strategic and commercial motivations of external interest in the Gulf, 
they must not obscure the crucial evolution of domestic and intra-re-
gional challenges to stability. It is the interaction of these internal tra-
jectories with the trans-national and global changes brought about by 
globalisation that will frame the parameters of changing regional secu-
rity frameworks.
â•… Together, these new and emerging issues—of resource insecurity and 
gradual hydrocarbon depletion, demographic growth and generational 
changes, and cross-border threats from climate change and environ-
mental degradation—will impact on internal societal cohesion and 
require new responses to existing problems of unequal access to, and 
distribution of, resources. Meanwhile the trans-national nature of cli-
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mate change, food and water security (particularly the mining of fossil 
water in underground aquifers) and environmental degradation will 
inject potent new sources of tension and sites of contestation into the 
intra- and international relations of the Gulf States.
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2

SECURITY AS DISCOURSE

IRAQ, IRAN AND TRANS-NATIONAL EXTREMISM

In this chapter the focus shifts to the three major contemporary chal-
lenges to Gulf security in the first decade of the twenty-first century. It 
emphasises two salient characteristics that dominate the formulation 
of security policy in the region. The first is the role of indigenous 
agency in delineating the linkages between internal and external secu-
rity and in deciding which issues make it onto national and regional 
agendas. This is especially important when analysing the Arab oil 
monarchies, in which the conduct of foreign and security policy is 
restricted to a tightly-drawn circle of senior members of the ruling 
family.1 In order properly to contextualise the formulation of security 
policies we must consider the factors that inform regimes’ perceptions 
of their internal and regional security. This, in turn, plays a critical role 
in shaping policy toward external issues such as the unfolding post-
occupation dynamics in Iraq, the material and ideological challenge of 
Iran and its ongoing dispute with the international community, and the 
threat posed by radicalism and trans-national extremism.
â•… The second characteristic that frames regional discourse on security 
policymaking is a conflation of regime security with national security, 
in common with many other states in the developing world. Regime 
survival was paramount in ruling strategies during the transforma-
tional period of socio-economic transition into the oil era during the 
1950s and 1960s. It successfully enabled the regimes to survive the 
shift and maintain control over the processes of state formation and 
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consolidation.2 The very survival of the monarchies contrasted starkly 
with the violent ending of monarchical rule in Iraq and Iran in 1958 
and 1979 respectively. It also confounded the predictions of political 
and social scientists who predicted the eventual demise of these tradi-
tional polities under the onslaught of modernisation.3 Yet this very 
durability masks several existing and latent fault-lines that link internal 
security to regional and international events, and conditions regime 
responses to these issues.

Iraq and the ‘Shiite Crescent’ Perception

The US-led invasion and subsequent occupation of Iraq began in 
March 2003. It provoked a prolonged and violent insurgency that 
complicated and delayed the drawdown of American combat troops 
until the first phase of a staged withdrawal that began on 30 June 
2009. A vacuum in security and governance rapidly emerged as Iraqi 
governing structures withered away, and the Coalition Provisional 
Authority catastrophically mismanaged the initial stages of the occupa-
tion. Its litany of errors, capped by two policy decisions to disband the 
Iraqi army and promulgate a sweeping de-Ba’athification law in 2003, 
rapidly eroded the credibility of the occupying forces. These conditions 
allowed a disparate collection of anti-occupation insurgents to flourish 
both among Iraqi Sunni communities and Shiite organisations such as 
the followers of Moqtada Al-Sadr.
â•… Following the destruction of the Al-Askariyya Mosque in Samarra 
in February 2006 the effects of state collapse accelerated into a high-
intensity civil war as Iraqi society fragmented into ethnic and sectarian-
based communities.4 This introduced a complex and lethal dynamic 
into daily life in Iraq as violence devolved down to neighbourhood 
level. The resulting battle-lines overlapped the broader ethnic and sec-
tarian divides as militia groups splintered into sub-units and fought 
each other for control of scarce local economic and political resources.5 
Although the figures are a matter of considerable dispute, estimates of 
the number of civilian deaths in the violence range from an Iraq Body 
Count figure of 103,819 by December 2009 to a contentious survey 
published in The Lancet that suggested a much higher number of 
654,965 excess deaths by June 2006 alone.6 These measures of human 
insecurity were supplemented by the displacement of more than four 
million Iraqis as a result of ethnic and sectarian cleansing. By the mid-
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dle of 2007, the International Organization of Migration reported that 
approximately two million Iraqis had fled to neighbouring countries, 
primarily Syria and Jordan, and a further 2.2 million were internally 
displaced within Iraq. This represented the largest displacement of 
peoples since the expulsion of Palestinians from the newly-created state 
of Israel in 1948.7

â•… The multiple conflicts in Iraq impacted the Gulf States in a variety of 
ways. Their role as the logistical and administrative hubs for the multi-
national coalition exposed the regimes to considerable levels of internal 
dissent against the invasion in 2003.8 In its most pronounced form, in 
Saudi Arabia, pre-invasion popular discontent revealed itself in opinion 
polls showing that 97 per cent of respondents adamantly opposed any 
cooperation with an American attack on Iraq.9 Demonstrations against 
the war occurred in the other Gulf States as well, with those in Bahrain 
particularly well-attended and prolonged.10 This placed policymakers in 
the GCC in the awkward position of having to balance their security 
ties with the United States with high levels of popular opposition to the 
invasion. It prompted many to distance themselves publicly from the 
United States while privately offering some degree of encouragement 
and support to the effort to oust Saddam Hussein’s regime. In March 
2007, this security dilemma prompted King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia 
to denounce the ‘illegitimate foreign occupation’ in an unprecedented 
public display of anger at the Kingdom’s primary security partner.11

â•… Such elevated levels of public discontent at US actions in Iraq formed 
part of a larger chorus of anger at the Bush administration’s Middle East 
policies more generally. In this environment, the GCC states might have 
expected significant repercussions due both to their geographical prox-
imity to Iraq and their leadership’s military and political alliance with 
Washington. This notably did not happen, as the GCC states imple-
mented hard security measures that ensured they remained relatively 
immune to the cross-border overspill of insecurity in the form of sectar-
ian conflict, refugee flows, and terrorist attacks.12 Instead, the destabil-
ising flows of men and money ran largely in the other direction, from 
the GCC into Iraq. Between 1,500 and 3,000 Saudi militants joined the 
Sunni insurgency and constituted a significant proportion (up to 60 per 
cent of all foreign fighters in Iraq.13 In Kuwait, members of two terror-
ist organisations, the Mujahideen of Kuwait and the Peninsula Lions, 
also channelled fighters to the insurgency, and took the Kuwaiti secu-
rity authorities by surprise.14 Meanwhile, groups in Saudi Arabia and 
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the smaller GCC states provided large amounts of funding to the insur-
gent groups and terrorist organisations operating inside Iraq.15

â•… With the direct threat from Iraq successfully contained, domestic 
and international discourse focused instead on analyses of the geopo-
litical and strategic implications for the balance of regional power.16 
This revolved around the perceived and actual expansion of Iranian 
influence following the removal of its main counterweight in the Gulf, 
and its consequences for the Shiite populations in the GCC.17 As early 
as February 2003, the Saudi Arabian foreign minister, Prince Saud Al-
Faisal, warned President Bush that he would be ‘solving one problem 
and creating five more’ if Saddam Hussein was removed by force. Sub-
sequently, in 2005, he opined that the United States was ‘handing the 
whole country over to Iran without reason.’18 Officials and analysts in 
the GCC increasingly came to view the empowerment of Iraq’s Shiite 
majority and the rise in Iranian influence in Iraq as the major, if unin-
tended, consequences of the overthrow of the Ba’athist regime. The 
result was vocal and sustained suspicion of Iran’s cultivation of exten-
sive ties with both state and non-state actors in Iraq, which provided 
Teheran with a degree of strategic depth and stoked deep unease within 
the GCC.19

â•… It was in this context that the theory of a ‘Shiite crescent’ running 
from Iran through Iraq and the oil-rich Eastern Province of Saudi Ara-
bia to Lebanon gained considerable traction in popular and political 
discourse in the Middle East.20 This occurred as the orgy of political 
violence and sub-national communalistic challenges to Iraqi state 
authority sharpened sectarian tensions in the Gulf and the broader 
region. The accident of geography that situated the region’s largest oil 
reserves in precisely these areas heightened the perceived stakes among 
policymakers in the GCC and the United States.21 Between 2005 and 
2007, the intense sectarian conflict in Iraq negatively affected the pace 
of political reform in the GCC. It reinforced the innate conservatism of 
the ruling families, who interpreted the unfolding chaos in Iraq as 
proof that US-backed democratisation policies would shift the locus of 
power decisively away from regime control.22

â•… Theories of a ‘Shiite crescent’ and suspicion that Shiite actors and 
political groups represent a threat to GCC polities are ahistorical. They 
rest on a flawed ascription of pan-Shiite trans-national loyalties and an 
assumption of monolithic unity within Shiism that does not exist in 
reality. The narrative of sectarian conflict and minority identities is also 
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overly simplistic, but appealing, to regimes as it downplays the domes-
tic roots of socio-political and economic dissent.23 Shiites in Kuwait, 
for example, demonstrated their loyalty to the state and the ruling Al-
Sabah family during the Iraqi occupation in 1990–91. Their compara-
tively more advanced associational infrastructure provided the 
backbone of an organised resistance movement against the Iraqi occu-
pation forces.24 In Iraq itself, the Shiite community was a house 
divided, and many held a more complex and positive attachment to 
Iraqi nationalism than admitted by proponents of a ‘Shiite crescent.’ 
The popularity of Moqtada Al-Sadr and his Jaish al-Mahdi testified to 
the ideational appeal of an Iraqi Shiite nationalism that rejected both 
the foreign occupation and a pro-Iranian alignment.25 Meanwhile sig-
nificant unrest among Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia in 1979 and 
in Bahrain between 1994 and 1999 was motivated primarily by resent-
ment at uneven patterns of development and internal socio-economic 
marginalisation, rather than any residual loyalties to Iran or direct and 
indirect Iranian influence.26

â•… The sectarian lens nevertheless constituted a powerful filter through 
which ruling elites throughout the GCC viewed developments in Iraq. 
In states with significant Shiite communities, such as Saudi Arabia, Bah-
rain and Kuwait, the potential overspill of sectarian violence and the 
perÂ�ceived threat to internal security was instrumental in shaping regimes’ 
initial engagement with the new Shiite-led government in Baghdad.27 
Led by Saudi Arabia, officials in the GCC deeply distrusted the first 
government led by Prime Minister Nuri Al-Maliki (2006–10), which 
they suspected was an Iranian proxy and a source of multiple physical 
and ideational threats to their own polity.28 This contributed to a self-
fulfilling cycle as the Gulf States’ reluctance to increase their political 
and economic engagement with Iraq enabled Iran to take the lead in 
reconstruction and development projects.29 These include the new inter-
national airport at Najaf that opened in August 2008, the creation of a 
free trade zone around Basra, and the signing of multiple cooperation 
agreements between Iraq and Iran, covering issues as diverse as educa-
tion, industry, environmental protection, and insurance.30

â•… A slew of issues remain unresolved as multi-national forces with-
draw from Iraq and regional attention turns toward the post-occupa-
tion dynamics of Iraqi reconstruction. The long process of drawing 
down coalition troops began with the signature of the US-Iraq Status 
of Forces Agreement in November 2008. This provided a timetable for 
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the progressive withdrawal of all American combat troops by 31 
December 2011. For their part, British troops ended combat opera-
tions in southern Iraq and withdrew to Kuwait between May and July 
2009.31 However, significant questions remain unanswered about the 
size and future role of the largely American ‘residual force’ that will 
remain in Iraq to train the Iraqi armed forces and assist in counter-
terrorism operations beyond 2011.32 This uncertainty extends to the 
local and regional implications of Iraq’s re-integration into the political 
and security frameworks in the Gulf and the future orientation of its 
military forces.33 Kuwaitis, in particular, remain understandably con-
cerned about Iraqi arms acquisitions, and insist that any weaponry 
supplied to the Iraqi military should be defensive rather than offensive 
in nature.34

â•… A stronger Iraq with a greater sense of national purpose might allay 
GCC unease at supposed Iranian influence inside Iraq, but also intro-
duces a new dimension to regional threat perceptions.35 During 2008 
and 2009, Maliki increasingly projected himself as an Iraqi nationalist, 
and took a series of measures that centralised political and military 
power in his Prime Minister’s Office. Alongside the creation of a shaÂ�
dow network of advisors and Tribal Support Councils that bypassed 
official government structures, these developments carried ominous 
overtones of Iraq’s dictatorial past.36 Maliki’s attempts to remain as 
Prime Minister following the inconclusive results of the parliamentary 
election in March 2010 seemed to confirm fears of a contested and 
destabilising changeover of political power. This agglomeration of cen-
tralised power combined with ongoing instances of sectarianism in the 
Iraqi political process to complicate the normalisation of relations with 
its Arab neighbours. As of 2010, Saudi Arabia is yet to reopen its 
embassy in Baghdad, and the Kingdom demonstrated a marked prefer-
ence for replacing Maliki with the former interim Prime Minister Ayad 
Allawi. Meanwhile, the souring of relations in 2009 between Kuwait 
and Iraq over the payment of reparations for the 1990–91 occupation 
demonstrated the acute sensitivity involved in re-integrating Iraq into 
the regional fold.37

â•… Iraq continues to be a perceived source of multiple material and 
trans-national insecurities for the GCC. This has changed over time as 
the dynamics of the war and occupation give way to a post-conflict 
phase of reconstruction and regional re-engagement. Although the 
Gulf States remain wary of any reassertion of Iraqi power, American 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	 SECURITY AS DISCOURSE

		  43

political and military leverage mean that Baghdad is unlikely to pose 
a hard military threat to them in the foreseeable future. However, 
thisÂ€should not lead to the neglect of public diplomacy and political 
reconciliation with Iraq, as new threats to regional security and stabil-
ity continue to emerge. These are rooted in the continuing lack of 
human development and indices of human insecurity in Iraq, such as 
the 2.3 million internally displaced persons and the high rates of pov-
erty and unemployment.38 They will continue to act as agents of insta-
bility as long as they remain unresolved. Already, Iraq has become an 
increasingly lucrative conduit in the global drugs trade.39 This has 
stimulated trans-national criminal networks and the growth of an 
illicit cross-border illicit economy. Since 2003, smugglers and organ-
ised criminal gangs have taken advantage of porous border controls 
to channel illegal opiates, cannabis and synthetic pharmaceuticals 
from Afghanistan via Iran to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia for onward 
transit to Europe.40

The Ideational and Military Challenge From Iran

The potency of the ‘Shiite crescent’ discourse underscored the complex 
web of economic and historical interconnections that criss-cross the 
Gulf. The legacy of these interactions continues to exert considerable 
influence on the different ways in which individual GCC states view 
their relationship toward Iran. In the United States, the poisonous 
legacy of the 1979 hostage crisis has led successive presidential admin-
istrations since Carter to depict Iran as a strategic rival and a military 
threat to its interests in the Gulf. By contrast, ruling elites and much 
public discourse in the GCC itself focuses more on the ideational and 
political threat to their polities that emanate from Teheran.41 Particu-
larly in the smaller Gulf States, this is based on first-hand experience 
of Iranian attempts to project a measure of power and influence over 
the Arabian coastline of the Gulf, as part of its historical struggle with 
Saudi Arabia and Iraq for regional hegemony.42 The Gulf States thus 
view Iran primarily in terms of its political and ideational leverage 
rather than as a military threat, and this is a crucial distinguishing fac-
tor from the American-centred debate over Gulf security.43

â•… Iran has presented both a material and an ideational threat to its 
Arab Gulf neighbours in the past. Under the Shah, it maintained a 
longstanding claim on Bahrain as its ‘fourteenth province.’ This was 
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settled by a plebiscite held under United Nations auspices in 1970 that 
demonstrated overwhelming Bahraini preference for an fully-sovereign, 
independent Arab state.44 Nevertheless, individual Iranian political 
figures continue to make occasional claims that revive the issue, most 
recently in July 2007 and February 2009.45 Iran also has occupied 
three islands belonging to Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah (now part of 
the United Arab Emirates) since 1971. As with the periodic comments 
on Bahrain, Iranian provocations cause great friction with its Arab 
Gulf neighbours. This was clearly demonstrated in reactions to Iran’s 
decision in August 2008 to open two new offices for maritime rescue 
and ship registration on the island of Abu Musa. The GCC states all 
expressed their support for the United Arab Emirates, and the GCC 
Secretary-General, Abdulrahman Al-Attiya, went as far as to compare 
the Iranian conduct with Israeli behaviour in the occupied Palestinian 
and other Arab territories.46

â•… The ideological threat that Iran posed to the conservative Arab Gulf 
monarchies reached a crescendo in the aftermath of the Islamic revolu-
tion. Ayatollah Khomeini’s rise to power inspired often-marginalised 
pan-Shiite movements in the Gulf and meshed with post-revolutionary 
fervour in Iran that aimed to export its particular brand of political 
Islam. In 2006, the Saudi activist and prominent articulator of Shiite 
demands, Fouad Ibrahim, recalled the powerful symbolism that Kho-
meini’s ascendancy had on the Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia, and 
on an ideational affiliation to pan-Shiism:

The most attractive feature was the leadership of Imam Khomeini. The Imam’s 
charismatic features were truly extraordinary and resonated deeply with all 
Muslims, particularly the Shiites. Second, the new interpretation of Shiite 
political thought inspired by the Iranian revolution was highly liberating. 
Third, the Shiites of the peninsula deeply appreciate the independence of 
Islamic Iran. They compare the Islamic Republic to the Saudi regime, which is 
dependent on America for its basic security.47

â•… Yet this appeal notwithstanding, it was notable that most Shiite 
organisations and parties in the GCC continued to regard the nation-
state as their primary point of reference when articulating demands for 
reform. They thereby remained rooted in their domestic context and 
held a far more nuanced attachment to trans-national loyalties than 
supposed by suspicious ruling elites.48 During the 1980s, organisations 
such as the (Saudi) Islamic Revolution Organisation (Munazamat al-
Thawrah al-Islamiyah) left the pan-Shiite (and Iraqi-founded) umbrella 
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Movement of Vanguards Missionaries (Harakat al-Risaliyin al-Tala’), 
in part due to differences of opinion over Khomeini’s concept of vela-
yat-e-faqih (guardianship of the Islamic jurists).49

â•… Nevertheless, the perceived ideational threat from Iran strongly 
influenced GCC official circles, and was fuelled by Teheran’s initial 
attempts to export its Islamic revolution to neighbouring states with 
substantial Shiite populations. Iranian agents were implicated in plots 
to destabilise internal security in Bahrain in 1981, Saudi Arabia in 
1984, and Kuwait in 1985 and again during the ‘Tanker War’ of 
1987–88).50 Furthermore, statements of Iranian aspiration for regional 
hegemony built on GCC rulers’ unease at the potential disloyalty of 
their Shiite communities. This tied the external, physical threat posed 
by Iran to core questions of internal security and ideational legitimacy 
in the GCC.51 Between 2005 and 2007, ruling elites in the Gulf States 
also securitised the threat of sectarian overspill from Iraq. During this 
period, much local (and international) discourse on the ‘Shiite ques-
tion’ regularly conflated perceptions of Shiite loyalties and Iranian 
meddling into one amorphous threat.52 This was especially pro-
nounced in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, where officials feared the 
politicisation of their Shiite communities and sought to de-legitimise 
and deflect their demands for political participation and inclusion. 
They did this by restricting the political spaces available to Shiite 
groups and depicting activists as potential fifth columnists owing ulti-
mate allegiance to Iran.53

â•… This linkage of the internal and external dimensions of the Iranian 
threat is compounded by the GCC states’ bilateral integration in the US 
security umbrella. Reliance on external security guarantees represents a 
continuation of their long-established strategy of survival against 
regional predators.54 It is profoundly significant as it places the Gulf 
States within the broader political and ideological conflict between the 
United States and Iran. Since 1979, American presidential administra-
tions have consistently refused to acknowledge that Iran can play a 
constructive role in any regional security system. For their part, Iranian 
officials have systematically called for the departure of all foreign forces 
from the Gulf as the sine qua non of any such agreement.55 A visible 
display of this binary opposition between competing visions of regional 
security occurred in February 2010 when the Obama administration 
announced plans to expand its missile defence system in the Gulf. This 
prompted the Iranian speaker of parliament, Ali Larijani, to retort that 
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‘It is strange that the American officials do not notice that the problem 
in the region is your presence.’56

â•… The incompatibility of these mutually exclusive positions exposes 
the Gulf States to very great risk of any significant escalation of ten-
sions between Iran and the international community. The scale and 
extent of GCC military ties with the United States renders them acutely 
vulnerable to blowback from any putative military strikes against Ira-
nian nuclear facilities, whether by American or Israeli forces. This 
operates on both a physical and an ideational level. It demonstrates the 
strategic dilemma that lies at the core of the Gulf States’ security rela-
tionship with the United States, as the American presence is both vital 
to regime survival yet also the lightning rod for oppositional discon-
tent.57 Public opinion throughout the GCC firmly opposed US policies 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, in addition to Washington’s close ties with 
Israel and its inability to exert any leverage over the stalled Middle 
East Peace Process.58 This divergence between political and popular 
opinion forms part of a broader ‘regimes-peoples’ division within Mid-
dle Eastern states that was manifested during Israel’s conflicts with 
Hizbollah in July-August 2006 and Hamas in December-January 
2008–9.59 It presents Iran with a range of ideational fault-lines which 
Teheran may exploit in an effort to detach individual GCC states from 
the collective American embrace.
â•… Beginning in earnest in 2008, Iranian officials initiated a war of 
words directed against ruling elites and decision-makers in the GCC 
designed to leave them in no doubt of Iran’s intention to destabilise 
their polities in the event of conflict. Iran’s deputy foreign minister, 
Manouchehr Mohammadi, pointedly questioned the legitimacy of the 
traditional monarchies in the Arabian Peninsula and their ability to 
quell rising domestic unrest at the American military presence.60 One 
month later, in mid-September, the defence minister, Mostafa MohaÂ�
med Najjar, explicitly warned GCC officials that ‘Our response to any 
attack would be decisive…We are certain the countries of the region 
would prevent America from attacking Iran.’61 These comments coin-
cided with a policy decision in Teheran that assigned responsibility for 
defending the Gulf in the event of attack to the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. Persistent Iranian claims that its naval forces would 
close the Straits of Hormuz to commercial shipping in the event of 
any attack also cut to the heart of the GCC states’ dependence on the 
export of oil.62
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â•… This decision sharpened the ideological danger posed by Iran to the 
internal security and domestic legitimacy of the GCC states. It came 
one day after a former Iranian consul-general to Dubai gave an inter-
view to Gulf News claiming that Iran had maintained a network of 
sleeper cells in the GCC since 1979, which could be activated to desta-
bilise internal security on Teheran’s orders. Adel Al-Assadi (who defecÂ�
ted in 2001) predicted that ‘Teheran has enough manpower to destabilise 
the GCC countries.’ He added that ‘the practice of recruiting agents in 
the Gulf is deeply rooted in the way the intelligence institution is oper-
ating and is considered a strong point for Iran.’63 These allegations 
were promptly repudiated by Iranian officials, who accused the West-
ern media of spreading disinformation about Iranian intentions. They 
nevertheless tapped into a widely-held suspicion that Iran does indeed 
maintain a network of undercover agents that could, and would, 
engage in underhand tactics if ordered to do so.64 Moreover, they dove-
tailed with a pattern of perceived Iranian intrigues in the Gulf States, 
such as the arrest in April 2010 of six men and one woman in Kuwait 
allegedly belonging to the Revolutionary Guards, further reinforcing 
GCC policymakers’ anxieties.65

â•… All six GCC states worry to varying degrees about Iranian influence 
over their polities, although opinion is divided over how best to con-
front the issue. Regional policymakers must balance their concern at 
the possibility of a new conflict in the Gulf with their unease at poten-
tially having to live under the shadow of a nuclear-capable Iran.66 This 
explains the comments given by the Saudi chairman of the Gulf Research 
Centre in Dubai, Abdulaziz Al-Sager, to the New York Times in Octo-
ber 2009. Displaying a remarkable level of insouciance to the potential 
implications of any attack on Iran designed to halt its nuclear pro-
gramme, Al-Sager told the newspaper that:

The region can live with a limited retaliation from Iran better than living with 
a permanent nuclear deterrent. I favour getting the job done now instead of 
living through the rest of my life with a nuclear hegemony in the region that 
Iran would like to impose.67

â•… Nine months later, in July 2010, the United Arab Emirates’ Ambas-
sador to the United States stated in similarly blunt language that the 
benefits of bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities would outweigh the short-
term costs of such an operation. Ambassador Youssef Al-Otaiba told 
an audience in Aspen, Colorado that ‘We cannot live with a nuclear 
Iran. I am willing to absorb what takes place at the expense of the 
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security of the U.A.E.’68 Although his words were dismissed as not 
indicative of government policy, they, and Sager’s earlier comments, 
underscore the complexities that shape GCC responses toward Iran 
and the diversity of opinions that inhibit any formulation of a collec-
tive approach.
â•… Ties of trade and shared commercial interests provide a powerful 
rationale for improving relations between the GCC and Iran. In the 
case of the re-export trade from Dubai, they constitute a major loop-
hole in the international regime of economic and financial sanctions on 
Iran.69 These extensive trading links constitute a major irritant in Abu 
Dhabi’s close political and security relationship with the United States, 
and they demonstrate the difficulties of formulating a common posi-
tion even at an intra-emirate level.70 Oman and Qatar also enjoy close 
economic relationships with Iran, based around, but not limited to, 
energy cooperation in the Kish and North Field/South Pars gas fields.71 
Within the GCC, there is a broad divergence between these countries’ 
more positive approach toward Iran and the greater wariness toward 
engagement found in Kuwait, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. These latter 
three contain the largest Shiite communities in the GCC, and conse-
quently view Iran through the prism of their internal security as well 
as of regional stability.72

â•… The visit of Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad to the annual 
GCC Summit in Doha in December 2007 visibly exposed the tensions 
inherent in policy approaches toward Iran. It also marked the first time 
that an Iranian leader had addressed a GCC Summit. Qatar’s decision 
to invite Ahmedinejad was richly symbolic as it came just days after 
Bahrain hosted the Manama Dialogue. During that annual gathering 
of regional security policymakers, the American Secretary of Defence 
Robert Gates, aggressively stated that ‘everywhere you turn, it is the 
policy of Iran to foment instability and chaos, no matter the strategic 
value or cost in the blood of innocents,’ as he urged the GCC states 
toÂ€work together and with the United States to counter the Iranian 
threat.73 Perhaps emblematically, Ahmedinejad’s appearance caused 
more discord than goodwill, particularly as the Qatari leadership did 
not consult with other GCC leaders before extending the invitation to 
him. Ahmedinejad then went on to embarrass his hosts by ignoring 
issues of GCC concern, such as the purpose of Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme or the UAE islands dispute. Instead, he renewed his ambigu-
ous call for regional security cooperation on the unspoken assumption 
that this would be very much on Iranian terms.74
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â•… GCC policy toward Iran is therefore fragmented and susceptible to 
inflammation both by material and rhetorical pressures. The legacy of 
Iranian attempts to project its own power over the region it (tellingly) 
labels the Persian Gulf renders policymaking as vulnerable to discur-
sive shifts as it is to broader geopolitical considerations. Even the 
publicly-expressed desire by Gulf States’ officials to avoid a fourth 
regional conflict must be balanced against the implications of poten-
tially having a nuclear-capable neighbour with a record of seeking 
regional hegemony. Their reliance on the United States as the external 
guarantor of security compounds the complexity of the Gulf States’ 
internal legitimacy in the event of any conflict between the United 
States or Israel and Iran. For this reason, even states such as Kuwait, 
which hold more hard-line positions toward Teheran, feel compelled 
to state that they will not allow US troops to use their bases for an 
attack on Iran while states such as Qatar and Bahrain, which host 
major US military and logistical centres, walk a diplomatic tightrope 
as they attempt to balance their external reliance on Washington with 
their commercial and intra-regional linkages with Teheran.75 This acute 
sensitivity imparts a degree of fluidity to the triangular nexus of rela-
tions between the Gulf States, Iran, and the United States, and it draws 
out the systemic instability of contemporary security structures in the 
Gulf region.

Radical Extremism and the Return of Trans-National Terrorism

Radical extremism presents a different, though no less significant, 
threat to regime legitimacy and internal security in the GCC. Inter-
linked with this is the material dangers posed by a reconstituted Al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. The resurgence of trans-national 
terrorism during 2009 also underscored the significance for the Ara-
bian Peninsula of the crisis of governance and emergence of growing 
security gaps in Yemen. The nexus of instability and flows of militants, 
money and materiel between Yemen and Somalia carry profound 
implications for regional stability. It links one sub-regional security 
complex (to use the term developed by Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver) 
in the Arabian Peninsula to another in the Horn of Africa.76 It also 
introduces a dangerous new dynamic to regional security, and requires 
the GCC to rethink security structures in light of the failure to contain 
the overspill of instability within Yemen itself.
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â•… Although the Gulf States faced earlier radical and violent opposi-
tional movements such as the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Oman and the Arabian Gulf,77 none presented the same degree of exis-
tential threat to internal legitimacy as did the emergence of Al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula in 2002. Security officials throughout the 
GCC failed to anticipate the rise of this Sunni rejectionist movement. 
Neither did they foresee the potential danger that the return of several 
hundred Arab fighters from Afghanistan might present should they 
intersect with local militant networks.78 This was partially attributable 
to a mistaken perception that any domestic unrest would emanate 
from Shiite oppositional groups in the GCC;79 it also demonstrated 
short-sightedness regarding the linkages between policymaking at the 
local, the regional and the international levels. Years of both tacit and 
official Saudi support for global Islamic causes might have been 
expected to raise awareness of the linkages created by the internation-
alisation of these issues. Its absence only magnified the initial shock 
caused by the opening stages of the domestic insurgency that began in 
Saudi Arabia in May 2003.80

â•… Nevertheless, officials and ruling elites in the GCC rapidly came to 
acknowledge the gravity of the challenge posed by Al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula. The organisation’s declared aim of forcing the with-
drawal of Western forces and influence from the peninsula was directed 
at the core of their political economy. Operations such as the failed 
attack on the Abqaiq oil-processing facility in Saudi Arabia in February 
2006 and the failed suicide assault on the Japanese tanker M-Star as it 
passed through the Strait of Hormuz en route from Qatar to Japan in 
July 2010 attempted to strike at the social and commercial contract 
binding GCC regimes to their societies, and to the international system 
more generally.81 Moreover, the construction of a radical alternative to 
governing elites sought to tap and mobilise increasing popular discon-
tent at the regimes’ pro-Western orientation. An unpublished Saudi poll 
in 2001 stripped bare the depth of these feelings of alienation as it 
revealed that 95 per cent of young male respondents between the ages 
of twenty-five and forty-one sympathised with Osama bin Laden.82

â•… The violence continued within Saudi Arabia in 2003 and 2004 and 
began spilling over into neighbouring GCC states. Instances of terror-
ism increased in Kuwait during this period, while in Qatar the bomb-
ing of the Doha Players theatre was a shocking and high-profile new 
development in a country with little prior experience of radical vio-
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lence.83 Along with their counterparts in Dubai and other emirates, 
Qatari officials had been suspected of ‘paying off’ Al-Qaeda in order 
to forestall attacks on their soil.84 Saudi Arabia, Dubai and other Gulf 
States also played an active, if unwitting, role as hubs for the illicit 
networks that underpinned the financing of terrorist organisations 
both within the GCC and in Iraq. Although the final report of the 9/11 
Commission found no evidence that the Saudi government as an insti-
tution, or senior Saudi officials individually, funded Al Qaeda, both it, 
and an independent task force set up by the Council of Foreign Rela-
tions in 2002, addressed the issues of terrorist financing and Saudi 
Arabia’s alleged financial support for terrorism.85 Indeed, the Council 
of Foreign Relations report was particularly critical of Saudi-based 
support for international terrorist organisations, and concluded bluntly 
that ‘for years, individuals and charities based in Saudi Arabia have 
been the most important source of funds for Al Qaeda. And for years, 
Saudi officials have turned a blind eye to this problem.’86

â•… Accordingly a range of linkages bind internal security with external 
stability and connect these in turn to the very pillars of regime legiti-
macy in the GCC. For these reasons, the securitisation of trans-na-
tional terrorism has become a highly sensitive issue, particularly when 
adopted by the United States and other external actors. A case in point 
arose in June 2008 when the US Department of the Treasury froze the 
US-based assets of the (Kuwaiti) Society for the Revival of Islamic Her-
itage and banned US nationals from dealing with it.87 This provoked 
understandable outrage from the Kuwaiti parliament and media, and 
a statement of condemnation from the Minister for Cabinet Affairs, 
Faisal Al-Hajji, who declared that ‘we will not allow any country to 
interfere in our work. We have strong relations with friendly countries 
but we will not allow any country to interfere in our affairs.’88

â•… Elsewhere in the GCC, local initiatives to tackle the problems of ter-
rorist financing through tighter banking controls and a crackdown on 
money laundering, greater regulation of previously unlicensed hawala 
networks, and targeting other illicit financial flows and freezing indi-
vidual accounts, have had generally mixed results.89 In February 2010, 
the UAE hosted a joint plenary meeting of the Financial Action Task 
Force (FATF) and its Middle East and North Africa subsidiary, at 
which the Governor of the Central Bank, Sultan bin Nasser Al-Su-
waidi, announced the implementation of forty FATF recommendations 
to combat money laundering, in addition to nine special recommenda-
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tions on terrorist financing.90 Elsewhere, a report issued by the US 
Government and Accountability Office in September 2009 provided a 
cautiously optimistic assessment of gradual improvement in Saudi Ara-
bian measures to combat the financing of terror. In particular, it high-
lighted progress in disrupting fundraising activities by extremist groups 
operating inside the kingdom, while noting that deficiencies remained 
in combating the flow of funds from Saudi-based individuals and 
charitable organisations to support extremist countries outside Saudi 
Arabia.91 This nuanced assessment of local measures must nevertheless 
be balanced against the failure of a collective GCC initiative to estab-
lish a regional counter-terrorism centre owing to insufficient backing 
from the individual member-states.92

â•… Between 2003 and 2006 a combination of measures contributed to 
the tactical and operational marginalisation of Al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula. The Saudi Arabian security and police forces recovered 
from their initial wrong-footing to launch a sophisticated and effective 
counter-offensive.93 This went alongside an ideological campaign 
designed to address the ideational challenge to regime legitimacy. Saudi 
officials and clerics prioritised ‘intellectual security’ as a key tool in 
combating radicalisation, and actively adopted cyber counter-measures 
to counter ‘deviant thoughts.’ In October 2008, the Interior Minister, 
Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz, strongly criticised the role of Saudi Imams 
as he accused them of having ‘failed miserably in discharging their 
duties’ by failing to confront ‘the challenge of the deviant ideology.’94 
A soft approach with an emphasis on a ‘war of ideas’ therefore repre-
sented a bid to knit disaffected elements back into the framework of 
state-society relations by turning the mobilising power of religious 
legitimacy against them. This was exemplified by the creation of a net-
work of rehabilitation and counter-radicalisation programmes in Saudi 
Arabia that sought to address the underlying factors behind radicalisa-
tion and re-integrate militants into society.95

â•… In addition to these ‘softer’ security measures, Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE led the Gulf States in ‘hard’ military expenditures on a range of 
sophisticated equipment and lucrative arms deals. Data gathered by 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) found 
that a remarkable 33 per cent of all major arms transfers to the Middle 
East between 2005 and 2009 went to the UAE, which by 2009 was the 
fourth-largest arms importer in the world.96 Moreover, in both abso-
lute and relative terms, Saudi Arabian military expenditure far sur-
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passed its regional partners during the 1990s and 2000s, as the 
following table makes clear.

