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This chapter examines whether and how policymakers in the six states
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) perceive the US “pivot” away
from the Middle East, and also explores the degree to which there is
regional consensus as to the nature and depth of any such disengagement.
Beginning in the Obama administration and continuing through both the
Trump presidency and the Biden White House, aspects of US-Gulf rela-
tions have come under strain at different times over a range of issues.
These have included, at various points, US responses to the Arab Spring
uprisings, nuclear negotiations with Iran, the 2017-2021 blockade of
Qatar, and attacks on maritime and energy targets in Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates. While concerns have varied in intensity and played
out in sometimes contradictory ways, their cumulative effect was to inject
some uncertainty into regional calculations regarding the United States as
a reliable, or even a long-term partner.

There are three sections in this chapter, beginning with an overview
of how the perception of US disengagement from the Middle East, and
from the Gulf in particular, took root. This leads into a second section that
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examines the varying reactions across the six GCC capitals and explores
the specific issues that animate the concerns raised by Gulf officials at US
policy shifts, whether real or perceived. Section three delves into the rise
of other extra-regional partners and assesses whether any of them could
ever realistically replace the role the United States has played in the Gulf
since the 1980s.

Perceptions of Disengagement

No single incident triggered the perception that the United States was
losing interest in the Middle East; rather, an accumulation of factors
across a yearslong period contributed to the view expressed by some in
the Gulf that US engagement was becoming more uncertain and less
reliable. Some of these factors were fair reactions to policy decisions in
Wiashington that caused concern in some GCC capitals, while others
were indicative of the power that perceptions hold to take root and rein-
force patterns of analysis. An additional factor is a broader contextual one,
namely that the US military presence in the Gulf and the broader Middle
East had increased enormously during America’s “war on terror” and its
invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, before subsequently
declining. Combat operations in both countries meant that US troop
levels in Afghanistan and Iraq rose from 5,200 in fiscal year 2002 to a
peak of 187,900 in fiscal year 2008.! Most US forces withdrew from Iraq
in 2011 and their numbers declined in Afghanistan to 13,000 in 2019,
before the Doha Agreement signed by US and Taliban representatives in
February 2020 set a timeline for a full withdrawal.?

An elevated US military presence in the Arabian Peninsula, with basing
arrangements and access to facilities that provided administrative and
logistical support to the “forever wars” that followed the September 11
attacks, may have come to resemble a “new normal” in the eyes of ruling
circles in GCC states. Moreover, the passage of time and the ascendance
of a younger generation of leaders in the Gulf may have occluded the fact
that the emergence of the United States as an extra-regional power was
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not a foregone conclusion but rather the outcome of a series of largely
reactive decisions over a period of more than a decade in the 1980s and
1990s.* The United States did not automatically or immediately fill the
void left by the British after their withdrawal from longstanding security
and defense arrangements with the smaller Gulf States in 1971. It took
the internationalization of the Iran-Iraq War (through the “Tanker War”
phase in 1984-88) and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 to
establish the United States as a significant military presence in the Gulf.
Even then, most US forces left the Arabian Peninsula after the conclu-
sion of the Gulf War in 1991 and only returned on a permanent basis in
1994 after then Iraqi President Saddam Hussein again moved Iraqi troops
toward Kuwait.*

