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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

By Bruce W. Jentleson, Andrew M. Exum,
Melissa G. Dalton and J. Dana Stuster

The United States must recalibrate its strategies to
address the sweeping changes across the Middle
East. An approach of “strategic adaptation” would
focus on the near-term crises that are most salient
to U.S. interests, prioritize political reform in the
region and address long-term trends while mitigat-
ing risks.! Acute crises in the Middle East today
threaten U.S. interests. But if the United States
manages long-term trends with strategic flexibility
and diplomatic ingenuity, over time, it may become
significantly less vulnerable to threats in the region.

This report explores the interplay of U.S. interests
in the Middle East, how the strategic context in the
region has changed and the attendant effects on
U.S. interests. It concludes by offering a framework
to guide policymaking. This framework outlines
priorities, focused on both near-term threats and
long-term trends, to help U.S. policymakers serve
the nation’s interests going forward.

The real risk for U.S. strategy in the Middle East

is an unwillingness to recognize how profoundly
the strategic context has changed and the need for
strategies that reflect this changed context. The
United States is overinvested in the most undemo-
cratic regimes in the region. For years, this has
been the “safe” strategy, but it puts U.S. interests at
risk in the longer term. This is not a new observa-
tion, but the Arab Spring makes this reality more
evident than before.

While some U.S. interests have remained consis-
tent and some have changed in importance, others
are in tension for the first time. Five main regional
developments characterize the changing strategic
context: shifting regional threats, the transforma-
tive politics of the Arab Spring, changes in the scope
and magnitude of the threat of terrorism, the mix
of cooperation and tensions in U.S.-Israeli relations
and trends affecting energy security.

Given this evolving strategic context, we propose a
set of priorities for U.S. policymakers. In the near
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term, the United States must address crises that
immediately threaten the country’s interests. These
crises include:

o The Iranian nuclear weapons program.
o The civil wars in Syria and Yemen.

o Fresh tensions between Israel and Egypt, which
endanger the peace between them.

At the same time, policymakers should address
three trends that, over time, could either compro-
mise U.S. interests or decrease America’s exposure
to risks in the region. The United States should
begin adapting its policies now to harness the
potential and mitigate the risks of these long-term
trends:

o The return of politics to the Arab world and the
consequent need to engage Arab publics not just
regimes, pursue a differentiated strategy towards
political Islam, prioritize political reform, and
support social and economic reform.

» Reduced U.S. dependency on the states of the
Persian Gulf due to three factors: the impending
drawdown of U.S. troops in the region, reduced
U.S. demand for regional energy resources and
a transition from providing regional security
requirements to enabling local states to take
more of a lead in regional security. The United
States could use this opportunity to adapt force
posture and security relationships, and press
Gulf regimes to reform, while continuing to plan
for possible Iran contingencies and protecting
the sea lanes to ensure access for global energy
markets.

» Fundamental tensions in the U.S. relationship
with Israel and the continuing need to revitalize
the Arab-Israeli peace process.

If these trends are managed well, the future may
look less threatening to U.S. policymakers than it
does at present.



[I. INTRODUCTION: WHY A NEW
U.S. STRATEGY?

The Middle East is in transition, and the time is
right for a fundamental reassessment of key trends
there, as well as U.S. interests in the region and the
appropriate policy options for pursuing them.

Already, U.S. leaders have signaled their intent to
shift resources to East Asia, withdrawn the last
remaining soldiers from Iraq and announced
plans to draw down the U.S. military commitment
in Afghanistan by 2015.> The United States has
made these changes after a series of revolutions
that many political scientists and policy analysts

thought unlikely but in retrospect seem inevitable.

After more than a year of upheaval, we can see
clearly some of the faulty assumptions on which
U.S. policy has rested for many years. These
assumptions include:

« The United States could rely on Arab regimes for
security cooperation and stability in the oil and
natural gas markets without emphasizing politi-
cal and economic reforms.*

o The Arab-Israeli peace process, even if halting,
would progress toward a two-state solution.

« Relations with Israel, though often contentious,
would continue to be grounded by a uniform
strategic outlook.

o The United States is the primary actor in the
region and could effectively counter adversaries
and antagonists.