Country Active military capability 
(2009)97

Military 
expenditure as 

% of GDP 
(2009)98

Value and origin of 
imported arms 

deliveries 
(1993–2008)99

Bahrain 6,000 Army 
700 Navy 
1,500 Air Force 
8,200 Total

3.4 $1,500,000,000 
United States, 
Western Europe

Kuwait 11,000 Army 
2,000 Navy 
2,500 Air Force 
15,500 Total

5.4 $10,400,000,000 
United States, 
Western Europe, 
Russia, China

Oman 25,000 Army 
4,200 Navy 
5,000 Air Force 
8,400 Others 
42,600 Total

7.5 $2,400,000,000 
Western Europe, 
United States, 
Russia, China

Qatar 8,500 Army 
1,800 Navy 
1,500 Air Force 
11,800 Total

N/A $1,800,000,000 
Western Europe

Saudi Arabia 75,000 Army 
13,500 Navy 
20,000 Air Force 
16,000 Air Defence 
9,000 Industrial Security 
â•‡ Force 
100,000 National Guard 
233,500 Total

10 $101,500,000,000 
United States, 
Western Europe, 
Russia, China

UAE 44,000 Army 
2,500 Navy 
4,500 Air Force 
51,000 Total

6.3 $17,400,000,000 
United States, 
Western Europe, 
Russia

Yemen 60,000 Army 
1,700 Navy 
3,000 Air Force 
2,000 Air Defence 
66,700 Total

6.8 $2,200,000,000 
Russia, China, 
Western Europe, 
Other Europe
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Sophisticated missile and delivery systems proved less useful than 
mobile policing in the unconventional operations against small cells of 
radicalised militants that characterised the major threat to regional 
security after 2003. This carried echoes of Saudi Arabia’s reliance on 
the United States, rather than its own record of heavy military expendi-
ture and arms imports, as effective deterrence against a putative Iraqi 
invasion in 1990–91.
â•… Together these hard and soft security measures greatly diminished 
the capability (if not necessarily the intent) of terrorist organisations in 
the GCC. However, they did not entirely succeed in eradicating the 
threat altogether. Jihadist websites continue to proliferate and spread 
their messages and facilitate communications between different groups 
and organisations.100 Terrorist finances remain a threat, particularly in 
Dubai, which has emerged as one of the global conduits for organised 
trans-national criminal and terrorist networks and remains a preferred 
site of political and targeted assassinations.101 Moreover, the return of 
foreign insurgents from Iraq and released militants from Guantanamo 
Bay has introduced a new dynamic into the regional security environ-
ment that local officials acknowledge will remain a latent risk for many 
years to come.102 These trends intersected in March 2008 when a 
recent Kuwaiti returnee from Guantanamo Bay, Abdullah Salim Ali 
Al-‘Amii, carried out a suicide bombing in Mosul that killed thirteen 
Iraqi soldiers and wounded forty-two more.103

â•… The prospective return of veterans from the Iraqi insurgency is one 
of two factors that raise the prospect of a second destabilising wave of 
trans-national terrorism afflicting the GCC. The other is the reconstitu-
tion of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, in January 2009. 
This confirmed the fears of regional security officials that the appar-
ently successful counter-terrorism campaign in the GCC merely dis-
placed the terrorist threat to the under-governed periphery of the 
Arabian Peninsula.104 The emergence of two Saudi returnees from 
Guantanamo Bay in leadership positions in the new organisation, 
which itself represented a merger between the Saudi and Yemeni ‘wings’ 
of Al-Qaeda, exposed the inherent weaknesses in the regional and 
international security responses to the challenge of trans-national ter-
rorism. Both Saud Al-Shihri and Muhammad al-Awfi spent five months 
in Saudi Arabia’s rehabilitation and counter-radicalisation centres 
before being deemed ready for re-integration into society in May 
2008.105 Their subsequent disappearance, and reappearance in Yemen, 
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damaged the credibility of the Saudi programmes and also demon-
strated how the existence of security gaps in Yemen blunted the effi-
cacy of GCC counter-terrorism measures.106

â•… This contraction of state control and faltering political economy in 
Yemen further illustrates the complex interconnections between the 
internal and external dimensions of Gulf security structures. Yemen 
faces the most imminent transition toward a post-oil era with its oil 
reserves expected to deplete by about 2017 at present rates of extrac-
tion and barring any unexpected new discoveries.107 The difficulties of 
this transition will be examined at length in chapter seven of this book. 
From a counter-terrorism perspective, however, its faltering political 
economy presents the most intractable challenge to the security and 
stability of the Arabian Peninsula, and in many ways offers a troubling 
insight into how the troubled transition away from an oil-dependent 
economy might play out elsewhere in the future.
â•… Saudi Arabia and the other GCC states face a renewed challenge 
from terrorist infiltration and weapons smuggling from Yemen, as ter-
rorist organisations regroup and reorganise in the country. The scale 
of the problem became clear in May 2008 when Yemen’s vice-presi-
dent, Abd al-Rab Mansur Al-Hadi, claimed that 16,000 suspected 
members of Al-Qaeda had been expelled from Yemen since 2003. This 
figure included many ‘Arab Afghans’ who had fled Afghanistan for 
Saudi Arabia following the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, and 
subsequently moved to Yemen to avoid capture by Saudi security forc-
es.108 Despite these arrests, plots and cells continued to be uncovered 
in Yemen during 2008, including a Yemeni-led cell linked to Al-Qaeda 
that was planning to attack oil installation facilities in the Eastern 
Province of Saudi Arabia.109 This was reminiscent of Al-Qaeda’s failed 
attack in February 2006 at Abqaiq and highlighted the vulnerability of 
Saudi Arabia’s 1800 kilometre border with Yemen to infiltration.110

â•… The coordinated attack on the US embassy compound in the Yemeni 
capital, Sana’a, on 17 September 2008, which killed ten people, 
marked the start of the ‘second generation’ of trans-national terrorism 
in the Arabian Peninsula. This assault meshed the threats to security 
from Iraq, Al-Qaeda and the growing lawlessness in Yemen itself. 
Three of the six suicide bombers had recently returned from Iraq, and 
following their arrival in Yemen reportedly attended Al-Qaeda training 
camps in the southern provinces of Hadramawt and Ma’arib.111 Yem-
eni security officials already suspected these camps of training an 
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aggressive new generation of extremist leaders and jihadi foot-sol-
diers.112 Earlier, in February 2006, twenty-three suspected members of 
Al-Qaeda, including several linked to the bombing of USS Cole in 
2000, had escaped from the Political Security Central Prison in 
Sana’a.113 Together with the relocation of extremists from Saudi Arabia 
and the growing incidence of militant flows linking Yemen to the 
Islamist insurgents of Al-Shabaab in Somalia, they represent a deadly 
new threat to internal security in Yemen and regional stability in the 
Arabian Peninsula.114

â•… Following the official reconstitution of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula in January 2009, policymakers and security analysts in the 
West and in the GCC began to pay greater attention to the systemic and 
interconnected crises in Yemen.115 Moreover, it acquired regional and 
international dimensions as the group demonstrated both its intent and 
its capability to undertake terrorist operations beyond Yemen’s borders. 
An early indication of the growing trans-national dimension to regional 
instability came in March 2009 when it emerged that a Yemeni suicide 
bomber who killed four South Korean tourists at the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site of Shibam had trained in Somalia before returning to 
Yemen to carry out his attack.116 Other flows of militants and weaponry 
between Yemen and Somalia culminated in the Somali defence minister 
accusing Yemeni fighters of sending two boatloads of weapons to 
Somalia in December 2009 with the intention of ‘fuelling the flames in 
a country already burning.’117 The regionalisation of localised conflicts 
thus introduces the problem of state collapse in Somalia and the multi-
ple drivers of conflict and insecurity in the wider Horn of Africa region 
firmly into the Arabian Peninsula security equation.118

â•… The resurgence of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula highlighted the 
new threat to regional stability from the overspill of violence from 
Yemen. This was highlighted in its official pronouncements and choice of 
targets, including a new plot to attack oil installation facilities in Saudi 
Arabia by a cell consisting of forty-seven Saudis and fifty-one Yemenis 
that was uncovered in March 2010.119 It came close to assassinating the 
Saudi Arabian deputy minister of the interior, Mohammed bin Nayef in 
August 2009. This audacious plot penetrated the heart of the Saudi 
security establishment and starkly demonstrated the direct linkages 
between the security gaps in Yemen and insecurity elsewhere in the 
peninsula. The would-be assassin, twenty-three-year old Saudi national 
Abdullah Asiri, featured on a list of eighty-five ‘most-wanted’ terror 
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suspects issued by Saudi security forces in February 2009. After receiv-
ing training in Yemen, he returned to the kingdom and gained access to 
the Prince, the architect of Saudi Arabia’s counter-terrorist strategy, by 
claiming he wished to personally renounce his links to terrorism.120

â•… Such a brazen and high-profile attack on a senior member of the 
Saudi ruling family was unprecedented in the recent history of trans-
national terrorism in the Arabian Peninsula. It visibly emphasised the 
direct linkages between the contraction of state power and legitimacy 
in Yemen and the security and stability of neighbouring states. The 
situation then became militarised in November 2009 after fighters 
belonging to the Houthi separatist group of Zaydi Shiites in northern 
Yemen crossed the international boundary and attacked a Saudi border 
position.121 During the air and ground operations that followed, which 
constituted their largest mobilisation of force since the 1991 Gulf War, 
Saudi forces took relatively heavy casualties of eighty-two dead and 
more than 470 injured. However, they conspicuously failed to end the 
fighting in spite of repeated assertions that they had dislodged the 
fighters from Saudi territory.122 Although Saudi forces declared victory 
in late January 2010, the prolonged operation and high losses inflicted 
a damaging blow to the kingdom’s military credibility.123 The fighting 
also gave credence to a regional discourse that portrayed the campaign 
in terms of a battle for influence between Saudi Arabia and Iran, as 
Saudi and Yemeni officials accused Teheran of providing (unsubstanti-
ated) assistance to the Houthi rebels, who have been fighting the cen-
tral government intermittently since 2004.124

â•… The failed bombing of a Northwest Airlines jet en route from AmsterÂ�
dam to Detroit on Christmas Day 2009 catapulted the issue of trans-
national terrorism originating in Yemen up the international agenda. 
Although Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab was a Nigerian who may have 
become radicalised while studying for an undergraduate degree at Uni-
versity College London, he spent four months in Yemen immediately 
prior to the attack, for which Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
claimed responsibility.125 It took American intelligence and security 
agencies completely by surprise, as they had expected any Â�terrorist 
attack on the US homeland to originate in Afghanistan or Pakistan 
rather than Yemen.126 Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s demonstra-
tion of both its intent and capability to target the United States inter-
nationalised the issue and led to its rapid securitisation as a perceived 
threat to global security. The London meeting on Yemen that occurred 
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on 27 January 2010 and the follow-up that occurred in Riyadh a month 
later thus marked the beginning of a new phase of international engage-
ment with Yemen and its regional partners in the GCC.127

â•… Nevertheless, the priority on counter-terrorism as the frame of refer-
ence for international engagement in Yemen opens up a range of trou-
bling new drivers of conflict. Central to this is the channelling of 
international support (and legitimacy) to a state that has lost much of 
its domestic legitimacy and experienced two major challenges to its 
authority.128 Separatists in southern Yemen and the Houthi rebels in the 
north-west actively reject the continuation of the political status quo as 
represented by President Ali Abdullah Saleh, who has been in power 
since 1978. This deep-rooted opposition manifested itself in expressions 
of dismay and anger by Yemeni opposition groups that they had not 
been invited to the conference, which maintained a rigorously state-
centric focus.129 Measures to combat the spread of Al-Qaeda taken in 
isolation from the complex interplay of factors that led Yemen to the 
precipice of failed statehood run the risk of aggravating the centrifugal 
forces that undermined state control and legitimacy in the first place.

New Dimensions of Gulf Security

Regional awareness of the extent of the systemic crises facing Yemen, 
as well as their implications, heightened throughout 2009 and into 
2010. The regionalisation and internationalisation of Yemen-based 
instability began to stimulate a strategic reassessment of the range of 
responses from GCC member-states.130 This conversation gathered 
pace with their participation in the London meeting, and the decision 
to host the follow-up meeting at the GCC headquarters in Riyadh. 
Simultaneously, the GCC Secretary-General, Abdulrahman Al-Attiya, 
emphasised that the issues of security, stability and development in 
Yemen were vital to GCC interests.131 GCC aid already represented 
some 60 per cent of total assistance provided to Yemen before 2010, 
but its effectiveness was diluted by capacity and oversight constraints 
on both sides. Only 7 per cent of a $4 billion aid package promised at 
a donor meeting in November 2006 had been forthcoming by the 
January 2010 London meeting, although this figure was not atypical 
for aid delivery figures from other regions.132

â•… It is in the GCC states’ interest that Yemen not collapse into failed 
statehood. Should this happen, it would present a multifaceted danger 
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to their internal security and external stability, and expose the GCC to 
the multiple sources of human insecurity emanating from the Horn of 
Africa-Yemen nexus.133 The difficulty, if not impossibility, of sealing 
borders and containing problems in the era of global processes and 
flows means that a strategy of containment is not a sustainable, long-
term policy. Yet this is precisely what individual Gulf States initially 
attempted to do, with Saudi security officials commissioning an elabo-
rate system of border security installations as part of a broader strategy 
to contain the overspill of instability from Yemen.134 It reflected a 
dominant view among Gulf officials that the region was ‘an island of 
stability in a sea of instability’ which needed protecting against the 
multiple sources of external insecurity, as well as a feeling that the 
scale and complexity of Yemeni problems were such that keeping them 
at a distance was preferable to getting too closely involved.135

â•… The international spotlight on Yemen signals an opportunity for the 
Gulf States to take the lead in any new approach to tackling its inter-
connected problems. This requires the GCC states, both individually 
and at a collective level, to better conceptualise the systemic nature of 
the crisis facing Yemen, and formulate nuanced and targeted respons-
es.136 The primary difficulty facing the Gulf States is one of balancing 
the need to extend substantive political and economic assistance with-
out linking it to Yemeni admission to the GCC.137 This remains unre-
alistic for the foreseeable future for political, economic and historical 
reasons. Also unfeasible in the short- to medium-term is the issue of 
opening up GCC labour markets to Yemeni migrant workers. Such a 
move would run counter to three decades of Gulf States’ measures to 
depoliticise and thoroughly control their labour forces. It would 
expose GCC labour markets and their societies at large to potentially 
highly-politicised migrants, and reawaken memories of the 1950s and 
1960s when Yemeni, Palestinian and Egyptian workers acted as trans-
mission belts of political opposition to the Gulf monarchies.138

â•… What is required is a comprehensive approach that repairs and 
strengthens fractured state-society relations in Yemen. The deteriorat-
ing internal security situation is both a cause and a consequence of the 
erosion of state credibility. It represents the most significant short- and 
medium-term challenge to the stability of Arabian Peninsula, and car-
ries grave consequences for the GCC if left unchecked or inadequately 
tackled. It needs a sustained and long-term engagement at the regional 
as well as international level. Anything less would be nothing more 
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than a temporary stopgap that would carry the risk of merely exacer-
bating the existing tensions and fault-lines within Yemen and its envi-
rons. The overlapping linkages between Yemen and the Horn of Africa 
therefore call for a reassessment of policy on the part of the Gulf States 
and their partners in the international community, and for policymak-
ers to acknowledge that a strategy of containment through hard secu-
rity measures is no longer a viable option, if it ever was, and construct 
a nuanced and collective policymaking framework that addresses all 
Yemen’s problems rather than focusing merely on counter-terrorism.

A Paradigm in Transition

Developments in Iraq and Iran, as well as Yemen and elsewhere, will 
continue to powerfully delineate the local parameters of Gulf security 
structures, although at this point in time Iran and Iraq’s historical 
legacy of past physical and ideological threat outstrips their hard mili-
tary power. Nevertheless, the internal unrest in each country retains 
the capacity to inject destabilising flows of men, materiel and ideology 
into the Arabian Peninsula. Moreover, and particularly in Iran, the 
combination of domestic instability and international pressure could 
result in the regime lashing out in an attempt to re-legitimise or retali-
ate against any perceived or actual external effort to rein it in. Post-
occupation dynamics in Iraq, too, could challenge regional security 
structures if a future Iraqi regime builds up its military capabilities and 
re-enters the Gulf domain, as numerous points of tension remain unre-
solved, notably with Kuwait. In addition, the failed attempt by the 
Al-Qaeda-linked Abdullah Azzam Brigades to sink the Japanese tanker 
M-Star in the Strait of Hormuz in July 2010 constituted a stark 
reminder of the region’s vulnerability to acts of terrorism targeting the 
smooth functioning of hydrocarbons-based exports. Particularly note-
worthy was the realisation that the attack was launched from the Ara-
bian coast of the Gulf (in Oman), as well as the substitution of an 
actual attack by a militant organisation for the hitherto rhetorical 
threats from the Revolutionary Guards to close the Gulf in the event 
of military strikes on Iran.
â•… Nevertheless, the evolving security paradigm will increasingly cover 
non-traditional and non-military threats that target the security of 
individuals and communities as well as states and regimes. The unrav-
elling of the Yemeni polity reflects the complex interplay of socio-po-
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litical and economic difficulties with the imminent depletion of natural 
resources and regime legitimacy. It demonstrates how each individual 
problem feeds off the others and acts as a threat multiplier that has 
assumed inter-regional and international dimensions and constitutes 
the most urgent security challenge to the stability of the Arabian Penin-
sula. This will be examined in detail in chapter six, while the second 
section of this book picks up the theme of these new and emerging 
challenges and integrates them into the study of the changing security 
paradigm as the region begins the difficult shift to a post-oil frame-
work of governance.
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3

CONTEXTUAL PARAMETERS 
AND FUTURE TRENDS

The dynamics of Gulf security are in constant flux, with the region 
having endured three major inter-state wars in three decades and fac-
ing continuing instability on its periphery. This rapidly-changing exter-
nal environment contrasts with the apparent ossification of internal 
structures at both the domestic and GCC levels. At the individual 
country level, the ruling families’ grip on power survived the limited 
political liberalisation projects that began to take shape in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. Collectively, the Gulf Cooperation Council has 
taken measures to deepen its integrative process, but it remains prima-
rily a defensive bulwark against the multiple sources of insecurity on 
its boundaries.1 Nevertheless, the parameters of Gulf security are shift-
ing in subtle ways that encompass longer-term and increasingly mili-
tary threats and challenges. These are intertwined with the impact of 
globalisation and the transformation of the Gulf States’ political econ-
omy as they move toward post-rentier forms of governance.
â•… Over the coming years and decades, the evolution of Gulf security 
dynamics will be shaped by four macro-factors. These are the globalis-
ing flows of information, people and money that frequently bypass state 
structures and erode the distinction between the domestic and foreign 
policymaking realms. The internationalisation of the Gulf together with 
its repositioning within the global order by virtue of its energy reserves 
and financial resources; the continuing dominance of hydrocarbons in 
shaping inter- and intra-state and societal relations albeit at increasingly 
divergent paces; and the absence of strong centripetal forces within the 
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GCC itself, which inhibits moves to develop common policies on issues 
such as Iraq, Iran and Yemen. Underpinning all of these factors is the 
cognitive shift in thinking about global security in an era of accelerating 
complexity of global interconnections and the broadening and deepen-
ing of security agendas since the 1990s.2

â•… These shifts in global discourse frame the challenges facing the states 
of the Gulf. It is noteworthy, however, that they are not matched by 
similar thinking within the states themselves. Approaches to national 
and regional security remain predicated largely on realist approaches 
to security, and it is notable that the attempt to formulate a collective 
security policy within the GCC failed to take off in any meaningful 
way. Although there is some awareness, particularly in Kuwait, of the 
need to take steps toward reducing dependence on oil and its regime of 
perverse economic incentives, there is very little consensus on the prac-
tical measures and political coalition-building that would be necessary 
to achieve this.3 Elsewhere in the region, as for example in Dubai, poli-
cymaking is largely formulated on an ‘ad hoc’ basis that simply does 
not factor in the long-term implications of any particular policy.4

â•… This chapter explores the contextual parameters that will confront 
policymakers in the Gulf States as they move toward the post-oil era. 
It sets the scene for the three chapters in part two of the book as they 
examine in detail these emerging and non-military challenges to secu-
rity. More specifically, the chapters that follow examine how regimes 
are anticipating and adapting to shifts in the concept and paradigm of 
security. A constructivist approach focuses on the decisions made by 
policymakers and the environment within which they must operate. It 
locates and identifies the drivers of policy and motivations of decision-
makers the agency in analysing how and why issues become securitised 
or not. This is an important caveat in the study of foreign and security 
policies in the Gulf States, where issues become personalised and the 
circle of officialdom is relatively limited. For these reasons, discursive 
study is a valuable analytical tool in the study of policy formulation in 
the Gulf States, particularly as the emergence of significant non-state 
actors and trans-national, supra- and sub-state issues all temper the 
utility of realist approaches to policy formulation and analysis.

New Approaches to Global Security

Concepts of security have shifted substantially in recent decades. The 
process began during the Cold War but accelerated sharply following 
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its ending in 1989. It occurred alongside the great intensification of 
global interconnectedness and the stretching of power and authority 
across multiple layers of global governance.5 The confluence of these 
two trends prompted a major reassessment of the concept of national 
and global security, and their relationship to each other. During the 
1990s and 2000s, ‘global issues’ such as climate change emerged on 
the international agenda, alongside existing problems of trans-national 
terrorism, cross-border criminal networks and flows, and the threat 
posed by nuclear proliferation and state breakdown.6 These new, ‘non-
conventional’ threats formed the basis for the 2004 United Nations 
High-Level Report on Threats, Challenges and Change as it broadened 
the focus of security policy to take them into account. Three years 
later, in April 2007, the UN Security Council discussed for the first 
time the international security implications of climate change. It identi-
fied a range of potential threats to international peace and security 
from a climate-stressed world, including border disputes, the move-
ment of ‘environmental refugees,’ clashes over access to dwindling 
resources, societal strains, and humanitarian crises occurring from 
extreme weather events such as Hurricane Katrina that devastated 
New Orleans in August 2005.7

â•… Other approaches to security (and also development) take human 
development, global governance, or human security as their starting-
point. The 1994 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
Human Development Report and the 1995 Commission on Global 
Governance both made the case for a radical, universal, re-conceptu-
alisation of security. The Human Development Report first elucidated 
the concept of ‘human security,’ concerned with the security of indi-
viduals and communities rather than that of states, as it noted that the 
concept of security ‘for too long has been interpreted narrowly…It has 
been related more to nation states than to people.’8 Meanwhile, the 
Global Governance report, entitled Our Common Neighbourhood, 
argued that ‘The concept of global security must be broadened from 
the traditional focus on the security of states, to include the security of 
people and the security of the planet.’9

â•… More recently, the series of Arab Human Development Reports 
issued by the UNDP since 2002 culminated in the publication of the 
fifth report in 2009, entitled Challenges to Human Security in the Arab 
Countries. This asked why, seven years after the first Arab Human 
Development Report, ‘have obstacles to human development in the 
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region proved so stubborn,’ and concluded that ‘the answers lie in the 
fragility of the region’s political, social, economic and environmental 
structures, in its lack of people-centric development policies and in its 
vulnerability to outside intervention.’10 The report was released just 
months after the Arab Women’s Organisation themed its biennial con-
ference on women and human security. Participants at the event in 
November 2008 worked on constructing a human security strategy 
embracing women as equal participants and contributors.11 These 
reflect the growing appeal of the concept of human security as a foun-
dation-stone for constructing a new security paradigm for meeting the 
interlinked challenges of a globalising polity, although, as the conclu-
sion to this book makes clear, they face considerable obstacles to their 
implementation in the regional-specific context of the Gulf.
â•… The re-conceptualisation of what security ‘is’ and ‘does’ has over-
seen a broadening and deepening of the global security agenda to 
encompass new and emerging threats. Increasingly, these are longer-
term and non-conventional, and they embed the study of security 
problems firmly within the broader political and socio-economic con-
text of development. Moreover, the impact of globalising processes has 
led to the emergence of non-state actors and trans-national, increas-
ingly ‘global’ issues. Their empowering effects have been both positive 
and negative, with the rise of trans-national terrorism represented by 
Al-Qaeda the prime example of the latter. This, and other manifesta-
tions of Kaldor’s theory of ‘regressive globalism,’ including illicit flows 
of money, human trafficking and drugs, represent challenges that tran-
scend national boundaries and bypass state structures.12

â•… The rise of non-state and trans-national threats to security presents a 
paradox to realist assumptions of state primacy in the realm of interna-
tional relations. States remain the central actors, particularly in the 
GCC, where the conduct of foreign and security affairs is restricted to 
tightly-drawn circles of senior members of the ruling families.13 Yet they 
now confront an array of non-state actors and processes, following 
programmes that do not reflect a coherent ‘national’ vision, including 
multinational corporations, trans-national networks and diaspora eth-
nic and religious groups. Hence, in the era of globalisation and trans-
nationalism, states no longer are the sole actors and shapers of policy.14 
This challenges realist frameworks and requires a new conceptual 
approach that takes into consideration the range of factors that inform 
decision-makers’ perceptions of their own security matrix. Hence, a 
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constructivist approach makes it possible to determine which issues do 
or do not make it on to security agendas, and why this is so.
â•… The remainder of this chapter documents the global rebalancing of 
power and the emerging parameters through which Gulf security will 
evolve over coming decades. This broader conception of the idea of 
what security entails sets the scene for the second part of this book, in 
which the focus shifts to an analysis of three major trajectories that 
will significantly alter the evolution of Gulf security over the course of 
the twenty-first century. These are the impact of demographic trends 
and structural imbalances within Gulf economies; resource scarcities 
and inequalities in patterns of distribution; and the stresses imposed by 
climate change and environmental degradation. All of these will frame 
the eventual transition toward a post-oil future and constitute very dif-
ferent types of security threats than hitherto faced.

The Global Rebalancing

The continuing acceleration of global interconnectedness is dramati-
cally transforming the global order and reconfiguring notions of state 
power and political authority. It involves re-thinking the concept of 
political community into a distinctive form of ‘global politics’ that oper-
ates beyond the sphere of the individual nation-state.15 A multi-dimen-
sional and poly-centric system of governance developed to govern the 
globalising processes. This combined sub- and supra-state agencies 
alongside existing national and inter-state frameworks of governance.16 
In late-2008, the rapid spread of the global financial crisis from its ori-
gins in the sub-prime markets of the United States powerfully demon-
strated the linkages that bound Gulf economies inextricably to broader 
global processes.17 The crisis also made clear to governments through-
out the world, including the GCC, their stake in participating in a glo-
bal recovery and reshaping the institutional architecture to adapt to the 
new realities of the twenty-first century. However, the first major test of 
the ‘global politics’ in action, at the 2009 United Nations Climate 
Change Conference in Copenhagen, demonstrated the enduring diffi-
culty of reconciling competing national interests with a common iden-
tification with the notion of a ‘global commons.’18

â•… These broader global linkages are mirrored by the revolution in 
information and communication technologies. This has created new 
forms of private, public and increasingly virtual spaces in which to 
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mobilise, organise and channel societal demands, in spite of GCC 
regimes’ efforts to delimit and regulate the kinds of openings possi-
ble.19 For example, political bloggers were active discussants during 
the parliamentary elections in Bahrain in November 2006, Kuwait in 
May 2008 and May 2009, and the bitterly-contested Iranian presiden-
tial election in June 2009.20 Meanwhile, online networking sites such 
as Facebook have been embraced by a younger generation of activists 
who use them for debate and the coordination of activities, unencum-
bered by state security restrictions on the gathering and conduct of 
political or activist meetings. In addition, they serve as sites for meet-
ing members of the opposite gender in places such as Saudi Arabia 
where this would otherwise be circumscribed.21 Rapid technological 
advances in wireless mobile devices equipped with cameras further 
erode boundaries over the control of the flow of information, and 
make it virtually impossible for officials to suppress public discussion 
of sensitive or proscribed issues.
â•… In addition, the GCC states find themselves enmeshed in a trans-
formative rebalancing of the global balance of geo-economic power 
from west to east. Although this has been underway for several years, 
the global financial and economic crisis in 2008–9 hastened the shift as 
Asian economies led the world out of recession and recovered market 
share at the expense of Western competitors. Indeed, the International 
Monetary Fund estimates that by 2030 the Asian economy will be 
larger than the United States and European Union combined, and will 
increase its regional share of world GDP from under 30 per cent to 
more than 40 per cent.22 This will have profound implications for insti-
tutions of global governance and the relative weight accorded within 
them. Already, the Gulf States, led by Saudi Arabia’s membership of 
the G20, have started to exert greater influence in reshaping the post-
1945 multilateral institutions, in part by thickening their ties with 
other emerging nations such as China, Russia and India.23 Ties of 
energy and food security play a vital role in this deepening relationship 
and create new linkages that increasingly are opening up a gap between 
new economic realignments and the Gulf States’ continuing reliance on 
the Western security umbrella.

Shifting Parameters of Gulf Security

Thus globalisation and geo-economic change have enmeshed the Gulf 
States within a wider interconnected region with multiple ideational 
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and latent physical threats to security. These range from the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the fallout from Israel’s wars of aggression in 
the west to the threat of nuclear proliferation and armed sub- and intra-
state conflict in Iran and Pakistan to the east.24 Furthermore, the ease of 
communication and travel now means that the rise of trans-national 
terrorism in Afghanistan and Pakistan poses a direct threat to the GCC 
states through the recruitment of personnel and flows of illicit funding 
in both directions.25 In particular, the spread of Arabic-language satel-
lite television stations and internet websites has enhanced popular 
awareness of these ‘Islamic’ issues that transcend national boundaries 
and bypass state structures of control.26 Saudi Arabia had long func-
tioned as a linchpin for the spread of trans-national loyalties and alle-
giances couched in the language of Islam. These often were not under 
state (or state-sponsored) control, and their penetrative reach and 
expansionist potential widened with the spreading of oil wealth and the 
revolution in information communications and technology (ICT).27 The 
contrast between the openness and visibility of the new flows of com-
munications and peoples with previous efforts to keep these under tight 
state control is profound, and potentially transformational in its impact 
on the political economy and security of the region.28

â•… This links directly to the second contextual factor that will shape the 
evolution of Gulf security. This is the internationalisation of the Gulf 
and its emergence as the centre of gravity in the Middle East by virtue 
of its energy reserves and financial resources. Together, the GCC states 
account for about 19 per cent of global crude oil production and 8 per 
cent of the total output of natural gas. In addition, they hold about 37 
per cent of proven oil reserves and 25 per cent of proven natural gas 
reserves globally, with Saudi Arabia having the world’s largest oil 
reserves and Qatar the world’s third-largest natural gas holdings.29 
These reserves give the GCC states enormous influence in intergovern-
mental organisations such as OPEC, as well as in bilateral deals with 
partner countries seeking to meet their energy security requirements. 
Moreover, the Gulf States have acquired the confidence and capability 
to enter the global policymaking arena as major participants in reshap-
ing existing and emerging frameworks of governance. Qatar has been 
notably successful in using the export of liquefied natural gas from its 
immense North Field (the largest non-associated gas field in the world) 
as leverage in its projection of influence at the regional and interna-
tional levels.30 The country has also invested the resulting revenues in 
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a strategy that has significantly enhanced Qatar’s global ‘branding.’31 
It did this through a number of high-profile acquisitions through the 
state investment arm, Qatar Holding LLC. These included a substan-
tial acquisition of Barclays Bank shares at the height of the financial 
crisis in 2008 and an iconic 10 per cent purchase of Porsche in August 
2009 as well as the acquisition of the flagship Harrods department 
store in London in May 2010.32

â•… Qatar’s greater visibility and confidence on the global stage has been 
matched by Abu Dhabi, Dubai (until the spectacular implosion of its 
business model in 2008–9) and, to a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia. The 
combination of their energy reserves and strategic investments both 
solidified and expanded the economic and political linkages between 
the Gulf States and China, India and Russia. These are shifting the 
international relations of the Gulf in subtle yet significant ways and 
introducing a plethora of new actors with a strategic interest in 
regional stability and security. Although the political and security alli-
ance with the United States and other western powers continues to 
underpin the external security guarantee of the GCC states, the east-
ward shift in focus is gathering momentum and taking on new dimen-
sions. This holds significant implications for the geo-political and 
economic orientation of the Gulf States and their position within the 
changing balance of global power. In addition, it reveals an emerging 
disconnect between the eastward orientation of economic and com-
mercial linkages and the continuing political and security interdepend-
ence with the western powers, most notably the United States.
â•… Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited the Gulf in Novem-
ber 2008 and announced that India viewed the region as an intrinsic 
part of its broader neighbourhood. Energy security considerations lay 
behind this statement, as India imports 75 per cent of its total oil requireÂ�
ments, of which 80 per cent of those come from the Gulf States. The 
sharp increase in the price of oil in 2008 alarmed Indian policymakers 
and contributed to a decision to move beyond reliance on imported oil 
to seek ‘equity access to foreign oil and gas reserves and achieve stra-
tegic energy security.’33 This decision, important in itself, also enhanced 
the importance of maritime security in ensuring stable and uninter-
rupted access to oil and gas supplies from the Gulf. Other areas of 
joint security concern for India and its partners in the GCC include the 
safety and security of the four million Indian workers in the GCC, in 
addition to a shared interest in dismantling trans-national terrorist 
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networks that have carried out major attacks in both regions in recent 
years. The myriad linkages binding India and the Gulf in a globalising 
environment were encapsulated in a speech by Prime Minister Singh to 
mark the inauguration of the Centre for West Asian Studies at Jamia 
Millia Islamia University in New Delhi in January 2005:

Ongoing processes in West Asia will have a critical impact on the global stra-
tegic environment. Strategic thinkers the world over will weigh the possible 
impact of the large and growing extra-regional military presence in West Asia, 
or the possibility of radical religious groups seeking to create and fill a political 
vacuum in this region. Needless to say, the impact of any negative development 
on India will transcend the obvious political and security repercussions; it will 
also greatly affect our economy, with our energy security strategy being the 
first to come under threat.34

â•… Significantly, in a move that marked the re-emergence of Indian influ-
ence in the Gulf six decades after the decline of the Raj and following 
an extended period of frigidity between the 1970s and early 1990s, 
India also signed defence cooperation agreements with Qatar and 
Oman, covering maritime security, the sharing of data, and common 
threat perceptions.35 More significantly, in view of its leading role in the 
GCC, this emerging partnership was followed by the signing of the 
Riyadh Declaration in February 2010, in which India and Saudi Arabia 
upgraded their bilateral relationship into a Strategic Partnership. This 
ushered in a ‘new era based on economic engagement and emerging 
opportunities’ that covered the security, defence, economic and energy 
arenas. It built upon King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz’s successful visit to 
India in 2006 and was motivated in part by a strategic reassessment of 
Saudi regional ties prompted by the threat to stability emanating from 
Yemen, Afghanistan and Pakistan.36 However, Indian diplomats have 
also expressed their unease at China’s rapid emergence as a major actor 
in the Gulf, and gone so far as to state that ‘China’s proactive focus on 
expanding ties with the region presents a growing challenge to India…
Geo-economics is increasingly going to determine geopolitics.’37 Nor 
have India or China yet formulated a grand strategy with regard to the 
other, and as their dependence on oil and gas from the Gulf States 
increases, this may become a flashpoint of future tensions.38

â•… These growing interests were also reflected in China’s tenth Five-Year 
Plan (2001–5), which referred specifically to energy security for the first 
time.39 China has additionally constructed a major naval base at the 
Pakistani deep-water port of Gwadur. This opened in 2005 and became 
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fully operational in 2008, and provides China with a transit terminal 
for crude oil imports from Iran and Africa en route to its Xinjiang 
region. Its broader significance is that it gives China a strategic base on 
the Arabian Sea, a mere 400 kilometres from the entrance to the Strait 
of Hormuz, from which it can protect its vital energy security interests 
and monitor maritime traffic entering and leaving the Gulf.40 Its emerg-
ing blue-water capabilities took another step forward in March 2010 
when two Chinese warships docked in Abu Dhabi’s Port Zayed follow-
ing their completion of a six-month mission combating maritime piracy 
in the Gulf of Aden. Their visit marked the first-ever Chinese naval visit 
to the Gulf and visibly reflected China’s growing capability to protect 
its interests overseas. Significantly, the Chinese Ambassador to the 
United Arab Emirates, Gao Yu Sheng, highlighted China’s constructive 
stake in Gulf stability, as he stated that ‘Maintaining security in the 
Gulf is vital to the area and the world, including China.’41

â•… China’s interest in the Gulf coincided with a major rethinking in 
Beijing of the concept of energy security, brought on by anxieties at the 
country’s increasing reliance on imported energy supplies. An integral 
part of this domestic debate concerns the naval capabilities and force 
projection necessary to ensure China’s maritime security of access to 
overseas energy supplies. High-ranking officials of the People’s Libera-
tion Army Navy (PLAN) have emerged as advocates for an enhanced 
‘Far Sea Defence’ (yuanhai fangwei) policy. Thus the PLAN deputy 
political commissar, Yao Wenhuai, argued in December 2007 that 
China’s dependence on seaborne energy imports required a powerful 
navy to defend its strategic interests:

Particularly for oil and other key strategic supplies, our dependence on sea 
transport is very great, and ensuring the security of strategic seaways is 
extremely important. We must fully recognise the actual requirements of pro-
tecting our country’s developmental interests at sea, fully recognise the security 
threats our country faces at sea, and fully recognise the special status and util-
ity of our navy in preparing for military conflict.42

â•… Although the outcome of Chinese domestic debates are still to be 
determined, they nevertheless depict an awareness of China’s global 
responsibilities, although in the immediate-term this is likely to be 
tempered by Chinese officials’ preoccupation with domestic consolida-
tion and stability.43 It is thus too early to state definitively whether 
China’s and India’s new security projection toward the Gulf will sub-
stantively alter the regional dynamics, although they are trends that 
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complement their strengthening energy interdependencies and will 
intensify with time.
â•… Russia, too, started to expand its political and economic linkages 
with the Gulf in general, and reinforced its ties to fellow gas producer 
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia, in particular. Then-President Vladimir 
Putin’s visit to Saudi Arabia and Qatar in February 2007 was the first 
by a Soviet or post-Soviet leader since diplomatic relations were 
restored following the end of the Cold War. The trip was designed to 
boost joint investment opportunities and cooperation with fellow 
energy producing countries.44 It also constituted part of a wider Rus-
sian strategic objective to increase its role in the Middle East and 
become one of the key actors in any new regional security system that 
might emerge.45 On Saudi Arabia’s side it reflected an attempt by King 
Abdullah to strengthen ties with Russia as part of a general diversifi-
cation to reduce dependence on the United States after September 11, 
2001. The relationship assumed regional geopolitical implications in 
2009–10 with Saudi-Russian negotiations over the possible purchase 
of a $4 billion air-defence missile system, in part to induce Moscow 
not to proceed with the sale of such advanced weaponry to Iran.46 
Russian-Qatari ties also coalesced around cooperation in the Gas 
Exporting Countries’ Forum and bilateral agreements such as one 
reached in April 2010 to develop Russia’s Arctic gas reserves in the 
Yamal peninsula.47

â•… In addition to Russia and China’s emergence as economic powers in 
the Gulf and India’s re-entry into the region is Turkey’s reorientation 
toward the Middle East. This carries a historical legacy both in Turkey 
itself, which moved away from the region and toward Europe under 
Ataturk and his Kemalist successors, and among its former imperial 
possessions in the Arabian Peninsula. It is in part a structural realign-
ment of Turkish foreign policy as well as a reaction to repeated rebuffs 
to its aspirations to join the European Union. Especially since the Jus-
tice and Development (AK) Party took office in 2002, the term neo-
Ottomanism has been used to describe Turkey’s apparent reassertion 
of regional power in the Middle East. During recent years, Turkey has 
strengthened its previously-cool relationships in the Middle East and 
deepened its commercial ties with Saudi Arabia and Iran, in particular.48 
Although oil and gas play a central role, economic links are thickening 
and diversifying, with the announcement of a fifteen-year agreement 
between Türk Telekomünikasyon and Saudi Arabia, Syria and Jordan 
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to carry fibre-optic traffic between Europe and the Middle East a 
prominent recent example.49

â•… More significant geopolitically was the tripartite Turkish-Brazilian-
Iranian agreement reached in May 2010 concerning the swapping of 
low-enriched uranium for medically-suitable fuel rods. This attempt by 
two of the leading emerging powers to take their own initiative and try 
to resolve the stand-off between Iran and the international (US-led) 
community received cautious approval from Russia and China but was 
criticised in the United States (and Israel) for undermining the sanc-
tions-based policy approach.50 Two weeks later, the Gaza flotilla inci-
dent, in which the Israeli Defence Force boarded the Mavi Marmara in 
international waters and killed nine activists attempting to breach the 
Israeli blockade of Gaza, provided further evidence of the broadening 
and diversification of Turkish policy toward the Middle East. The six-
ship Gaza Freedom Flotilla was organised by a Turkish Islamic charity, 
and Turkish outrage over the deaths of its citizens accelerated an ongo-
ing strategic reassessment of Turkey’s regional interests.
â•… The 2010 Arab Public Opinion Poll conducted shortly after the flo-
tilla incident appeared to confirm the reality of Turkey’s ‘return’ to the 
Middle East. By a wide margin Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
was voted the most popular individual in the Middle East, well ahead 
of second-placed Ahmedinejad and the Secretary General of Hezbol-
lah, Hassan Nasrallah, in third.51 Yet Turkey’s re-emergence in its 
former colonial hinterland does awaken resentment at its former 
hegemony in the Arabian Peninsula, which public references to neo-
Ottomanism have done little to dispel.52 Much will depend on whether 
the structural factors that underpin Turkey’s reorientation toward the 
Middle East remain focused primarily on economic and investment 
agreements or seek to develop a more muscular security dimension 
outside of the framework of the NATO-led Istanbul Cooperation Ini-
tiative. Any such move would likely provoke feelings of scepticism, 
bordering on hostility, from popular and political opinion in the GCC, 
motivated by historical memories of occupation and lingering mutual 
perceptions of mistrust.53

â•… The proliferation of powerful external actors in the Gulf presents 
both an opportunity and a challenge to the evolution of Gulf security 
structures. On the one hand, energy interdependencies give these pow-
erful states a considerable stake in maintaining a functioning degree of 
regional security and stability. The realignment of geo-economic power 
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toward Asia may also provide China, Russia, India and Turkey with a 
degree of leverage toward the United States that lessens the prospect of 
future unilateral and destabilising American military interventions in 
the region. This could prevent a repeat of the catastrophically ill-
judged invasion and occupation of Iraq in the context of American and 
Israeli sabre-rattling toward Iran. The flip side of the coin is that future 
competition for increasingly scarce energy reserves could result in 
intra-regional relations being characterised more by confrontation than 
cooperation. In this pessimistic scenario, the introduction of multiple 
actors into the Gulf may become destabilising if resource security and 
escalating energy requirements induce them to become more assertive 
in their bilateral dealings with the region.
â•… Issues of energy interdependence and security of access to resources 
thus give external actors an interest in regional security structures. To 
this end, international reactions to the burgeoning incidence of piracy 
in the Gulf of Aden that accelerated sharply from 2008 may prove a 
harbinger of future policy trends. The European Union launched its 
first-ever naval mission (Operation Atalanta) in November 2008 in 
response to more than 100 acts of piracy against international ship-
ping, including the seizure of the fully-laden Saudi super-tanker Sirius 
Star.54 It has a mandate to protect deliveries of food aid by the World 
Food Programme to Somalia, as well as other vulnerable vessels tran-
siting the Gulf of Aden, within the framework of the European Secu-
rity and Defence Policy.55 Significantly, many other countries, including 
China, India, Russia and Iran, also deployed their own warships to 
protect energy security interests in the Gulf of Aden. The People’s Lib-
eration Army Navy dispatched two destroyers and a supply ship in 
order to protect the 1200 Chinese ships that pass through the region 
each year. Similar to the EU, it marked a first, in this instance the debut 
operational mission undertaken by Chinese naval forces outside of 
East Asia.56