A return to the long-term “mean” of the US presence in the region
was therefore to be expected. However, a perception of relative US “dis-
interest” gradually took root over the 2010s, beginning with the Obama
administration after it took office in 2009. Leaders in the Gulf appeared
to interpret the phrase “pivot to Asia” (which began to more frequently
pop up in American discourse around this time) to mean a rebalancing
away from the Middle East, when it actually signaled a US desire to shift
from a Cold War-era focus on Europe to concentrate on the Pacific as a
fulcrum of twenty-first century geopolitics.’ A series of policy responses
by consecutive US administrations to developments in the Middle East
and North Africa also fed into a narrative of uncertainty about the United
States’ posture. The perceived “abandonment” (as it was seen in the Gulf)
of then Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak in 2011 left some wonder-
ing which US partner might be the next to suffer the same fate. And the
United States’” acceptance of Egypt’s post-revolution electoral outcomes
and its willingness to work with the Muslim Brotherhood presidency of
Mohamed Morsi caused dismay in Riyadh and Abu Dhabi.
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Between 2013 and 2015, the fact that US officials negotiated with
Iranian counterparts, initially directly and in secret, and subsequently
as part of the P5+1 (the United Nations Security Council members
and Germany), unnerved GCC (and Israeli) officials, not least because
of their exclusion from the process. Shortly after the November 2013
breakthrough that produced an interim agreement on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram, Prince Turki bin Faisal Al Saud, the former Saudi ambassador to
the United States, declared, “How we feel is that we weren’t part of the
discussions at all, in some cases we were—I would go so far as to say we
were lied to, things were hidden from us.”” During the run-up to the
agreement on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in July
2015, an alignment of skepticism toward the Iran deal drew some of the
Gulf States, notably the UAE and Saudi Arabia, closer to Israel, with tacit
coordination of talking points and meetings of intelligence officials.® By
the end of Obama’s time in office, relations with Riyadh and Abu Dhabi
had cooled to the extent that officials in both capitals reacted with fury
to a “free riders” comment Obama made in a lengthy interview with The
Atlantic, as they felt (erroneously) that it was directed at them.’

Reactions and Responses

There was no single or consensual response across the six GCC states to
US policy moves or presumed shifts in approach. Leaders in three of the
Gulf States—Oman, Kuwait, and Qatar—did not react especially strongly
to the vicissitudes of the Obama administration, with Oman in particular
engaging closely with Obama’s secretary of state, John Kerry, during the
Iran nuclear negotiations.'” Kuwait and Qatar also sent their respective
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heads of state, Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah and Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani,
to the US-GCC summit at Camp David in May 2015 amid rumors that
Saudi and Bahraini leaders had stayed away as displays of frustration at
the Obama administration’s regional policy approach." Saudi Arabia and
the UAE separately intervened militarily in Yemen in March 2015, in a
move that suggested that, for them, pushing back assertively against (per-
ceived) Iranian-backed regionally-destabilizing groups such as the Houthi
movement took priority over the limited negotiations in Vienna on Iran’s
nuclear program.'?

By the time of the transition from the Obama administration to the
Trump presidency in 2016-17, the Saudis and the Emiratis were seen by
some in the outgoing White House as having taken sides in domestic US
politics. Speaking after Obama left office, Ben Rhodes, the former presi-
dent’s deputy national security advisor, suggested that Saudi and Emirati
lobbying was “more responsible for the image of Obama being soft in the
Middle East than anyone else. They trashed us all around town.”"* During
the transition period, a visit by Abu Dhabi’s then crown prince (but de
facto leader), Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (MBZ), to Trump Tower
in New York caused controversy among US officials who had not been
notified of his arrival in the US, in apparent contravention of diplomatic
protocol.’* Both MBZ and Saudi Arabian Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman Al Saud (MBS) grew close to the Trump administration in early
2017 and Trump himself made his first overseas visit as president to Saudi
Arabia in May 2017, where he was lavishly hosted by King Salman bin
Abdulaziz.”
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This visit to Riyadh for the Arab Islamic American Summit was a
break with the precedent of US presidents traditionally choosing to first
visit Canada or Mexico, and Trump’s time in Riyadh became contro-
versial as it was followed two weeks later by the blockade of Qatar. In
a series of three explosive tweets in June 2017, Trump referred back to
his time in Riyadh and indicated that his support for the Saudi-Emirati-
Bahraini-Egyptian move against Qatar had roots in meetings he had
held in Saudi Arabia, as he asserted, “So good to see the Saudi Arabia
visit with the King [sic] and 50 countries already paying off. They said
they would take a hard line on funding extremism and all reference was
pointing to Qatar.”'® Trump’s comments caused shockwaves, not only
in Doha, where Qatari officials wondered if Trump was greenlighting
possible military action against their country, but also within his admin-
istration, as the secretaries of state and defense, Rex Tillerson and James
Mattis, respectively, hurriedly sought to repair the damage caused by his
remarks."’