All these assumptions need revision. The unrest in
Bahrain illustrates the difficulty the United States
faces when an autocracy with which it is allied cracks
down on the democratic aspirations of its people. The
peace process between Israel and the Palestinians is
moribund, while relations between the United States
and Israel have been stressed due to differing threat
perceptions and priorities.’ Iran and its proxies con-
tinue to challenge the United States.

This report systematically reconsiders U.S. policy
in the Middle East, beginning with U.S. interests
and ending with policy recommendations that
reflect those interests as well as the ways in which
the region has changed in recent years. We build
our analysis around three core questions:

» What are U.S. interests in the region?

« What are the driving forces in the region that
shape the context in which the United States
pursues its interests?

« Given these interests and the strategic context,
what are the priorities and options for U.S.
policymakers?

We propose an approach of “strategic adaptation.”
While many new and long-standing U.S. policies
remain appropriate, we emphasize adapting to a
strategic environment that has changed dramati-
cally and is likely to continue to do so. In particular,
there are several near-term threats and challenges
emanating from Iran, Syria and Yemen, as well as
in Israel-Egypt relations, that require immediate
attention from U.S. policymakers. But it is equally
important that the United States adapt its policies to
harness the potential and mitigate the risks of long-
term trends in the region, employing a high degree
of strategic flexibility and diplomatic ingenuity.

The very notion of adaptation may strike some as
“declinist,” since in some cases we recommend the
United States reduce its commitments to the region.
The real trap for U.S. strategy in the Middle East,
though, is not declinism but denialism - the unwill-
ingness to recognize how profoundly the strategic
context has changed. When conditions change or
policies are not working, staying the course is less
important than the willingness to adapt and to do
so in ways that enhance policy effectiveness.” As the
eminent realist Hans Morgenthau once warned, the
“residues of formerly adequate modes of thought
and action now rendered obsolete by a new social
reality” only sap the power of great nations.®
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Research Methods

We employed a variety of methods to test our
initial hypotheses and assumptions. We began
our research in November 2011 with a competitive
analysis exercise to better determine U.S. interests
in the region and identify how the United States
should prioritize those interests. We recruited two
teams of leading scholars and practitioners and
asked each the same questions. We then harvested
the answers provided, noting where discussions
overlapped and where they differed.

In January and February 2012, we gathered more
experts to help us think through three areas of
focus: U.S. military and intelligence activities in
the Middle East, U.S. diplomatic initiatives and
approaches there, and economic and development
opportunities in the region. Because questions
related to U.S. force posture in the Persian Gulf
loomed large over all our research, we convened

a separate working group in March 2012 to better
inform our thinking on that subject. We engaged
many experts in academia, the U.S. government
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), as
well as entrepreneurs and investors in the region.’
We supplemented these efforts with extensive
documentary research and interviews with experts
and key decisionmakers.

This report does not attempt to answer every
policy question vexing U.S. officials in the
Middle East. What we do attempt, though, is to
identify the most important risks and opportu-
nities for the United States going forward and
make recommendations for how the United
States can mitigate the former and take advan-
tage of the latter.



[Il. U.S. INTERESTS IN THE MIDDLE
EAST: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

The core interests of the United States are typically
defined as:

« Protecting the physical security and territorial
integrity of the United States and major allies
against external attack.

« Ensuring U.S. economic prosperity (commonly
associated with maintaining an open interna-
tional economy).

» Maintaining the “American way of life” - an
interest that includes the promotion of U.S. and
universal values.

All three of these interests inform the five principal
U.S. interests in the Middle East, most of which
have shaped U.S. policy for decades."

Today, the United States must re-evaluate these
interests in the region in light of the evolving
dynamics in the Middle East.

Deterring, Containing and Defending Against
Regional Threats: Geopolitical threats emanat-
ing from the Middle East, while still significant,
are less salient than in prior periods. Iran is the
only state that challenges the United States in the
region. We contend that the threat posed by Iran
pales in comparison to that of the Soviet Union
during the Cold War and is arguably less signifi-
cant than the Iraq of Saddam Hussein.