â•… With the Gulf region’s share of global oil and natural gas production 
projected to rise from 28 per cent (including Iraqi and Iranian output) 
in 2000 to 33 per cent in 2020, and with most of that increase going 
to Asian markets, its strategic significance will only grow in coming 
decades. China alone accounted for nearly 40 per cent of the increase 
in global oil consumption between 2004 and 2007, and is projected to 
account for another 40 per cent of the increase in world demand for 
oil through 2030.57 In 2009, moreover, for the first time it surpassed 
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the United States in its volume of oil exports from Saudi Arabia, as surgÂ�
ing Chinese demand intersected with a 50 per cent drop in US require-
ments during the global economic downturn.58 This introduces a major 
new dynamic into the regional security matrix as it raises the stakes for 
a greater number of external actors and contributes to the realignment 
of the geopolitics of oil.59 In addition, although European Union mem-
ber-states have steadily diversified their sources of supply to reduce 
their share from Saudi Arabia and the GCC, their two largest suppliers 
(Russia and Norway) will deplete far sooner, and hence may lead to a 
renewed focus on supplies from the Gulf States.60 Although individual 
countries such as Qatar have carefully negotiated long-term bilateral 
energy deals that tie their interests to regional stability, the internation-
alisation of the Gulf does carry certain risks. Chief among them is the 
potential for the current cooperative regional environment to become 
more conflicted if, in spite of thickening interdependencies and energy 
dialogues, access to regional energy resources becomes sharpened in 
the future. Although the debate about ‘peak oil’ is controversial and 
highly uncertain, it is likely that the Gulf oil reserves will be among the 
last to deplete, and in the medium- to longer-term this will further 
enhance their global significance to an energy-hungry world.61

â•… Oil, and more recently, natural gas, is therefore the third factor that 
explains the level of international interest in the Gulf and frames the 
challenges facing its political and economic evolution. Oil rents trans-
formed the political economies of the GCC states, shaped their distinc-
tive state-society relationship, and distorted the economic development 
of the ‘rentier’ or redistributive states that emerged.62 Oil and natural 
gas reserves are not, however, distributed evenly throughout the Gulf, 
and pockets of energy poverty have already emerged. This is creating 
intra-regional dependencies that will only solidify over time. Qatar’s 
role as an exporter of natural gas to meet power generation shortfalls 
in neighbouring Kuwait and Abu Dhabi, despite their own substantial 
gas reserves, is one example of this.63 Another, more far-reaching in its 
implications, is Bahrain’s increasing reliance on its shared Abu Saafa 
oilfield with Saudi Arabia, without which the kingdom would not be 
able to maintain the export of oil from its own rapidly-depleting 
reserves.64 A corollary is greater Saudi leverage over Bahraini domestic 
developments, as evidenced during the uprising in Bahrain in 1994, 
when senior Saudi officials made it very clear that the revolt would not 
be allowed to succeed.65 Unsubstantiated allegations in Bahrain also 
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hold that Saudi armoured personnel carriers were dispatched across 
the causeway to Manama and parked around the Pearl Monument 
roundabout in a highly visible statement that the Al-Saud would not 
stand idly by and watch the Al-Khalifa ruling family fall.66

â•… Highly unequal energy reserves and rates of depletion therefore loom 
large in shaping intra-regional ties of dependency and development. At 
2006 production rates, and barring unexpected new discoveries, both 
Bahrain and Oman are projected to exhaust their existing oil reserves 
by 2025. They both face imminent transition to non-oil economies, as 
does Yemen, where oil output has been shrinking since 2000 and is 
projected to run out within years rather than decades.67 These three 
countries’ situation contrasts sharply with the other Gulf States, which 
do not face the same imminent challenges of resource depletion. In 
June 2009, the annual BP Statistical Review of World Energy esti-
mated that Kuwait has a reserves-to-production ratio of 99.6 years, 
the United Arab Emirates 89.7 years, Saudi Arabia 66.5 years, and 
Qatar 54.1 years.68 Clear differentials have thus opened up within the 
GCC itself, and may become future sources of tension and insecurity 
as they widen in scope and the difference between resource-rich and 
resource-poor becomes more pronounced and visible.
â•… Oil rents played the central role in constructing and subsequently 
maintaining the social contract and redistributive mechanisms in the 
rentier-state systems of the Gulf. The welfare strategies for co-opting 
support developed in the 1960s and 1970s in times of comparatively 
small populations and seemingly endless resources.69 In all of the Gulf 
States, they were vital to cushioning the impact of the transformational 
socio-economic changes that compressed decades of modernising and 
evolutionary change elsewhere into a single generational achievement. 
The primary differing variable in the shift to the post-oil future is that 
regimes’ capacity to co-opt opposition will likely be limited both by 
socio-economic and demographic constraints as well as the impact of 
the globalising flows of people, ideas, and norms.70 For these reasons, 
any changes to the domestic political economy of resource distribution 
pose a direct challenge to the security and stability of states in transi-
tion. Comparative political science indicates that redistributive states 
are especially vulnerable to erosion of the ruling bargain and consequent 
loss of regime legitimacy if mechanisms for co-opting support and 
depoliticising society begin to break down.71 This was articulated by 
one prominent academic critic of the Al-Khalifa in Bahrain, who stated 
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bluntly that ‘The future is very bleak…the system must change or 
transform itself,’ otherwise ‘without oil there is no future.’72 Yemen 
provides a cautionary example of the difficulties inherent in overcom-
ing the reliance on subsidies, as widespread riots broke out in 2005 
following a government decision to raise the price of fuel.73

â•… Even in resource-rich states, such as Kuwait, the sensitivity of reforms 
to the welfare and subsidy system is such that officials are extremely 
wary of making the progressive changes that would gradually construct 
a more sustainable political economy.74 This complicates policymaking 
in these ‘extreme rentiers’ owing to the vested interests and perceptions 
of entitlement by several generations that have grown up with no recol-
lections of the pre-oil era. The new system of rising tariffs on water 
consumption introduced by the Dubai Electricity and Water Authority 
in March 2008 illustrates the difficulties involved in reforming the 
rentier economies, even gradually. This measure constituted a poten-
tially groundbreaking effort to curb wasteful consumption and reflect 
more closely the true cost of water.75 Nevertheless, its significance was 
severely diluted because it did not apply to UAE nationals, the very 
group with the most unsustainable habits of consumption and the least 
awareness of the need for, or value of, resource conservation.76

â•… The fourth and final contextual factor is the continuing lack of inter-
nal consensus within the GCC itself. A fundamental tension between 
bilateralism and multilateralism undercuts attempts to formulate a 
coherent collective policy on most issues.77 Chapter one described the 
lack of an integrative decision-making institution for the pooling of 
sovereignty and ongoing intra-regional tensions between the six mem-
ber-states. These systemic factors complicate the creation of a common 
voice for the GCC. They were in full evidence in regional reactions to 
Israel’s military onslaught against Gaza in January 2009. Abu Dhabi 
and Qatar organised rival summits that split the GCC, with Saudi Ara-
bia, Bahrain and Kuwait attending the former and snubbing the Doha 
meeting.78 More specifically, the Abu Dhabi summit issued a commu-
niqué in support of the Arab Peace Initiative and backing the Palestin-
ian Authority and its President, Mahmoud Abbas. This gathering of 
‘moderate’ US allies contrasted with the more belligerent tone of the 
Doha meeting, which featured high-profile speeches by the exiled 
leader of Hamas, Khaled Meshaal, who called for Israeli aggression to 
be destroyed, and by the President of Syria, Bashar Al-Assad, who 
urged Arab nations to cut all ties with Israel.79
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â•… Developments later in 2009 further magnified the intra-GCC differ-
ences and underscored the deep tensions that criss-cross and under-
mine regional policymaking. In May 2009, the decision to situate the 
planned GCC Monetary Council in Riyadh rather than Abu Dhabi led 
the United Arab Emirates dramatically to withdraw from the planned 
monetary union project. Although Oman had already left the project, 
in 2006, citing the incompatibility of its economic convergence,80 com-
ments by the UAE Foreign Minister, Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al-
Nahyan, left no doubt that his country’s withdrawal was in direct 
response to the decision: ‘the UAE was the first country supposed to 
host the central bank, and we believe it had the right to do so. It did 
not happen.’81 This episode was buttressed by other instances of dis-
harmony as relations quickly soured. These included the interruption 
of cross-border land trade that stranded thousands of lorry drivers 
without food or water during the summer of 2009. This occurred 
when Saudi officials stopped accepting UAE identity cards which, they 
alleged, wrongly depicted a disputed boundary as belonging to the 
UAE.82 Embarrassingly, the incident came shortly after the GCC 
approved in principle a single visa system as part of an initiative to 
enhance freedom of movement within the GCC similar to the Schengen 
agreement in Europe.83

â•… These incidents demonstrate how moves to formulate a collective 
decision-making framework in the GCC remain at the mercy of the perÂ�
sonalised nature of rule in the individual member-states. The institu-
tionalisation of GCC structures is tangled up with lingering unease 
within the smaller member-states at potential Saudi hegemony within 
the organisation. This lay behind the decision in 2005 to abolish their 
joint military unit (Peninsula Shield), and remains a potent factor, as 
evidenced in the UAE withdrawal from the monetary union and an 
unprecedented naval clash over maritime boundaries between Saudi 
and Emirati vessels in March 2010.84 Less than two months later, in 
early May, another small-scale skirmish saw the Qatari coastguard fire 
on seven Bahraini boats encroaching on its territorial waters, which itself 
was a reaction to depleting fishing stocks in Bahraini coastal waters. 
One Bahraini sailor was injured and soon after Al-Jazeera was banned 
from operating in Bahrain, although this may also have been an over-
reaction to a news story focusing on levels of poverty in the Kingdom.85

â•… Such ongoing difficulties are further complicated by a second power-
ful centrifugal force that militates against strengthening GCC influence, 
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namely the continuing dominance of the Gulf States’ lucrative bilateral 
relationships with their major trading partners.86 An ongoing preference 
for bilateralism, both on the part of GCC states and their trading part-
ners in the west, undermines efforts to conclude GCC-wide free trade 
agreements. This was seen most emblematically in 2004 when Bahrain 
(followed later by Oman) signed an individual free trade agreement 
with the United States.87 The controversial decision caused considerable 
friction within the GCC in general, and with Saudi Arabia in particular, 
whose foreign minister, Saud Al-Faisal, commented that it was ‘alarm-
ing to see some members of the GCC enter into separate bilateral agree-
ments with international powers in both the security and economic 
spheres, taking precedence over the need to act collectively.’88

â•… Nevertheless, the conclusion of these bilateral free trade agreements 
with the United States tapped into a broader policy decision taken by 
the George W. Bush administration not to deal collectively with GCC 
member-states. Rather, US policy remained focused on the bilateral 
approaches integrating each country firmly into the American security 
umbrella.89 One explanation for this policy decision is Washington’s 
unease at the potential power a coherent GCC bloc might exercise 
over strategic oil reserves.90 Another view holds that it formed part of 
a Bush administration strategy to fragment the GCC and wean the 
smaller states away from Saudi Arabia in retaliation for the King-
dom’s failure publicly to endorse the invasion and occupation of Iraq 
in 2003.91

â•… These bilateral trajectories have resulted in collective GCC policy-
making, particularly in the field of defence, remaining a chimera. Deci-
sions taken since 1991 have integrated each of the GCC states into the 
American security umbrella on a bilateral basis, and undercut any 
residual collective approach to security. More recently, the establish-
ment of the NATO-Gulf Istanbul Cooperation Initiative in 2004 added 
a further layer to these internal divisions, as Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar 
and the United Arab Emirates opted in while Oman and Saudi Arabia 
opted out of the cooperative security partnership. Moreover, in 2002 
and 2004 the Bush administration accorded Bahrain and Kuwait 
Major Non-NATO Ally status, thereby making available a wide range 
of military and financial advantages not open to the other GCC 
states.92 This fused the two trends described above of bilateralism and 
the Bush-era policy of disfavouring closer GCC integration and 
extended it into the defence and security sphere of policymaking.
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Emerging and Longer-Term Challenges to Security

Having set out the macro-parameters within which Gulf security struc-
tures will evolve, part two of this book narrows the focus to examine 
the emergence of longer-term challenges to security and stability at the 
level of states and societies. These constitute a range of non-conven-
tional and non-military threats whose full consequences will unfold 
over a period of decades rather than years. The three major clusters of 
emerging threats are the impact of demographic and generational 
change and the challenge of accommodating these trends, the political 
economy of resource distribution and their growing scarcity, and the 
impact of environmental degradation and climate change. Taken 
together, they have the potential profoundly to impact the political 
economy of the Gulf States and complicate the transition toward any 
post-oil era. They will require regimes to reformulate the pillars of 
their legitimacy as well as the redistributive social contracts. Crucial to 
this transition will be the strengthening of polities that otherwise are 
vulnerable to fragmentation if existing and latent fault-lines become 
sharpened and contested by future external and global shocks, such as 
climate change.
â•… The underlying argument in these next chapters is that the changing 
political economies in all six GCC states need to be underpinned by a 
new and broader approach to the study of national and regional secu-
rity dynamics. They describe the interaction of these political econo-
mies in transition with the complex and rapidly-shifting socio-political 
environment at its various local, regional and global levels. Emphasis-
ing the multidimensionality of the processes under examination pro-
vides a clearer picture of the challenges likely to face policymakers as 
they move towards adopting post-rentier forms of governance. In addi-
tion, the chapters explore the implications of these shifts for the bal-
ance of power among different groups within society just as much as 
the regional balance of power between states.
â•… Indeed it is this symbiosis between the internal and the external, the 
local and the global, that is reshaping the Gulf security agenda in an 
era of accelerating and globalising change. Yet it remains the case that 
a substantial gap exists between regional policymakers’ awareness of 
these emerging trends and the difficulties that lie ahead, and the policy 
responses that have been unveiled thus far. Examining the reasons this 
is so, in the chapters ahead, sheds light on the nature of the policy 
choices that confront the Gulf States as they attempt to reformulate 
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the social contract and reposition their economies without provoking 
radical socio-economic upheaval or risking their internal legitimacy or 
political authority.
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4

DEMOGRAPHIC AND STRUCTURAL IMBALANCES 
IN GULF ECONOMIES

Part two of this book opens with an examination of the demographic 
trends and structural economic imbalances in Gulf economies. It con-
siders their implications for the medium- and longer-term stability of 
these polities, and integrates them into the broadening and deepening 
of the security agenda. With the monarchies of the Arabian Peninsula 
having experienced four decades of exceptionally rapid demographic 
growth that is only now beginning to slow, a youth bulge will continue 
to work its way through the population structure for decades to come. 
Although this is consistent with the demographic transition model, in 
which birth and death rates fall from high to low at different rates in 
four distinctive stages, it places great strain on existing redistributive 
welfare mechanisms. Accordingly, generational shifts in the GCC states 
will be closely intertwined with the processes of demographic change 
and the success or otherwise of projects of economic diversification 
away from reliance on capital-intensive hydrocarbon industries. At its 
core is the reformulation of the social contract and the associated shift 
that this implies from the perverse incentives created by rent-seeking 
behaviour toward productive notions of work and reward.
â•… This, in turn, introduces new dynamics into issues of regional security 
and stability. These are discussed at length in chapters five and six. They 
include the emergence of resource scarcities coexistent with the continu-
ation of unequal patterns of access to, and distribution of, resources. In 
recent years, and particularly following the oil and commodity price 
rises of 2007–8, resource security emerged as an urgent issue in GCC 
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states. Nevertheless, the potential for significant unrest in the future 
remains if greater contestation of resources sharpens latent and existing 
fault-lines within and between states. Contemporaneously, the potential 
for exogenous shocks arising from climate change and environmental 
degradation, caused by the persistence of unsustainable patterns of set-
tlement in the Gulf States, also increases these states’ vulnerability to 
sources of insecurity. Thus, the three chapters in this part of the book 
contain multiple, interacting strands that will frame the contextual 
parameters of the transition toward the post-oil era that will unfold at 
different paces in the different countries. These indices of human devel-
opment are intertwined in reshaping the sources of human security (or 
insecurity) that will accompany this transition.

The social and economic trends described in this chapter have pro-
found implications for internal security and stability in the Gulf States. 
Officials and policymakers are not unaware of this looming crunch, 
particularly in Kuwait, where it is interlinked with political frustration 
with the slow pace of reform, but also in Bahrain and Oman, where 
resource depletion is more imminent, and Yemen and Saudi Arabia, 
which confront demographic challenges that do not exist in the more 
lightly-populated smaller Gulf States. There is nevertheless a substan-
tive gap between recognition of the issues and the political measures or 
willpower necessary to address them in any meaningful or sustainable 
way that begins to strip away the vested interests and layers of rent-
seekers embedded in Gulf polities.1 This extends even to flagship 
projects of economic diversification or knowledge-promotion, as they 
are motivated primarily by a desire for ‘branding’ rather than a sys-
tematic reformulation of productive capabilities. Consequently, the 
major issue facing policymakers in the Gulf—how to transition away 
from unproductive rent-seeking behaviour—remains unresolved as 
officials eschewed the opportunity offered by the 2002–8 oil price 
boom to undertake structural economic reforms.2

Demographic Trends and the Youth Bulge

The countries of the Arabian Peninsula have some of the highest rates 
of population growth in the world. This has been partially caused by 
the rapid decline in death rates and lagging declines in birth rates per 
head of population, and partially by massive levels of in-migration to 
service the oil-producing rentier states that emerged since the 1970s. 
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These trends resulted in the population of the Arabian Peninsula 
increasing from 8 million in 1950 to 58 million in 2007, with a pro-
jected rise to 124 million in 2050.3 A further breakdown of this figure 
reveals even more remarkable trends, most notably the near-doubling 
of the Qatari population from 800,000 in 2006 to 1.5 million by the 
end of 2007, and an unexpected announcement of a 41 per cent jump 
in the population of Bahrain in the same year.4 Even without taking 
into account future surges in in-migration, the Population Reference 
Bureau estimates that between 2009 and 2050, populations will grow 
by 61 per cent in Bahrain, 64 per cent in Qatar, 71 per cent in Oman, 
74 per cent in Saudi Arabia, 76 per cent in Kuwait, 79 per cent in the 
United Arab Emirates, and 128 per cent in Yemen.5

â•… These figures place growing pressures on states in the Arabian Penin-
sula, as in the wider Arab world, to provide educational and job-crea-
tion opportunities for the large numbers of young people coming of 
age. As of 2008, 70 per cent of the citizen population in the GCC were 
below the age of thirty, of which 30 per cent were aged fourteen or 
under. This means that a youth bulge will continue to work its way 
through the demographic pyramid for at least another two generations, 
even if birth rates fall to a low level.6 Yet birth rates remain high in the 
region’s two most populous countries (Saudi Arabia and Yemen), at 
twenty-nine and thirty-eight births per 1000 of total population. This 
compares to figures of thirteen in Qatar, fifteen in Bahrain and eighteen 
in Kuwait, which themselves are similar to the United Kingdom (thir-
teen) and the United States (fourteen).7 Meanwhile, as recently as the 
early 1990s, Oman had the second-highest fertility rate in the world, 
after Niger, and while an aggressive campaign to promote birth spac-
ing reduced the birth rate from its previous figure of over forty, it 
remains high, at twenty-five per 1000 in 2009.8

â•… The combination of rapid population growth with inadequate 
employment opportunities represents a major long-term challenge to 
internal cohesion in the GCC. This dilemma is not unique to the 
region; it is one shared by the wider Arab and developing world as a 
whole, as economies struggle to generate sufficient jobs to absorb even 
the rates of natural increase without exacerbating the already-high 
levels of existing unemployment.9 Nevertheless, its impact in the GCC 
states is compounded by stratified labour markets and rentier mentali-
ties that have created imbalanced and dual labour market systems that 
are unique in the contemporary world.10 Signs of socio-economic strain 
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have already emerged in all the GCC states and Yemen. They may be 
expected to have a particularly destabilising effect on successive gen-
erations of citizens under the age of forty, who take for granted the 
redistribution of wealth and provision of public goods, and lack any 
point of comparison with the hardships experienced by their elders.11

â•… Rising disparities of income and wealth provide a visible indicator 
of the growing inequalities within GCC societies. A case in point is 
Saudi Arabia, where the level of income per capita more than halved, 
from $16,650 in 1980 to $7,239 in 2000.12 Although this fall coin-
cided with a prolonged slump in oil prices, and was followed by a 
period of enormous capital accumulation during the 2003–08 oil 
boom, it failed to mask fully the disparities, which are creating a new 
underclass of ‘have-nots’ in the region. These divergent trajectories are 
potentially destabilising because in many cases they follow fissures 
within society. These may overlay sectarian divisions, as in Bahrain or 
Saudi Arabia where absolute and relative rates of poverty are inter-
linked with the politics of uneven development, or they may exist 
between citizens and expatriates.13 Both fault-lines reveal considerable 
tensions and societal pressures that may become systemic if they are 
not addressed in a comprehensive and sustainable manner.
â•… In Yemen, meanwhile, the human development challenge is exacer-
bated by its poor performance across myriad indices of development. 
These include low quality of, and access to, education and the fifth 
largest gender gap in the world, a continuing mismatch in the labour 
market and restrictions on entry into GCC labour markets, institu-
tional blockages that hinder the development of the private sector and 
reduce employment opportunities for Yemeni youth, and broader mac-
roeconomic and political problems that have steadily eroded govern-
mental authority and legitimacy. The cumulative result is the exclusion 
of a large proportion of youth from a formative age, and who subse-
quently will lack the basic skills to compete in labour markets and face 
lifelong difficulties in accessing the resources and support they require 
to productively participate in society.14

â•… In Bahrain, pockets of extreme poverty and socio-economic depriva-
tion exist within sight of the gleaming towers of the Manama Financial 
Harbour and World Trade Centre, in a visible reminder of the uneven 
development patterns inside the Kingdom.15 Anti-ruling family slogans 
painted on walls and frequent outbreaks of low-level violence, which 
occasionally escalate into more serious trouble, attest to the simmering 
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tensions that provide volatile kindling for future unrest.16 Although the 
sectarian tension in Bahrain is atypical and unlikely to be replicated 
elsewhere in the GCC, with the potential exception of the Eastern Prov-
ince of Saudi Arabia, it does reveal the challenges facing governments if 
the social contract binding state and society begins to break down. Ris-
ing levels of un- and under-employment, and the emergence of relative 
and absolute economic hardships, will increase regimes’ vulnerability to 
societal pressure and political contestation, as witnessed in the previous 
period of low oil prices and economic difficulties in the 1990s.17 This 
requires governments in the GCC, and (not least) Yemen, to find meas-
ures to accommodate the generational change and youth bulge without 
it becoming a risk to internal stability. Nevertheless, the persistence of 
highly stratified dual labour markets complicates this approach, and 
poses special obstacles to strategies to increase the rate of employment 
of citizens in national and region-wide labour markets.18

Dual Labour Markets

Elsewhere, the primary division in the incidence of poverty is between 
the citizen and expatriate communities. The existence of dual labour 
markets for these two categories of workers is the major distinguishing 
factor that marks the GCC out from other world regions. As of 2002–3, 
expatriate labourers provided the majority of the labour force in each 
of the six GCC states, ranging from 60 per cent in Saudi Arabia and 
Bahrain to 65.7 per cent in Oman, 80 per cent in Kuwait, 89.5 per cent 
in Qatar and 90 per cent in the UAE.19 More broadly, expatriates con-
stituted 37 per cent of the total population in the GCC in 2007, form-
ing absolute majorities in Kuwait (66 per cent of the total), Qatar (75 
per cent) and the United Arab Emirates (83 per cent), in addition to 
substantial minorities in Oman and Saudi Arabia (25 per cent) and 
Bahrain (40 per cent).20 This has given rise to highly-stratified labour 
markets in which divisions between citizen and expatriate labour largely 
follow the public and private sector lines. Kuwait provides the clearest 
instance of this almost binary division of labour, where 92 per cent of 
Kuwaitis in work in 2005 were concentrated in the public sector, leav-
ing the private sector almost exclusively peopled by expatriates.21

â•… Such levels of stratification hold important implications for labour 
security on multiple levels. Expatriate labour communities in the Gulf 
have a heightened vulnerability to the inequalities and marginalisation 
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described in the previous section. This is evidenced in Qatar, where a 
2002 study found that more than 40 per cent of expatriates live below 
the poverty line compared to less than 1 per cent of Qatari nationals.22 
Similar disparities exist in the other GCC states where expatriate labour 
migrants comprise the majority community. Human Rights Watch has 
issued a number of reports listing serious exploitation of migrant 
labourers in the United Arab Emirates, including extremely low wages, 
labourers’ indebtedness to recruitment agencies, low-quality housing 
conditions in labour camps, and a lack of enforceable contractual guar-
antees for basic human and working rights.23 Kuwait has come in for 
similar criticism from international human rights organisations for the 
exploitation of the domestic and expatriate workers that constitute 70 
per cent of the total labour force.24 This reached such proportions that 
in June 2009 the former President of the Philippines, Joseph Estrada, 
called for a ban on sending Filipina workers, mainly female domestic 
staff, to Kuwait until working conditions improved.25

â•… The presence within GCC societies of large numbers of migrant 
labourers with no civil or political rights and very few economic rights 
is another potent source of human insecurity. At a time when the 
notion of ‘human security’ is gaining voice in the Arab world, as else-
where, the very concept of ‘security for whom’ becomes critically 
important in this particular context. If ‘human security’ in its GCC-
specific context is taken to refer to the security of citizens only, it can-
not by definition be classed as a population-centric approach that 
embraces the security of all communities within a defined polity. Con-
versely, the absolute and relative size of the expatriate population, 
particularly in the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Kuwait, but also 
in the other GCC states, means that regimes are faced with a dilemma 
should their marginalised and disenfranchised labour migrants ever 
make a claim for civil or political rights in the future.26 Already, signifi-
cant (by GCC standards) labour unrest occurred in Dubai, Bahrain 
and Kuwait in 2007–8. The unrest coincided with the beginning of the 
global financial and economic crisis, and rising inflationary and cost-
of-living pressures. Noticeably, it was this potential for economic 
unrest that worried governing officials in the GCC as it jeopardised 
their developmental models and called into question their ability to 
honour their side of the ruling bargain.27

â•… These anxieties feed into a broader sense of unease felt by many 
GCC nationals at a dilution of their identity, as articulated by the com-
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mander of Dubai police force, Major-General Dahi Tamim Khalfan, in 
November 2008, when he said that the ongoing construction boom in 
the UAE would eventually come at the cost of the country losing its 
identity.28 Later, in August 2009, the Bahraini Minister of Labour and 
Social Affairs, Dr Majeed Al-Alawi, stated apocalyptically that ‘The 
issue of expatriate labour is not a time bomb; it is a bomb that has 
already gone off. It must be dealt with and suitable solutions must be 
put in place at present, otherwise the future of Gulf states will be at 
risk.’29 Throughout the GCC states, a continuing reliance on expatriate 
labour, even during times of rising indigenous unemployment, contains 
the seeds of considerable future discontent. This remains the case even 
though lingering rentier mentalities mean that many GCC citizens 
would not, in any case, contemplate doing the hard manual tasks per-
formed by the majority of the unskilled expatriate labourers.30

Unemployment and Weak Institutionalisation

Within the GCC, unemployment is regularly cited as the primary long-
term challenge facing regimes. This goes alongside a widespread per-
ception that officials lack the political courage and capital to formulate 
effective strategies for tackling the structural roots of the imbalanced 
labour market.31 Doing so would require the dismantling of public 
attitudes and official policies toward the dual labour market system. It 
would also necessitate the ending of government strategies that created 
a depoliticised and controlled labour force consisting of imported 
labourers from South and East Asia. However, recent evidence does 
not indicate that regimes’ pragmatic strategies of survival extend to 
making the deep, structural changes necessary to realign their labour 
markets with local educational systems in order to meet the challenge 
of domestic un- and under-employment. In addition, GCC states’ citi-
zens remain unwilling to forego lucrative public sector careers and 
enter the private sector, which retains a negative social stigma inter-
twined with deeply-embedded notions of entitlement.32 These trends 
point toward a potential future breakdown in the social contract in its 
guise of cradle-to-grave welfare for citizens in the GCC, under the twin 
pressures of demographic change and inability to provide sufficient 
public-sector jobs to absorb all citizens willing and able to enter the 
labour force.33

â•… The issue of unemployment is intertwined with the broader socio-
economic challenges arising from the over-stretch of existing state 
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capacity to meet rising demand for utilities, health care and education, 
in addition to job requirements. Nor is it confined to those states fac-
ing more imminent transitions to a post-oil future, such as Bahrain, 
Oman and Yemen, or to Saudi Arabia, where rapid population growth 
has eroded the state’s redistributive capabilities. Especially in ‘extreme 
rentiers,’ such as Kuwait and the UAE, the situation is distinctly unfa-
vourable to the wide-reaching reforms that will be necessary to transi-
tion the economic and labour markets onto long-term, sustainable 
bases.34 In these examples, where bountiful oil reserves do not impose 
anything like the same urgency to diversify economically, problems of 
overstaffing and under-performing in the public sector remain essentially 
unchanged. A study conducted by the Al-Watan newspaper in Novem-
ber 2009 estimated that 30,000 public sector employees in Kuwait had 
not reported for work for several years, and that another 20,000 
worked for no more than an hour or two each day, while receiving full 
pay in both cases.35 Simultaneously in the UAE, an announced 70 per 
cent rise in the basic salary of Emiratis working for the federal govern-
ment illustrated the importance of the public sector as another lucra-
tive form of wealth redistribution in rentier systems, and the continuing 
temptation for ruling elites to use lavish pay increases as an instrument 
to maintain short-term favour with their citizenry.36

â•… This notwithstanding, the problem of unemployment is more acute 
in the ‘lesser rentiers’ whose capacity for continued rent redistribution 
is much reduced. A study conducted by the McKinsey consultancy group 
in November 2007 laid bare the scale of the challenge posed by mount-
ing unemployment. The report estimated that, contrary to official claims 
of much lower rates, real unemployment in Bahrain, Oman and Saudi 
Arabia exceeded 15 per cent, and that the figure rose to 35 per cent for 
those aged between sixteen and twenty-four. It also found that the satu-
rated public sector was no longer able to guarantee employment to citi-
zens entering the job market. Furthermore, it identified severe deficiencies 
in local education systems that meant that most entrants into GCC 
labour markets lacked the requisite qualifications to enter the private 
sector.37 The situation is bleaker still in Yemen, where overall unem-
ployment rates are between 35–40 per cent, amid the continuing reluc-
tance of GCC states to admit unskilled or semi-skilled Yemeni labour 
migrants in place of workers from non-Muslim, Asian countries.38

â•… The McKinsey report confirmed the findings of an earlier study com-
missioned in 2004 by the Crown Prince of Bahrain, Sheikh Salman bin 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	 DEMOGRAPHIC AND STRUCTURAL IMBALANCES

		  93

Hamad Al-Khalifa. This predicted that unemployment in Bahrain 
would reach 35 per cent by 2013, by which time the number of Bah-
raini nationals within the labour market was expected to be double its 
2003 level.39 In his capacity as chairman of the Economic Development 
Board in Bahrain, the Crown Prince subsequently prioritised economic 
reforms designed to modernise and update the Bahraini economy in 
line with a strategic Vision 2030 project of economic diversification.40 
Specifically, the Board introduced measures to tackle corruption, 
increase the range of opportunities available to young people, encour-
age foreign direct investment and private-sector development, and 
embed the values of transparency and accountability in the corporate 
governance culture.41

â•… Many of these reforms became entangled in an internal power strug-
gle within the ruling Al-Khalifa family. This pitted the younger, reform-
oriented Crown Prince against his conservative great-uncle, the long- 
serving Prime Minister Sheikh Khalifa bin Salman Al-Khalifa in an 
inter-generational and familial contest.42 The latter appeared to be resolÂ�
ved in favour of the Crown Prince in 2008, although the Prime Minister 
continued to exert a powerful constraining influence on further political 
reform in Bahrain following the initial opening initiated by the new Emir 
(later King) Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa in 2001–2.43 This in-fighting is 
particularly damaging because of the magnitude of the socio-economic 
challenges facing Bahrain. The intersection of sectarian-based tension, 
poverty, unemployment and economic marginalisation, coupled with the 
urgency of the looming depletion of oil reserves, mean that there is no 
margin for further delays to the reform process.
â•… The Bahraini experience, in which reform was initiated (as in Qatar) 
by a newly-enthroned ruler in a generational shift from his predecessor, 
demonstrated one of the limiting factors on local reform movements. 
This is the lingering personalisation of reforms in light of the compara-
tive youthfulness of national bureaucratic institutions in the GCC. The 
corollary of this is weak institutionalisation attributable to the ongoing 
consolidation of the structures created during the formative state-
building era, as well as the enduring strength of personalised networks 
and vested interests that form a nexus of political-economic ties 
cemented by intra-familial and tribal relationships.44 Together they 
ensure that reforms remain potentially tied to a particular individual 
or faction, and open to reversal at a future date. This is certainly the 
case with the reforms of the judiciary and higher education initiated by 
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King Abdullah bin Abdul-Aziz Al-Saud in Saudi Arabia since his acces-
sion in 2005.45 A more conservative successor, such as the second-in-
line Prince Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz Al-Saud, might well reverse them, as 
noted by Hassan Al-Husseini, a former administrator at the King Fahd 
University of Petroleum and Minerals, in observing that ‘when some-
thing is established by royal edict, then that same thing can be reversed 
by another royal edict. It’s not like you have legal protection for such 
things in Saudi Arabia.’46

â•… Somewhat similarly, the unfolding economic crisis in Dubai revealed 
much about the personalisation of power and weakness of legal-ra-
tional authority as it gathered pace in 2008–9. These trends became 
visible in the run-up to and immediate aftermath of, Dubai World’s 
request for a six-month moratorium on repayment of an Islamic bond 
due in December 2009. Dubai’s ruler, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al-Maktoum, played a high-profile role in attempting to deflect 
rumours of a problem, describing the global financial crisis as a ‘pass-
ing cloud that will not stay longer’ in September 2009, and infamously 
telling critics of Dubai to ‘shut up’ and ‘do their homework’ in early-
November.47 However the enduring damage to Dubai’s credibility came 
when officials obfuscated over the emirate’s backing of government-
linked institutions such as Dubai World.48 This reversed several years 
of state-sanctioned hints at a full sovereign guarantee for these state 
investment and holding companies, and revealed the state-business 
nexus that hitherto had underpinned their growth to be hollow in 
times of difficulty.49 It also exposed the considerable opacity and lack 
of accountability concerning the separation of power between ruler 
and state in Dubai’s institutional structures.50

â•… A combination of socio-political and economic factors therefore 
point to an imminent reformulation of the existing social contract in 
the GCC and Yemen, away from notions of citizen entitlement come 
what may. Central to this looming crunch is the growing overstretch 
of existing state capacity to meet rising demand for public utilities, 
including health care and education, and access to jobs. These are 
interlinked, and risk marginalising an entire generation of young peo-
ple who lack the requisite skill sets and language abilities to compete 
with cheaper sources of expatriate labour.

The following section considers the implications of education and 
knowledge deficits in the GCC before a final section in this chapter 
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examines the patchy record of economic diversification. Collectively, 
they expose the underlying issue, which is the comparative failure of 
Gulf States’ strategies to resolve the systemic structural imbalances or 
fully address the ‘crisis of education’ at all its primary, secondary and 
higher forms.