Any potential Saudi or Emirati escalation against Qatar, which was
deemed by many observers as a realistic possibility in June 2017, was
forestalled not by Trump but by the actions of the Turkish government,
which pledged military support to Qatar and indicated that Doha would
neither be alone nor isolated.'® This was significant given that in the post-
1990 context of regional security it had been supposed thatit would be the
United States that would come to the assistance of Gulf partners should
such intervention ever be necessary. Instead, it was Turkey that did so,
amid unprecedented uncertainty in other Gulf capitals, such as Muscat
and Kuwait City, as well as Doha, as to whether US security partnerships
still held meaning in the Trump era. Thus, just as Saudi, Emirati, and
Bahraini officials had expressed their concerns about aspects of Obama’s
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approach to regional affairs, in the Trump administration it was the turn
of the Qataris, the Kuwaitis, and the Omanis to do so.?

Ironically, in light of their proximity to the Trump White House and
to officials such as Jared Kushner, in 2019 it was the Saudis and the
Emiratis’ turn to feel the shock of US (in)action in time of crisis. This
came as the US withdrew from the JCPOA in May 2018 and adopted a
policy of “maximum pressure,” which included new punitive economic
sanctions on Iran and terror designations for Iranian entities.”” One
response to the US pressure was a series of acts of “maximum resis-
tance,” which revolved around attacks against maritime and energy
targets in Saudi Arabia and the UAE between May and September 2019.
The incidents, never formally attributed to Iran, included hits on ship-
ping and pipeline infrastructure, and culminated in missile and drone
strikes on Saudi oil infrastructure that temporarily knocked out half the
kingdom’s oil production.”’ A declaration by Trump two days after the
Abqaiq attack, which drew a distinction between US and Saudi interests
and emphasized that the US had not been a target, caused shockwaves in
Riyadh, and in Abu Dhabi.? Beginning in 2019, both Saudi Arabia and
the UAE began to separately engage with Iran in attempts to de-escalate
regional tensions, as leaders in each capital felt they could no longer be

assured of US backing.
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Internationalizing the Gulf
In August 2021, the chaotic nature of the final American withdrawal from
Afghanistan offered an additional signal for those doubting the United
States’ commitment to its partners and allies around the world, indicating
that this uncertainty would continue into a third consecutive presidency,
that of Joe Biden. Barely six months later, the sight of the Biden admin-
istration engaging intensively with international partners over Russia’s
military buildup and its subsequent full-scale invasion of Ukraine ought
to have countered any such perceptions of US disengagement; but instead,
the course of the war underscored how the Gulf States, like many parts
of the Global South, were loath to formally pick sides in a great power
rivalry.?® Both MBZ and MBS reportedly rebuffed US and other west-
ern entreaties to raise oil production to bring down prices, and the Saudi
crown prince even replied, “Simply, I do not care,” when he was asked what
he thought of Biden’s opinion of him.?* For his part, Biden had, during a
campaign debate of Democratic presidential candidates in 2019, claimed
that if elected he would make Saudi Arabia “the pariah that they are” and
force them to “pay the price” for the killing of Jamal Khashoggi in 2018.%
Relations between the Biden administration and the Gulf States have
been colored by the fact that the Russia-Ukraine war has caused the
White House to be focused elsewhere, and the administration has strug-
gled to articulate a clear approach to the Middle East. In 2022, Qatar
joined Kuwait and Bahrain as the third GCC state to be named a Major
Non-NATO Ally of the United States, in recognition of the wide-rang-
ing assistance Doha provided during the US withdrawal from Afghanistan
and its aftermath.?® Saudi Arabia and the UAE remain outside the major
non-NATO ally process and have instead deepened ties with Russia and
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China, primarily in economic and energy issues, but also with some secu-
rity cooperation. Such moves may be understood as exercises in hedging,
as policymakers in GCC states engage pragmatically in a changing global
order with a multipolarity of centers of power and influence, including in
the Gulf itself.

A complete US disengagement, and still less a withdrawal, from the
Gulf remains a highly unlikely prospect, but GCC states are participat-
ing proactively in shaping a new regional landscape, one in which China
looms large as a long-term partner in economic, energy, and, increasingly,
political affairs. The trilateral Iran-Saudi-China statement that was issued
in Beijing on March 10,2023, and that set a roadmap for the restoration of
diplomatic ties between Tehran and Riyadh, may be a harbinger of a more
polycentric approach to regional affairs, one in which the United States
remains an important security and defense partner for GCC states, but not
the only one, and where the Gulf States increasingly function in a non-
aligned manner that projects their own interests in picking a path between
the strategic rivalries and great power competition around them.?’
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