Stable Arab Regimes: The United States has
prioritized security cooperation and the stabil-

ity of friendly but authoritarian regimes in the
region as a means to other ends, such as counter-
ing terrorism and stabilizing the price of oil on the
global market. These priorities have trumped other
concerns, such as the promotion of democracy

or human rights, to the point where stability has
become an end itself. Across the region, however,
the costs associated with prioritizing security

cooperation over domestic political reform are
much greater today than they have traditionally
been for U.S. policymakers. The transformative
politics of the Arab Spring have empowered new
peoples and parties demanding to be heard by both
the United States and their regimes. In the long
term, regional stability will be found not at the
expense of political reform but through it.

Counterterrorism: While U.S. counterterrorism
efforts did not begin with the September 11 attacks,
in the wake of the attacks policymakers addressed
no threat more urgently than the threat posed by al
Qaeda and related transnational terrorist organi-
zations. Efforts to disrupt, dismantle and defeat

al Qaeda commanded enormous military and
intelligence resources and pushed the United States
deeper into relationships with sclerotic regimes,
such as those of Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen and
Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, which subsequently
proved unstable. Today, terrorism in the region
remains a serious threat but has reduced in both
scope and magnitude. Al Qaeda and its affiliates
pose a less severe threat due to a variety of factors,
including U.S. counterterrorism efforts, the Arab
Spring and mistakes made by al Qaeda.

Israeli Security and Arab-Israeli Peace: The
United States has ensured Israel’s security and
survival since the founding of Israel, an interest
reinforced during the Cold War as each country
sought to counter proxies of the Soviet Union. The
United States and Israel then shared new enemies
after the Cold War as both countries struggled
against violent Islamist organizations and bel-
ligerent regimes in Tehran and Damascus. Since
the 1973 October War, making progress toward
Arab-Israeli peace has been integral to U.S. efforts
to secure Israel."! The United States brokered the
peace agreements between Israel and both Jordan
and Egypt and has, since the 1990s, led interna-
tional efforts to broker a peace between Israel and
the Palestinians. The United States has periodi-
cally been at odds with its Israeli ally with respect
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to the proper means to achieve peace. Recently,
though, while interests remain shared and coop-
eration strong in many areas, U.S.-Israeli tensions
have grown more substantial. Beyond the lack of
personal warmth between President Barack Obama
and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, broader
differences in threat perceptions and strategies,

as well as political changes in both countries, are
stressing the relationship.

Stable Access to Affordable Oil: Until the early
1970s, oil flowed freely. Since the 1973 October
War and the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) embargo, the United
States has dedicated more military resources and
diplomatic efforts toward ensuring access to the
region’s hydrocarbon resources. Today, the United
States is growing less dependent on that access
thanks to reduced U.S. consumption and new
domestic energy sources."? Yet the Persian Gulf
remains important, in part because the global
economy remains vulnerable to interruptions in
the flow of oil and gas, and because oil is priced

as a global commodity. The financial crisis that
began in 2007, meanwhile, has been followed by

a fragile recovery that itself would be imperiled
by any serious inability to bring the oil and gas
resources of the Persian Gulf to market.



IV. EVOLVING STRATEGIC CONTEXT

Regional Threats

A variety of factors make the Middle East less
important to the United States than in years

past. As the United States winds down its mili-
tary operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the
threat of transnational terrorism ebbs, it relies less
on regional regimes for diplomatic, military and
intelligence cooperation. Several near-term chal-
lenges will hinder the ability of the United States to
rebalance its attention to focus more on Asia and
other priority areas:" Iran, potential fallout from
conflicts in Yemen and Syria, and worries about
the peace agreement between Israel and Egypt.

IRAN

Iran is the only state that poses a major threat to
U.S. interests in the region. Its unwillingness to
abide by its nonproliferation commitments threat-
ens U.S. interests in regional stability, the security
of Israel and the overall nonproliferation regime.
Iranian support for violent extremist organizations
in Iraq, Lebanon and Gaza, meanwhile, facilitates
terrorism and contributes to further instability

in the region. Iran continues to stifle nonviolent
protest domestically while plotting terror attacks
abroad." And Iran’s naval capabilities poten-
tially allow it to disrupt the passage of oil and gas
through the Strait of Hormuz."