Education and Knowledge Deficits

Education and access to knowledge are the great dividers in the mod-
ern information-based society. They encompass a range of tangible and 
intangible dimensions that feed into broader discourse on the transi-
tion toward knowledge-based economies that form such an integral 
part of the national visions and plans that populate the regional eco-
nomic landscape. On the surface, a revolution has taken place in 
higher education in the GCC states since the turn of the twenty-first 
century. Between 2003 and 2007, more than forty foreign branches of 
Western universities opened in the UAE and Qatar, and over 100 uni-
versities and colleges formed in Saudi Arabia. The GCC emerged as 
the major academic player in the broader Middle East North Africa 
(MENA) region as the scale of investment into higher education and 
research became clear.51 The trend was capped in 2009 by the opening 
of the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST), 
in Saudi Arabia, and the Masdar Institute of Science and Technology 
(MIST), in Abu Dhabi. Meanwhile, the formation of NYU Abu Dhabi 
was a landmark move, involving the construction of an entire research 
university, including a fully-integrated liberal arts and science college 
in Abu Dhabi, rather than the importation of a single faculty or school, 
such as the Georgetown School of Foreign Service in Qatar.52 Else-
where, the Qatar Foundation led the way in creating Education City 
and the Qatar Science and Technology Park in collaboration with lead-
ing Western academic institutions, while in Oman the Knowledge 
Oasis Muscat brought together more than sixty international compa-
nies, including Microsoft, Oracle, HP and Motorola, to directly facili-
tate cooperation between higher education, business, industry and 
government.53 These innovative developments established hubs of 
agglomeration for knowledge-intensive goods and services, bringing 
research and business together in a regional model of industry-univer-
sity collaboration.54

â•… These flagship institutions provide world-leading platforms for cut-
ting-edge research and collaboration with leading Western institutions, 
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including the University of Cambridge and Stanford University, both 
of which established collaborative initiatives with KAUST, Imperial 
College London, which founded a joint research initiative with the 
Qatar Science and Technology Park, and Harvard University, which 
established the Dubai Initiative in connection with the Dubai School of 
Government.55 Particularly in the Saudi example, the co-educational 
KAUST model pushes out the social boundaries concerning the role of 
women and education, and, in the opinion of Osama Tayeb, president 
of King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah, is designed to ‘accelerate sci-
entific, technological, cultural, economic and social progress…all over 
the Kingdom.’56 It also benefited from the strong personal support and 
funding of King Abdullah, although, as the previous section made 
clear, this raises the possibility that in the future, monarchs may not be 
so tolerant.57

â•… Nevertheless, in spite of these considerable achievements, and the 
lavish expenditure devoted to higher education reform in the GCC 
states, significant gaps remain in educational standards and the acqui-
sition of knowledge. One recent study of higher education in the GCC 
concluded pessimistically that the trends toward importing foreign 
(predominantly American) campuses perpetuated a dependency culture 
in which the Gulf States remained consumers, rather than producers, 
of knowledge, which continued to be generated externally. The 
authors, which included a former Minister for Higher Education (and 
current Chair of the State Council) in Oman, added that the influx of 
foreign institutions of higher education risked becoming ‘a valuable 
economic and political cargo for the sellers/exporters but of little edu-
cational value to purchasers/importers.’58

â•… Important though KAUST and Education City undoubtedly are, they 
are carefully-managed enclaves which, in the case of KAUST, is eighty 
kilometres from the nearest large city. It is thus effectively sealed off 
from Saudi society, and the possibility of any overspill of its social 
mixing is further diminished by the low number of Saudi students 
enrolled there and the tight controls of access to the campus.59 Outside 
these enclaves, the substantial expansion in institutional facilities and 
expenditure has yet to be matched by a transformation in the quality 
of education made available.60 Nor has the project to embed regional 
campuses of North American higher education been an unqualified 
success, as the difficulties experienced by the George Mason University 
campus in Ras al-Khaimah (which closed in 2009) and Michigan State 
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University attest. This divergent trajectory between quality and quan-
tity highlighted a broader educational deficiency found in many coun-
tries in the Middle East and North Africa.61 Particular weaknesses in 
the sciences, engineering and language skills, attested by low scores in 
international benchmarks such as TIMSS (Trends in International 
Mathematical and Science Study) translate into poor levels of knowl-
edge generation, and an accelerating gap in value-added wealth crea-
tion between the developed and developing worlds.62 For all their 
spending on educational reform and targeting of higher education, no 
indigenous universities in the GCC featured in a global ranking of the 
top 500 academic institutions in 2008.63

â•… Different strands of these deficiencies occur in varying degrees within 
all the GCC states. In 2007, a study undertaken by the State Planning 
Council in Qatar identified a substantive disconnect between the educa-
tion system and the labour market as constituting the major underlying 
obstacle to the country becoming a knowledge-based economy.64 This 
is a feature common to all of the oil-producing states of the Arabian 
PeninÂ�sula, particularly the ‘extreme rentier’ states of Kuwait and the 
UAE, and resolving it will be critical to the success or otherwise of 
eventual transitions toward productive, post-oil economies.65 Overcom-
ing it requires the long-term reform of curricula from pre-school upward 
in order to align the quality of education on offer with the current and 
future needs of labour markets and knowledge-intensive economies.
â•… However, local education standards in the GCC states have not 
improved significantly, and may even be falling further behind. This 
was the conclusion of a World Bank report on the UAE issued in 2007, 
which found that its knowledge-based sector had actually shrunk since 
2005 owing, the report argued, to deteriorating standards in domestic 
education.66 Meanwhile Bahrain’s Economic Vision 2030 implicitly 
criticised the existing educational system as it argued that educational 
reforms were mandatory to make it ‘relevant to the requirements of 
Bahrain and its economy’ in order to develop ‘an education system 
that provides every citizen with educational opportunities appropriate 
to their individual needs, aspirations and abilities.’67

â•… A second obstacle to reforming curricula and raising the standard of 
primary and secondary education is social and religious conservatism, 
particularly in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. The rise of Islamism in the 
GCC states has its roots in the 1970s and mirrored in part the decline 
of Arabism and left-wing political currents as viable oppositional alter-
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natives in the wider Arab world.68 Schooling and curricula emerged as 
critical sites of contestation between regimes and Islamists, and cut to 
the heart of the ideological battle for the control of Gulf polities. In 
Kuwait, sustained Islamist pressure led to the segregation of formerly 
co-educational institutions in 1996, and parliamentary deadlock over 
proposed measures to reform educational standards.69 In Saudi Arabia, 
three decades of religious clerical control over the Ministry of Higher 
Education left a legacy of emphasis on religious instruction over liberal 
arts or sciences. The opening of more than 100 institutions of higher 
education since 2003 demonstrates the scale of change now underway 
in Saudi Arabia, although it is notable that KAUST developed as a 
personal project of King Abdullah under the aegis of Saudi Aramco, 
rather than through the Ministry itself.70

â•… The obstacles that face policymakers in the GCC states are common, 
to a greater or lesser extent, to the Middle East and North Africa 
region. The broader parameters of the problem of education were out-
lined in detail in the World Bank’s seminal report, The Road Not 
Traveled: Education Reform in the Middle East and North Africa, 
published in 2007. It found that the region as a whole shared the GCC 
states’ lack of alignment between standards and the skills sets required 
in modern labour markets. The report highlighted the tenuous linkages 
between investment in education and economic and social develop-
ment in MENA countries as compared with similarly-placed countries 
in Latin America and East Asia.71 Significantly, it also emphasised the 
importance of transitioning toward knowledge-based economies, as 
well as the dangers of falling further behind, as it concluded that mod-
ern global competitiveness ‘depends on firms that employ a well-edu-
cated, technically skilled workforce and are capable of adopting new 
technologies and selling sophisticated goods and services.’72

â•… The importance of developing knowledge-based economies was fur-
ther reiterated by a high-level international conference organised by 
the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in 
December 2009. In its concluding Tunis Declaration on ‘Building 
Knowledge Economies’, the participants drew attention to the urgency 
of transforming their economic base:

In view of the pressing need of States to start preparing for the post-petroleum 
and post-carbon future, as well as for major water, energy, food, and climate 
change in the decades to come…the majority of States need to diversify their 
economies instead of over-dependency on petroleum revenues for some coun-
tries, or on the agricultural sector for others.73
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â•… As comparatively high-income developing nations, the GCC states 
are better positioned than other MENA countries to address these 
shortcomings in educational standards. This is evidenced in part by the 
proliferation of institutions of higher education outlined above, as well 
as the higher rates of literacy in each GCC state.74 In addition, local 
discourse on the knowledge-based economic transition has entered 
policymaking debates and informed new approaches that seek to 
embed it in strategies of human capital development.75 Nevertheless, 
reforms will need to go much deeper into the structure of education 
and align it with local labour markets in order to have any chance of 
proving effective over the longer-term. If regimes are indeed serious 
about transforming their economic base into a knowledge-intensive 
one, they will need to address systemic issues of dual labour markets, 
public sector crowding out of the private sector and, crucially, the dis-
mantling of rent-seeking modes of behaviour that currently permeate 
GCC polities.76

â•… Quick-fix solutions, such as importing satellite Western universities, 
fail to address the core problems. Tangible investment in campus infra-
structure is insufficient on its own to deliver intangible benefits, such as 
a productive culture that directly links educational achievement to pro-
fessional advancement.77 Nor does it tackle the deeper issues posed by 
unproductive patterns of rent-seeking behaviour, or the structural defi-
ciencies that underlay the highly-distorted labour market patterns in the 
Gulf States.78 Moreover, they are vulnerable to shifting political and 
economic currents that complicate efforts to create a lasting and deep-
rooted educational legacy. Financial strains, budgetary disagreements 
with the government of Ras al-Khaimah, and insufficient student 
take-up led George Mason University to close its campus after just three 
years’ operation in 2009, while the bursting of Dubai’s speculative bub-
ble hit Michigan State University hard as it coincided with the opening 
of its Dubai campus in August 2008.79 Moves to overhaul the culture 
of educational attainment also face vested political and socio-cultural 
obstacles to implementation, as seen in the mobilisation of political, 
largely Islamist-led, opposition to Kuwaiti plans to create a knowledge-
intensive sector in the 1990s.80 Transitioning toward knowledge-based 
economies therefore carries profound implications for the political 
economy of rentier and post-rentier systems of governance. These 
revolve around the question of whether a knowledge-based economy 
can co-exist within, or alongside redistributive structures in neo-patri-
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monial states. Moreover, any move toward a productive economy 
would necessitate the thorough reformulation of labour markets and 
the very basis of the redistributive mechanisms that have underpinned 
the social contract in the Gulf States for four decades.81

â•… Changes of this sort would be transformative in their impact on 
models of governance and political participation, and critical to the 
unfolding transition to post-oil political economies. If successful, GCC 
state-led efforts to promote knowledge-based economies would fit into 
their record of pragmatic strategies of survival through updating their 
polities and bases of legitimacy. However, while reforms to education 
and knowledge-acquisition do fit into broader patterns of political 
liberalisation and economic diversification currently underway, the risk 
to GCC regimes is that a better-educated and higher-skilled workforce 
may emerge as agents of transformative change.82 After three decades 
of depoliticising and disempowering their labour forces, it may appear 
counter-intuitive for regimes to promote policies that might facilitate 
the growth of politically-engaged elements within their own polities. 
Nevertheless, sustained processes of change will be more likely to suc-
ceed if they are measured and consensual, and undertaken in a spirit of 
partnership rather than confrontation between state and society.

Economic Diversification and Development

The encouragement of educational reform and the acquisition of 
knowledge constitute cornerstones of the ambitious projects of eco-
nomic diversification launched in each GCC state during the 1990s 
and 2000s. Beginning in the mid-1990s, a plethora of national ‘visions’ 
and plans set out targets and objectives for diversifying GCC econo-
mies and expanding the productive base. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this 
occurred first in Oman and Bahrain, as it is in these countries that oil 
reserves will draw down earliest. Policymakers in both countries 
adopted reforms designed to broaden their economic and industrial 
base in order to lessen their reliance on hydrocarbon revenues and 
minimise the potential risks to internal security. In Bahrain, a package 
of measures included labour market reform, economic reform, and 
educational and training reform, in addition to the strengthening of its 
aluminium sector and the creation of the Economic Development 
Board to promote a pro-business agenda based around the branding of 
Business Friendly Bahrain.83
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â•… Meanwhile, officials in Oman were the first in the GCC to formulate 
an economic diversification plan with the launch of Oman 2020: Vision 
for Oman’s Economy in June 1996. This comprehensive approach was 
designed to run in conjunction with an ongoing series of five-year 
development plans that focused directly on economic diversification 
and expanding the private and non-oil sectors. The Vision aimed to 
reduce the oil sector’s share of Omani GDP from 41 per cent in 1996 
to 9 per cent in 2020 while raising the share of gas and non-oil indus-
try from under 1 per cent to 10 per cent and from 7.5 per cent to 29 
per cent respectively. It also sought to improve the quality of human 
development among Omani citizens, particularly women, to equip 
them with the skills and qualifications to compete in the private sector 
against cheaper expatriate labourers.84 However, results were very 
mixed as the plan entered its second decade. The share of oil revenue 
in GDP actually increased between 1995 and 2005, although this was 
attributable to the surging price of oil rather than an increase in pro-
duction, which actually fell from 0.972 million barrels per day in 2000 
to 0.754 million in 2004.85 It demonstrated the extent of the Omani 
economy’s continuing dependence on oil in spite of the attempt to 
diversify and broaden the economic base. Similarly slow progress 
marked the attempt to ‘Omanise’ the private-sector labour force. As of 
2008, only 15.9 per cent of private-sector jobs were filled by Omani 
workers, set against the Vision’s target of increasing the proportion 
from 7.5 per cent in 1996 to 75 per cent in 2020.86

â•… Although Oman and Bahrain were early-movers in diversification, 
their efforts have since been surpassed in order of magnitude by Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. In 2008, the General 
Secretariat for Development Planning in Qatar unveiled its ambitious 
Qatar National Vision 2030. This outlined five major challenges facing 
Qatar, including meeting the needs both of current and future genera-
tions and aligning economic growth with social development and envi-
ronmental management. It recommended four interconnected pillars, 
focusing on human, social, environmental and economic development, 
to meet these challenges.87 This emphasis on human and sustainable 
development is evident in the rapid expansion of Ras Laffan Industrial 
City. Since its launch in 1996, Ras Laffan has emerged as one of the 
fastest growing industrial cities in the world and an integrated hub 
forÂ€the production and export of liquefied natural gas (LNG) and gas-
Â�to-liquid (GTL).88 Already by 2009 it employed more than 100,000 
Â�people in twenty-two local and international companies, and devel-
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oped a reputation for one of the world’s leading green industrial zones 
through its focus on clean gas technologies.89 It also set up a fully inte-
grated port that ships LNG around the world in specially constructed 
Q-Max carriers that are among the largest ships ever built, with 80 per 
cent greater capacity than conventional carriers.90

â•… Qatar’s utilisation of its natural gas reserves demonstrates the geo-
strategic dimension of economic diversification. The supply of LNG to 
leading industrialised and emerging countries, including the United 
States, United Kingdom, South Korea, Japan and China, thickens the 
web of interdependences with powerful external actors with a direct 
stake in Qatari stability and security. Similarly, on a regional level, the 
piping of Qatari LNG to the United Arab Emirates and Oman as part 
of the Dolphin Project is a mechanism to strengthen political ties with 
these countries and enhance Qatar’s regional status within the GCC, 
although it could also become a source of tension should baseline 
prices rise or Qatar move to reallocate supplies in the future.91 Qatar’s 
booming economy also has the potential to alleviate the socio-eco-
nomic challenges in neighbouring Bahrain by opening its labour mar-
ket to Bahraini workers and strengthening bilateral trade links, 
particularly after the scheduled opening of the 40 km long Friendship 
Bridge between the two countries in 2012.92

â•… Economic diversification programmes in Saudi Arabia have followed 
a two-pronged approach. One dimension focuses on creating economic 
cities as hubs of agglomeration and the creation and diffusion of 
knowledge, while the other emphasises the development of a sophisti-
cated downstream petrochemicals industry. Within the first strand, the 
major series of initiatives involve the construction of six economic cit-
ies, including the showpiece King Abdullah Economic City on the Red 
Sea coast north of Jeddah, containing an integrated seaport, industrial 
centre and financial sector.93 These form the core of the Kingdom’s 
strategy of economic diversification and job creation, and build on 
Saudi Arabia’s long-delayed accession to the World Trade Organisation 
in 2005 and the privatisation of key economic sectors by the Supreme 
Economic Council in order to attract foreign investment.94 More 
importantly, the cities are also designed to bypass cumbersome and 
ossified bureaucratic structures by creating parallel economies based 
on regulatory frameworks conducive to private sector investment.95

â•… This strategy is consistent with the growth of what Steffen Hertog 
has identified as ‘islands of efficiency’ embedded within the Saudi state 
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and bureaucratic apparatus. These are well-managed, technocratic 
enclaves, including Saudi Aramco, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency 
(SAMA), the Saudi Arabian Basic Industries Company (SABIC) and 
the Central Bank.96 Significantly, the King Abdullah University of Sci-
ence and Technology falls under the aegis of Saudi Aramco rather 
than the Ministry of Higher Education (the only higher education 
establishment in Saudi Arabia to do so), and tackles many of the 
socio-cultural taboos in Saudi society.97 They include the intermixing 
of men and women in a coeducational environment, and allowing 
women to go unveiled and drive on campus.98 The creation, and graÂ�
dual widening, of such enclaves of modernisation, may be seen as a 
way of sensitising Saudi Arabia to the inducement of change in care-
fully-controlled environments before mainstreaming such reforms into 
Saudi society at large.
â•… Massive investment in, and development of, downstream petro-
chemical products and capacity is the second pillar of economic diver-
sification in Saudi Arabia. By 2009, the Kingdom was the fastest 
growing market in the Middle East for the petrochemical, printing, 
plastics and packaging industries, and accounted for 70 per cent of 
petrochemical production in the GCC. During the year, Saudi officials 
announced plans to consolidate their position as one of the biggest 
players in the global petrochemicals industry through the launch of 
three of the most ambitious petrochemicals projects in the world: the 
Ras Tanura Integrated Project, construction of the world’s largest inte-
grated petrochemicals facility in Jubail Industrial City, and an upgrad-
ing of the Petro Rabigh Refinery into one of the most sophisticated 
integrated oil refining and petrochemical facilities of its kind. The three 
initiatives aim to expand Saudi Arabia’s range of petrochemical prod-
ucts and substantially increase its global market base, in addition to 
creating 150,000 skilled engineering and technical jobs.99

â•… The scale of ambition and financial resources devoted to economic 
diversification in Saudi Arabia are impressive. Between 2009 and 2014, 
these large-scale projects are expected to generate 10.8 million jobs 
within the Kingdom. However, a report compiled by the National 
Bank of Kuwait in 2009 estimated that suitably-qualified Saudi work-
ers would only fill about half, or 5.45 million, of the positions, leaving 
the remainder to expatriate labourers.100 Ongoing lags in Saudi indices 
of human development exist alongside other constraining factors on 
the pace and extent of Saudi diversification. These include the dense 
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networks of familial political-economic alliances that complicate the 
transition to a market economy with high standards of corporate gov-
ernance.101 These linkages and the business culture that they repre-
sented became clear during the sudden debt restructuring announced 
by two Saudi conglomerates (Saad Group and Ahmad Hamad Algo-
saibi and Brothers) in May 2009.102 This affected more than eighty 
domestic, regional and international banks, including Citigroup and 
BNP Paribas, but the lack of transparency and inadequate disclosure 
of information over the degree of exposure demonstrated the obstacles 
to overcoming an older way of conducting business on the basis of a 
family name.103

â•… Issues of ‘political-economic families’ and poor corporate govern-
ance are not Saudi-specific, but exist to varying degrees throughout the 
Gulf. Their continuing salience is clearly evidenced in the trajectory of 
economic diversification in the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait. 
Within the UAE, policymakers in Dubai fast-tracked a grandiose, 
government-led development model that repositioned the emirate as an 
international hub for the service and logistics industries.104 Their 
approach constituted the most radical attempt in the Gulf to move 
toward a post-oil economy, and initially it succeeded in reducing the 
oil sector’s contribution to GDP to 5.1 per cent by 2006.105 This not-
withstanding, the spectacular implosion of the Dubai business model 
in 2008–9 carried a cautionary warning for proponents of economic 
diversification in the Gulf States. The onset of the global financial 
downturn revealed the economic basis for the Dubai model to be little 
more than a mirage based on an unsustainable expectation of a con-
stant supply of easy credit and rising real estate prices.106 In November 
2009, the circumstances of Dubai World’s opaque announcement of a 
six-month moratorium on repayment of a $4 billion Islamic bond laid 
bare the illusory framework of corporate governance in the emirate.107 
In addition, and especially damaging to Dubai’s international credibil-
ity, years of implicit guarantees of state backing for the government-
owned investment company melted away in the face of official 
disassembling about the location of the nodes of power and responsi-
bility in ‘Dubai Inc.’108

â•… Dubai’s failure to create a sustainable non-oil economic base epito-
mised the barriers to effective economic diversification in the GCC 
states. Only a series of emergency injections of funds from oil-rich Abu 
Dhabi saved the emirate from financial meltdown, and came at a sig-
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nificant cost to Dubai’s autonomy within the UAE. This was symbol-
ised by the dramatic, last-minute decision to rename the world’s tallest 
man-made structure the Burj Khalifa, after the ruler of Abu Dhabi and 
in lieu of its previous name of Burj Dubai, shortly before its opening 
in January 2010.109 Similar to the emerging linkages of dependency 
between Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, the move underlined how unequal 
hierarchies of power are reshaping the intra-regional relations of the 
Gulf States as the distinction between hydrocarbon-rich and resource-
poor states becomes more pronounced.
â•… Kuwait remains the outlier and the regional laggard in moving 
toward diversifying its economy and broadening its sources of govern-
ment revenue. Its participatory political system has delayed successive 
large-scale projects and plans for the past two decades, beginning with 
a joint study conducted by Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) in the early-1990s. It recommended adopting a high 
value-added strategy based on building up human capital and expand-
ing the financial sector in order to create jobs for well-educated 
Kuwaiti citizens.110 It was followed by a recommendation in 1999 to 
create science and technology parks ‘as a driving force to the economic 
development and welfare of Kuwaitis.’ However, both initiatives failed 
to take off, owing to what the 1999 study described as a ‘tendency 
toward too much politicisation of issues leading to indecision and 
inaction.’111 More recently, in 2007 the Central Bank of Kuwait part-
nered with McKinsey to produce Vision 2020, and in March 2010 
ex-British prime minister Tony Blair presented the ‘Blair Report,’ enti-
tled Vision Kuwait 2030, to the government for consideration. This 
stated bluntly that ‘Kuwait cannot sustain its current path,’ and called 
for a ‘thorough, deep and radical set of changes’ that would turn 
Kuwait into the pre-eminent trading, energy and logistics hub for the 
northern Gulf by 2030.112

â•… The primary problem facing the implementation of these various 
strategic visions is one unique to Kuwait in the Gulf States, with the 
partial exception of Bahrain. This is the participatory political system 
that has produced a succession of stand-offs between a comparatively 
weak government and strong parliamentary body. Political polariza-
tion increased markedly after the mini-succession crisis in January 
2006, with three dissolutions of parliament between 2006 and 2009 
alone.113 Political battling negatively impacted the diversification proc-
ess as it resulted in the delay or cancellation of a number of large-scale 
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projects, including a $17.4 billion joint venture between the Petro-
chemical Industries Company of Kuwait and the Dow Chemical Com-
pany, the construction of a fourth oil refinery by a Japanese-South 
Korean consortium, and a plan to attract foreign investment and 
external financing into the northern Kuwaiti oilfields through Project 
Kuwait.114

â•… The cancellation of the K-Dow and fourth refinery deals occurred 
after members of parliament accused the government of irregularities 
and a lack of transparency in the tendering process, and inflicted sig-
nificant damage on investor confidence in Kuwait.115 Important ques-
tions also remain unresolved about the source and amount of funding 
for the projects of diversification earmarked in the Kuwait Four-Year 
Development Plan, announced in 2010. They underscored the sensitiv-
ity and intense suspicion between the government and the parliament 
over the ownership and direction of development of Kuwait’s oil 
reserves.116 The result has been a damaging erosion of international 
investors’ confidence in the Kuwaiti regulatory and political environ-
ment. This has translated into remarkably low inflows of foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in Kuwait. In 2008, inflows reached a mere $58 mil-
lion as compared with $1,794 million in Bahrain, $2,928 million in 
Oman, $6,700 million in Qatar, $13,700m in the United Arab Emir-
ates, and $38,223 million in Saudi Arabia.117 This astounding gap 
reflects the poor enabling environment in Kuwait and lays bare the 
scale of the challenge facing policymakers as they seek to compete in a 
dynamic and crowded environment that already boasts (multiple) 
regional financial, trading, aviation and maritime hubs.

The Limits of Reform

The political infighting in Kuwait provides a highly-visible example of 
the difficulties inherent in moving toward meaningful economic diver-
sification in the Gulf States. True reform would involve a decisive shift 
away from notions of citizens’ entitlement and have profound socio-
political implications for the future of redistributive states.118 It would 
also require the rebalancing of the public and private sectors, together 
with a fundamental reshaping of state-business relations. In addition, 
the measures would necessarily encompass the unbundling of the nexus 
of intertwined political and economic stakeholders, as embodied in the 
power and reach of the merchant family conglomerates.119 Reforms 
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thus need interlinking with comprehensive reform of educational sys-
tems and labour markets, and the move toward incentive-based and 
performance-linked structures. Moreover the underlying pivot should 
be an acknowledgment that the value of investment in human capital 
is limited without contemporaneous attitudinal shifts toward more 
sustainable patterns of development. This is particularly important in 
the industrialization projects that form a pillar of economic diversifica-
tion, as they have added greatly to already-overstretched demands for 
power and water, as detailed in the next chapter.
â•… This is not to imply that no progress at all has been achieved in the 
GCC states. On the contrary, the lavish expenditure on education and 
industrial mega-projects in recent years has produced tangible results, 
albeit at the paradoxical cost of enhancing aspects of resource insecu-
rity. Significantly, an incipient bourgeoisie has begun to emerge in Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, whose wealth is based on some 
productive value-added rather than the mere redistribution of rent.120 
Furthermore, the pattern of state expenditures during the second oil 
boom (2002–8) differed qualitatively from that of the first in the 1970s 
and early 1980s. Dubai excepted, the GCC economies adopted more 
careful fiscal policies during the second boom that allowed them to 
pursue countercyclical policies that blunted the impact of the downturn 
that followed. This period also saw the formative growth of a private 
sector that served a greater private demand and became less dependent 
on state spending for its survival, while several private-sector compa-
nies, such as Zain or Agility in Kuwait, developed into regional cham-
pions, although both ran into difficulties in 2009.121

â•… Nevertheless, programmes of diversification will remain cosmetic at 
best if they do not involve a shift in the balance of economic power or 
attitudes to development and private sector employment within Gulf 
polities. It is undoubtedly the case that the regimes in each of the Gulf 
States have embraced the concept of diversification and translated it 
into strategic visions and plans. However, it is unclear whether they 
have properly assessed the myriad implications of this choice if it were 
to be implemented in full. The economic downturn in 2008–9 and the 
problems in corporate governance that emerged in Saudi Arabia and 
Dubai indicate that the underlying issues remain largely unresolved. 
The same goes for the attempts to stimulate a knowledge-based eco-
nomic transition in the Gulf States. Money and resources have been 
channeled toward tangible objectives, such as research collaboration 
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with, and the opening of branches of, leading international universities. 
Yet it is the intangible shift in values concerning educational attainment 
and a productive culture that will be pivotal in embedding a qualitative 
shift in any successful transition to a post-oil economy.122
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5

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY 
OF RESOURCE INSECURITY

This chapter broadens the concept of security to encompass the politi-
cal economy of resource distribution in the Gulf States and Yemen. It 
examines the long-term strategic dimensions of ensuring security of 
access to sufficient food, water and energy supplies. This is critical to 
meeting the challenges of rapid economic and demographic growth 
described in the previous chapter. Officials in the GCC states have 
taken innovative steps to meet the requirements of food security, in 
particular, but water supplies and power generation capabilities remain 
a challenge. These leave the Gulf States vulnerable to the contestation 
of resources if scarcities interact with the politics of uneven develop-
ment. It is in this context that the political economy of access to 
resources holds the potential to sharpen existing fault-lines within Gulf 
polities and create additional fissures. Competition over dwindling 
natural resources can accentuate traditional and emerging tensions 
between individuals and communities both within societies and 
between states, if perceptions of unequal access or exploitation arise.

The first half of this chapter focuses on the measures being taken to 
address resource security in the Gulf States. It emphasises the politi-
cally expedient choices being made by GCC regimes to increase output, 
rather than the more difficult and unpopular steps that address the 
causes of unsustainable consumption. The chapter then examines three 
case studies of previous instances in which localized scarcities and 
uneven access to resources led to domestic tension and instability. 
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These are the Shiite-led unrest in Saudi Arabia in 1979 and Bahrain 
between 1994 and 1999, as well as the exploitation of Yemeni oil rents 
by patronage networks linked to President Ali Abdullah Saleh since the 
1990s. Together, they demonstrate how the concentration of resources 
in one privileged grouping while scarcities persist elsewhere has been a 
major driver of internal conflict. Resource shortages may therefore 
develop into intractable threats to security if they become intertwined 
with the politics of marginalisation within Gulf societies or if they call 
into question the state’s capacity to deliver essential goods to its citizen 
population.
â•… A burgeoning academic literature explores the phenomenon of the 
‘oil curse’ and the interaction of rent-seeking behaviour between state 
and non-state actors at the local, national, regional and international 
levels.1 This is complicated in the Gulf States by the patterns of subsi-
disation that have become embedded in the fabric of state-society rela-
tions over the past four decades. Political leaders and officials in the 
GCC states fear the potential unrest that could ensue from the scaling 
back of these subsidies, particularly during times of comparative hard-
ship. The street riots in Yemen in 2005 that followed government 
efforts to abolish subsidies on diesel provide a case in point.2 So, too, 
did the surge in commodity prices in 2007–8, which left states in the 
GCC, as elsewhere in the Middle East, vulnerable to social unrest and 
simmering discontent at the rising cost of living.3

â•… The drawdown of subsidy regimes and the search for resource secu-
rity is consequently fraught with difficulty. For this reason, stability of 
access to resources is intertwined with the maintenance of social order, 
especially in the theoretically depoliticised polities of the Gulf. If well-
managed, resources can become valuable assets of development, as 
evidenced most successfully in Norway in the decades following the 
discovery of North Sea oil and gas.4 However, the record of experience 
in the chapter’s case studies indicate how the perception of uneven 
access to declining resources can rapidly emerge as a source of contes-
tation. A multiplier effect may then develop that feeds off other points 
of tension to exacerbate fractures within polities and heighten their 
vulnerability to exogenous shocks to the system. The longer the Gulf 
States put off the politically sensitive issues of reformulating the sub-
sidy regimes and the social contract, the harder it will become to wean 
citizens off such mechanisms that increasingly are taken for granted. 
Hence the maintenance of resource security is a pillar of internal secu-

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	 THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF RESOURCE INSECURITY

		  111

rity in the short- to medium-term, and the way that governments 
address it will determine the nature of the transition to the post-oil era 
in the Gulf.

Food and Water Security

During 2007 and the first half of 2008, food prices and inflationary 
pressures escalated in the Gulf States, as elsewhere around the world. 
This negatively impacted the human security of the many blue-collar 
workers in the Gulf, for whom spending on food absorbed a high pro-
portion of their disposable income. The increase in food costs hit these 
groups hard and triggered rioting by migrant labourers in the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain, while in Yemen more than seven million 
people (approximately one-third of the total population) suffer from 
chronic hunger, with a further 1.2 million requiring food aid. These 
include vulnerable refugees from Somalia and a generation of Yemeni 
children for whom the lack of sufficient food impacts their physical 
development and health.5 Moreover, the rising price of food coincided 
with rapid increases in the cost of fuel and other commodities, and led 
to spiralling inflation that eroded the already-thin margins of subsist-
ence for many communities and individuals.6 Further demonstrations 
in July 2008 by Indian workers in Ras Al-Khaimah and Bangladeshi 
workers in Kuwait in support of improvements to their pay and stand-
ard of living underscored the linkage between inflation and social 
unrest, and the capacity for food shortages and complications of access 
to trigger discontent with states’ responsive measures.7

â•… Food security in the GCC is therefore complicated by the existence 
of large numbers of low-paid migrant workers as well as the countries’ 
substantial dependence on imported supplies. This raises the vulnera-
bility of the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Qatar to the impact of 
food costs on lower-income groups as expatriates, mostly low-wage 
labourers, form a majority of their populations.8 Meanwhile, the Food 
and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations estimated the 
level of import dependence in the GCC to exceed 60 per cent in 2010, 
while 15 per cent of all imports in Saudi Arabia are food items.9 These 
two trends expose Gulf polities to the risks of external shocks that 
officials are powerless to control. The unrest in 2008 demonstrated 
regimes’ susceptibility to popular frustration morphing into a backlash 
at their perceived inability to take effective remedial measures. Officials 
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in all six GCC states subsequently began to consider innovative new 
steps to meet their food security requirements through strategic agri-
cultural investments and tie-ups with food-producing countries.
â•… The dilemma facing the Gulf States is that previous attempts to attain 
food security by promoting agricultural productivity have paradoxically 
made the problem worse. These policies have neither been successful in 
increasing food self-sufficiency and reducing reliance on imported food-
stuffs, nor sustainable in their careful managing of scarce water resourÂ�
ces. Agriculture accounted for a mere 6.5 per cent of GDP in Saudi 
Arabia and a total of 1.6 per cent throughout the GCC, but nearly 60 
per cent of total water consumption usage in 2000.10 This far out-
stripped industrial and domestic usage and represented an unsustainable 
utilisation of resources in what was already one of the most arid regions 
in the world. In 2006 Kuwait ranked as the most water-scarce country 
in the world, and three other GCC states featured in the top ten, with 
the United Arab Emirates third, Qatar fifth, and Saudi Arabia eighth.11 
A prominent example of the disjuncture between agricultural use and 
water scarcity is the Al-Safi Dairy Farm in Saudi Arabia. This is the 
largest in the world and more than double the size of the biggest dairy 
farm in the United States, with 37,000 cows producing more than 58 
million gallons of milk each year, at an average water cost of nearly 
2300 gallons of water per gallon of milk.12

â•… Belated recognition of the intertwined problems of water and food 
security led Saudi Arabia to announce in February 2008 that it would 
cease producing grain by 2016. Officials attributed this abrupt reversal 
in food policy to the impact of climate change, drought and the deple-
tion of fossil water. All of Saudi Arabia’s wheat depended on central 
pivot irrigation that drew its water from fossil reserves. The drawdown 
of these reserves clashed with Saudi industrialisation plans and rapid 
population growth, both of which significantly increased the demand 
for scarce water supplies. This contributed to the policy shift away 
from three decades of state-sponsored agricultural development pro-
grammes. These policies, laid down in the 1970s, aimed to increase the 
Kingdom’s self-sufficiency in selected food items, and raised wheat 
production from 3,000 tons in 1970 to a peak of 3.4 million in 1991, 
before falling away to 2.5 million tons by 2008.13

â•… Unsustainable agricultural production has therefore resulted in over-
exploitation of fossil water reserves and the depletion of underground 
aquiÂ�fers throughout the Arabian Peninsula. This is evidenced most 
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bleakly in Yemen, where the water table has fallen by two metres in 
recent years, and nineteen of the country’s twenty-one aquifers are no 
longer being replenished. Indeed, rates of extraction in Sana’a run at an 
estimated four times that of replenishment, while water basins elsewhere 
have either collapsed or are close to collapse.14 It is part of a broader 
trend throughout the Middle East, although the rapidity of population 
growth and industrial development underway in the Gulf States exacer-
bated its effects. The full extent of the regional problem became clear in 
November 2008 in a report issued by the Islamic Development Bank. 
This found that average annual water availability per capita in the Mid-
dle East had declined by two-thirds since 1960, and is projected to halve 
again by 2050 to leave the entire region acutely water-scarce.15

â•… Elsewhere on the Arabian Peninsula, the mining of fossil water from 
deep trans-boundary aquifers provides another potentially potent 
flashpoint. Much as Iraqi accusations of Kuwaiti slant drilling of oil 
from the shared Rumaila field formed an important pretext to, and 
(flawed) justification of, the August 1990 invasion, the unilateral drain-
ing of the shared aquifers under the Arabian Peninsula could become 
drivers of conflict if water resources continue to dwindle and decline 
in quality as salinity increases. An extensive regional aquifer system 
known as the Eastern Arabian Aquifer extends from central Saudi 
Arabia to Bahrain and Qatar, while the Kuwait Group Aquifer is 
hydraulically connected with the Dammam Foundation of the Hasa 
Group in eastern Saudi Arabia.16 Beginning in the 1990s, Saudi Ara-
bian over-exploitation of its aquifers for agricultural use began to 
reduce the water availability and agricultural potential in Bahrain and 
Qatar.17 These trends contain the seeds of future political tension and 
an emerging conflict over trans-boundary water resources on the 
peninsula, particularly as cooperation between GCC member-states on 
utilising and managing joint aquifers has been negligible.18

â•… Responses to these pessimistic prognoses have varied. At one 
extreme, in Yemen, a chaotic free for all ‘tragedy of the commons’ has 
developed as individuals and groups have rushed to extract as much 
water as possible to translate into short-term profit through the culti-
vation of qat before supplies run out.19 The scale of the problem of 
private extraction from unregulated wells became clear when the Min-
istry of Water and Environment estimated that 99 per cent of all extrac-
tion in Yemen was unlicensed.20 By contrast, officials in the GCC states 
formulated concerted strategies to alleviate the strain on water sup-
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plies. These primarily involved the outsourcing of food production and 
the conclusion of strategic agro-investments. The scale of human and 
financial resources devoted to these projects indicated the seriousness 
that policymakers attributed to the potential threat posed by resource 
insecurity to the internal stability of their polities.21

â•… In Saudi Arabia, officials reacted to the food price rises in 2008 by 
announcing plans to set up a new investment fund to purchase agri-
cultural land overseas. It prioritised investment in wheat and rice 
stocks to meet internal market demand and initially targeted land 
acquisitions in Pakistan, Sudan and Thailand.22 Officials also estab-
lished the King Abdullah Initiative for Saudi Agricultural Investment 
Abroad, and set up a food security panel affiliated to the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry in Riyadh. This identified wheat, barley, 
corn, soybeans, maize, rice and sugar as strategic crops for invest-
ment.23 In addition, the state-owned Saudi Industrial Development 
Fund began to grant financing facilities to firms exploring agricultural 
investments abroad. In February 2009, the Hail Agricultural Develop-
ment Company announced a two-year investment of $45.3 million to 
develop 9000 hectares of farmland in Sudan, while in September it 
emerged that Saudi Arabia was negotiating with Pakistan to lease 
202,400 hectares of farmland, an area nearly twice the size of Hong 
Kong. Significantly, the Pakistani Ministry of Agriculture stated that 
it would deploy special security forces to protect the farmland, and 
claimed that ‘the land we will provide Saudi Arabia will be divided 
among the four provinces and they will be using it to grow a variety 
of produce such as wheat, fruits and vegetables.’24 This introduces a 
fascinating albeit disturbing element, and a potentially new flashpoint 
of internal tension, into internal discussions of security and sover-
eignty in Pakistan and other recipient states.
â•… Saudi Arabia is by no means alone in following this dual strategy of 
overseas land acquisitions and agro-investment. Qatar agreed in July 
2008 to establish a joint holding company with the government of 
Sudan that would direct Qatari investment toward boosting the pro-
duction of wheat, corn, animal fodder and oilseeds in Sudan.25 Qatar 
also actively sought deals in 2009, and commenced a strategic dialogue 
with Thailand covering greater cooperation and joint investment 
opportunities in the energy and food sectors.26 For its part, the United 
Arab Emirates examined the possibility of acquiring farmland in Paki-
stan, Egypt and Yemen, while the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development 
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launched a large-scale agricultural project in Sudan in 2008–9.27 The 
country also undertook strategic purchases of land in Tanzania, 
Mozambique and Ethiopia.28 In the summer of 2008, the Emirates’ 
Economy Minister, Sultan bin Said Al-Mansuri, acknowledged that 
investment in agriculture abroad formed ‘part of our strategic invest-
ment in general,’ and the issue was discussed during a visit by President 
Khalifa bin Zayed Al-Nahyan to Kazakhstan in July 2008.29

â•… The range and frequency with which deals were being pursued in 
2008–9 reflected the urgency of the problem as perceived by GCC 
policymakers. It also revealed an emerging alignment between the Gulf 
States’ interest in food security and the energy security requirements of 
food-producing states in Africa and Asia. This ‘oil for food’ nexus 
dominated the inaugural joint meeting of foreign ministers from the 
GCC and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) states in 
June 2009. The ASEAN Secretary-General, Suring Pitsuan, explicitly 
told a news conference that ‘You have what we don’t have, and we 
have plenty of what you don’t have, so we need each other.’ The joint-
meeting also initiated discussions about moving toward constructing a 
trade bloc based on food and oil that targeted the energy and food 
security needs of both groups of states.30 Bilateral negotiations in 2009 
between Saudi Arabia and Angola also centred round an oil-food 
nexus, with potential Saudi assistance in boosting Angola’s refining 
capacity being discussed.31

â•… These moves into foreign farmland acquisition are reshaping the 
international relations of the GCC states, especially with emerging 
partners in Africa and Asia. They represent one aspect of the interna-
tionalisation of the Gulf and the broader eastward and southern repo-
sitioning in the global order. This introduces another dimension into 
the changing regional security equation set out in chapter three, namely 
potential competition for access to farmland with China. The GCC 
and China were the two largest-scale movers into the farmland market 
in 2008, with Chinese policies being guided by its aggressive ‘Go 
Abroad’ outward investment strategy. This resulted in more than thirty 
agricultural cooperation agreements throughout Asia and Africa that 
gave China access to ‘friendly country’ farmland in exchange for Chi-
nese technologies, training and infrastructural development funds.32

â•… The Chinese approach stoked considerable local resentment and 
carries a warning for the Gulf States. Tension focused on local cultiva-
tors’ perceptions that their land and labour were being diverted to 
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meet Chinese requirements with little benefit to themselves. In this 
context, it is in the Gulf States’ interest that they structure their 
engagement to ensure that both producing and consuming states—and 
particularly host societies and communities—benefit from the agree-
ments.33 The interlocking interests between food and energy security 
may well provide the level of mutual benefit that ensures that the Gulf 
States do not make the same missteps as the Chinese. So, too, might 
enhanced GCC investment flows to host societies, particularly when 
they overlap with an ideational and religious appeal to fellow Arab 
and Islamic states, in whose countries many of the agro-investments 
have occurred.34 It is nevertheless the case that agro-investments in 
Asia and Africa expose the Gulf States to potential tensions ranging 
from local backlashes to regional and international competition for 
scarce resources in the future.
â•… Food security provides an example of specific and targeted actions 
that informed and subsequently influenced policy planning in the Gulf 
States in response to an identified threat to internal stability. The out-
sourcing of food production increased their adaptive capacity and 
enabled the continuation of the subsidisation regimes that form an 
intrinsic part of the ruling bargain in the Gulf.35 However, policy did 
not focus on the underlying trends of rapid demographic growth and 
unsustainable exploitation of limited natural resources in daily life. To 
the extent that access to food and water became securitised at all, it 
was in response to the short-term phenomena of high commodity and 
fuel prices that triggered social unrest in 2007–8. It did not represent 
part of a coherent re-conceptualisation of the meaning and object of 
security. Instead, thinking remained ad hoc and short-term and was 
not integrated into broader debates on the sustainability of patterns of 
urban and industrial development in the region.36

Energy Security and Power Generation

Energy security operates at two interconnected levels in the Arabian 
Peninsula states. Internally, privileged access to resources through poli-
cies of widespread subsidisation constitute powerful centripetal mecha-
nisms and pillars of regime legitimation. Externally, governments’ 
ability to provide these resources to their citizenry is intimately bound 
up with (and vulnerable to disruption to) the constant and unimpeded 
flow of revenues from hydrocarbon exports. This, in turn, feeds into a 
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third dimension, which is the energy security requirements of the oil-
consuming nations that purchase their oil and gas from the Gulf 
region. The internal and external dimensions are interlinked as any 
disruption to one heightens the vulnerability of the other, as the two 
are contingent on the smooth functioning of each. This was evidenced 
in Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s specific targeting of the core of 
regime legitimacy in Saudi Arabia through its attack on the Kingdom’s 
oil-processing facilities at Abqaiq in February 2006.37

â•… Power generation and energy availability represent another dimen-
sion of resource insecurity in the Gulf States. Both approached peak 
capacity during the second oil boom as the accelerating pace of 
regional development and mega-projects placed existing facilities under 
severe strain. High (and increasing) reliance on energy-intensive desali-
nation plants for water supplies compounded the problem, as the pro-
portion of desalinated water reached 99 per cent of total demand in 
Qatar, 96.5 per cent in Kuwait, 92 per cent in Bahrain and 85 per cent 
in the United Arab Emirates in 2005. These shares were considerably 
higher than their 1990 equivalents, and only Saudi Arabia and Oman 
met the majority of their water demands from renewable sources.38 
Blackouts became a common feature in many Gulf cities, particularly 
during the hot summer months owing to soaring demand for air con-
ditioning.39 In Bahrain alone, energy consumption doubled between 
2006 and 2008 and demand for energy was forecast to grow a further 
65 per cent to 2014.40 The onset of the global economic downturn and 
the delay or cancellation of a number of major development projects 
temporarily alleviated the strain on existing capacity. Yet all of the Gulf 
States, with the sole exception of Qatar, face current and future short-
ages in power generation caused by high population growth, over-de-
mand and under-pricing.41 This complicates strategies to promote 
sustainable development as it challenges embedded notions of subsi-
dised consumption that inform perceptions of the social contract.
â•… Officials in the Gulf States have adopted ambitious measures to meet 
the spiralling demands of power generation. In 2009, the GCC esti-
mated that its power consumption was rising by 8–10 per cent each 
year, making it one of the highest rates of recorded growth in the 
world. At a collective level, the inauguration of the GCC Interconnec-
tion Authority in July 2009 was especially important. It represented 
the completion of the first of two phases connecting GCC electricity 
networks in a single grid by 2010. When fully connected, the grid will 
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allow the GCC states to supply each other with electricity from their 
own grids in the event of localised shortages.42 Significantly, the power 
exchange and trading agreement represented a landmark instance of 
pan-Gulf cooperation as ownership and division of supplies are shared 
proportionately among the six member-states.43 It also marked a step 
forward in intra-regional cooperation from the Dolphin Project to con-
nect the national gas grids of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and the 
United Arab Emirates into a single integrated bloc, which experienced 
persistent political disagreements, territorial disputes and Saudi Ara-
bian opposition that hindered and eventually downsized its eventual 
implementation.44

â•… Once again, and similar to the analysis outlined in the previous sec-
tion on food security, the measures addressed the symptoms rather than 
the roots of the problem. Gas consumption in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates surged by 50 per cent between 
2002 and 2008 yet barely kept pace with competing demands from 
electricity generation, water desalination and energy-intensive industri-
alization into petrochemicals and aluminium.45 These reflect the link-
ages between economic diversification, security of access to resources, 
and environmental degradation and climate change. In particular, water 
desalination plants are energy-intensive, environmentally harmful, and 
central to the political economy of subsidisation in the GCC. So, too, 
are cheap electricity prices, which (as with the price of water) neither 
reflect global norms nor encourage sustainable consumption. Electricity 
is provided free to citizens in Qatar, while elsewhere tariffs rise to a 
regional high of 5.5 cents per kilowatt hour (KwH) in Dubai, compared 
to an average charge of 12 cents per KwH in the United States and 16 
cents in the United Kingdom.46 Meanwhile, Kuwaiti plans to quadruple 
its own gas production to more than 4 billion cubic feet per day by 
2030 may become a new source of cross-border tensions in the future. 
Plans announced in 2010 anticipate the development and extraction of 
non-associated gas from the Neutral Zone that Kuwait shares with 
Saudi Arabia, and from the Dorra gas field that it shares with Iran. The 
latter, in particular, may become a flashpoint or driver of instability, as 
Kuwait and Iran have still to resolve ongoing differences over its devel-
opment that date back to the 1960s.47

â•… Government-led policymaking therefore focused on diversifying the 
sources of energy rather than addressing patterns of unsustainable 
consumption. Led by Abu Dhabi, investment into renewable and alter-
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native forms of energy increased substantially after 2004. These 
included Abu Dhabi’s flagship carbon-neutral Masdar City project and 
the prioritisation of research into solar and alternative energy science 
in the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology in Saudi 
Arabia. Abu Dhabi was also selected as the headquarters of the newly-
created International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) in 2009, and 
plays host to the World Future Energy Summit each year.48 Together 
with the launching of the Masdar Institute of Science and Technology 
in September 2009, the initiatives enabled Abu Dhabi to brand itself as 
a world leader in cutting-edge research into renewable and sustainable 
energy.49 In support of this branding initiative, officials in Abu Dhabi in 
January 2009 set an ambitious renewable energy target of 7 per cent of 
the total energy mix by 2020, although subsequent policy pronounce-
ments have indicated that a figure of 5 per cent is more realistic.50

â•… Somewhat at odds with the focus on renewable energy, and to the 
public displeasure of IRENA, the UAE also took the lead in developing 
a civil nuclear energy programme, with plans to construct up to 20 
gigawatts (GW) of nuclear power station capacity to assist in meeting 
a projected national energy demand of 40GW by 2020.51 In light of 
the international concern over the intent and capability of Iran’s 
nuclear programme, the UAE cooperated intensively with the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to ensure that its plans meet the 
highest standards of transparency, safeguarding and monitoring.52 This 
gained it the support of the international community in general, and 
the United States in particular. Congressional approval for the thirty-
year nuclear cooperation deal in October 2009 sent a powerful signal 
of geopolitical support for the UAE as a responsible regional actor and 
a model for other Middle Eastern states seeking a nuclear energy capa-
bility.53 The ‘123 Agreement’ for bilateral US-UAE peaceful nuclear 
cooperation subsequently went into force in December 2009 and 
established a legal framework for commerce in civil nuclear technology 
between the two countries.54 In the same month, the UAE signed a 
landmark $20.4 billion agreement with an international consortium 
led by the Korea Electric Power Company (KEPCO) to build and oper-
ate four nuclear reactors in Sag Baraka, an area of coastal desert near 
the border with Saudi Arabia. The first reactor is scheduled to begin 
generating electricity in May 2017 and the remaining three are pro-
jected to open by 2020, all using fuel that will be supplied by the 
Korea Nuclear Fuel Company.55
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â•… International support for the UAE nuclear programme nevertheless 
raises the possibility of a regional proliferation cascade. In December 
2006, GCC leaders, meeting at their annual heads of state summit in 
Riyadh, announced plans to undertake a study for a joint programme 
that would focus on nuclear technology for peaceful purposes. It was 
followed by a feasibility study conducted by the IAEA in 2007 on the 
benefits of centralising nuclear power production in one location in the 
GCC.56 These developments raised more questions than answers, 
including any mechanism for deciding where to site any facilities in 
light of the considerable intra-GCC tensions over leadership and loca-
tion. However the joint plan later became moot as it was superseded 
by the decision of individual governments to move forward with uni-
lateral plans of their own. The UAE moved first, but during 2009 
Kuwait and Oman also unveiled plans to seek civil nuclear energy for 
peaceful purposes and in full cooperation with the IAEA. Officials in 
both countries framed their decisions as vital to meeting heightened 
demands for power generation for electricity and water desalination.57 
This was followed in April 2010 by the announcement of the creation 
of the King Abdullah City for Nuclear and Renewable Energy in Riy-
adh, a move interpreted as a strong signal that Saudi Arabia was 
actively considering a civilian nuclear power programme to reduce its 
heavy reliance on oil for power generation.58

â•… These civil nuclear energy initiatives do not in themselves hold any 
immediate threat to the non-proliferation regime, particularly as the 
nuclear fuel will be imported rather than produced domestically. 
Instead, it is the strategic context of current and future inter-regional 
rivalry with Iran that injects an inherent proliferation risk and note of 
strategic uncertainty into the nuclear fuel cycle in the Gulf. A perceived 
or actual Iranian breakout in its nuclear weapons capability might tip 
the GCC states toward seeking a regional nuclear deterrent of their 
own. This would not necessarily be welcomed by the smaller GCC 
states, particularly if it involved the prospect of a ‘Saudi bomb.’ A 
nuclear-capable Saudi Arabia would risk reinforcing the smaller states’ 
suspicions of the Kingdom’s hegemonic designs on the Arabian Penin-
sula. It would likely be resisted by the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar, and potentially trigger a costly and destabilising regional arms 
race, both among the GCC states and with Iran.59 This builds upon 
and complicates the shorter-term issue posed by the range of policy 
responses open to the international community should it perceive that 
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Iran needed to be prevented from gaining nuclear weapons capability. 
This appeared to be gathering momentum in the months that followed 
President Ahmedinejad’s contested re-election in June 2009 as the 
uncovering of a clandestine enrichment facility near Qom in September 
2009 was followed by a defiant Iranian announcement in November 
of its intention to construct a further ten enrichment plants. Subse-
quently, in February 2010, Ahmedinejad formally declared Iran a 
‘nuclear power’ and announced plans to raise the enrichment level of 
its uranium from 3.5 per cent to 20 per cent This prompted the IAEA 
to release a report warning (for the first time since the Iranian nuclear 
file began in 2002) that Iran’s ‘past or current undisclosed activities 
related to the development of a nuclear payload for a missile.’60

â•… Increasing power generation capacity is one side of the coin and 
hitherto the preferred route for GCC states. The emphasis on supply-
side expansion has enabled them to avoid taking politically sensitive 
demand-side changes that would tamper with the social contract in its 
current format. On the other side of the coin, the measures introduced 
to address the root causes of the problem of unsustainable consump-
tion have been very limited. One solution involved the introduction of 
basic charges for utilities but limited to expatriates only. This was the 
case with electricity charging in Qatar as well as the introduction of a 
charge for water use in Dubai in 2008.61 Both measures represented a 
tentative move in the direction of heightening consumer awareness of 
the cost of consumption and the need for efficiency. However, the 
exemption for citizens noticeably left untouched the group within soci-
ety most likely to combine a high standard of living with wasteful pat-
terns of consumption.62 Until such tariffs are extended to citizens, and 
more closely aligned with market rates, their impact will remain lim-
ited and the systemic problems engendered by subsidy regimes will 
continue to distort utilities markets in the region.
â•… Officials and policymakers are not unaware of the scale of the prob-
lem at hand. On the contrary, they frequently cite subsidies as one the 
key issues that need overhauling as part of the broader move toward a 
post-redistributive form of governance. Senior officials in Kuwait, for 
instance, acknowledge that ‘the state cannot continue to offer a blank 
cheque without imposing responsibility,’ but recognise that ‘there are 
at present too many incentives and motivations for people to remain 
rent-seekers.’63 Meanwhile, a prominent academic in Bahrain warned 
bluntly that ‘the system must change or transform itself but this is very 
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difficult and probably they [the government] cannot do it.’64 Elsewhere 
in the GCC, the numerous governmental visions and plans for eco-
nomic diversification also attest to the need for expanding the produc-
tive economic base to wean economies away from reliance on the 
income from hydrocarbons.
â•… The fundamental problem is that awareness of the problems of tran-
sition is matched by a realistic understanding among officials of the 
difficulties involved in tampering with the redistributive mechanisms 
that underpin the social contract in the GCC states. The complexity of 
unbundling the layers of subsidy that are intertwined in the social con-
tract thus explains governments’ reluctance to take on the issue, par-
ticularly during times of relative economic hardship.65 Their failure to 
commit to a sustained process of structural reform between 2002 and 
2008 signified a lost opportunity to take action during a favourable 
economic climate. It increases the likelihood that governments will 
have to attempt the potentially painful changes during times of com-
parative economic difficulty, or when the transition toward a post-oil 
economy can no longer be put off, and when rapid socio-economic 
change is more likely to be contested rather than consensual.66

Three Case Studies: Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Yemen

The steps being taken by governments to attain food, water and 
energy security are important in themselves. Nevertheless, a more 
intractable problem facing several GCC states and Yemen comes from 
the interaction of dwindling levels of resources with the persistence or 
shapening of unequal patterns of distribution. Moreover, the pace of 
resource depletion will accelerate in the face of demographic pressures 
and economic growth. In numerous comparative instances elsewhere, 
the concentration of resources in one particular or privileged grouping 
while scarcities exist elsewhere has been a demonstrated source of 
sub-national—and occasionally cross-border—conflict.67 This has also 
occurred in the Arabian Peninsula, as documented by three case-
studies from Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Yemen. They demonstrate 
how uneven access to resources became politicised and a driver of 
domestic instability by sharpening latent tensions between ethnic, 
tribal or sectarian groups within society. The case-studies emphasise 
the ties that interlink the trajectories of resource depletion and demo-
graphic growth with the choices of political and societal actors, and 
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the persistence of patterns of unequal access to, and distribution of, 
increasingly-scarce resources.68

â•… In November 1979, the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia experi-
enced seven days of prolonged and bloody clashes between thousands 
of Shiite protestors and state security forces. The violence had multiple 
causes, and was sparked by harsh state-sanctioned repression of the 
Ashura festival commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Hussein. It 
overlapped with the occupation of the Grand Mosque in Mecca by 
extremist Sunni rejectionists of Al-Saud rule, as well as the ongoing 
Islamic Revolution in Iran. The convergence of these contemporaneous 
crises rocked the Saudi elite as it appeared to face systemic challenges 
to its legitimacy from both its Sunni core and the peripheral Shiite 
communities that populated its oil-rich Eastern Province.69 The Iranian 
revolution, in particular, presented a two-fold warning to the Sunni 
regimes of the Gulf of the dangers of popular anger cascading out of 
control and the potential linkage of pan-Shiite empowerment with pat-
terns of relative marginalisation and uneven development within their 
own polities.70

â•… The political economy of resource distribution provided the contex-
tual parameters for the anger felt by Saudi Shiites toward what they 
perceived as unfair and discriminatory government policies. Shiites’ 
resentment at contracting water resources and failing water systems in 
the Eastern Province oases of Qatif and Al-Hasa was a major cause of 
the violent clashes with security forces in both regions. Tensions were 
exacerbated by protestors’ anger at the apparent inability of local 
municipalities to alleviate the worsening situation, which was impact-
ing agricultural yields and depleting the water table through unregu-
lated extraction. These feelings tapped into broader currents of 
grievance at the perceived marginalisation of Shiite communities in 
Saudi Arabia and the politics of uneven development that denied basic 
services to the towns and villages in the Eastern Province.71

â•… Developments in Bahrain since the 1990s illustrate the tensions that 
arise from differential levels of access to resources and employment. 
Economic deprivation and government discrimination against the 
majority-Shiite population formed the basis for recurrent bouts of 
internal unrest. Seven separate episodes of tension between 1921 and 
1975 provided the background to the sustained and organised uprising 
that occurred between Shiite-led protestors and the regime between 
1994 and 1999.72 During the 1990s, the sectarian imbalance between 
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Sunni and Shiite communities became interlinked with the country’s 
socio-economic problems and high levels of unemployment and mar-
ginalisation among Bahraini Shiite communities.73 This potent combi-
nation of economic decline, uneven distribution of oil wealth and a 
disadvantaged Shiite population carried worrying implications for 
Saudi officials lest the unrest spread to the Eastern Province.74 It also 
accounted for the unprecedented levels of solidarity between the Al-
Saud and the Al-Khalifa ruling families and the determination of the 
former that the latter not be allowed to fall at any cost.75

â•… The uprising in Bahrain ended in 1999. It was followed by a period 
of reconciliation marked by the accession of the new Emir (later King) 
Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa, in 1999, and the symbolic repeal of the 
draconian State Security Law. A series of political reforms culminated 
in a new constitution and a bicameral National Assembly under the 
framework of a National Action Charter. These developments intro-
duced a participatory mechanism that oversaw quaddriennial elections 
to the Council of Representatives (the lower house) beginning in 
2002.76 Nevertheless, the government of Bahrain continued to face 
persistent accusations of attempting to manipulate the Kingdom’s eth-
nic and sectarian composition in order to tighten its grip on power. 
The so-called ‘Bandargate’ issue, which surfaced in September 2006, 
two months before the elections to the Council of Representatives, was 
one of these.77 It concerned an alleged plan, uncovered by Salah Al-
Bandar, a British-Sudanese advisor to the government, concerning an 
apparent high-level plan systematically to undermine Bahrain’s Shiite 
communities by increasing naturalisation of Sunnis from other coun-
tries, infiltrating Shiite civil society organisations, and establishing fake 
non-governmental organisations during the election period.78

â•… These allegations were never proven and Al-Bandar fled to the 
United Kingdom, while the government of Bahrain imposed a blanket 
ban on media reporting of the issue. The ‘Bandargate’ affair height-
ened internal divisions in Bahrain, both within the Shiite communities 
and with the government.79 The largest Shiite political society (Al 
Wefaq National Islamic Society) reversed its 2002 decision to boycott 
the elections, and entered the political process. In the November 2006 
elections, it picked up seventeen of the Council’s forty seats to emerge 
as the largest oppositional group in the new parliament.80 Yet its MPs 
walked out of a parÂ�liamentary debate in May 2008 in protest at the 
unexpected announcement of a 41 per cent increase in the population 
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during 2007.81 This, they alleged, was due to government attempts to 
dilute the Shiite majority on the islands through in-migration of Sun-
nis from Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia. More than 10,000 families 
were naturalised in this way, and used to staff the security services, 
from which Bahraini Shiites have long been excluded from leadership 
positions.82 The new arrivals also elicited cross-sectarian concern at 
the strain they placed on already-overstretched services such as hous-
ing, education and the energy grid.83

â•… Bahrain’s experience highlighted the danger facing Gulf elites and 
society from dashed expectations of political reform processes. If the 
reforms are perceived merely as cloaking an old emperor in new clothes 
they risk generating popular disillusionment with, and disengagement 
from, the political process. This has already happened in Bahrain, 
where opposition groups struggle to explain to their constituents how 
their participation in the 2006 elections produced any tangible bene-
fits.84 Notably, this disillusion with the political process extended 
beyond Shiite Islamist groups to include more secular, left-wing organi-
sations such as the National Democratic Action Society (NDAS). In 
September 2008, the NDAS hinted that it and other oppositional 
groups might boycott the 2010 elections.85 This trend poses a potential 
threat to internal security and stability should oppositional groups 
decide that insufficient scope for redress exists within an inflexible 
political system, and channel their demands through violence instead.
â•… Developments in Yemen since reunification in 1990 illustrate how 
differential access to resources can sharpen existing fault-lines and cre-
ate new fissures within society. The discovery of oil in the southern 
province of Hadramawt shortly after reunification injected a potent 
and lucrative rent-seeking dimension into intra-regional tensions 
between the northern and southern provinces of Yemen. Many of these 
lingered from the pre- and post-occupation era and reflected existing 
imbalances in power relations and access to resources between the 
former provinces of northern and southern Yemen. In particular, offi-
cials and businessmen belonging to the powerful (northern-based) 
Rashid tribal confederation of President Ali Abdullah Saleh were per-
ceived to benefit unduly from their links to the regime and preferential 
access to oil rents.86

â•… This played on the systemic weaknesses in governance that penetrated 
Yemeni state institutions. It faciliated an endemic misuse of oil rents 
that increasingly propped up the extensive networks of patronage that 
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regulated inter- and intra-tribal and state-society relations.87 It also rein-
forced powerful feelings of marginalisation and alienation from the 
central government felt by local sheikhs and tribal leaders in southern 
provinces. This tapped into anger at the inequitable distribution of 
post-1990 political and economic power in Yemen, and with the politi-
cal pattern laid down after the brief civil war in 1994. Such feelings 
played on, and deepened, the lingering regional tensions and were a 
contributory cause (although not the proximate one) of the southern 
secessionist movement that rapidly gained momentum after 2007.88

â•… The nature of the interconnected crises of governance and legitimate 
political authority facing Yemen means that drivers of conflict cannot 
be considered in isolation from each other. Nevertheless, the introduc-
tion of rent-seeking behaviour permeated state institutions that had 
already been weakened by corruption and patronage. New networks 
of inequality emerged that further eroded the fragile legitimacy of 
Yemeni state institutions in the eyes of its many detractors. The pro-
ceeds from oil extraction also enhanced the regime’s ability to remain 
in power without embarking on sustained or credible reform initia-
tives, even as it faced violent contestations of its power and authority. 
Oil rents thus operated both as a driver and multiplier of existing ten-
sions and fault-lines that sustained a faltering political economy, while 
obstructing moves to prepare for the looming post-oil transition. With 
the imminent depletion of oil reserves within the coming decade, the 
legacy of resource inequality is already manifesting itself in the con-
traction of state services and the erosion of regime legitimacy and state 
authority in both violent and non-violent ways.

Fragile Resource Bases

The three case studies of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Yemen demon-
strate how states and societies that contain numerous fault-lines can 
become susceptible to internal tensions and conflict. Gulf polities con-
tain many such fissures, including ethnic, sectarian and tribal splits, 
differences between citizens and expatriates, and between different 
classes of citizens themselves. These divisions both reflect, and interact 
with, differential levels of access to resources. Together, they heighten 
regime vulnerability to future politicisation and contestation if resource 
scarcities develop and persist. Were this to happen it would also erode 
regime credibility and societal confidence in the ruling bargain, based 
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as it has been on the redistribution of goods and services in lieu of 
extensive participatory mechanisms.
â•… Any breakdown of social cohesion would jeopardise the web of social 
relationships that bind together the many different communities and 
groups within the highly-stratified Gulf polities. Alternatively, the imple-
mentation of inclusive counter-measures to promote and strengthen 
internal cohesion will increase the likelihood of a consensual and non-
violent transition toward post-oil political economies. For this reason, 
leaderships, particularly in the richer GCC states, have invested large 
amounts of time and money in attaining food and energy security and 
attempting to delay the moment when the carrying capacity of their 
rapidly-expanding populations exceeds the boundaries of economic, 
social and environmental sustainability. Yet these represent short-term 
initiatives to boost supply rather than the politically more difficult yet 
long-term more sustainable measures to regulate demand through the 
introduction of market pricing or progressive dismantling of subsidy 
regimes. As such, they merely postpone the eventual reckoning and 
introduce the possibility that it will not come about as the result of the 
regime’s choosing in a controlled and orderly top-down manner.
â•… Internal tensions and fault-lines also weaken states’ capacities to 
absorb and overcome external shocks, such as the danger of abrupt or 
irreversible changes arising from environmental degradation or climate 
change. The following chapter will examine this in detail. Already the 
Yemeni experience indicates how easily inequitable levels of resource 
allocation can become drivers and multipliers of conflict. Furthermore, 
the direction of Gulf States’ initiatives to boost capacity rather than 
change habits of unsustainable consumption provides a visible indica-
tion of the difficult political choices that must be confronted at some 
point. Here, the core issue at stake is the updating of the social contract 
to bring it into line with sustainable and long-term patterns of con-
sumption and production. Yet the danger that faces Gulf policymakers 
is that their failure to roll back subsidies and patterns of wasteful con-
sumption in times of comparative plenty will mean that reforms will 
instead occur during periods of relative hardship. This, in turn, 
enhances the possibility that change, when it occurs, will be contested 
and violent, rather than consensual and incremental.
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6

CLIMATE SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
CHALLENGES

The existence of unequal resource distribution and socio-economic 
challenges such as population stresses described in previous chapters 
increase a society’s vulnerability to external shocks.1 Moreover, they 
hold the potential to sharpen the disruptive effects of any subsequent 
dislocation or natural disaster, such as rising sea levels or a decisive 
move away from carbon-emitting fossil fuels in the industrialised 
world. Particularly in the low-lying coastal zones of the Arabian Penin-
sula, the direct and indirect impact of long-term climate-change could 
profoundly impact long-established patterns of human settlement and 
urbanisation.2 Furthermore, these pressures have already placed the 
fragile ecosystem of the Peninsula under great stress, and reduced its 
resilience to any external shock. The interaction of these environmen-
tal scarcities and stresses with systems of perceived or actual inequali-
ties in access to dwindling resources thus represents a potent future 
threat to internal stability in a climate-stressed world.3 Already, climate 
change and environmental degradation have emerged as threat multi-
pliers and drivers of conflict in Darfur and are doing so in Yemen, 
where they are overlaid on existing points of weakness.
â•… There is, nevertheless, a growing disjuncture between international 
and Gulf-centric discourses on the environmental and security dimen-
sions of climate change. Interlocking power circles and interest net-
works play a critical role in determining how perceptions of climate 
change in the Gulf States feed through to policy formulation.4 These 
are dominated by policymakers’ concern for the stability and continu-
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ity of the revenues from oil exports. Hence, issues of environmental 
degradation and climate change barely feature in regional security dis-
cussions, which remain overwhelmingly focused on short-term ‘hard’ 
threats to security and stability, and officials in the Gulf States (in com-
mon with other Arab states in the Middle East) still do not perceive 
climate change as a threatening factor in spite of mounting evidence to 
the contrary.5 There is very low availability of information on, and 
public awareness of, these issues, and their mainstreaming into policy-
making and implementation has been extremely low.6 On the contrary, 
the processes of energy-intensive industrialisation and prestigious 
mega-projects that dominate the economic landscape of the GCC have 
contributed to among the highest levels of per-capita energy consump-
tion and carbon emissions in the world.7 This fits in the pattern of 
subsidised and ultimately unsustainable patterns of consumption high-
lighted in the previous chapter.
â•… Climate change and environmental degradation are global issues 
whose effects will accelerate in the twenty-first century and present a 
serious and enduring threat to human (as well as state) security. Their 
effects will be trans-boundary and cannot be resolved without a com-
prehensive and multilateral approach. This marks them out as bell-
wethers of the profound shift in global politics in which problems and 
responses transcend national borders and rigid distinctions between 
domestic and international policy.8 Recent research into their security 
implications has positioned climate change in the nexus between con-
flict and resource scarcity outlined in the previous chapter. Further-
more, academics and analysts have connected it to heightened 
vulnerability to internal instability and conflict, as well as state failure 
in its most extreme case.9 Underlying these linkages is the importance 
of socio-political and cultural awareness that shape the institutional 
context in which adaptation and mitigation strategies evolve. Yet it 
remains the case that the institutional context in the Gulf States is 
dominated by their continuing reliance on revenues from the extrac-
tion and export of oil. This drives official scepticism about the effects 
of human-induced climate change and an unwillingness to consider or 
address its environmental or security dimensions.10

The Emergence of Climate Security

Beginning in the post-Second World War era but accelerating rapidly 
in the 1990s, the concept of political community became re-conceptu-
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alised into a distinctive form of ‘global politics.’ This developed in 
order to explain the intensity and extensity of global interconnections 
and states’ enmeshment within trans-national frameworks and issues.11 
This had a security dimension, as the ending of the Cold War triggered 
a major rethinking of traditional concepts of security. This involved a 
move beyond the ‘national security’ of states, as hitherto defined, 
toward a broadening definition that encompassed both military and 
non-military threats. It tied into the growing awareness of global inter-
dependencies based on international cooperation and multilateral 
frameworks of international governance. These interconnected link-
ages required a cognitive shift in thinking about global security.12 
Many new security discourses appeared in the 1990s, including human 
security, environmental security, and climate security. All of these para-
digms challenged the distinction between the internal (domestic) and 
external (foreign) policy dimensions that had dominated Cold War, 
realist perspectives on security.13

â•… The early chapters of this book analysed how and why no such cog-
nitive shift occurred in the Gulf, where policymaking remained focused 
on hard military threats to security and continued to be couched in 
zero-sum, balance of power terms.14 Nevertheless, during the 1990s 
and accelerating in the 2000s, the threat from ecological disruption 
and human-induced climate change emerged as key components in the 
shifting global security paradigm. The concept of ‘environmental secu-
rity’ officially became recognised as early as 1987 in the Brundtland 
Report (Our Common Future) published by the United Nations World 
Commission on Environment and Development. This path-breaking 
report introduced the notion of sustainable development and empha-
sised the interlocking nature of the crises facing the planet.15 It also 
paved the way for the 1992 Earth Summit, the Rio Declaration and 
the creation of the Commission on Sustainable Development, and the 
1995 UN Commission on Global Governance with its emphasis on 
‘planetary security.’16

â•… In 2004, the United Nations High-Level Panel on Threats, Chal-
lenges and Change broadened the focus of security policy to include 
non-conventional threats such as poverty, infectious diseases and envi-
ronmental degradation, in addition to conflict within and between 
states. It also made a powerful case for a new security consensus based 
on collective and cooperative action as it argued that ‘in the twenty-
first century, more than ever before, no State can stand wholly alone…
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today’s threats recognize no national boundaries, are connected, and 
must be addressed at the global and regional as well as the national 
levels.’17 Three years later, in March 2007, the new UN Secretary-
General, Ban Ki-Moon, urged the reframing of the debate over climate 
change from an environmental to a development and security issue.18 
The following month saw the first UN Security Council discussion on 
the international security implications of climate change. It identified 
a range of potential threats to security, including flows of environmen-
tal refugees, potential conflict over access to resources and energy sup-
plies, as well as societal stresses and humanitarian crises.19

â•… Recent research and policy discourse have disaggregated climate 
change into its direct and indirect impacts and focused on how it might 
reformulate the international security and geopolitical spectrum. Nick 
Mabey argued that if it is not slowed, climate change will become the 
primary driver of conflict within and between states, and that the pat-
tern of violence in Darfur demonstrates how access to resources in 
times of environmental stress can become politicised and exacerbate 
existing communal conflicts. This linked both the direct and indirect 
dimensions as the stresses imparted by the former exacerbated existing 
divisions and created new ones. Moving from the micro- to the macro-
level, he also predicted that climate change will link old problems in 
new ways and change the nature of strategic interests, alliances, bor-
ders, comparative advantages and inter-state cooperation.20 Mean-
while, Jeffrey Mazo highlighted the multiplicative and interactive 
causality of climate change as a stressor on more proximate drivers of 
conflict in Darfur, such as access to water, which he termed ‘the first 
modern climate change conflict.21 Paul Smith made a similar compara-
tive point that climate change has emerged as a new variable of inter-
national security in the twenty-first century.22

â•… Moving toward an assessment of the likely implications in the Mid-
dle East, Oli Brown and Alec Crawford of the International Institute 
for Strategic Development examined the security challenges of climate 
change in the Levant. They agreed with the assessments (above) that 
climate change is likely to aggravate existing tensions and constitute one 
(of numerous) drivers of future conflict over access to scarce resources, 
food insecurity, and the changing availability of water resources. The 
indirect impact of climate change was thus particularly important in 
the conflict-afflicted region of the Middle East, where numerous actual 
and latent tensions and inter- and intra-state fault-lines abound. Their 
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sobering conclusions highlighted the possibility that climate change 
may hinder economic growth and thereby exacerbate social instability 
and potential societal breakdown. Furthermore, they emphasised the 
danger that political and popular perceptions of resource shrinkage 
might lead to the militarisation of access to, and control over, strategic 
natural resources.23

â•… In the specific context of the Arabian Peninsula and the GCC states, 
such research as has occurred has mostly originated from outside the 
region. A notable exception is the research carried out by Mohamed 
Raouf at the Gulf Research Centre in Dubai. His work has mapped the 
changing institutional and policymaking perspectives on climate 
change-related issues in the GCC states. Although his finding of a sub-
tle shift in perspective has been corroborated by external analysts,24 
remedial policy has taken the form of energy diversification rather than 
tackling environmental awareness and unsustainable consumption. 
This ties into the previous chapter’s emphasis on Gulf States’ prefer-
ence for boosting capacities to obviate the need to undertake difficult 
and politically sensitive reforms to the social contract.25 Finally, speak-
ing at the annual Manama Dialogue regional security summit in Bah-
rain in December 2008, the then UK Secretary of Defence John Hutton 
listed climate change as one of the new threats to Gulf security, along-
side the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and the existence 
of terrorist havens in failed states.26

â•… Climate security has therefore embedded itself in global security 
discourse. It straddles a dangerous intersection between development, 
governance and sources of conflict. This vulnerability operates both 
at the intra-societal and inter-state levels. It is consistent with recent 
patterns of conflict indicating that outbreaks of violence are more 
likely to take place within societies rather than between states.27 How-
ever, its position on the fuzzy margins between domestic and global 
politics complicates strategies to address it. While human-induced 
climate change already poses a hard security threat in certain manifes-
tations and locations, its full effects will become apparent over dec-
ades rather than months and years. These will require concerted and 
multilateral solutions that tackle both its environmental and security 
aspects.28 Yet the disappointing outcome of the December 2009 
United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen demon-
strated the difficulties inherent in reaching even a global consensus, let 
alone agreement, on climate change.29 It also highlighted the para-
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doxical disjuncture between the growing urgency of global challenges 
and the continuing inability to arrive at global solutions to these inter-
connected problems.30

Perceptions of Climate Security in the Gulf States

Climate change and environmental degradation present multi-dimen-
sional threats to internal and regional security in the Gulf region. 
These range from rising sea levels to the impact on already-fragile eco-
systems and more highly contested access to food and water resources, 
alongside a potential shift toward a de-carbonised world economy that 
might depress global demand for Gulf oil. In all of these instances, 
climate change may exacerbate existing tensions and create new driv-
ers of conflict within and between societies. Although regional perspec-
tives on these issues have shifted subtly in recent years with the launch 
of several high-profile renewable and clean energy initiatives, aware-
ness of, and adaptation to, the impacts of climate change has been very 
low.31 This is evidenced in the paradoxical contrast between Abu 
Dhabi’s patronage of the Masdar clean energy initiative and successful 
bid to host the headquarters of the International Renewable Energy 
Agency (IRENA) while boasting the world’s largest ecological footprint 
per capita.32

â•… The anthropogenic causes of human-induced climate change are 
manifold, and encompass political, economic, socio-cultural and 
demographic factors. These include population growth, demographic 
shifts, economic and technological development, cultural values and 
belief systems, and governance and institutional structures. Underlying 
all of these, and interlinking them, is the destructive interaction 
between human societies and their ecosystems and the incompatibility 
of current models of economic growth with sustainable development.33 
This is a challenge confronting states and societies across the world, 
but in the Gulf States it is compounded by regional political economies 
that depend on oil revenues for their survival and stability. Previous 
chapters demonstrated how policies of wasteful, subsidised consump-
tion form a core of the social contract in these rentier systems. These 
trends skew institutional structures and political willpower against 
substantive reformulation of these patterns of unsustainable growth. 
They also resulted in GCC states occupying the top four global rank-
ings in carbon dioxide emissions per capita, with Qatar’s figure being 
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more than double that of the United Arab Emirates in second place 
and over three times that of the United States.34

â•… What is lacking in the GCC is a coherent sense of the emerging cli-
mate-security nexus as described above. Only in Oman has widespread 
awareness of sustainable development and climate change mitigation 
entered policymaking discourse at a high level, with the formation of a 
dedicated Ministry of Environment and Climate Affairs in 2007.35 This 
is unsurprising in a regional context lacking even an internal consensus 
on the environmental aspects of climate change. This was evidenced in 
successive rounds of international climate change negotiations leading 
up to the 2009 Copenhagen Summit. With the notable exception of 
Oman, GCC states earned a reputation for obstructionist tactics focus-
ing on the (negative in their perception) economic implications of a 
climate-changed world rather than the environmental impacts of cli-
mate change itself.36 In March 2009, Mohammed Al-Sabban, head of 
the Saudi delegation to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), stated clearly that strict global proposals 
to mitigate climate change by cutting carbon emissions and dependence 
on oil represented a ‘very serious [threat] for oil producing countries 
and in particular Gulf producing countries,’ which ‘stand to lose out to 
such policies that are biased against oil producers.’37

â•… During the run-up to the Copenhagen Summit, Al-Sabban also seized 
on the revelation that scientists in the United Kingdom had allegedly 
manipulated data to support their argument that the planet is warming 
up to cast doubt on the broader validity of climate science. He added 
that ‘the size of [economic] sacrifices must be built on a secure founda-
tion of information, which we found now is not true.’38 His comments 
demonstrated the extent to which policymakers in the Gulf view poten-
tial moves toward a de-carbonised world as the greatest potential cli-
mate change-linked threat to security. They also reflected the Gulf 
States’ sense of defensive protectiveness toward their use of oil reserves, 
both directly as generators of revenue and stability, and indirectly as the 
facilitator of economic diversification initiatives. It is through this pow-
erful lens that climate-related perspectives are refracted.39

â•… It is against this backdrop of concern for their own security that the 
Gulf states’ considerable efforts to become world leaders in renewable 
and alternative energy must be viewed. Abu Dhabi campaigned hard 
to host the headquarters of IRENA at its flagship carbon-neutral Mas-
dar City.40 The Masdar Initiative also encompasses the annual World 
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Future Energy Summit, which launched in 2008, and the Masdar Insti-
tute of Science and Technology, which opened in September 2009. 
Together, they provide a world-leading platform for advanced research 
into renewable and sustainable energy and enabled Abu Dhabi to 
brand itself, somewhat improbably in light of its ecological footprint, 
as a global leader in the field.41 Nor was Abu Dhabi alone in seizing 
the initiative; in Saudi Arabia, the $10bn-endowed King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology, which also began operating in 
September 2009, included a dedicated research track examining 
resources, energy and environment issues with a particular emphasis 
on clean combustion technologies and solar and alternative energy 
science.42 Meanwhile in Qatar the Al-Shaheen Oilfield Gas Recovery 
and Utilisation Project became the first registered Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM) project in the Gulf in May 2007, and other CDM 
initiatives are currently underway in the renewable energy, waste, 
cement and aluminium smelting sectors.43

â•… These initiatives in part represented attempts to divert the focus of 
international attention away from blunt criticism of the Gulf States’ 
policies toward climate change and environmental issues. Regional 
positions on climate change (such as they exist) have been dominated 
by the economic impact of adaptation and mitigation and the issue of 
financial compensation to offset economic losses caused by developed 
countries’ response measures, rather than on the science itself.44 As 
rentier states dependent on the extraction of oil and redistribution of 
its revenues, policymakers in the GCC states fear that any global move 
away from oil will disproportionately impact their own political econ-
omies. In this context, official and public opinion views the environ-
mental and climate security dimensions as secondary to the primary 
challenge of maintaining intact their major source of revenue. Strate-
gies of pragmatic and political survival thus explain the regional dis-
tinctiveness of Gulf conversations on these global issues.