The specter of an Iranian nuclear threat has
heightened not only Israeli concerns' but also
those of U.S. allies in the Persian Gulf. Sunni-
led Gulf regimes express concern about Iranian
support for Arab Shia resistance groups and
have long-standing fears about what they see as
Tehran’s hegemonic ambitions.'” Given Iranian
support for proxies in Lebanon, Iraq and Yemen,'
Gulf regimes have reason for concern. The pos-
sibility that Iran might be able to develop a
nuclear bomb within a year has heightened these
fears, since Iran and its proxies may be embold-

ened if it acquires nuclear weapons.” In some

cases, though, Gulf states have painted legitimate
domestic opposition groups — which happen to be
predominantly Shia - as Iranian agents in order
to delegitimize calls for reform.*

Two contingencies involving Iran could increase
the threat to U.S. interests in the Middle East. The
first would be the nuclearization of the region

and its destabilizing effects. Spurred on by the
Iranian nuclear program, other countries — espe-
cially Saudi Arabia - could seek nuclear weapons,
potentially resulting in a proliferation cascade in
the region.?! U.S. and Israeli freedom of action
could be constrained in a multipolar nuclear
region. In addition, the lack of communication and
understanding among the key players in the region
could heighten the potential for miscalculation and
inadvertent escalation to a nuclear crisis.?

The second contingency could be an Israeli or
U.S. military strike on Iran intended to retard
the development of Iran’s nuclear program. The
second- and third-order effects of such a strike,
while the subject of much speculation, could put
U.S. interests in the region in jeopardy.? Iran, for
instance, could launch missiles at a U.S. warship
in the Persian Gulf and target U.S. personnel in
Afghanistan, the Gulf or the Levant via terror-
ist attacks, prompting a U.S. response. Iran could
leverage its relationships with Hezbollah and
Palestinian militants in the Levant to conduct
strikes on Israel — although all of these groups have
their own domestic constraints, which may affect
the degree to which they would act on behalf of
Iran.?* Such attacks, nonetheless, could provoke
Israeli and even U.S. retaliation. In either case,
conditions could escalate from even the smallest
conflict into a broader regional war.

Iran poses the most immediate threat to U.S. interests
in the Middle East, but other factors will also present
new opportunities and risks for U.S. interests in the
region. Among these factors are the trajectories of
three major states: Syria, Iraq and Egypt.
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The Iranian Threat in Perspective

The prospect of a nuclear-armed
Iran poses a considerable threat to
U.S. interests in the Middle East and
should be met with a strong and
diligent response from the United
States and its allies. Analysts, how-
ever, should not exaggerate the im-
mediacy of Iran acquiring a bomb or
the threat Iran poses to the physical
and economic security of the United
States. Many news reports and edi-
torials have inflated the threat, by
focusing primarily on how quickly
Iran could attain a nuclear bomb or
treating that outcome as a foregone
conclusion.®

In fact, Iran appears to be pursu-
ing a “nuclear hedging” strategy
that aims to develop the indig-
enous technical capability to
produce nuclear weapons rapidly
at some point should the Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
decide to do s0.2° According to
U.S. intelligence agency lead-

ers, at this point he has not.”’
Iran’s hedging strategy involves
well-known efforts to master the
nuclear fuel-cycle, clandestine
and dual-use weapons-related
research and the development of
advanced ballistic missiles. Given
the time it would take to produce
fissile material and overcome the
technical hurdles associated with
weaponization, Iran probably has
the capability to produce a crude
testable nuclear device in about
a year from when the supreme
leader makes a decision to do so0.?®

Fashioning a device that could
be effectively delivered against

Iran’s adversaries would likely
take longer. A nuclear “breakout”
would require diversion of Iran’s
low-enriched uranium stockpile
and further enrichment to weap-
ons-grade uranium at Natanz or
Fordow (both declared facilities),
which are monitored by the U.Ns
International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy. Inspectors would likely detect
the enrichment program - or Iran
would have to eject the inspectors
first. Since such brazen action risks
triggering an even broader inter-
national coalition and stronger
international response, including
possible military action, Khamenei
is unlikely to act until Iran has the
capability to build several devices
very quickly or to do so in secret -
which could be years from now.”
Khamenei might calculate that

if Iran develops several devices
quickly or clandestinely, it may
increase the possibility of Iran
having a “second strike” capabil-
ity or an undetectable cache of
nuclear weapons, which in turn
could cause the international com-
munity to rethink what additional
measures it may take against Iran.