Environmental and Security Threats From Climate Change

The Gulf States are nevertheless highly exposed to the effects of climate 
change and environmental degradation on already-stressed ecosystems 
and patterns of habitation. The UK Meterological Office Hadley Centre 
predicts a progressive rise in the long-term average temperature in the 
Middle East by 3.2 degrees Celsius from 1990–2070. It also warned 
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that increasing water stress and salinity and further degradation of soil 
quality will adversely affect crop yields and make the region still more 
reliant on imported foodstuffs.45 These findings have been corroborated 
by other studies that also predict a significant long-term increase in 
temperature (as well as humidity) as well as a decrease in long-term 
precipitation in the Arabian Peninsula. Richer provides a summary of 
the range of predicted rises of between 3 and 5.9 degrees Celsius over 
the course of the twenty-first century.46 Meanwhile, the interaction of 
rising temperatures with falling precipitation will intensify still further 
the competition for already-scarce resources of food and water, and 
open them up for potential contestation in times of hardship.
â•… Moreover, trajectories of human and urban settlement are imposing 
additional extra-systemic stress factors on the fragile ecosystems of the 
Arabian Peninsula. These are exacerbated by the energy-intensive mod-
els of economic development and diversification that are underway 
throughout the GCC states. Together, the trends interact with the pre-
vailing value-systems and behavioural culture outlined in the previous 
section. The result is a continuation of the short-term and traditional 
‘hard’ security approaches, which have not started to factor in the pos-
sible medium- to longer-term threats and potential societal disruption 
arising from climate and environmental security. On a societal level, if 
left unchecked, the trends will also render the land progressively less 
suitable for further development, and heighten the value (and potential 
contestability) of existing resources. This is already unfolding in 
Yemen, where dwindling water reserves, partially caused by falling 
precipitation, are heightening local tensions and leading to a rush to 
extract as much water as possible before supplies run out.47

â•… As a hyper-arid region with few natural resources other than oil (and 
gas) reserves, the Arabian Peninsula presents myriad difficulties to 
large-scale human activity. These include food insecurity and water 
stress (as examined in the previous chapter), both of which reflect a his-
torically narrow margin of subsistence over the land. More than 90 per 
cent of the limited arable land on the Peninsula already suffers from 
overgrazing and land degradation, leading to further desertification of 
the already-limited regions of non-desert.48 The scale of the problem is 
evidenced in Kuwait, where studies have shown an average annual loss 
of 285 square kilometres of productive land to desertification.49 This 
creeping desertification is matched by an increasing salinity of deplet-
ing fossil water reserves. Saltwater intrusion into groundwater has 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	insecure  gulf

138

resulted in massive increases in salinity levels in Qatar, in particular, 
and is directly attributable to unsustainable over-exploitation of under-
ground aquifers.50 This problem is at its most acute and urgent in 
Yemen, as the following chapter makes clear, where water tables have 
been dropping by as much as ten feet each year and water basins have 
started to dry up altogether.51

â•… Coastal patterns of settlement and development in the GCC states 
render them especially vulnerable to changes in sea levels arising from 
climate change. In February 2009, the World Meteorological Organi-
sation warned that a 5 centimetre rise in sea levels would have major 
consequences for marine life and coastal development around the 
world.52 This compares to predictions of sea level rises of anything 
between 18 and 59 centimetres by 2100 (depending on different car-
bon emissions scenarios and trajectories) made in the Fourth Assess-
ment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 
2007.53 Moreover, the report predicted with very high confidence that 
‘Many millions more people are projected to be flooded every year due 
to sea-level rise by the 2080s,’ and added that ‘The unavoidability of 
sea-level rise, even in the longer-term, frequently conflicts with present-
day human development patterns and trends.’54

â•… These alarmist predictions clash directly with the ambitious land 
reclamation and prestigious mega-projects that have become features 
of the Arabian Peninsula coastline. While some overly-ambitious devel-
opments such as ‘The World’ archipelago in Dubai have fallen victim 
to the global financial downturn, the rapid pace of urbanisation and 
land development projects elsewhere magnify the threat from climate 
change and rising sea levels. The concentration of urban and human 
development in low-lying coastal areas also complicates and heightens 
any future financial and social cost of adaptation to a climate-changed 
environment.55 This is particularly pertinent for the thirty-three islands 
that constitute the Bahrain archipelago even without factoring in the 
prestigious new groups of artificial islands in the Durrat al-Bahrain 
and Amwaj luxury residential projects. However it is also applicable 
to the major urban conurbations and coastal development projects in 
all other GCC states, with the partial exception of Saudi Arabia.56

â•… Changing patterns of temperature, precipitation and sea levels rep-
resent the tangible effects of climate change that have already started 
to occur in the Gulf, as elsewhere. These trends, to a high probability, 
are expected to accelerate over the course of the twenty-first century 
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and constitute an increasingly direct challenge to security and stability. 
Although current awareness is low throughout the GCC, the tangible 
manifestations of climate change do at least hold the potential to be 
targeted by adaptive counter-measures to mitigate some of their 
effects.57 This is particularly the case in the high-income developing 
states in the GCC, which enjoy greater levels of material resources 
than most other developing world-regions. Hence, the issue is more 
one of the lack of political willpower and institutional agency (at least 
in the short-term) rather than lack of material resources that is at 
stake.58 In poorer states, such as Yemen but also potentially including 
Bahrain and Oman in the near-future, the capability to undertake 
expensive adaptation and mitigation projects is likely to be far more 
limited, and this may magnify the negative impacts arising from exog-
enous shocks and internal disruption.
â•… Rather more difficult to predict is the intangible impact of the proc-
esses of climate change over the medium- and longer-term. The varia-
ble lies in the interaction of internal and external stressors that may 
arise with political, economic and socio-cultural behaviour. These will 
play out over the coming years and decades and their effects cannot be 
predicted with any certainty. Nevertheless, it is possible to pinpoint the 
major dynamics that will shape the contextual parameters within 
which this interaction will take place. Of these, the most important (as 
previously described) are heightened competition for increasingly 
scarce resources and a lack of political will or capability to take effec-
tive measures of mitigation and adaptation. It is this symbiosis that is 
most vulnerable to exogenous shocks to the system if redistributive 
mechanisms begin to falter or societal stresses threaten to become 
unmanageable.
â•… Here, the issue of combating and mitigating climate change becomes 
bound up with the maintenance of the social contract in its current 
redistributive guise. As stated above, this presents policymakers with 
difficult and potentially painful choices. The paradox facing officials is 
that while the advocacy of adaptive measures or changes to unsustain-
able patterns of living carries its own risks, the long-term consequences 
of inaction are likely to be much higher. This will be magnified still 
further if they become intertwined with depleting oil reserves and 
states’ declining ability to redistribute wealth toward their societies in 
times of comparative economic hardship. Here, the unpalatable factor 
facing Gulf policymakers is that they will eventually face this shift 
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toward a post-oil era at some point in coming decades, although this 
will occur at different speeds in each country. The common denomina-
tor is that the predicted acceleration of climate change represents an 
exogenous stressor during a time of vulnerable transition. Once again, 
however, regimes have, and will continue to, put off these decisions 
until they can no longer be delayed. The absence of concerted efforts 
to change mindsets and raise awareness of climate security raises the 
possibility that eventual adaptive mechanisms will become marked by 
contestation rather than consensus.
â•… The vulnerability of, and scale of investment in, man-made islands 
and other elaborate coastal development projects provides regimes with 
incentives to study carefully the local and regional impacts of climate 
change. Moreover, measures to bridge the gap between popular aware-
ness of climate change and its range of likely impacts may lessen soci-
etal vulnerability to insecurity arising from exogenous shocks to the 
system. This is particularly important in states and societies character-
ised by existing fissures that then become susceptible to fragmentation 
or rupture under pressure. In this context, the broadening and deepen-
ing of the concept of what, and for whom, the idea of security involves 
becomes relevant to regional political economies, as they evolve under 
the twin pressures of long-term climate change and transition toward a 
post-oil era. A human security approach, focused on the needs of com-
munities and individuals, may provide the optimal policy instrument 
for strengthening societal cohesion and state-society relations during 
times of profound and rapid change and possible upheaval.
â•… A further factor that can be expected to take on critical importance 
is the need for some form of regional collaboration on trans-boundary 
issues. The Gulf’s troubled history of inter-state conflict reflects and 
overlays the geo-political fault-lines that criss-cross the region. The 
growing competition for increasingly scarce resources that is antici-
pated to be a feature of a climate-stressed world contains the seed of 
potential tensions and conflict if policymaking continues to follow a 
unilateral rather than collective commons approach. For this to be 
obviated, however, political and popular awareness of the validity and 
urgency of climate change must first undergo a profound shift. In addi-
tion to promoting policies that encourage conservation and sustainable 
development, an appreciation of climate security and its potential 
implications for internal and external stability will be cornerstones of 
any new and inclusive attempts to tackle the threat from climate 
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change. This challenges political and security officials proactively to 
broaden their conception of security and adopt a long-term, non-mili-
tary view encompassing direct threats to the sustenance of human 
communities and patterns of settlement.

Threats From Environmental Degradation

A second, partially interlinked, threat to the fragile ecosystem of the 
Arabian Peninsula and the marine environment of the Gulf comes from 
environmental degradation. Again, this is magnified by the coastal pat-
terns of settlement and development that have proliferated over recent 
decades and placed increasing strain on local ecosystems. This 
enhances their vulnerability to future natural and man-made disasters. 
The most urgent, and potentially damaging, threat comes from any 
accident at the Iranian nuclear reactor in Bushehr. If this were to occur 
it would have devastating ecological and human consequences for sur-
rounding countries as the reactor lies within the internationally-agreed 
500 kilometre radius of settlements.59 Officials in the GCC states point 
out that the reactor is closer to Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain than Tehe-
ran and that the counter-clockwise currents in the Gulf would result in 
the Arabian coastline bearing the brunt of any irradiation of water 
supplies.60

â•… The effect of irradiation on water supplies would also be devastating 
to human and urban settlements throughout the Gulf littoral. As out-
lined in the previous chapter, regional water scarcities and the over-use 
of renewable and fossil water reserves has left the GCC states’ over-
reliant on desalinated water drawn from the Gulf. Desalinated water 
currently meets up to 99 per cent of total water demand in Qatar and 
96.5 per cent in Kuwait, with only Saudi Arabia and Oman being able 
to draw on extensive non-desalinated supplies.61 Moreover, the share 
of desalinated water will increase over time as existing fossil reserves 
become exhausted. Consequently, any contamination of water supplies 
in the Gulf would be catastrophic, particularly were it to have pro-
longed, long-term effects. This is a cause of constant anxiety to policy-
makers in the GCC states, who express concern at the broader weakness 
of international safeguards and monitoring systems in Iran’s controver-
sial and secretive nuclear programme.62

â•… Gulf coastlines and water supplies are also highly vulnerable to 
actual and potential oil spillage. Even before taking into account the 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	insecure  gulf

142

possibility of leakage or accidents, an estimated equivalent of 1.2 mil-
lion barrels of oil are discharged into Gulf waters by oil tankers each 
year.63 In 1991, retreating Iraqi forces inflicted enormous environmen-
tal and material damage as they set Kuwaiti oil wells ablaze. The 
smoke and carbon fallout from the more than 700 fires interfered with 
weather patterns in the northern Gulf and dramatically decreased the 
quality of air, causing respiratory hazards for inhabitants in the 
afflicted areas.64 In the short-term, it inflicted irreparable harm on the 
biodiversity and natural habitat of Gulf coastlines and damaged fish, 
shrimp and other marine wildlife stocks. It also opened up a range of 
health security impacts that may only become apparent over the long-
er-term, including the residual effects of smoke inhalation on suscepti-
bility to lung cancer and birth defects.65

â•… This vulnerability to exogenous and unpredictable events is a poten-
tial trigger of instability in the Gulf States. If a disruptive event were to 
occur it would jeopardise the human security of entire communities 
and the physical security of urban settlements and coastal develop-
ments. The political fall-out would strain state-society relations to 
breaking-point if it were to bring into question the political economy 
underpinnings of development models. Yet, aside from lingering mem-
ories in Kuwait of the oil fires that led to a resurgence of interest in 
environmental protection and Oman’s regional-leading approach to 
awareness of sustainable development, environmental degradation 
barely features in regional discourse.66 This seemingly surprising omis-
sion (given its manifold vulnerabilities) is primarily attributable to the 
emphasis on energy-intensive industrialisation and urbanisation 
projects that have formed the cornerstone of economic diversification 
programmes in the GCC.67

â•… Successive Living Planet reports issued by the World Wildlife Fed-
eration laid bare the scale of environmental disregard in the GCC. The 
reports deconstruct the changing state of global biodiversity into the 
Living Planet Index and the Ecological Footprint. The latter is a meas-
ure of human demand on the natural ecosystems that support human 
activity. The 2008 report found that the UAE had an ecological foot-
print of 9.5 global hectares per person. This was marginally ahead of 
the United States (9.4) and Kuwait (8.9), but much higher than both 
the global average (2.7) and the median for high income countries 
(6.4).68 These figures revealed the unsustainable growth patterns rela-
tive to resources in the Gulf States, and must be seen in light of the 
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previous chapter’s analysis on the political economy of resource distri-
bution and emerging scarcities in key areas.
â•… Although the global financial and economic crisis slowed the pace of 
expansion, the underlying business and development models mean that 
the pressure on natural resources will continue to grow while the 
already-thin margin of subsistence over the natural environment con-
tinues to erode. To these diverging trajectories must be added a lack of 
appreciable or strong civil society organisations that focus on ecological 
issues. These building blocks of public education could assist in embed-
ding the values of environmentalism and sustainable development in 
policymaking frameworks and popular consciousness.69 Their compara-
tive absence, notwithstanding a small presence in Kuwait and Bahrain 
and the work of the Emirates Environmental Group in Dubai, reduces 
the likelihood of meaningful changes to behavioural values or the insti-
tutionalisation and mainstreaming of environmental awareness.70 Here, 
as with climate security, the relationship between power, knowledge 
and interests actively shapes the direction of policymaking and deter-
mines which issues make it onto national and regional security agendas. 
With these agendas remaining fixated on short-term, ‘hard’ security 
challenges, discussion of the threat (and of its level of severity) to liveli-
hoods and to the basic human security of communities has yet to feed 
into the public or political arena in any meaningful way.71

Longer-Term Challenges

As oil-based economies heavily reliant on the hydrocarbons sector for 
approximately 50 per cent of regional GDP and 80 per cent of fiscal 
and export revenues, the GCC states would be adversely impacted by 
any fall in global demand for oil or changing energy mix.72 The dra-
matic fall in oil prices and government revenues in 2008–9 demon-
strated the Gulf States’ vulnerability to external and sector-specific 
volatility. In Oman, government revenues fell by 21.3 per cent to the 
year ending June 2009 on the back of a 33.3 per cent decline in net oil 
revenues, while in Yemen, government oil receipts plunged by nearly 60 
per cent in 2009 owing both to declining reserves and the fall in price.73 
While oil prices recovered thereafter, the dramatic swing exposed the 
inherent uncertainty that complicates regional budgetary planning and 
policy implementation, with knock-on implications for the economic 
prosperity and socio-political stability of all Gulf States.
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â•… In addition to the security implications of climate change and envi-
ronmental degradation discussed in previous sections, a further dimen-
sion is specific to oil-producing states. This is the potential implication 
that may arise from a shift in global energy demand in a climate-
stressed and increasingly environmentally aware world.74 During the 
course of the twenty-first century, the accelerating pace of technologi-
cal innovation, research and development is expected to result in sig-
nificant advances in alternative and renewable energies. Oil will remain 
important but likely constitute only one of several options, particularly 
in post-industrial Western economies. The defensive posture adopted 
by Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in international climate change negotia-
tions and Abu Dhabi and Qatar’s spearheading of renewable and 
greener energy initiatives do suggest that policymakers in the GCC 
recognise the possibility of a gradual move toward a de-carbonised 
economy in coming decades.75 This perception informs their objective 
interests in the issues of climate change and environmental degrada-
tion, and it emphasises how these interests reflect intersubjective 
understandings about the means required to project power, influence 
and wealth.76

â•… Concern for the maintenance of their revenue streams is therefore 
intertwined with questions of political and economic stability and the 
durability of the social contract in the Gulf States. Domestic interests 
coalesce around this nexus to produce public and political acquies-
cence for the continuation of models of economic development that 
increasingly will prove more and more difficult to sustain. This will 
make the eventual dismantling of the patterns of subsidised lifestyles 
more difficult and painful. It also raises the risks of the transition being 
accompanied by societal stresses and internal instability, particularly if 
the resource insecurities and unequal patterns of distribution described 
earlier persist. Nevertheless, with the challenges of climate change and 
environmental degradation predicted to become more acute and multi-
dimensional, the costs of inaction in the short-term are likely to be 
heavy in the medium- and longer-one.
â•… Climate change and environmental degradation thus contains impor-
tant implications for the future security paradigm of the Gulf States. 
These will impact socio-political and economic patterns and will be 
contemporaneous to, and embedded within, the unfolding post-oil 
economic transition. Their trans-national character will also inject new 
potential sources of tension into intra- and inter-state relations, par-
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ticularly if they interact with existing inequalities and societal fault-
lines in an interconnected cycle of instability and predatory 
contestation. All of this will play out over years and decades and thus 
has not been accorded priority in national and regional security agen-
das. Yet pre-emptive and preparatory research into the security impli-
cations of climate change and environmental degradation can assuage 
(if not eliminate) some of the more indirect effects that may be 
expected to occur. These include raising public awareness and political 
will in order to strengthen institutional capacity to draw up and imple-
ment adaptation and mitigation measures. Above all, regional security 
paradigms need to integrate the study of climate and environmental 
security into research on failing and contracting states, such as Yemen. 
This would interrogate the overlaying of climate change and environ-
mental degradation as additional stress points and drivers of conflict 
on fractured polities and examine their implications for states already 
teetering on the edge of failure.
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7

YEMEN’S CONTESTED TRANSITION

The previous three chapters tracked the emergence of a range of longer-
term and non-military challenges to regional security in the Gulf. These 
form part of the broadening and deepening of the concept of security 
to encompass a human dimension in addition to older frameworks of 
‘national’ security. This final section shifts the focus of analysis to 
study the interlinking of these multiple sources of insecurity and causes 
of state weakness in Yemen. It extends the assessment of the trans-
national dimensions of Yemeni-based terrorism in chapter two to 
address the interconnected socio-political, economic, environmental 
and trans-national challenges afflicting domestic conditions in the 
country. Collectively, these amount to a crisis of governance and 
regressive political implosion that constitutes the single most danger-
ous short-term challenge to the security and stability of the Arabian 
Peninsula. It also raises a number of worrying comparative issues for 
the GCC states to consider as they gradually move toward the delicate 
task of disentangling the layers of patronage and rent-seeking networks 
inherent in moves to a post-oil political economy.

Yemen faces a combination of underlying challenges, each of which, 
on its own, would be profoundly destabilising. These include a military 
rebellion in the northern province of Sa’dah that has flared intermit-
tently with six rounds of fighting since 2004, a growing southern seces-
sionist movement that challenges the post-1990 reunification 
settlement, as well as the reconstitution of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula following the merger of its Yemeni and Saudi wings in Janu-
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ary 2009. Underlying all of these hard threats to security is the immi-
nent depletion of oil and water reserves, and the erosion of regime 
legitimacy and state capacity to govern effectively or even fairly. Across 
the Gulf of Aden, state collapse in Somalia has facilitated destabilising 
flows of men, money and material between Somalia and Yemen. This 
has injected the multiple drivers of conflict and insecurity in the Horn 
of Africa into the Gulf’s regional security equation. The result is a fail-
ing political economy and fragmenting society on the south-western 
flank of the Arabian Peninsula that can no longer be contained within 
Yemen itself.
â•… The systemic crises of imminent resource depletion, environmental 
degradation and the reformulation of regime legitimacy during a 
period of profound political and economic transition demonstrate the 
interlocking challenges to security described in previous chapters. All 
of these issues will, in some combination, also face the GCC states 
over the course of the twenty-first century. As this chapter will show, 
the downward spiral of developments in Yemen demonstrates how 
each can exacerbate the other and lead to a transition that is marked 
more by violence than consensus. Further, these tangible manifesta-
tions of insecurity exacerbate the intangible breakdown of social rela-
tions and erode the nexus of rules, consent and popular legitimacy that 
is critical to the maintenance of state-society relations and the latter’s 
confidence in the regime’s continued rule. Consequently, Yemen’s 
downward trajectory toward failing statehood provides a worrying 
bellwether of the difficult changes that confront its neighbours on the 
Arabian Peninsula as they too embark on the processes of rapid transi-
tion during periods of declining resources and burgeoning socio-eco-
nomic challenges.

Systemic Crises and Interlocking Challenges

Yemen is one of the poorest countries in the Arab and Islamic world 
with a fragmentary and relatively brief history as a unitary state that 
reflects the powerful centrifugal, partially tribally-based, pressures that 
militate against strong centralised control. These pressures have under-
mined Yemeni unity since the unification of North and South Yemen 
in 1990 and led to a brief yet bloody civil war in 1994. Unified Yemen 
is a very low income country highly dependent on a single source of 
(oil) revenue and also has one of the highest rates of population growth 

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	 YEMEN’S CONTESTED TRANSITION

		  151

in the world. In 2009 its GDP per capita of $2500 ranked it 173rd in 
the world according to the CIA World Factbook, while the perils of 
over-reliance on volatile oil prices became clear as oil revenues, which 
constituted approximately 70 per cent of total government revenue, 
halved in 2008–9.1 The impact of these figures is sharpened by demo-
graphic and socio-economic problems arising from population growth 
of 3.7 per cent per annum and poverty and unemployment rates of 
more than 40 per cent.2 Rapid rates of resource depletion and the 
imminent exhaustion of oil reserves by 2017 lend an air of urgency to 
efforts to reformulate the country’s political economy. Yet Yemen has 
no obvious route of transition to a post-oil economy, notwithstanding 
the less-than-anticipated revenues resulting from the delayed launch of 
liquefied natural gas exports in November 2009.3

â•… An absence of credible and sustainable alternative sources of govern-
ment revenue, together with endemic corruption and parallel networks 
of patronage crucially diminishes the capacity of the central state to 
maintain political or economic legitimacy. It also contributes to a 
crunch whereby faltering distribution of revenues and government serv-
ices diverge from the basic and humanitarian needs of an increasingly 
impoverished population.4 Broader structural factors, such as the weak 
rule of law and limited political legitimacy of public institutions, exac-
erbate the social conflicts and systemic economic difficulties caused by 
rapid resource depletion. Multiple drivers and dynamics of conflict thus 
operate at individual, societal and provincial levels and contribute to 
the erosion of state authority and centralised political control.5 Their 
cumulative impact has been to devastate Yemen’s already-fragile econ-
omy and divert scarce resources away from humanitarian assistance 
and societal needs to feed a flourishing war economy.
â•… A widening chasm has therefore opened up between the capacity of 
the state to govern and the socio-economic and demographic pressures 
facing it. In September 2009, Mohamed Abulahoum, former head of 
the government’s foreign relations and economic development depart-
ments, argued that ‘the economy is the number one challenge, it is the 
number two challenge, and it is the number three challenge. This is the 
cause of every problem that we have in Yemen.’6 This viewpoint down-
plays the importance of the political choices made by President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh in manipulating tribal and patronage networks to 
maintain power since 1978. It nevertheless draws out the myriad eco-
nomic pressures, which include declining oil revenues and widespread 
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food and water insecurity, a depreciating exchange rate, inflationary 
pressures, political reliance on food and fuel subsidies, rampant cor-
ruption, and insufficient capacity to absorb external developmental 
assistance.7 Government attempts in 2005 to reduce fuel subsidies by 
increasing the price of gasoline, diesel and kerosene had to be reversed 
following riots that killed twenty-two people and injured more than 
300.8 Weak institutional and governance capabilities diluted the dis-
bursement of $4.7 billion of development pledges made at a donors’ 
conference in London in 2006. This included more than $4 billion 
offered by the GCC states, but by January 2010 a mere 7 per cent had 
actually been spent.9

â•… Yemen’s contracting economic base constitutes the underlying cause 
of current and future instability. Their effects are exacerbated by the 
other dimension of the faltering political economy, namely the erosion 
of already-weak state legitimacy and authority and the weakness of the 
social contract and rule of law. The lack of a consensual political set-
tlement within Yemen has reactivated latent feelings of post-1990 
marginalisation and alienation among groups and tribes excluded from 
the circles of power and patronage.10 It has also sharpened socio-polit-
ical tensions and complicated and undermined periodic regime efforts 
at conflict resolution and reconciliation as embedded networks of 
patronage became the visible symbols of uneven access to, and distri-
bution of, public goods and state resources.11 Previous reform initia-
tives failed to change either the locus or structure of political power 
and the mechanisms through which it is exercised, or eliminate the 
significant obstacles to reform stemming from the system of personal-
ised power and patronage networks that buttress the political survival 
of the regime. A comprehensive National Reform Agenda drafted by 
the Ministry of Planning and National Coordination in October 2006 
initially promised much but ultimately delivered little in the way of 
meaningful change. Although it aimed to reduce corruption, enhance 
transparency, strengthen press freedoms and work toward reform of 
the judiciary and a separation of powers, most of the agenda was never 
subsequently implemented.12

â•… The National Reform Agenda demonstrated the limitations posed by 
a weak state and its inadequate institutional capacity to move from the 
identification of problems to their actual implementation. This tempers 
the prospects for the next round of political reforms unveiled in June 
2008 and endorsed by Saleh in August 2009. This Ten-Point Program 
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amounted to an exercise in prioritising the ten most urgent areas for 
reform. These included overhauling the civil service and bureaucracy, 
enforcing government authority and the rule of law, reducing subsidies 
without raising prices and risking societal unrest as happened in 2005 
when fuel prices were increased, finding urgent solutions to water 
issues and land ownership problems, and creating a fast-track initiative 
for further oil and gas exploration.13 These proposals won interna-
tional acclaim from then British Foreign Secretary David Miliband and 
US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton when they were presented at the 
London conference on Yemen in January 2010.14 However they must 
be balanced against other political developments that underscore the 
continuing absence of a comprehensive political settlement. Notably, 
parliamentary elections scheduled for 2009 were postponed until 2011 
after opposition parties threatened to boycott them in the belief that 
they would neither be free nor fair.15

â•… Meanwhile, a genuinely inclusive national dialogue also faltered as 
the government refused to include Houthi rebels or southern secession-
ists in it. Indeed, Yemen’s Prime Minister signalled a toughening stance 
against political opponents of the regime in April 2010 as he alleged 
that ‘Those who call themselves the opposition…have entered into sus-
picious alliances with groups outside of the system, the law and the 
constitution.’16 The chasm separating the two sides became evident in 
subsequent remarks by a prominent representative of the Southern 
Movement, Yahia Ghalib, as he rejected Saleh’s call for a dialogue to 
discuss the formation of a national unity government, stating that ‘Our 
problem is a political and legal problem; the south is under siege and 
lives in a state of emergency. Our peaceful struggle will continue, as the 
unity they are talking about ended in the 1994 war. What is happening 
now is an occupation.’17 As will be discussed at length in the next sec-
tion, Yemen’s internal fragmentation is approaching a tipping-point of 
no return in which a negotiated solution is becoming increasingly 
unlikely in the face of entrenching positions and hardening rhetoric.
â•… Such discouraging results from previous reform initiatives and 
attempts to fashion a national dialogue of sorts do not augur well for 
the prospects for a consensual transition of the Yemeni political econ-
omy away from oil. Unfulfilled pledges and veiled and actual threats to 
political opponents sap the government’s credibility and erode its repu-
tation as an honest arbiter at a critical period of rapid change. Further-
more, the widespread perception that the political arena is fundamentally 
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rigged undermines the motivation and results that opposition groups 
might expect to gain from entering the political process.18 This has 
profound implications for Yemeni stakeholders as they prepare to 
address the systemic challenges to governance and security. Powerful 
feelings of mutual distrust reinforce lingering memories of bitterness 
and conflict arising from the reunification era and the civil war in 
1994. Accordingly, the chances for a peaceful solution to Yemen’s 
interlinked problems become more remote with every setback in the 
reform process. As the next section makes clear, the unravelling of the 
Yemeni polity has already begun as converging challenges from north-
ern rebels and southern separatists present an existential threat to the 
survival of a unitary Yemeni state.

Political and Violent Contestation of Power

The resilience of Yemeni power structures to meaningful reform com-
plicates strategies to address the interlocking socio-political, economic 
and demographic challenges. The regime’s inability to impart or con-
struct any significant consensus on the direction and pace of change 
has facilitated the emergence of opposition movements that directly 
challenge the authority and legitimacy of the state in its present forma-
tion. This has been most apparent in southern Yemen, where a seces-
sionist Southern Movement has grown considerably since 2007, in 
large part in response to perceived governmental missteps in accom-
modating and channelling demands for reform. The movement began 
as a moderate call for equality and an end to the political marginalisa-
tion and economic exploitation of the former South Yemeni provinces 
by tribal and patronage groups linked to the northern elite around 
President Saleh. Thus, it initially focused on achieving equality with 
citizens in the north, greater influence over local decision-making, and 
more control over southern economic resources, including the Haw-
dramati oilfields.19

â•… Initial moderation notwithstanding, the regime’s mishandling of the 
movement’s demands now threatens the political settlement that reuni-
fied the country in 1990 and survived a brief yet bloody civil war in 
1994. This taps into the political economy of unequal resource distri-
bution as examined in chapter five. The majority of Yemen’s oil receipts 
issued from the country’s largest oilfield at Al-Maseela in Hadramawt 
province. The majority of the revenues, however, accrued to northern-
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based patronage networks linked to President Saleh’s powerful Hashid 
tribe, and did not percolate down to local communities. This acted as 
a powerful stimulant to southern disaffection with the balance of 
power within Yemen. The lock on political, economic and security 
power exercised by the circle of officials around Saleh reinforced the 
feelings of frustration at the government’s apparent lack of sincerity in 
its reform initiatives.20

â•… Southern perceptions of marginalisation and alienation interacted 
with emerging scarcities as the state’s capacity to govern became over-
stretched, and the arrival of tens of thousands of refugees from Somalia 
added to the burden on the limited resources that were available. By the 
time that sporadic and initially uncoordinated protests against the 
regime began in May 2007, the government had very little remaining 
credibility among southern Yemeni political or popular opinion. Atti-
tudes of mutual distrust between the protestors and the security forces 
contributed to a cycle of dissent and repression that led in March 2008 
to mass protests at governmental economic policies in southern cities. 
These erupted into widespread urban rioting and were only quelled by 
a coercive security crackdown that lasted throughout the spring.21 Nev-
ertheless, the protests continued to gather momentum during 2009 and 
2010 and survived recurring government attempts to suppress them as 
they morphed into a fully-fledged secessionist movement. This change 
in discourse and objectives was accompanied by the appearance of flags 
and other insignia from the former People’s Democratic Republic of 
(South) Yemen in a visible rejection of Saleh’s rule.22

â•… The emergence and growth of the secessionist movement in southern 
Yemen occurred contemporaneously to the violent contestation of 
regime authority in the northern province of Sa’dah. Beginning in Sep-
tember 2004 with the state-sponsored killing of their clerical leader, 
Hussein Badr Eddin, the Houthi rebellion pitted Shiite Zaydi tribesmen 
against state security forces in periodic bouts of intense fighting. These 
successive rounds of violence claimed thousands of lives, shattered 
civilian infrastructure, and inflicted great hardships on the local popu-
lation.23 An early Qatari attempt at mediation between the Houthi and 
the government in 2007 produced a fragile and temporary six-month 
cessation in the fighting and a short-lived political reconciliation. This 
quickly broke down during the spring of 2008 as each side claimed 
that the other was not serious about making peace, amid an endemic 
lack of trust that undermined the implementation of agreements cover-
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ing the release of prisoners and the handover of arms.24 Consequently 
the violence returned in the summer of 2008 when fighting flared and 
an estimated 150,000 people were displaced, or again in August 2009 
as Saleh launched Operation Scorched Earth designed to ‘uproot this 
cancer that exists in Sa’dah province.’25

â•… This sixth round of conflict lasted until an uneasy truce was declared 
in February 2010, although acts of violence on both sides continued to 
occur thereafter.26 It became notable for dragging Saudi Arabia into a 
messy three-month border conflict after Houthi rebels conducted a 
cross-border raid that inflicted casualties on Saudi personnel in 
November 2009. The kingdom responded with a full-scale artillery 
and air assault led by Prince Khaled bin Sultan, assistant minister of 
defence and aviation. Nevertheless, Saudi forces experienced consider-
able difficulties in clearing the border region and took relatively heavy 
casualties of more than 500 killed, wounded and missing in the three 
months’ fighting that followed.27 The military campaign was unprece-
dented in modern Saudi history as it marked the first occasion since 
the Kingdom’s foundation in 1932 of unilateral (as opposed to coali-
tion-based) military action beyond its boundaries.28 It reflected the 
Kingdom’s mounting concern at the threat of overspill of instability 
from the Houthi rebellion and the increasing incidence of trans-na-
tional terrorist infiltration, following the attempted assassination of 
Prince Mohamed bin Nayef in August 2009.
â•… The failure to end the persistent fighting in northern Yemen has had 
numerous deleterious results. It has strained the Yemeni military and 
security forces and exposed their limitations whilst demonstrating their 
weaknesses to other putative and actual domestic challengers. The six 
rounds of conflict have also had devastating economic consequences 
and accelerated the drawdown of the country’s limited financial 
reserves at a time of falling government revenues. Estimates drawn up 
by Christopher Boucek of the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace suggest that the Yemeni government spent more than $1 billion 
in hard currency reserves during the sixth round of fighting in 2009.29 
This diversion of scarce expenditure risks entrapping the Yemeni 
regime in a vicious cycle of conflict whereby the war economy erodes 
the capability of the government to provide even the basic levels of 
services and public goods necessary for updating and reformulating 
state legitimacy within a fragmented and conflict-afflicted polity.
â•… During 2009, the growing threat from Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) was inserted into this maelstrom of political and 
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violent contestation of power and dwindling regime legitimacy. The 
existing dynamics of oppositional rejection provided opportunities for 
AQAP to attempt to form tactical alliances with oppositional group-
ings. Thus, in May 2009, a leading figure in AQAP, Nasser Al-Wahayshi, 
expressed his support for the southern secessionist movement and his 
desire for an independent Islamic state in southern Yemen that would 
provide AQAP with a new base of operations.30 Although AQAP’s 
objectives and worldview differ radically from those of the southern 
movement, and there is no record of the latter’s acquiescence with 
AQAP goals, the coalescing of organisations opposed to the mainte-
nance of the status quo in Yemen is significant on two levels. One is 
that the emerging security gaps and scaling back of centralised control 
in Yemen creates a vacuum within which extremist groups can operate. 
These ‘ungoverned spaces’ have been constructed as threats to security 
by officials and analysts in the United States, who argue that they con-
stitute ‘breeding grounds for terrorism and criminal activities and as 
launching pads for attacks against the United States and Western 
interests.’31 The Christmas Day failed bombing in 2009 appeared to 
validate and confirm these fears, and catapulted Yemen to the top of 
Western counter-terrorism agendas.
â•… The second implication of AQAP’s declaration of affinity with the 
southern movement is that it reinforced regime-sponsored narratives 
that label oppositional movements as ‘terrorist’ threats to Yemeni secu-
rity. This played into President Saleh’s long-established strategy of 
‘divide and rule’ as a means of balancing and playing off different fac-
tions within Yemen against each other. Significantly, it also tapped into 
hegemonic Western discourse on the ‘war against terror’ by portraying 
the Yemeni government as a ‘front-line state’ deserving high-priority 
Western support for its role in countering the overspill of terrorism to 
the geo-strategically vital GCC and Gulf of Aden.32 A similar motiva-
tion lay behind the regime’s (unfounded) allegations of Iranian involve-
ment in supporting the Houthi rebellion in autumn 2009, with 
Information Minister Hasan Ahmad Al-Lawzi referring darkly to a 
campaign of ‘financial and political support to acts of terrorism and 
destruction which are aimed at the heart of the security and stability of 
Yemen and especially Sa’dah.’33
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Regional and International Involvement

The efficacy of this approach became evident both in Saudi Arabia’s 
military intervention on behalf of the Saleh regime and in a letter writ-
ten by US President Barack Obama to Saleh in September 2009. Both 
developments emphasised the regional and international securitisation 
of the threat from AQAP and emerging consensus that Saleh was fight-
ing a common foe in its own ‘fight against terrorism.’ Obama’s letter, 
in particular, stated that ‘Yemen’s security is vital to the security of the 
United States’ and pledged that the US would ‘stand beside Yemen, its 
unity, security and stability.’34 Visits to Yemen by CENTCOM com-
mander General David Petraeus carried similar messages of support, as 
well as a doubling of US security assistance from $70 million to $150 
million in the aftermath of the attempted Christmas Day attack on 
Detroit that originated in Yemen.35 The pragmatic realities of Ameri-
can support for Yemeni counter-terrorist operations extended to tacit 
acceptance of a new wave of repressive crackdowns and curtailment of 
freedoms that were launched by the regime in 2010. A doubling in 
security assistance also reflected the Obama administration’s troubling 
prioritisation of counter-terrorism over issues of bad governance and 
human rights abuses within Yemen.36

â•… The high-level meeting in London in January 2010 and its follow-up 
in Riyadh on 28 February brought the GCC states into the centre of 
the international policy response toward countering the threat to secu-
rity arising from Yemen. The Gulf States also led the way in creating 
the Friends of Yemen informal network, with the United Arab Emir-
ates taking the lead in one of its two working groups, focusing on the 
economy and governance.37 In part, this emphasis on regional engage-
ment and leadership made clear to GCC stakeholders their interest in 
stabilising Yemen to avoid the overspill of insecurity and cross-border 
tension. It may also assist in unblocking the financial assistance 
pledged by the GCC states at the London donors’ meeting in 2006 
which remains largely undistributed. Gulf States’ developmental assist-
ance to Yemen dwarfs the amounts pledged by Western donors, with 
Saudi Arabia pledging $1.25 billion in 2009 as compared to an Ameri-
can figure of $63 million. Saudi concerns that Yemen’s interconnected 
crises may spill over to its own southern provinces, which share close 
tribal, familial and socio-cultural, translate into strong support for 
President Saleh and his maintenance of centralised authority and con-
trol. Hence the Kingdom has in recent years channelled additional and 
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undisclosed sums of money co-opting support and buying political 
influence among key tribal figures.38

â•… Saudi support for Yemen thus concentrated on strengthening the 
military and security capabilities of the Saleh regime in order to better 
protect its own security from the overspill of Yemeni instability. This 
came at the expense of a more nuanced approach focusing instead on 
Yemeni political and socio-economic issues or encouraging mediation 
in the multiple internal conflicts taking place within Yemen. It was fur-
ther characterised by a lack of coherence or coordination across a range 
of formal and informal Saudi donors often competing for influence.39 
Furthermore, its prioritisation of Saudi interests highlighted the gap 
between regional and international approaches to Yemen. Security offi-
cials in Saudi Arabia may share with their American counterparts the 
view that regional security is best served by upholding a secure and uni-
fied Yemen.40 However, the marked difference in policy approaches and 
maintenance of parallel and informal channels of aid distribution will 
undermine the evolution of the Friends of Yemen process of interna-
tional engagement as set out in the London meeting in January 2010.
â•… This introduces a new set of issues over the transparency and moti-
vations of donors, in addition to the channelling of non-state financial 
and security assistance to manipulate and strengthen selected informal 
power structures inside Yemen.41 The securitisation of Yemen as a 
counter-terrorism issue in Western and GCC policymaking circles is 
troublesome on several counts. Framing the issue of the contraction of 
regime power and legitimacy in these terms marginalises the root 
socio-political and economic causes of the contestation of governmen-
tal authority. Neither does it offer practical and urgently-needed solu-
tions to the socio-economic threats to human development through 
humanitarian initiatives designed to combat the high incidence of pov-
erty, unemployment and malnutrition, In Sa’dah, the Houthi rebellion 
originated in frustration at a combination of historical grievances, per-
ceived socio-economic inequalities, competing sectarian identities 
(exacerbated by the overspill of fundamentalist Salafism from Saudi 
Arabia), and regional under-development.42 Abdul-Malik Al-Houthi 
has described the conflict as a fight for rights, but the government has 
responded militarily, in part to send a message to other opposition 
movements, particularly the southern secessionist movement, that dis-
sent will not be tolerated.43 This is matched in southern Yemen by the 
regime’s unwillingness to address the underlying causes of alienation 
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from, and disaffection with, the Yemeni polity in its present guise. In 
both cases, the government’s uncompromising position has exacer-
bated local grievances, accelerated the underlying political and eco-
nomic crises, and made less likely the possibility of a negotiated and 
consensual solution.
â•… Increasing support for the Saleh regime through the prism of coun-
ter-terrorism is at best a short-term and an ad hoc solution to Yemeni 
insecurity. It notably does not address the deep-rooted socio-economic 
problems within Yemen, as the GCC states remain loathe to opening 
their labour markets to substantial numbers of Yemeni economic 
migrants. More than 850,000 Yemenis were expelled from Saudi Ara-
bia and the other GCC states following Saleh’s decision not to support 
the international effort to liberate Kuwait in 1990–91. Yemeni re-entry 
into labour markets closed off to them since 1991 would run counter 
to GCC strategies to depoliticise and control their labour forces 
through replacing Arab with Southeast Asian workers. Fears for their 
own labour security tie into GCC policymakers’ concern that shared 
linguistic and cultural bonds might result in Yemeni labourers becom-
ing conduits of unrest and domestic instability.44

â•… Both the GCC states and the international community face an unpal-
atable challenge in their policymaking toward Yemen. This is that in 
the absence of meaningful domestic reforms, any measures to extend 
the central government’s power and authority are likely to sharpen 
existing centrifugal tensions and leave untouched the vested interests 
and entrenched networks of patronage that have become the objects of 
such vigorous contestation.45 Neither do they realistically consider the 
possibility that President Saleh’s government may actually constitute a 
part of Yemen’s interconnected problems, rather than an impartial 
participant in any solution. The central security paradox in Yemen is 
the misalignment between the Saleh regime and the international com-
munity’s focus on combating the threat from Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula, and the existential challenges to the legitimacy and survival 
of the Yemeni polity posed by the Houthi and Southern Movement 
which both reject his continued rule. For his part, Saleh follows an 
uneasy balance between accepting American security and military 
assistance and being perceived as too closely identified with the United 
States in the eyes of his opponents, both violent and non-violent.46 
Hence, the securitisation of Yemeni-based terrorism risks exacerbating 
the disintegration of state control and widening the ungoverned zones 
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that facilitated the emergence of the security gaps and spaces for Al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula to operate in the first instance.47 
Moreover it does nothing to repair the existing and latent fissures 
within Yemeni society by tackling the socio-economic and political 
root-causes or taking measures to reverse the contraction of state 
authority and control beyond the short-term enhancement of Saleh’s 
contested coercive apparatus.
â•… Seen from the perspective of policymakers in the GCC states, the 
case for supporting regime survival in Yemen stems from a number of 
interconnected factors. One of the most important internal considera-
tions is a pragmatic instinct of their own political survival on the part 
of regional elites and ruling families. The political downfall of a long-
standing ruler, however peripheral to the GCC states, would neverthe-
less constitute a very visible and awkward reminder of a previous era 
of intense intra-regime struggles for power in the Arabian Peninsula.48 
The loss of Saleh would also strip the GCC states, particularly Saudi 
Arabia, of their existing leverage over, and capacity to influence devel-
opments in Yemen. Gulf States’ predilection for bilateral deals and 
informal distribution of aid has enmeshed them within networks of 
patronage and influence and created a situation that would be difficult 
to extricate from, aside from the uncertainties that a total collapse of 
governance in Yemen would bring, both for Yemen’s immediate neigh-
bours and the international community at large.49

â•… More problematic for officials in the Arabian Peninsula is the wor-
rying portent that Yemen holds for the breakdown of social cohesion 
under the pressure of the interlocking challenges to security at their 
most basic human level. Should it occur, regime failure in Yemen 
would indicate that the magnitude of these internal and external prob-
lems had become unmanageable in their cumulative and corrosive 
effects on domestic conditions. It is this security dilemma that cuts to 
the heart of the Gulf States’ socio-political and economic trajectories 
over the course of the twenty-first century. Social cohesion as the intan-
gible bond that holds members of any society together and facilitates 
co-existence represents the foundation-stone of the sustainability and 
survival of any polity. In addition to acting as a safety net for vulner-
able members of society, it is an integral part of socio-economic devel-
opment by strengthening mechanisms that can limit the damage of 
exposure to endogenous and exogenous shocks alike. Conversely, rela-
tions between and within communities and individuals break down 
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when elemental aspects of food and water and physical protection 
from violence and depredation can no longer be assured.50

â•… The example of Yemen demonstrates how intractable can be the 
reformulation of governance and the basis of state-society relations in 
periods of rapid and profound transition. It also highlights the tensions 
between the reconstruction of failing institutions and the reconstitution 
of social relations when these begin to break down under the strain of 
internal and external stresses. Renewing state legitimacy in Yemen by 
channelling regional and international support to the Saleh regime will 
considerably complicate the social reconstruction of the Yemeni polity. 
Empowering the capacity and reach of an already-contested governing 
structure will sharpen the centrifugal forces fragmenting state-society 
relations within Yemen and further weaken what little social cohesion 
currently exists.51 For all of these reasons, Yemen provides a deeply 
alarming yet prescient case-study of how rapid socio-economic transi-
tions may overwhelm fragile state capacity and intersect with eroding 
political legitimacy to produce a ‘perfect storm’ of a systemic crisis of 
governance and breakdown of legitimate political authority.

Canary in the Mine

Both the regional and international communities hold important stakes 
in preventing the complete unravelling of governance and security in 
Yemen. The physical manifestation of the overspill of Yemeni-based 
insecurity to the GCC in 2009 prompted a strategic reassessment of 
their range of responses. This was evidenced in their participation in 
the London meeting and hosting of the follow-up in Riyadh in Febru-
ary 2010. Both meetings marked the beginning of a new phase of 
international engagement with Yemen and its regional partners, amid 
belated recognition that its neighbours were likely to bear the brunt of 
Yemen’s increasing fragility in the absence of a new and comprehensive 
approach to regional security.52

â•… The myriad trans-national and inter-regional dimensions of instabil-
ity emphasise its central role in an emerging zone of insecurity binding 
the Horn of Africa with the Arabian Peninsula. This, in itself, holds 
profound implications for the security and stability of the GCC states, 
as documented in chapter two. It injects the problems of state col-
lapseÂ€in Somalia and state failure in Yemen and the existence of hith-
erto-localised conflicts into the regional security equation. Moreover, 
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the combination of these spokes of terror radiating outward from 
Yemen and the geo-commercial importance of the Arabian Peninsula 
and Gulf of Aden sea lanes magnifies the geopolitical significance of 
this regional instability. It can plausibly be argued that this presents at 
least as great a challenge as the international military intervention in 
Afghanistan, a landlocked country in central Asia of only marginal 
importance to the global economy. A frequent justification of Western 
involvement in Afghanistan is that this is necessary to safeguard their 
internal security from possible future terrorist attacks. Looked at in 
cold geo-strategic terms, though, it is Yemeni-based instability that has 
exhibited a genuinely trans-national and far-reaching threat both to its 
regional neighbours, as well as a global reach extending as far as the 
United States homeland itself.
â•… Moving beyond the troubling securitisation of Yemen as part of the 
global struggle against terrorism, its interlocking crises carry worrying 
implications for the GCC states. Although the post-oil transition is a 
distant concern for Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates 
and Qatar, they do need to overhaul entrenched subsidisation and 
redistributive mechanisms and expand their productive economic sec-
tor. Meanwhile, Bahrain and Omani oil reserves are projected to 
deplete within twenty years barring unexpected new discoveries. Both 
polities urgently face the need to renew the bases of their legitimacy to 
overcome the drawdown of the oil-wealth redistributive mechanisms 
that have characterised the social contract in these rentier states.
â•… Transitioning toward a post-oil era in all GCC states will therefore 
involve painful socio-political decisions and the dismantling of decades 
of rent-seeking patterns of behaviour. From their perspective, Yemen’s 
difficulties highlight the challenge of reformulating political legitimacy 
and building a sustainable and productive non-oil economy. The con-
testation of governmental authority in southern and northern Yemen 
visibly demonstrates how existing socio-economic discontent and 
regional marginalisation can fracture and fragment societal cohesion. 
Similar fissures and unequal patterns of access to resources exist in the 
GCC states and could become transmitters of conflict in the future. 
Gulf officials’ uneasy awareness of their own looming transition may 
well be a contributing factor to their reluctance to engage too publicly 
or closely with Yemen’s ills.
â•… Yet this inconvenient truth clashes squarely with the ambitious 
developmental models that have been embraced so firmly in the GCC. 
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Moreover, the violent contestation of power in Yemen provides a vis-
ible example of how troubled the eventual transition may become. 
While it is undoubtedly the case that the GCC states possess greater 
material resources to buttress this shift, their dependence on oil has 
both been longer-lasting and deeper-rooted. In addition, short-term 
avoidance of the difficult decisions inherent in rolling back redistribu-
tive and subsidisation mechanisms and embedding sustainable post-oil 
structures of governance will make these harder to achieve over the 
medium- to longer-term. Yet the fundamental paradox facing policy-
makers in the Gulf States is that they are reliant on precisely these 
mechanisms for their legitimacy and the continuance of the social con-
tract for short-term internal security and stability.
â•… The challenges facing Yemen and the GCC states alike were neatly 
encapsulated by Prince Hassan bin Talal of Jordan in an article written 
in 2009, arguing that:

Rent-seeking tends to lead to policy failure in the form of an intense political 
competition aimed at gaining short-term access to revenues and benefits, as 
opposed to political competition over what policies might be in the long-term 
public interest.53

â•… This sums up the difficult policy options that lie ahead in the Ara-
bian Peninsula as regional security challenges become more diffuse and 
interlinked with declining indices of human development. Here, the 
nexus between resource depletion, food and water insecurity, inade-
quate access to labour markets and rising levels of un- and under-em-
ployment becomes starkly apparent. The case-study of Yemen shows 
how the fragmentation of social relationships and the contestation of 
political authority accelerates the decline of regime legitimacy and 
increases the risk of state failure or, at least, protracted state weakness. 
This, in turn, poses a new, two-fold threat to the human security of 
individuals and local communities in the first instance, in addition to a 
secondary trans-national threat to the stability of neighbouring states. 
The two dimensions are linked as each can exacerbate the other and 
result in a collection of fragile states on the Arabian Peninsula when 
the oil revenues that underlay the social contract between state and 
society begin to fray.
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CONCLUSION

A NEW APPROACH TO SECURITY

The future evolution of Gulf security will be framed by the need to find 
sustainable balances—between competing visions of the national and 
regional security architecture, between incremental changes to govern-
ing and economic structures and the deeper systemic problems that 
undermine long-term solutions, and between rising demands for, and 
falling supplies of, natural resources. At its core lies the balance 
between state and society and the reformulation of the social contract 
and frameworks of governing institutions to ensure as orderly a transi-
tion into the post-oil era as possible. In this regard, the management of 
dwindling oil reserves in Bahrain, Oman and Yemen will provide a 
barometer of the longer-term prospects for internal security and exter-
nal stability in the Arabian Peninsula.
â•… States in transition are more vulnerable than most to outbreaks of 
political violence and ideational and other sub-state challenges to 
legitimacy. The case of Yemen illustrates this troubling point and car-
ries a warning to policymakers in the GCC states of the difficulties 
involved in stripping away the layers of vested interests and recon-
structing the basis of political economy. It underscores how redistribu-
tive and patronage-based states are especially vulnerable to economic 
insecurity and the breakdown of mechanisms for spreading wealth and 
co-opting support. The socio-economic challenges and growing dis-
parities of income and wealth within the GCC add further impetus and 
urgency to regimes’ attempts to broaden their base of support and 
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construct more inclusive polities. This is crucial to weathering the tran-
sitions that lie ahead and maximising the possibility that changes will 
be consensual and aggregated rather than contested and violent.
â•… The concept of human security has gained considerable traction 
since the 1990s to describe a new, people-centred notion that focuses 
on the security of individuals and communities rather than of states. 
Regional debates on security in the Gulf, as well as the broader Arab 
Middle East, have begun increasingly to anchor new approaches in 
human security. This emerging awareness of the concept of human 
security could form an important element of a comprehensive approach 
to tackling the difficult underlying causes of the socio-economic chal-
lenges facing the transition to a post-oil political economy in the Gulf. 
Alternatively, ruling elites in the GCC may instead view their advocacy 
of human security as part of a strategy to update regime security and 
legitimacy, resulting in a ‘half-way’ house of stalled reforms that do 
not substantively shift the regional security architecture or paradigm. 
This is the turning-point that policymakers and regional stakeholders 
in the Gulf will need to address in the years and decades to come.

The Emergence of Human Security

Human security as a paradigmatic concept traces its roots back to Fran-
klin D. Roosevelt’s famous 1941 State of the Union Address in which 
he listed ‘freedom from want’ and ‘freedom from fear’ as the third and 
fourth of his Four Freedoms (the others being freedom of speech and 
freedom of religion.) Beginning during the Cold War itself, but acceler-
ating during its immediate aftermath, a multidisciplinary approach to 
questions of what security denotes began to reformulate the concept 
and re-centre its referent point from the level of the state to that of the 
individual and the community. The 1994 Human Development Report 
issued by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) out-
lined the conceptual tenets of human security as it stated that:

For too long the concept of security has been shaped by the potential for con-
flict between states. For too long, security has been equated with the threats to 
a country’s borders. For too long, nations have sought arms to protect their 
security…To address the growing challenge of human security, a new develop-
ment paradigm is needed that puts people at the centre of development, 
regards economic growth as a means and not an end, protects the life oppor-
tunities of future generations as well as the present generations and respects 
the natural systems on which all life depends.1
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â•… The report further disaggregated the concept of human security into 
seven components of economic, food, health, environmental, personal, 
community and political security.2

â•… Adopting and integrating a human security approach involves a 
paradigm shift from ‘traditional’ national security approaches to for-
eign policy. By broadening the question of what the notion of security 
should entail, and by placing the individual at the centre of its 
approach, advocates of human security argue that it is best equipped 
to address the complex and interlinked insecurities in the contempo-
rary global era.3 Critics argue that it is a fuzzy and all-encompassing 
approach that offers little in the way of new thinking in relation to the 
use of military force or intervention, while acknowledging that it pro-
vides a valuable perspective on how to address the indivisible and 
global issues that afflict people rather than states.4 This notwithstand-
ing, the concept of human security has entered the policymaking arena 
in the European Union in particular, spearheaded by the former High 
Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy (1999–2009), 
Javier Solana.
â•… The reformulation of the idea of ‘for whom and for what’ security 
should entail does provide a compelling antidote to more realist-ori-
ented concepts of security in regions that have endured multiple inter- 
and intra-state conflicts in recent decades. Particularly in the Gulf 
region, the three major inter-state wars and incidence of internal unrest 
in Bahrain, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Iran since 1979 demon-
strate its failure to share in the transformation toward cooperative 
security structures as occurred in Latin America or Eastern Europe. 
Moreover, its definitional elasticity has proven attractive to regimes 
and interest groups that selectively appropriate parts of the concept 
that fit into their own pragmatic strategies of political survival. In the 
Arabian Peninsula and the Middle East more broadly, it has resulted in 
the emergence of an oxymoronic discourse focusing on a top-down 
human security approach.
â•… In recent years, debate amongst groups and organisations in the 
GCC and the wider Middle East have begun to recognise the value of 
human security as a foundation-stone for constructing a new security 
paradigm. In November 2008, the Arab Women’s Organization, an 
intergovernmental body led by Arab First Ladies or their representa-
tives, themed its biennial conference around women and human secu-
rity. The delegates devoted the event, which took place in Abu Dhabi, 
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to formulating a human security strategy that embraces women as 
equal participants and contributors.5 They cast this in developmental 
terms, arguing that the interconnected crises afflicting the Middle East 
‘requires the total mobilisation of a nation’s resources and capabilities, 
particularly the fuller participation of women in our societies…it is a 
national, regional and global necessity.’6

â•… The Arab Women’s Organization’s top-down approach was followed 
by a decidedly more ‘bottom-up’ advocacy of human security in the 
fifth Arab Human Development report. This was entitled Challenges 
to Human Security in the Arab Countries and was published by UNDP 
in July 2009. Its focus on the symbiosis of human development and 
human security marked the logical culmination of the four previous 
Arab Human Development Reports, which identified the lag in key 
indices of human development, governance, and the political, eco-
nomic and social empowerment in the Arab world.7 The report 
adopted its own definition of human security as ‘the liberation of 
human beings from those intense, extensive, prolonged, and compre-
hensive threats toÂ€which their lives are vulnerable.’ It went on to 
address the rationale for shifting toward a human security approach to 
tackling regional issues:

In the Arab countries, widespread human insecurity relentlessly undermines 
human development. It is brought on by the depletion of natural resources 
under pressure, by high population, growth rates and by rapid climate change, 
which could threaten the livelihoods, income, food and shelter of millions of 
Arabs…the subject provides a framework for analysing and addressing critical 
hazards to which the region, at the time of writing, is increasingly vulnerable. 
These manifest themselves not only in direct threats to life in cases such as 
Iraq, Sudan, Somalia and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, but also in the 
indirect threats posed by poverty, hunger and environmental stresses.8

â•… By linking human security with human development, the report 
added visible impetus to the hitherto-limited awareness of these con-
cepts in the Arab world. This is reflected in the greater frequency with 
which the terms are entering regional discourse and debate, as, for 
example, in the West Asia North Africa Forum established by Prince 
Hassan bin Talal of Jordan in 2009. This five-year initiative places 
human security at the heart of its approach to seeking common solu-
tions to common problems afflicting the region’s peoples and commu-
nities rather than its states.9

â•… The developments and high-profile advocacy of the concept of human 
security described above are indeed promising. They must nonetheless 
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be tempered by a note of caution and a degree of scepticism as to whom 
the notion of human security is intended to apply, and whether it is 
conceptually possible to implement a partial or top-down approach at 
all. Both scenarios raise a number of problematic considerations, not 
the least of which is the presence in the GCC states of large numbers of 
non-citizen labourers with few civil, political, economic or human 
rights. In this context, any announcement of a strategy securing the 
rights and freedoms of individuals risks reinforcing intra-societal divi-
sions and hierarchical stratifications if it merely creates an additional 
layer of differential treatment and access to resources. In Dubai, for 
example, a report issued by Human Rights Watch in November 2006 
entitled Building Towers, Cheating Workers concluded that ‘the UAE 
has abdicated almost entirely from its responsibility to protect worker’s 
rights.’10 Similarly, in 2009 the US State Department’s annual report on 
human rights abuses harshly criticised the Kuwaiti government of not 
committing itself to even minimal standards toward the elimination of 
human trafficking. Troublingly, the report also suggested that most of 
the 500,000 women employed as domestic workers in Kuwait had been 
subjected at one time or another to forced labour, physical and sexual 
abuse, and non-payment of salaries.11

â•… With this in mind, any top-down conception of a human security 
approach may be expected to differ substantially from the essence of 
the notion of a genuinely people-centred, bottom-up strategy to secur-
ing individual freedoms and rights. This was in evidence during the 
Arab Women’s Organization’s conference in November 2008, when 
delegates expressed unease at the appropriation of the concept of 
human security by the First Ladies and their representatives.12 It 
remains to be seen how serious is the regional discourse on human 
security and whether or not it develops into a substantive redefinition 
of security in the GCC states. This notwithstanding, the idea of human 
security has become more visible and entered policymaking debates in 
recent years, and it does offer the intellectual building-blocks for a new 
vision on security should it develop a momentum of its own that takes 
it beyond the smothering embrace of the elite.
â•… Intertwined with the rising awareness of human security are increas-
ing references to issues of gender security. Alongside the United Arab 
Emirates, Oman and Qatar have led the way in publicising women’s 
rights and placing women in visible positions of political and economic 
leadership. Prominent royals such as Sheikha Mozah of Qatar have 
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assumed a leading role in educational and cultural development 
through initiatives such as the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science 
and Community Development and the Arab Democracy Foundation, 
in addition to becoming more assertive in entering the policymaking 
arena and spearheading national and international development 
projects.13 In Oman, Sultan Qaboos appointed nine women to the fifty-
eight-strong State Council (Majlis ad-Dawla) in 2005, as part of a 
strategy designed to change public perceptions of the role of women in 
society, create role models for future generations, and extend his 
endorsement to the entry of women into public life.14

â•… Similarly high-profile appointments in Bahrain included the first 
Arab woman to lead the UN General Assembly and first judicial 
appointment to the Higher Civil Court, both in 2006, and the first 
female Ambassador to the United States, in 2008.15 Meanwhile in 
Kuwait, the historic election of four female members of the National 
Assembly in the May 2009 both reflected popular levels of frustration 
with the ‘old guard’ of Kuwaiti politicians and a desire for a new and 
more responsible approach to politics in the state.16 In late-2008, the 
shifting paradigm of elite-led female empowerment was clearly enunci-
ated by the United Arab Emirates’ permanent representative at the 
United Nations. In a Security Council debate on ‘Women and Peace 
and Security,’ Ahmed Al-Jarman called for the ‘efficient and integrated 
participation of women in all efforts made to maintain and promote 
domestic peace and security in their communities, including effective 
participation in decision-making processes, mediation, reconciliation 
and negotiation.’17

â•… As with human security, the prioritisation of gender security pro-
vides an opportunity for policymakers to work toward an inclusive 
and empowering agenda that strengthens internal social cohesion. If 
this is allowed to take place, it can contribute both to human and 
national security by addressing the latent fault-lines and internal fis-
sures that might otherwise be vulnerable to manipulation by external 
variables or stresses. Such an approach would also lessen the likeli-
hood of political violence and social conflict accompanying the transi-
tion to post-oil forms of governance and political economy, as states in 
transition have historically been more susceptible than others to con-
testation and challenge. Much initially depends on the attitude of the 
ruling families as agents of change, as the nature of reform processes 
in the Gulf are initially top-down and state-controlled, at least in their 
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early stages. Their actions will determine whether fledgling reforms or 
discursive shifts develop into a substantive commitment to the values 
of people-centred security without discrimination between individuals 
and communities, including those with interests distinct from those of 
the ruling elite.
â•… Previous experience of the political reform projects that began in the 
1990s suggests that the most likely outcome (at least in the short- to 
medium-term) is a stalled ‘halfway house’ whereby initial openings 
stagnate and do not expand into substantive changes. This was the 
case with the processes of incipient democratisation that have either 
resulted in a flawed ‘status quo’ in Kuwait and Bahrain or not trans-
lated initial promise into significant progress, as in Qatar, Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. Instead, the limited decompressions that did occur fit 
into the ruling elites’ record of pragmatically adopting strategies of 
survival that ease these non-democratic states through periods of 
intense transitions. However, over the longer-term, a stalled process is 
a dissatisfying outcome that ultimately satisfies neither the interests of 
the state nor those of individuals and groupings within society. There 
is little to suggest that current initiatives to create a genuinely new 
security paradigm will fare any differently if policymakers and regime 
elites suspect it will lead to a cascade of changes that could develop a 
momentum of their own.

A Regional Approach

Human security thus represents more of an aspiration than a probable 
outcome at the present moment, and would aim at strengthening inter-
nal social cohesion within existing polities in the first instance. In the 
more immediate-term and at a regional level, a series of concrete meas-
ures to formulate a workable balance toward regional security could 
do much to minimise the prospects of an accidental flare-up of tensions 
or even conflict between the states of the Gulf littoral. Of pressing 
urgency is the importance of finding a sustainable compromise between 
the GCC states’ reliance on the United States as their external security 
guarantor and the creation of a regional security architecture that can 
provide greater stability within the Gulf than the existing balance of 
power dynamic. Regional states need to overcome binary visions of 
what a regional security infrastructure would entail and focus on 
addressing the multiple latent and actual sources of volatility. This may 
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best be achieved through engaging economically and commercially 
with Iran and a potentially resurgent post-occupation Iraq while regu-
lating their power through an inclusive security arrangement.
â•… Such a framework need not entail the expansion of the GCC to 
include both Iran and Iraq. This scenario is unfeasible in the short-
term and likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. Instead, it could 
take the form of a network of forums and mechanisms for comprehen-
sive and cooperative security loosely modelled on the Organisation for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe.18 Indeed, the high-level Vision 
Kuwait 2030 report prepared by former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair 
for the Kuwaiti government in 2010 recommended the creation of an 
Organisation for Security and Cooperation in the Gulf as a framework 
for peacefully resolving regional differences.19 The objective would be 
to raise the opportunity cost of further conflict to the level where 
mutual interdependencies and trade and investment flows provide suf-
ficient economic incentives for cooperation rather than contestation. 
Any such alignment of security and economic opportunities would 
offer the best possible foundation for a sustainable and cooperative 
regional architecture. Similarly, the adoption of a range of confidence-
boosting measures could prevent the outbreak of accidental conflict 
and boost mutual communication, interaction, verification and obser-
vation of each party to Gulf security structures.20

â•… Nevertheless, this cooperative vision is complicated by the persist-
ence of myriad sources of intra- and inter-regional instability. Hopes 
for a new phase, and possible thaw, in US-Iranian relations following 
presidential elections in the two countries in 2008–9 failed to materi-
alise as the Obama administration’s initial outreach was not recipro-
cated in Iran. On the contrary, the controversial and violently-contested 
re-election of President Ahmedinejad in June 2009 exacerbated the 
outlook for regional security by injecting a potent combination of 
internal unrest and external pressure into Iran’s regional posturing. 
Moreover, the international community’s continuing misgivings over 
the intent and capabilities of Iran’s nuclear programme mean that mili-
tary action against Iran cannot be ruled out, in spite of the grave con-
sequences that might befall the GCC states. Although issues of 
maritime stability in Gulf waters might provide one area of mutual 
interest for limited US-Iranian cooperation to avoid any repetition of 
past skirmishes in Gulf waters, the current climate renders it exceed-
ingly unlikely.
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Globalising Transitions

This book has documented the changing parameters of Gulf security 
as states and societies face the coming transition toward a post-oil era. 
It has argued that a number of longer-term and increasingly non-mili-
tary issues pose profound challenges to the security and stability of 
regional polities. Although the more traditional ‘hard’ and territorially-
bounded threats to stability remain largely unresolved at the time of 
writing, the impact of the processes of globalisation have eroded the 
boundaries between the domestic and the international spheres and 
interlinked old problems in new ways. Indeed, the challenges of refor-
mulating the social contract and transitioning the states of the Arabian 
Peninsula toward post-rentier forms of governance are taking place in 
an intermestic and inexorably globalising environment. Officials and 
individuals operate in an environment in which it is no longer possible 
to isolate the internal from the external, and in which the major 
sources of future insecurity are likely to be oriented toward the human 
rather than the state.
â•… As the Gulf States interact with globalising trends and progressive 
resource depletion, the cross-border nature of many insecurities—
ranging from food and water to energy and climate change—will 
require common solutions to common problems. Here, the record of 
intergovernmental cooperation on initiatives such as the United 
Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen conference is not 
encouraging for advocates of a global and regional commons that pri-
oritises multilateral cooperation over national interests. However, 
other issues must be addressed domestically and will involve politically 
difficult and painful decisions if they are not to become politically and 
economically disintegrative, as in the case of Yemen. A major conten-
tion of this book has been that ruling elites and policymakers are 
aware of the challenges but hitherto have shied away from addressing 
their root causes.
â•… This reticence is intertwined with acknowledgment that the social 
contract regulating state-society relations needs to be overhauled if a 
productive, post-oil political economy is to emerge. This will require 
the gradual stripping away of the layers of subsidy and the redistribu-
tive ‘rentier’ mechanisms that have embedded an unproductive culture 
of entitlement among many Gulf States’ citizens. The difficulty facing 
policymakers in the GCC states is how to achieve this without eroding 
their own bases of legitimacy and societal consent for their continued 
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rule. To be sure, the Gulf States survived intact the transformative 
socio-economic transition when they entered the oil era in the 1960s 
and 1970s, and the monarchies survived against the predictions of 
many social scientists. Ruling elites’ pragmatic instincts for survival 
should not be underestimated, particularly following four decades of 
socialisation and acculturation as nation-states. However, the primary 
differing variable in the shift to the post-oil future is that their capacity 
to co-opt support is likely to be limited both by socio-economic con-
straints and by the globalising flows of people, ideas and norms.
â•… Difficult challenges lie ahead for the Arab oil monarchies and Yemen. 
The ruling elites must find a way of reformulating the welfare states 
constructed during times of low populations and high wealth per 
capita. The transition to post-redistributive governing structures will 
require them to address the systemic structural problems in their socio-
political composition. Simultaneously, accelerating global enmeshments 
and their political and economic opening-up to cross-border and sub-
state flows provide new material and ideational linkages that interlink 
the domestic and international spheres of security policy. The symbio-
sis between the two dimensions is evident in the need for the Gulf 
States to expand their support base and strengthen internal social 
cohesion in order to withstand the potential exogenous stresses and 
shocks that might arise from irreversible climate change or future scar-
cities in food, water or energy reserves.
â•… The future of Gulf security will be framed by the search for sustain-
able balances—between competing visions of national and regional 
security frameworks, between incremental reforms to political econ-
omy structures and the deeper underlying problems that complicate 
and undermine long-term solutions, and between rising demand for, 
and falling supplies of, natural resources. At its core lies the balance 
between state and society and the looming transition toward post-oil 
political economies. The management of dwindling oil rents in Bahrain 
and Oman will provide an early barometer of the longer-term pros-
pects for internal security and external stability in the Arabian Penin-
sula. Yet the contemporaneous slide of Yemen toward failing statehood 
illustrates the scale of the challenges inherent in maintaining state 
legitimacy and societal acquiescence while scaling back layers of sub-
sidy and networks of patronage and facing the imminent depletion 
both of oil revenues and water reserves. Yemen’s enduring significance 
will become apparent in the medium- to longer-term when the GCC 
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states undergo their own transition to a post-oil era. The key question 
will be whether they can manage the processes of change in a more 
orderly and consensual manner, as the inconvenient truth confronting 
GCC policymakers is that they face similar systemic and structural 
obstacles to reform, and while they enjoy greater material resources to 
buttress the transition, their dependence on oil has both been longer-
lasting and deeper-rooted.
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EPILOGUE

Insecure Gulf was published in May 2011, shortly after the outbreak 
of the Arab Spring uprisings. While the book underscored the fragility 
of political and economic structures in the Gulf States and anticipated 
difficulties ahead, it made no claim to foresee the outburst of discon-
tent that surged so powerfully and rapidly across the Middle East and 
North Africa. Nevertheless, the spread of protests to Bahrain, parts of 
Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, Kuwait and Oman reaffirmed the 
vulnerability of Gulf governments to the internal and external fissures 
documented in Insecure Gulf. Most notably, the concentration of the 
unrest among politically and economically marginalised communities 
in Gulf societies highlighted the acute sensitivities arising from differ-
ential levels of access to resources and power. The subsequent search 
for external ‘scapegoats’—first Iran and then the Muslim Brother-
hood—also reinforced the notion that officials securitised external 
threats in large part in order to attribute domestic challenges to them.
â•… This new Epilogue brings Insecure Gulf up to date with post-2011 
developments across the six GCC states. The first half of the Epilogue 
examines the factors that distinguished the Arab Spring from previous 
episodes of upheaval in the Middle East, including in the Gulf. These 
include the transformative power of new media and social networking 
platforms that not only multiplied the tools available to an energised 
populace itching to engage in political debates, but also amplified 
manifold the resulting impact of their actions. Twitter was still in its 
relative infancy in the region at the time of writing Insecure Gulf in 
2010; the author recalls vividly a news clipping from 2009 about the 
1000th Twitter user in Kuwait. Scarcely three years later, opposition 
activists and major religious figures command vast numbers of follow-
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ers, reaching into the millions, which has introduced the concept of 
direct mass communication in place of the hitherto carefully-controlled 
news and media landscape. Yet this was counterbalanced by sweeping 
new legislation passed in each Gulf State criminalising expressions of 
dissent and jailing people on the strength of single Tweets.
â•… In the second half of the Epilogue, the focus of analysis shifts to an 
assessment of whether policy responses to the Arab Spring have made 
the Gulf States any more secure in the longer-term. Over the short-
term, the Gulf States have not only succeeded in weathering the storm 
of protest but also emerged as key actors in the reshaping of the 
broader region as it emerges uncertainly from the Arab Spring. Moreo-
ver, having dealt with domestic challenges to security, the GCC states 
have taken the lead in responding to the political and economic chal-
lenges triggered by the Arab Spring. Egypt provides the clearest exam-
ple of the practical and policy implications of this process in action as 
first Qatar and latterly Saudi Arabia and the UAE backed different 
sides in the post-Mubarak maelstrom of Egyptian politics. However, 
the Epilogue concludes by highlighting the build-up of growing fiscal 
and energy pressures that pose an existential threat to the Gulf States’ 
political economy. This illustrates the acute dilemma facing Gulf offi-
cials as their policy responses to the Arab Spring prioritised short-term 
solutions to restore stability over longer-term transition to sustainable 
economic and political development.

The Impact of the Arab Spring

During 2011 a wave of popular protests and intensifying opposition to 
authoritarian governance began to sweep the Middle East and North 
Africa. What developed into the Arab Spring led to the rapid fall of 
longstanding Presidents and leaders in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and 
Yemen, and posed a grave challenge to the regime in Syria. Popular 
anger at economic stagnation and political repression intersected with 
a disenchanted youthful population wired together as never before. Its 
size and contagious overspill distinguished the civil uprisings from 
other expressions of discontent.1 They also revealed the narrow social 
base of support underpinning longstanding authoritarian rulers, and 
their reliance on the use of coercion or the threat of force. Although 
the unrest originated (and was most transformative in) North Africa, 
it did not spare the Gulf States, although the nature and depth of pro-
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test varied widely within the Arabian Peninsula. Thus, Qatar and the 
UAE were relatively less affected by the instability than Bahrain, Oman 
and parts of the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, while protests in 
Kuwait followed a distinctly local trajectory that predated 2011. The 
civil uprisings that swept Presidents Ben Ali and Mubarak from power 
in Tunisia and Egypt galvanised the popular opposition to the ruling 
Al-Khalifa family in Bahrain. Emboldened protestors voiced demands 
ahead of the 14 Â€February day of protest for greater political freedom 
and equality for all Bahrainis. These targeted the regime’s policies of 
fomenting sectarian division to inhibit the emergence of any popular 
cross-community opposition movement. Moreover, they facilitated the 
expansion of an already-existing social movement of young Bahrainis 
desiring political reform. Recognition of this popular uprising against 
them prompted the Al-Khalifa ruling family to violently crush the dis-
senters, ultimately through the use of GCC Saudi-led forces and the 
declaration of a three-month state of emergency that lasted until June 
2011.2 Moreover, attempts to convene a national dialogue in the sum-
mer of 2011 and throughout 2013 faltered as moderate advocates of 
political compromise became outflanked by hard-liners and extremist 
voices on all sides. At the time of writing in late-2014, there remained 
little prospect of a lasting political settlement to Bahrain’s deep-rooted 
social and economic inequalities even though the immediate period of 
danger to the ruling Al-Khalifa family had long since passed.3

â•… Kuwait also experienced sustained and large-scale public demonstra-
tions, which escalated sharply following allegations of a massive politi-
cal corruption scandal in August 2011, and culminated in the dramatic 
storming of the National Assembly and the resignation of the embat-
tled Prime Minister, Sheikh Nasser al-Muhammad Al-Sabah, in 
November 2011. Predominantly tribal and Islamist opposition candi-
dates then secured a substantial majority in the February 2012 elec-
tions to the National Assembly as they won thirty-four of the fifty 
seats. Four months later, with tensions between the elected parliament 
and appointed government soaring, the Constitutional Court annulled 
the result of the February election on a technicality, and reinstated the 
previous parliament elected in 2009. This decision sent shockwaves 
through the political establishment in Kuwait as the reinstated Assem-
bly attempted—and failed—to reconvene. When new elections were 
finally called in October 2012, they were accompanied by a controver-
sial Emiri decree reducing the number of votes each Kuwaiti could cast 
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from four to one. Opposition politicians and political societies boy-
cotted the subsequent election in December, resulting in an overwhelm-
ingly pro-government parliament before that, too, was declared void 
by the Constitutional Court in June 2013.4

â•… Widespread demonstrations among Shia communities in Saudi Ara-
bia’s Eastern Province began contemporaneously to the Bahraini upris-
ing, and have since turned into ‘the largest and longest protest 
movement in Saudi Arabia’s modern history’.5 However, while protests 
also occurred in other areas of Saudi Arabia, such as among female 
university students in the southern city of Abha and among families of 
detainees in the Najdi heartland of Burayda, they remained isolated 
from one another and did not coalesce into a concerted protest move-
ment.6 In Oman, protests in the industrial town of Sohar took place in 
February and March 2011 and were met with deadly force by state 
security, while officials in the UAE responded to a petition for political 
reform by arresting dozens of prominent human rights and opposition 
activists, closing down non-governmental organisations and interna-
tional branches of think-tanks, and taking over local civil society 
organisations.7 Only Qatar, with its fortuitous combination of large 
hydrocarbon wealth and a small citizen population, escaped unrest, 
although even in Doha there were mutterings of discontent at the speed 
and scale of breakneck economic growth and consequent fears among 
Qatari nationals for the loss of identity and erosion of values.8

â•… The civil uprisings shook the political economy of authoritarian state 
structures across the Arab world. Mohamed Bouazizi’s desperate act 
of self-immolation in Tunisia in December 2010 resonated powerfully 
among youthful populations lacking sufficient opportunities for 
employment or advancement. Additionally, it widened an intergenera-
tional gap between rising demands and the perceived failure of geron-
tocratic regimes to manage or meet expectations. The spread of the 
unrest to Bahrain and (to a lesser degree) Oman indicated that mount-
ing discontent was capable of affecting the comparatively richer GCC 
states as well as the less resource-rich states of North Africa.9 Notably, 
the Gulf States shared many of the same conditions—bulging young 
populations, high youth unemployment and imbalanced labour mar-
kets, and authoritarian regimes reluctant to open up to meaningful 
political reform—that characterised the protests in Egypt and Tunisia. 
An example is unemployment among Saudi nationals between the ages 
of 20–24, which was a reported 38.4 per cent in 2008, with the figure 
rising to 72 per cent for women alone.10
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â•… Globalising pressures also played a significant role in creating an 
enabling environment for the expression and overspill of popular frus-
tration. The appearance of a form of ‘global politics’ occurred along-
side the revolution in information and communication technologies. 
This created new forms of private, public and increasingly virtual 
spaces in which to mobilise, organise and channel societal demands.11 
Political bloggers were active during the parliamentary elections in 
Bahrain in 2006 and Kuwait in 2008 and 2009, while online youth 
networks were important organisers of the ‘Orange movement’ that 
secured important changes to the electoral process in Kuwait in 2006.12 
Social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, and encrypted 
communications technologies such as Skype and Blackberry Messen-
ger, emerged as forums for debate, coordination and unregulated 
exchange. In addition, Al Jazeera’s coverage of the Egyptian uprising 
spread transformative images of largely peaceful demonstrations defy-
ing political suppression and refusing to submit to the security regimes 
that had kept authoritarian leaders in power. This was immediately 
evident in Bahrain, where cafes that usually showed Lebanese music 
videos instead aired non-stop footage from the enormous demonstra-
tions in Cairo’s Tahrir Square.13