The inflation of the Iranian threat
extends far beyond the bomb,
though, and articles and editori-
als have emphasized small Ira-
nian naval vessels,?® threats of

an lranian attempt to close the
Strait of Hormuz,?! Iran’s awkward
relations with al Qaeda,*? Iranian
scouts conducting surveillance of
New York City landmarks,** politi-
cal rhetoric about retaliation** and
general efforts to “bedevil the

Toward a New U.S. Strategy in the Middle East

West"’ to bolster the perception
that the threat from Iran is wide-
spread and unstoppable. Some of
these allegations merit legitimate
concern, particularly as Iran’s
growing asymmetric capabilities
in the Persian Gulf*® may raise the
stakes for miscalculation and mis-
communication between Iranian
and U.S. naval assets. However,
analysts and policymakers should
keep a sense of perspective with
regard to Iran’s ability to threaten
the physical and economic secu-
rity of the United States - as well
as U.S. regional allies and partners.

As the United States maintains a
sense of perspective with regard

to the Iranian threat, policymak-

ers must remain cognizant that its
Israeli ally may have a different as-
sessment. Iran, in the eyes of some
Israelis, poses an immediate and
existential threat to Israel. Neverthe-
less, an Israeli attack on Iran would
be detrimental to both U.S. and
Israeli interests. While military force
should remain a last resort, only

the United States, acting under the
right circumstances, would be able
to employ the use of force and man-
age the associated risks effectly.’



SYRIA

Syria is in the midst of a civil war, and it is very
uncertain what its ultimate direction will be. On
the one hand, a new regime in Damascus could
upend the regional balance of power in ways favor-
able to U.S. interests, removing Iran’s key ally and
cutting off a key supplier and partner to Hezbollah.
A new regime that is more open to discussing
peace options with Israel could revitalize the
Arab-Israeli peace process, perhaps with Turkey’s
encouragement. A change in Damascus’ leader-
ship could also help lessen the recent resurgence

of violence and perhaps even resolve the political
stalemate in Lebanon. Within Syria itself, a change
in regime could also bring less violence and repres-
sion and more freedom to the Syrian people.

On the other hand, continued civil war or even con-
tinued unrest could spread to or draw in other parts
of the Levant, Iraq and the Persian Gulf, particularly
along sectarian or tribal and familial lines.*® The fate
of Syria’s substantial stockpile of chemical weapons
is particularly concerning, as the current regime
could lose control of this material, and it could end
up in the hands of non-state actors who are willing
to use it in Syria’s internal crisis or to proliferate it
elsewhere. The United States and regional partners
have begun contingency planning for this threat.*
A new regime in Damascus could be even more
antagonistic toward Israel, increasing support for
militant groups or contesting the disputed Golan
Heights beyond mere rhetoric. There also is no
guarantee that a new regime would not be as ruth-
less and oppressive as that of Bashar al-Asad.** At
the moment, though, the Syrian opposition remains
weak and fractured, and there is ample reason to
believe the conflict will continue for many more
months if not years.*

IRAQ

Syria’s neighbor Iraq is also at a crossroads. It is
unclear how this oil-rich, centrally-located state will
orient its policies or what kind of government it will
embrace. Iraq’s strategic orientation - including

The 2011 Libya Intervention

and Its Implications

The NATO intervention into Libya in March 2011
has been the only instance in which the United
States has employed military force as a policy
response to the Arab Spring. The United States did
not have any vital interests at stake in Libya, but
the convergence of four factors bolstered the case
for U.S. military involvement. The first factor was
Moammar Gadhafi’s record of brutality and reliable
indicators of his intent to massacre up to 700,000
Libyans in the rebel-held city of Benghazi — includ-
ing his threat that “any Libyan ‘cockroaches’ who
takes arms against Libya will be executed.” Mass
atrocities seemed imminent.*? Second, the Obama
administration had concerns that the Libyan upris-
ing, taking place so soon after the revolutions in
Tunisia and Egypt, might have a negative effect
on the Arab Spring if it failed.* Third, the Obama
administration had international and regional
support for an intervention: The call for action by
the Arab League, U.N. Security Council Resolution
1973, strong advocacy by European allies and par-
ticipation in the military operation by Arab states
provided international legitimacy for the mission.
Fourth, although the time and level of force need-
ed to complete the mission were underestimated,
the international community had a viable military
strategy working in cooperation with a credible
Libyan opposition, which had managed to control
the eastern half of the country as well as the city of
Misrata.** Such factors have not fully converged in
other cases, most notably Syria.

whether it aligns with the United States, the Persian
Gulf states, Iran or none of these — will have sig-
nificant geopolitical effects on the region, which
will present opportunities and risks for U.S. inter-
ests. Iraq’s geography, situated between the Arab
states, Turkey and Iran, as well as its enormous oil
resources, rising military capabilities and powerful
sense of national pride suggest that it will re-emerge
as an important actor.
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Yet there is cause for concern about the direc-
tion in which Iraq is headed both domestically
and internationally. Anti-democratic trends in
Iraq, including the growth of corruption across
ministries and government interference in anti-
corruption cases, as well as further exacerbation
of sectarian tensions, should worry U.S. policy-
makers and elevate the importance of reform.* In
addition, the Iraqi civil war of 2005-2007 ended
in a decisive victory for Shia Iraqi factions, but
sectarian tensions remain. As Iraqi oil production
increases, it will help diversify available sources in
the global oil market, providing opportunities to
help ease pressure on global demand for hydrocar-
bons. But Iraqi Arab-Kurd tensions and Kurdish
separatist ambitions are hindering this process.
Iraqi oil will also be susceptible to threats to the
constricted access points of the Persian Gulf.*¢

While the re-emergence of a strong Iraq could help
check growing Iranian regional hegemony, failure
of the United States to discourage the reasser-

tion of autocratic rule in Iraq would discredit U.S:
reform efforts elsewhere in the region. The United
States retains some influence in Iraq. Even after
the departure of U.S. troops from Iraq, the United
States maintains key relationships at every political
and military echelon, which it could use to exert
pressure for constructive dialogue.

EGYPT

As Egypt experiments with democratic governance,
it too will re-evaluate its role in the region. Egypt
has been a bellwether of political and social change
in the Arabic-speaking world. Home to 90 million
people, Egypt has historically been the intellectual
and political center of the Middle East.”

Hanging over everything in Egypt is the fragile
state of the country’s economy. Egypt’s foreign
currency reserves fell each month after the revolu-
tion in February 2011, and gross domestic product
growth fell from 5 percent per year to less than

2 percent in 2011.* It is projected at less than 1
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percent this year.*” The economic conditions that
preceded the Egyptian revolution, which included
soaring costs of living, would be exacerbated

in the event of an Egyptian default or currency
devaluation.

U.S. policymakers fear that too much pressure
on the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces
(SCAF) and other elements of the military lead-
ership could endanger access rights to the Suez
Canal or the security of Israel.*® Meanwhile,
some actions of the SCAF, such as the arrest of
Americans working with NGOs, have conflicted
with U.S. interests and values. Other actions, such
as delaying elections and disqualifying popular
presidential candidates, have put the SCAF at
odds with Egypt’s newly empowered public.”!
Though the recent parliamentary and presiden-
tial elections may diminish the influence of the
Egyptian military and could elevate the role of
Islamist rivals such as the Muslim Brotherhood
(MB), the SCAF’s entrenched role in all aspects
of the Egyptian state and economy will make it
a political force for the foreseeable future. It will
be one of the tasks of the newly elected govern-
ment to assert civilian control over the country.
A strong, democratic Egypt would be a powerful
example for other countries in the region.*

The fate of the peace treaty between Egypt and
Israel is what should most concern U.S. policy-
makers. Between 1948 and 1973, Egypt and Israel
fought four major wars with geostrategic impli-
cations for the United States. The Camp David
accords that brought peace between the two coun-
tries are a cornerstone of regional stability as well
as a triumph of U.S. diplomacy. For the first time
in more than 30 years, there is a real possibility

of this agreement fracturing. While many viewed
the Egyptian revolution with hope and admira-
tion for the Egyptian protesters, Israelis viewed it
with suspicion.”® Although relations between the
governments of Hosni Mubarak and Israel at times
were just a cold peace, they allowed for significant



cooperation that served their mutual security. But
the Israeli and Egyptian peoples never formed

a bond, and the plight of the Palestinian people
was never resolved. As a result, the peace treaty
with Israel is highly unpopular among Egyptians.
Indeed, last fall, rioters stormed and ransacked the
Israeli Embassy in Cairo.>* Were it not for the even-
tual intervention of both Egyptian security forces
and the U.S. Embassy, Israeli diplomats might have
been wounded or killed.