â•… These new forms of media and communication had the greatest 
impact on the younger generation who are highly technology-savvy. 
Their synthesis eroded the system of controls and filters constructed by 
ministries of information and official government media outlets. Sig-
nificantly, they constituted social as well as technological phenomena 
as powerful agents of social change and political empowerment.14 The 
social dimension of the Arab Spring transformed notions of entitlement 
and demands for social justice, public accountability and political free-
doms. It also made possible the leaderless nature of the initial protest 
movements that successfully enabled demonstrators to evade capture 
or co-optation by the security services of beleaguered regimes. In addi-
tion, the lack of centralised leadership was a first qualitative difference 
between the Arab Spring and previous bouts of political unrest across 
the region. Its ‘headless’ character was critical both to the mass mobi-
lisation around the universal values of freedom, justice, dignity and 
human rights in Tunisia and Egypt, and to the emergence of large-scale 
opposition in the face of intense regime suppression in Libya, Syria, 
and elsewhere.15

â•… A closely related second qualitative difference that made the Arab 
Spring demonstrations so distinct, particularly in the Gulf, was the 
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emergence of new opposition groups and demands that moved deci-
sively beyond the careful parameters of ‘official opposition’ constructed 
by ruling elites to maintain a veneer of participatory pluralism. These 
were largely youth-led and most apparent in Kuwait and in Bahrain, 
the two countries with the most active political landscape in the Gulf. 
Their emergence injected further sources of uncertainty and volatility 
into domestic dynamics as both the regimes and the established politi-
cal societies struggled to engage with and work alongside the new 
entrants who themselves were searching for a place and a voice in the 
political system. Moreover, the impact of these movements on the 
established opposition evolved as the initial demonstrations gave way 
to the gradual articulation of fixed identities and policy platforms. A 
case in point was the establishment in Kuwait of the Civil Democratic 
Movement (CDM) from the merger of three youth groups in March 
2012. The appearance of the CDM and its sustained and vocal cam-
paign for radical reform required opposition political leaders to 
respond to demands from the street in a bid to remain relevant and in 
control of events; in the words of one CDM activist, ‘Two-and-a-half 
years ago we did not say anything about an elected government, we 
did not think about it. The red line is moving fast. Two years ago you 
could barely criticise the Prime Minister.’16

â•… Similarly, in Bahrain both the mainstream Shiite opposition Al-
Wefaq and other established political societies across the spectrum of 
opposition were outflanked as the polarisation of societal relations 
after 2011 empowered extremists on all sides. The centre of opposition 
gravity devolved to the shadowy ‘February 14’ youth movement 
named for the day the uprising at the Pearl Roundabout started in 
2011. Little is known about ‘February 14’, an article co-written by a 
prominent Bahraini dissident which described the movement as ‘a con-
federation of loosely organised networks … faceless, secretive, and 
anonymous,’ consisting of ‘thousands of supporters [who] have aban-
doned the failed leadership of the country’s better established, but 
listless, political opposition.’17 Pro-government groups also witnessed 
a splintering as the initial Gathering of National Unity that formed in 
2011 in response to the uprising fragmented. In its place, rival factions 
and individual groups became increasingly vocal critics of government 
policy and began to make political demands of their own. Meanwhile, 
the resignation of all eighteen Al-Wefaq MPs from the National Assem-
bly in March 2011 opened the door for loyalist Sunni political socie-
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ties, led by the Muslim Brotherhood (Al-Menbar) and Salafi (Al-Assala) 
groups, to articulate oppositional positions without fear of being 
‘tainted’ by cooperation with Al-Wefaq.18

Short-term Policy Responses

Local policy responses to the Arab Spring focused overwhelmingly on 
short-term measures to blunt or pre-empt the social and economic 
roots of potential political tensions. These included cash hand-outs 
(Kuwait, Bahrain and the UAE), creating jobs in already saturated 
public sectors (Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Oman), and raising workers’ 
wages and benefits (Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Oman). In addition, Saudi 
Arabia announced generous financial aid packages to Bahrain and 
Oman, Egypt and Jordan, pledging $10 billion to the first two coun-
tries, $5 billion to Jordan and significant bilateral assistance to 
Morocco.19 Steffen Hertog has correctly identified how the most lasting 
and troubling legacy of the regional upheaval will be the legacy of the 
economic, rather than political decisions, taken to counter the unrest. 
This is because ‘expectations are easy to raise but difficult to curb, 
creating a ratchet effect that demands ever larger outlays during every 
political crisis.’20 The contagious overspill of citizen demands for addi-
tional government largesse was demonstrated in January 2011 shortly 
after Kuwait’s ruler announced the Gulf’s first hand-out worth $4 bil-
lion—only days after the ousting of President Ben Ali from Tunisia, 
when Qatari nationals demanded that their own government follow 
suit. Despite the fact that Qatar has the highest GDP per capita in the 
world, a local newspaper reported how the announcement ‘has led to 
huge excitement in the Qatari community’ with many Qataris publicly 
suggesting that their government ‘should announce a similar or even 
more attractive “gift package” for its people.’21

â•… The scale of additional government spending is enormous. Total 
state spending in the six GCC states soared by 20 per cent during 2011 
alone as the measures came into effect.22 Saudi Arabia announced two 
emergency welfare packages collectively worth $130 billion. This fig-
ure exceeded every annual government budget until 2007 and included 
a provision to employ 60,000 additional Saudis in the Ministry of 
Interior alone. It also contained stipulations for increasing the mini-
mum wage of public sector employees (but not private sector workers), 
offering a one-time bonus of a month’s pay to all public officials, and 
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constructing 500,000 new homes to combat a crippling shortage of 
social housing.23 In Bahrain, the Ministry of Interior promised to create 
an additional 20,000 new jobs in an already-bloated public sector, 
while in Oman, Sultan Qaboos announced 50,000 new public sector 
jobs as well as a pay increase in February 2011, but leaving the private 
sector largely untouched.24

â•… Similar packages were announced in the comparatively richer GCC 
states, whose high oil and gas revenues and lower populations might 
otherwise have shielded rulers from the socio-economic discontent 
witnessed elsewhere. As mentioned above, the Emir of Kuwait set the 
ball rolling in January 2011 with a ‘gift’ of 1000 Kuwaiti Dinars 
(roughly $3600) to each citizen, as well as free coupons for basic food 
items for fourteen months between 1 Â€February 2011 and 31 Â€March 
2012. The ostensible reason for this display of rulers’ benevolence was 
the triple anniversary of Kuwait’s independence (fifty years), liberation 
(twenty years) and the current Emir’s accession (five years), but its 
subtle reminder of the state’s role as distributor of wealth was very 
timely in the turbulent aftermath of the Tunisian and Egyptian revolu-
tions. The hoped-for impact on a grateful population was encapsulated 
in the response of one happy beneficiary:

I was going to go to Barcelona and Madrid to watch football, but my wife 
doesn’t like sport, she loves to shop, so we’re going to London instead, and I’m 
also going to buy a television. It’s a gift, you should enjoy it.25

â•… In the UAE, the federal government (based in Abu Dhabi and con-
trolled by senior members of the Abu Dhabi ruling family) rushed 
ahead with infrastructure and welfare spending to quell discontent in 
the poorer Northern Emirates. Pledges made in March 2011, soon 
after the start of the Arab Spring, included significant investments in 
electricity generation and water distribution, as well as health care and 
job creation programmes to boost the employment prospects of citi-
zens from these less well-off regions. These announcements attempted 
to tackle endemic problems of citizen unemployment, which reached 
20.6 per cent in Fujairah and 16.2 per cent in Ras al-Khaimah, as well 
as the startling results of a 2010 survey conducted by the Federal 
National Council that revealed that 900 homes in the Northern Emir-
ates still lacked access to electricity.26

â•… Similar to Kuwait, the President of the UAE used a convenient anni-
versary (the 40th anniversary of the creation of the UAE in 1971) as a 
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pretext for doubling the salaries of citizens working in the health, 
education, and judicial sectors, a 35–45 per cent increase for all other 
public sector workers, and the creation of a $2.7 billion fund to help 
pay the debts accrued by low-income workers.27 Even Qatar, with little 
to no threat of domestic unrest, announced 60 per cent increases in 
basic salary, social allowance and pensions for public officials and 120 
per cent rises for military officers in September 2011. Significantly, the 
decision was made in a decree (50/2011) originating from the Heir 
Apparent (Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani) rather than the power-
ful Prime Minister (Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim Al-Thani). Being associ-
ated with such a popular and benevolent display of monarchical 
generosity likely formed part of a strategy to increase the visibility and 
domestic popularity of Sheikh Tamim before he succeeded his father 
as Emir of Qatar in a carefully-choreographed handover of power in 
June 2013.28

â•… However, the decision to intensify the politics of patronage in GCC 
states by increasing the flow of unproductive payoffs to key sectors of 
society delivers damaging blows to the attempts in recent years to scale 
back the role of the state in the economy and boost the role of the 
private sector. In the case of Bahrain, economic populist measures 
introduced after the Pearl Roundabout uprising in 2011 systematically 
dismantled the measures introduced by the Labour Market Regulatory 
Authority (LMRA) since its formation in 2006. These targeted pioneer-
ing reforms that had attempted to correct the imbalance in the labour 
market by stepping up labour nationalisation. Specifically, the two 
flagship measures—imposing fees on business owners for every foreign 
worker hired, and the imposition of minimal quotas for hiring local 
workers—were suspended, seemingly for good. As a result, Bahraini 
scholar Hasan Tariq Alhasan commented in July 2012 that the govern-
ment had ‘driven the last nail into the coffin of the economic and 
labour market reforms … in an attempt to secure political support 
from the business community.’29 More generally across the Gulf, 
instead of strengthening the private sector and weaning citizens off 
public sector employment, the new packages expanded government 
spending and widened the already-large discrepancy between the pub-
lic and private sectors. In addition, they created hostages to fortune by 
locking in government spending at very high levels that depend on the 
price of oil remaining high, as it is much easier to give hand-outs than 
to take them away in redistributive political economies.30
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â•… Notably absent from the packages described above was any mean-
ingful engagement with demands for political reform. The emphasis on 
handouts suggest regimes are—once again—relying on technocratic or 
technological solutions to the problems facing them. Yet these ignore 
the crucial social dimension of the 2011 Arab Spring which has 
empowered people across the Arab world with notions of entitlement 
and a desire for justice and accountability in their rulers. This cannot 
be extinguished by a simple flick of a switch or flourish of a ministerial 
pen. Indeed, the prevailing approach was eloquently criticised by Emi-
rati economist Nasser bin Ghaith just a week before his arrest in April 
2011: ‘They have announced ‘benefits and handouts’ assuming their 
citizens are not like other Arabs or other human beings … But this only 
delays change and reform, which will still come sooner or later.’31 
Another prominent Emirati academic, political scientist Ebtisam al-
Ketbi, echoed the call for political progress, stating that it reflected an 
‘aspiration for widening the margin of freedom … Every person wants 
to be part of the decision-making process. This is a just demand. The 
world is moving forward.’32

Fractures in the Gulf

In addition to extending financial and political support to regional 
states, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah also engineered the surprising offer 
of GCC membership to Jordan and Morocco in May 2011 before 
announcing his aspiration for closer ‘Gulf Union’ at the annual GCC 
Summit in Riyadh in December. However, despite Saudi Foreign Minis-
ter Saud al-Faisal Al-Saud fleshing out the proposals for an integrated 
military and regional security policy, an extraordinary mid-year GCC 
Consultative Summit in Riyadh on 14 Â€May 2012 failed to reach consen-
sus as the rulers of Oman and the UAE did not even attend the meet-
ing.33 A second Saudi-led initiative for closer union ahead of the GCC 
Summit in Kuwait City in December 2013 also failed, with Oman’s 
minister for foreign affairs, Yusuf bin Aluwi, going so far as to declare 
in public that ‘We will not prevent a union, but if it happens we will not 
be part of it.’ Such ambivalence reflected the challenge facing GCC 
officials as they sought to balance measures to increase cooperation and 
coordination with lingering scepticism among the five smaller Gulf 
States that any formal union would inevitably be Saudi-dominated.34

â•… Ruling elites in the GCC states turned to another familiar tactic of 
externalising the root causes of discontent by attributing them to out-

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	epilogue

		  187

side meddling. Initially, they targeted Iran, particularly as the uprising 
in Bahrain and the demonstrations in the Eastern Province of Saudi 
Arabia were largely Shia protests. Thus, in April 2011, Bahrain’s For-
eign Minister, Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed Al-Khalifa, claimed that ‘We 
have never seen such a sustained campaign from Iran on Bahrain and 
the Gulf as we’ve seen in the past two months.’35 UAE foreign minister 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al-Nahyan also spoke with Bahrain in 
mind when he felt it necessary to warn Iran to ‘respect the unity and 
sovereignty of Gulf countries.’ Seven months later, the report on the 
uprising published by the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry 
in November found no evidence of any Iranian role in the unrest, 
despite months of Bahraini government claims to the contrary.36

â•… As protests continued throughout the GCC states into 2012 (with 
the notable exception of Qatar), the Muslim Brotherhood gradually 
replaced Iran as the chief recipient of blame. After Islamists performed 
strongly in Kuwait’s February 2012 election to the National Assembly, 
and following the Muslim Brotherhood’s stunning victory in the June 
2012 Egyptian Presidential election, the organisation came to resemble 
a potent trans-national threat in the minds of many Gulf officials. 
Many of the sixty-four academics, lawyers, and human rights activists 
arrested in the UAE had ties to Al-Islah, the local affiliate of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, which retained a strong base in the poorer northern 
emirate of Ras al-Khaimah, where it even had a senior member of its 
ruling family, Sheikh Sultan bin Kayed Al-Qassemi, as its Chairman.37 
Officials in the UAE were the bluntest in their criticism of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, with the Chief of Police in Dubai38 going so far as to 
claim that the group planned to take over the GCC states one by one, 
beginning with Kuwait in 2013.39 Later in 2012, after significant street 
protests in Kuwait City in October, the UAE’s Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs40 argued that ‘the painful developments in Kuwait con-
firm a coordinated plot spurred by the Arab Spring events.’41

â•… In this schizophrenic climate it was inevitable that Qatar and the 
UAE would clash over domestic- and regional-level approaches to the 
perceived Islamist threat in general, and the Muslim Brotherhood in 
particular. Tensions boiled over in the spring of 2012 after the UAE 
revoked the visas of a number of Syrians and began to return them to 
the war-torn country. This followed an unlicensed protest against the 
Assad regime outside the Syrian consulate in Dubai that drew some 
2,000 people. The display of popular support for an Arab Spring-style 
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protest deeply unnerved the Emirati authorities who themselves were 
in the process of stamping down on any signs of domestic unrest 
within the UAE. Â€Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the spiritual figurehead of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, responded on his weekly Sharia and Life pro-
gramme on Al Jazeera, saying that ‘the Emiratis are humans like us, if 
they think they are superior, they are wrong … They do not have rule 
over people more powerful than the others.’42 These comments enraged 
Dhahi Khalfan and prompted a diplomatic rift between the UAE and 
his Qatari hosts. Khalfan responded by issuing an arrest warrant for 
Qaradawi, whereupon the spokesperson for the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt warned the UAE that the whole Muslim world would rise in 
Qaradawi’s defence if the warrant was ever carried out. Tempers flared 
to the point where both the secretary-general of the GCC and the head 
of the Arab League had to issue statements calling upon all sides to 
exercise prudence and avoid making irresponsible and rash statements. 
As the argument threatened to escalate into an inter-state dispute 
between Egypt and the UAE, with Qatar caught in the middle, Al 
Jazeera made an editorial intervention, removing Qaradawi’s inflam-
matory remarks from repeat screenings of the show.43

â•… Although the dispute over Qaradawi coalesced into a policy disa-
greement between officials in Abu Dhabi and Cairo, it nevertheless 
highlighted the very different stance being taken by Qatar and Al 
Jazeera toward the Muslim Brotherhood. As the Brotherhood made 
electoral gains in Tunisia and Egypt that appeared to position the 
group as the major beneficiary of the Arab Spring, so the attitudes 
toward it in other GCC capitals hardened. During 2012, these diver-
gent attitudes also meshed with the backing of rival groups of Syrian 
rebel fighters by Qatar and Saudi Arabia. The battle for influence 
among regional Islamists waged by Doha and Riyadh undermined the 
search for a unified GCC stance on major internal and external secu-
rity issues. Thus, relations between the individual GCC states came 
under sustained pressure as officials from Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
discretely (and sometimes openly) raised concerns about Qatar’s advo-
cacy of the Muslim Brotherhood abroad and the potential for domestic 
blowback within the Gulf.44 The Gulf States Newsletter reported in 
May 2013 how ‘Qataris close to the tight ruling circle have even been 
talking about UAE spy cells supposedly busted this year (implying the 
possibility of UAE attempts to engineer a coup) and the UAE and 
Qatar have detained each other’s nationals.’45
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â•… With the toppling of the Muslim Brotherhood government in Cairo 
on 3 Â€July 2013, effectively signaling the end of the Arab Spring (at 
least in its initial post-2011 phase), Saudi and Emirati officials moved 
quickly to seize the regional initiative from Qatar. With the Muslim 
Brotherhood-led government in Tunisia also coming under mounting 
domestic pressure culminating in its decision to stand down in Septem-
ber 2013, the opportunity arose for the region’s ‘counter-revolutionary’ 
powers to roll back the electoral and participatory gains of the Arab 
Spring.46 Instances of pushback, whether in direct retribution for 
Qatar’s actions in Egypt or merely part of the post-coup backlash 
against the ousted regime, have multiplied. The March 2014 decision 
by Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain to withdraw their Ambassadors 
from Doha in the name of ‘security and stability’, and to accuse Qatar 
of breaching a GCC security agreement signed in Riyadh in November 
2013 stipulating ‘non-interference’ in the ‘internal affairs of any of the 
other GCC countries’, was the most serious and visible manifestation 
of the tensions bubbling underneath the surface of Gulf politics, 
although they had in fact been brewing for months.47 The decision—
which amounted to the most serious rift in intra-GCC relations for two 
decades—reflected the deep and continuing anger felt in Riyadh and 
Abu Dhabi (in particular) over Qatar’s Arab Spring policies, and the 
tangled legacy facing Qatar’s new Emir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
Al-Thani, following his father’s handover of power in June 2013.

Regional Influence

Such differences in approach indicate how Egypt has developed into 
the barometer of post Arab Spring politics in the Middle East, and 
Qatar’s strained relationships with its Gulf neighbours have become a 
microcosm for the broader tensions between status quo advocates and 
supporters of political change across the region. Yet, the rise of the 
Gulf States as regional powers with international reach poses new 
challenges for policy-making in the Middle East and North Africa as 
the region emerges unsteadily from the Arab Spring. Chief among them 
is the growing evidence that Gulf officials increasingly seem prepared 
to ‘go it alone’ and act unilaterally or, at best, as a loose regional bloc 
to secure their interests in transition states. Such actions raise questions 
for the broader international community of how to align Gulf States’ 
support in the short-term with moves toward sustainable development 
and political inclusiveness in the longer-run.

www.Ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.Ebook777.com

	insecure  gulf

190

â•… The examples of post-Mubarak Egypt and also of Syria during the 
civil war suggest that Gulf power players are less inclined to listen to 
what they perceive as increasingly discredited Western-centric 
approaches that have, in their view, exacerbated instability in transition 
states since 2011. Moreover, the Egyptian example also highlights that 
Gulf states are not impartial actors unwilling to take sides in choosing 
how and to whom to provide aid. The amounts proffered were not only 
far larger than those from international agencies and had fewer condi-
tions attached to them, but were also indelibly linked to particular 
political currents rather than being tied to outcomes such as reforms to 
governance or improvements in transparency. Over the past three years, 
the Gulf States have therefore aligned their growing capabilities (in the 
political, economic and security arenas) with a far more expansive 
policy intent. Engaging with a muscular Gulf across the Middle East 
and North Africa is thus likely to be a feature of the regional landscape 
for at least the immediate future. It has already presented ‘Western’ 
policymakers with difficulties in balancing political and commercial 
objectives with human rights concerns, notably in Bahrain.
â•… As the turmoil across the Middle East and North Africa entered a 
fourth year, the role of Gulf countries in influencing the processes of 
change in the MENA region had evolved substantially. The develop-
ment of assertive regional policies covering states in political transition 
and supporting fellow monarchical regimes in Bahrain, Oman, Jordan 
and Morocco took place against the backdrop of rising uncertainty 
about the future role of the United States in the Middle East arising 
from the Obama administration’s ‘pivot toward Asia’. The sense of 
‘drift’ in US and Western approaches toward the Gulf and the broader 
region was summarised by veteran Kuwaiti academic and foreign 
policy advisor Abdullah Al Shayji: ‘The drift and incoherence of US 
foreign policy under the Obama administration has not gone unnoticed 
in the Arab world and the Middle East, especially among America’s 
Gulf allies.’48 As a result, a key challenge for external actors and inter-
national agencies with a stake in regional affairs is identifying the 
optimal ways to partner with GCC states as they become more asser-
tive in projecting and defending their national and regional interests in 
a rapidly-changing Middle East. Syria offers a salutary example of the 
difficult consequences of division in the international community and 
when regional and external actors pursue unilateral policies that follow 
competing or even contradictory lines.
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The Challenges of (Un)Sustainability

The final section of this epilogue examines two of the longer-term chal-
lenges facing Gulf governments. It argues that unsupportable trends in 
economic and energy patterns represent the Achilles Heel that, if left 
unchecked or inadequately tackled, will pose an existential threat to 
the survival of GCC states’ political economies of redistributive gov-
ernance. This is because they call into question the viability of the 
mechanisms of wealth redistribution that lie at the heart of the social 
contract between ruler and ruled. Oil rents played the central role in 
constructing and subsequently maintaining the social contract and 
redistributive mechanisms in the rentier-state systems of the Gulf. They 
also distorted the economic development of the redistributive states 
that emerged.49 Meanwhile, the welfare strategies for co-opting sup-
port and spreading resources that developed in the 1960s and 1970s 
did so at a time of comparatively small populations and seemingly 
endless resources. In all of the Gulf states, such transfers were vital in 
cushioning the impact of the transformational socio-economic changes 
that compressed decades of modernising and evolutionary change else-
where into a single generational achievement.50 Oil and natural gas 
reserves are not, however, distributed evenly throughout the Gulf, and 
pockets of energy poverty have already emerged. Two examples are 
Bahrain’s reliance on the Abu Saafa oilfield, shared with Saudi Arabia, 
for up to 74 per cent of its total output, without which the archipelago 
would not be able to maintain the export of oil from its own rapidly-
depleting reserves,51 and the paradoxical shortage of liquefied natural 
gas in a region that holds 25 per cent of proven global gas supplies.52

â•… Two subsections examine each challenge in turn. The first addresses 
the problem of unsustainable fiscal policies while the second looks at 
domestic energy consumption patterns. Both demonstrate how the 
dilemma that now confronts GCC governments is one of implementing 
policies that introduce short-term measures to ward off discontent 
without exacerbating the systemic problems that undermine long-term 
solutions. Caught in a pincer trap between rising demands but falling 
supplies of finite natural resources, policy-makers in the Gulf States 
must address these vulnerabilities, internal contradictions and pres-
sures that otherwise will only intensify over time.
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A. Â€Rapidly-rising Break-even Oil Prices

The first challenge concerns the rapidly-rising break-even price of oil—
the price-level necessary for Gulf economies to sustainably maintain 
the increases in social and welfare expenditure outlined in previous 
sections of this Epilogue. During the long years of the oil boom that 
began in 2003 and has continued, with a major dip in 2008–9, to the 
present day, the Gulf States ran significant budget surpluses. This sus-
tained period of capital accumulation contrasts sharply with the pro-
longed period of low oil prices in the 1980s and 1990s, when Saudi 
Arabia ran a budget deficit for nineteen consecutive years, and Qatar 
recorded only one surplus (in fiscal year 1990–91) between 1985 and 
2000.53 Yet, as oil prices rocketed in the 2000s, collectively, the GCC 
states acquired $912bn of foreign assets in the five years to June 2008, 
and Gulf sovereign wealth funds were an important source of liquidity 
for struggling Western financial institutions during the first phase of 
the financial crisis in 2007 and early 2008.54

â•… Since 2008, however, GCC economies were hit first by the rapid 
slump in oil prices in late-2008 and 2009, and later, as economies 
returned to surplus in 2010 and 2011, by the impact of the spending 
increases. The volatility of world oil prices highlighted the GCC states’ 
vulnerability to external factors that directly affect government reve-
nues and which are largely beyond their control. It is within this con-
text that the rises in the break-even price of oil need to be assessed. 
This has risen inexorably over the past decade. In Saudi Arabia the 
increase has been from $20 to $78 per barrel in 2012, reaching $89 per 
barrel in 2014.55 Bahrain already faces a break-even price exceeding 
$120, while in the UAE the break-even price has soared from $23 per 
barrel in 2008 to an estimated $92 in 2011.56 Most remarkably, in 
March 2012, Kuwait’s Minister of Finance claimed that the state’s 
current rates of expenditure would require an oil price of $109.50 to 
balance the budget in the 2012–13 fiscal year, and that if spending 
patterns remained unchanged, by 2030 Kuwait would need to be pro-
ducing three million barrels of oil per day at the astronomical price of 
$213.50 to meet its fiscal requirements.57

â•… This steady rise in public spending leaves the Kuwaiti government 
(alongside the other Gulf States) dependent on the maintenance of high 
oil prices. Any significant drop would leave them exposed, and 
although their massive capital accumulations and budget surpluses in 
recent years provide a buffer of sorts, they remain hostages to fortune 
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should prices fall and remain low for a prolonged period. It is, after all, 
only five years since prices plunged, albeit briefly, to $33 a barrel. 
Moreover, less resource-rich countries such as Bahrain and Oman, are 
already dependent on GCC aid and development packages.58 Yet, even 
in the richer states, officials already face a series of policy dilemmas, 
encapsulated in Kuwait’s 2012 decision to suddenly increase the pro-
portion of annual oil revenue going into the country’s Reserve Fund for 
Future Generations from 10 per cent to 25 per cent.59 Budgeted spend-
ing in Kuwait trebled between 2004 and 2012, and by 2011, the cost 
of meeting public sector salaries alone was estimated to be equivalent 
to 85 per cent of the country’s annual oil revenues.60

â•… In May 2012, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) made an 
alarming assessment of Kuwait’s medium-term fiscal strength, predict-
ing that at current rates ‘government expenditure will exhaust all oil 
revenues by 2017, which means that the government will not be able 
to save any portion of these revenues for future generations.’61 Later 
that year the IMF also drew attention to Saudi Arabia’s reliance on 
uncertain revenue flows, as it warned that the Kingdom could slide 
into a 0.6 per cent budget deficit, also by 2017, as a result of falling oil 
prices and increasing state spending.62 Lastly, the organisation laid out 
a scenario whereby oil prices fell by $30 per barrel and remained at 
that level into the medium-term. If this happened, the IMF forecast 
that the GCC states would begin to go into deficit by 2014, with Bah-
rain and Oman running deficits of up to 16 per cent by 2017 and Saudi 
Arabia also facing a double-digit deficit by that time.63

â•… Worryingly for the Gulf States, the IMF prediction made in 2012 has 
shown signs of fruition. A September 2014 update issued by the IMF 
forecast the end of Saudi Arabia’s long period of economic surplus by 
predicting a government deficit of 1.6 per cent of GDP in 2015. This 
not only represented a significant downward revision of an earlier 
forecast of a 4 per cent budget surplus made in April 2014, but also 
brought forward the projected slip into deficit. The alarming forecast 
occurred as Saudi government spending rose by 52 per cent since 2010 
to US$265.5 billion in 2013, including pledges of US$22.7 billion to 
regional states afflicted by Arab Spring upheaval, notably Egypt. A 
report in the Saudi-based Arab News drew attention to the fact that 
‘state spending has soared over the last few years as the government 
has spent more on welfare to ensure social peace in the wake of the 
Arab Spring uprisings.’ Moreover, the report in Arab News added that, 
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in addition to heavy state spending on regional aid and assistance, ‘the 
[Saudi] government has launched huge and costly infrastructure pro-
jects, while falling oil prices threaten to shrink state revenues.’ Omi-
nously, it concluded that ‘The Kingdom could easily handle any one of 
those pressures, but the IMF report suggested that even Saudi Arabia’s 
oil wealth might not be enough to cope with all of them at once.’64

B. Â€Domestic Patterns of Energy Consumption

Closely related to this looming fiscal crunch are unsustainable patterns 
of domestic energy consumption. This reflects the market-distorting 
pricing policies that deliver energy at greatly-subsidised prices, as well 
as the energy-intensive nature of GCC states’ industrialisation (and 
urbanisation) projects, which are reliant on a cheap feedstock of gas. 
Both trends support a culture of almost unrestrained energy consump-
tion and are underpinned by the provision of crude oil to local markets 
at around $8–10 a barrel, far below the global rate of upwards of 
$80–90. This imposes a double cost on governments, which must con-
tinue to subsidise artificially low domestic prices of oil while incurring 
a significant opportunity cost as they cannot export and sell at interna-
tional market prices. As perhaps the most extreme example, Kuwait 
has not raised electricity prices for individual consumers since 1962, 
but in Qatar, domestic consumption of oil has trebled since 2000.65 
This places an enormous cost on GCC governments to provide subsi-
dised electricity which, in the case of Saudi Arabia, was a reported $40 
billion in 2012–13.66

â•… Similar to the break-even price, unsustainable consumption presents 
a problem that will become more challenging the longer it remains 
unresolved. Its scale became clear in an official report compiled by the 
Saudi Electricity Company in the spring of 2011. The report pointed 
out that nearly one-third of current Saudi oil production (8.5 million 
barrels per day) is used to meet local demand, primarily for power 
generation, and that the revenues from the export of the remaining oil 
provide nearly 80 per cent of government revenue. However, it also 
warned that if present rates of local consumption continue, current 
production levels would be unable to meet local demand by 2030. 
Already, domestic oil consumption increased by 11 per cent in the year 
to May 2011, and high population growth will translate into increas-
ing future demand for energy. Moreover, a leaked diplomatic released 
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by WikiLeaks in 2010 predicted that domestic energy demand would 
grow 10 per cent each year and that the Kingdom’s ability to export oil 
would decline as these domestic requirements escalated.67

â•… The diversion of crude oil to meet domestic energy demand therefore 
imposes a growing constraint on the export capabilities of GCC states. 
Aside from Qatar, the increasing shortage of natural gas to fire power 
plants and generate electricity means that ever-larger amounts of oil 
are being burned to generate sufficient power to meet the demands of 
energy-intensive industrialisation and high population growth. Fur-
thermore, the convergence of rapid population increases with the 
growth of major industrialisation projects means that peak demand for 
electricity is forecast to treble in Saudi Arabia by 2030 and demand for 
desalinated water (an energy-intensive process) to rise by 50 per cent 
by 2032.68 Already by 2011, the six GCC states consumed more oil 
and gas than the entire primary energy consumption of Africa, and an 
influential report published by the British think-tank Chatham House 
warned that ‘the systemic waste of natural resources in the Gulf is 
eroding economic resilience to shocks and increasing security risks.’69

â•… Two further reports, both published in 2011, highlighted the addi-
tional dangers hidden within these approaches. The first was another 
paper published by Chatham House which warned that continuing 
growth in domestic demand for energy would bring economic and 
social pressures long before the ending of oil exports. Alarmingly, the 
authors added that this could come by 2020 at the earliest.70 Mean-
while, the Riyadh-based consultancy Jadwa Investments drew up a 
‘worst-case scenario’ over the summer of 2011 covering the oil and 
fiscal challenges in the Kingdom. Their report warned the Saudi gov-
ernment that it faced an especially difficult future if spending and oil 
trends did not change. Indeed, it raised the prospect of substantial 
budget deficits by the 2020s and predicted that domestic oil consump-
tion would reach 6.5 million barrels per day by 2030. By this time, it 
warned, Saudi Arabia would be facing a reduction in foreign assets to 
minimal levels, rapidly rising debt, and a break-even price of more 
than $320 per barrel.71

â•… Domestic energy consumption and rising break-even prices are 
therefore interlinked. Saudi oil use has nearly doubled in just eight 
years, from 1.6 million barrels per day in 2003 to 2.8 million in 2011, 
while government spending also escalated during the same period. 
Between 2003 and 2009, the government wage bill rose by 76 per cent 
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while the number of employees in the public sector increased by 24 per 
cent, despite the avowed policy of ‘Saudisation’ of the workforce.72 
Similar to the Kuwaiti figures cited above, the difficulties of reducing 
or rolling back subsidised utilities or public sector employment are 
manifold. The longer that the Gulf States’ put off the politically sensi-
tive issues of reformulating the subsidy regimes and the social contract, 
the harder it will become to wean citizens off such mechanisms that are 
increasingly taken for granted. Resource shortages may therefore 
develop into intractable threats to security if they call into question the 
state’s capacity to deliver essential goods to its citizen population.
â•… Once again, as with the debate on break-even oil prices, the issue has 
increasingly become one that Gulf governments can no longer afford 
to put off, if they ever could. This was reflected in the evolution of 
policy agendas in all six GCC states during 2013 and 2014 that 
emphasised the urgency of finding solutions to the challenge of unsus-
tainable patterns of development. In late-2013, a series of unusually 
blunt statements from senior officials in Oman and Kuwait has drawn 
attention to the need for urgent and systemic economic reform. The 
significance of their interventions is that they have kick-started a public 
debate about government spending and the inefficient use of subsidies 
that must be addressed if GCC economies are to be put on a path to 
sustainable growth.
â•… Oman’s Oil and Gas Minister, Mohammed bin Hamad al-Rumhy 
caused a stir at the Abu Dhabi International Petroleum Exhibition and 
Conference when he stated that energy subsidies in the region are not 
only unsustainable in the long-run but also pose a significant threat to 
Gulf economies. Al-Rumhy called for the phasing out of subsidies in 
order to end the culture of wasteful consumption whereby ‘you leave 
your air conditioning on for the whole summer when you go on holi-
day,’ calling such acts a crime that is ‘really destroying us right now.’73 
In Kuwait, Finance Minister and Deputy Prime Minister Sheikh Salem 
Abdulaziz Al-Sabah criticised Kuwait’s bloated bureaucracy, inefficient 
labour market and the limited role of the private sector in national 
development. His intervention was quickly followed by another from 
Prime Minister Sheikh Jabir Mubarak Al-Sabah, who told the opening 
of parliament in October 2013 that ‘the current welfare state that 
Kuwaitis are used to is unsustainable’ and that society ‘needed to 
transform from a consumer of the nation’s resources to a producer.’74 
In Saudi Arabia, the capable and technocratic Chief Executive Officer 
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(CEO) of Saudi Aramco, Khalid al-Falih, warned that domestic oil 
consumption was on track to reach eight million barrels per day by 
2030, if present trends were left unchecked, while Economy and Plan-
ning Minister Mohammed al-Jasser stated in May 2013 that ‘these 
subsidies are increasingly distorting our economy’.75

Conclusion: Status Quo or Systemic Change?

The core issue at stake for the GCC states in their next phase of politi-
cal and economic development is the updating of the social contract to 
bring it into line with sustainable and long-term patterns of consump-
tion and production. Insecure Gulf has examined in depth the complex 
and multi-layered dimensions of resource security and structural weak-
nesses in the political economy of the Gulf States. Since the book was 
published in 2011, both the outbreak of the Arab Spring and Gulf 
officials’ policy responses to the unrest have made the problem more 
urgent yet also more intractable. The dilemma at the heart of the 
conundrum facing Gulf policy-makers is that the trade-off between 
political stability and economic sustainability is showing clear signs of 
wearing thin. Officials must confront the reality that traditional meth-
ods of redistributing wealth are no longer fit for purpose. Furthermore, 
their continuation actively damages medium- and longer-term eco-
nomic prospects. Current models of economic development, and the 
high-intensity consumption of energy, therefore place at risk the viabil-
ity of the political model that has maintained stability among the GCC 
states for the past four decades.
â•… Thus far, the evidence from the Gulf States’ responses to the Arab 
Spring is not encouraging. At first glance, the GCC states (with the 
exception of Bahrain) appear to have weathered the storm of protest, 
and even in Bahrain unrest has been contained and the immediate power 
of the ruling family over the restive archipelago restored. Moreover, 
Qatar and the UAE have emerged as regional powers with international 
reach, engineering the Arab response to the crisis in Libya in 2011 and 
subsequently backing diametrically opposed sides in the turbulent after-
math of regime change in North Africa.76 Their interventions neverthe-
less demonstrate a new proactive stance in attempting to contain the 
fallout from the Arab Spring and control its direction of travel.
â•… Yet the combination of medium- and longer-term challenges outlined 
in Insecure Gulf present profoundly difficult questions for ruling elites 
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in the Gulf. Addressing them would involve reformulating the political 
and economic structures that constitute the pillars of regime stability 
in redistributive states. Rather than tackling the problems head-on, the 
policy responses to the Arab Spring have instead suggested that GCC 
governments lack both the capability and the intent to undertake the 
sensitive—and momentous—reforms needed to guide the Gulf States 
into the inevitable post-oil era. This transition will inexorably take 
place, and it may be sooner rather than later, as rising break-even 
prices of oil and surging domestic consumption eat into export sales 
and government revenues. After all, revenues come from the export, 
rather than the production of oil, yet the internal trends and local 
pressures described above only look set to accelerate and intensify in 
the absence of concerted and transformative counter-measures.
â•… Moreover, the prioritisation of regime security through exclusionary 
measures that sharpen the politics of identity and belonging are espe-
cially troubling for longer-term stability. Whereas the 2011 edition of 
Insecure Gulf concluded with an overview of the prospects for human 
security in creating more inclusive polities that could cushion the pain 
of far-reaching reform, the past three years have seen instead the 
increasing use—in all Gulf States, but most prevalent in Bahrain, the 
UAE, and Kuwait—of citizenship as a tool for punishing dissenters and 
disloyalty. As early as 2000, Anh Nga Longva noted that citizenship in 
the GCC states ‘is not an abstract institution’ but rather a complex 
relationship between ‘individual and state, complexly mediated by 
ideas of authority, legitimacy, and allegiance.’ A prominent example of 
the use of citizenship as a tool of punishment occurred in November 
2012 when the citizenship of thirty-one Bahrainis was revoked for 
‘causing damage to state security’. Among those affected was sociolo-
gist Abdulhadi Khalaf, who wrote subsequently that ‘a passport is not 
a right of citizenship, but rather an honour bestowed by the ruling 
family’ who ‘reserve the right to grant or revoke this gift at any time’.
â•… It is undoubtedly the case that predictions of the imminent demise of 
one or more of the ruling families of the Gulf in 2011 were premature, 
confirming—according to one reading—the monarchies as the great 
survivors of Middle East politics. This notwithstanding, the last three 
years have seen the abandonment of even the pretence of commitment 
to the values of human security, and also the espousal of measures that 
do far more harm than good in the search for consensual political and 
economic development and social cohesion in the years ahead. By 
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stripping away broader approaches to security that could have assisted 
regimes in constructing more inclusive polities more capable of weath-
ering the eventual transition to post-redistributive economies, the 
measures taken have narrowed the socio-political base of regime sup-
port and undermined strategies of economic diversification that were 
meant to smooth the path to sustainability. The archetype of the ‘post-
Arab Spring’ regional security landscape is the GCC Security Pact 
agreed in Riyadh in November 2012 and kept secret from public opin-
ion and political discussion.

Seattle	 October 2014
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