U.S. policymakers should be concerned by the
potential for further tensions between Israel and

a new Egyptian government as it attempts to be
more responsive to an Egyptian public that is
generally hostile toward Israel. Following an
April 2012 rocket attack launched by militants in
the Sinai into the Israeli resort city of Eilat, Israelis
increasingly worry about their suddenly danger-
ous southern border, which abuts both the Gaza
Strip and the semiautonomous Sinai Peninsula.”® A
few weeks before the riot at the Israeli Embassy in
Cairo, Israeli soldiers killed several Egyptian bor-
der guards after an attack in Israel by Palestinian
militants who had infiltrated across the border.”’
Egyptians were predictably enraged. Egypt watch-
ers now envision a scenario in which Israel could
conduct military operations in the Sinai against
militants.” The strategic ill effects of an Israeli
military incursion into the Sinai would almost cer-
tainly outweigh whatever tactical successes Israel
might achieve.”

Transformative Arab Domestic Politics

Four trends are reshaping Arab politics: Continuing
political instability, the increasing relevance of
political Islam, newly empowered Arab publics and
severe economic hurdles all test the abilities of U.S.
diplomats and defense officials. All of these develop-
ments will affect U.S. interests.

Political instability in the Middle East is likely to
be widespread and severe for the foreseeable future.
In the past 18 months, regimes in Tunisia, Egypt,

Libya and Yemen have fallen, while violent and
nonviolent uprisings continue to shake Syria and
Bahrain. The challenges facing each of these states
are immense. Numerous other regimes, including
those in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco, the United
Arab Emirates and Kuwait, have experienced
popular protests. Jordan, a key ally of the United
States and Israel, seems primed for greater politi-
cal instability in 2012, having had three different
prime ministers in less than a year and a half.®” The
rotation of prime ministers is symptomatic of the
king’s inability to date to strike a balance between
preserving his own power and promoting reform.

The new revolutionary states of the region face
manifold difficulties, but the challenges vary

from country to country. In some states, such

as in Egypt and Tunisia, the crux of the prob-

lem going forward lies in the return of electoral
politics and the reform of state institutions.®' In
Libya, meanwhile, where Gadhafi pointedly did
not create durable institutions, the challenge lies
in state formation.® Problems facing Yemen go far
beyond political transition and extend to long-term
demographic challenges, given that 45 percent

of its population is under age 15, and foreboding
environmental disasters such as its rapidly deplet-
ing water resources.® Yemen will likely become
even more ungovernable as its leaders attempt

to do more with less, which will further throw
into doubt Yemen’s ability to be a partner in U.S.
counterterrorism efforts.* Finally, political scien-
tists remind us that anocracies — governments that
are neither wholly democratic nor autocratic - are
the least stable regime type and the most likely

to descend back into civil conflict.®> As anocra-
cies spread across the Middle East, policymakers
should reflect on this finding.

The second trend is that the forces of political
Islam will continue to be ascendant across the
region.® In Tunisia and Egypt, Islamist parties are
dominant in recently elected parliaments. In Libya
and Syria as well, some militias active in resisting
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the Gadhafi and Asad regimes are religiously
motivated. And in Morocco, Jordan, Lebanon and
Iraq, Islamist political parties are a highly vis-

ible feature of the political landscape.®’ This trend
shows no sign of reversing. Indeed, in the view

of some experts, “Islamist movements are today
the most dynamic political force across the Arab
world - and they may well be for the next decade
or longer.”*® Thus, the protection of U.S. interests
requires the United States to interact with parties
and leaders that only a few years ago were dis-
missed as radicals. However, policymakers are still
too wary of engaging political and opinion leaders
across the full ideological spectrum.

The protection of U.S. interests
requires the United States

to interact with parties and
leaders that only a few years

ago were dismissed as radicals.

The third trend concerns empowered Arab
peoples. A new Arab public sphere has been
developing in the Middle East since at least the
mid-1990s. While the region remains divided
by state boundaries, a shared political dialogue
- enabled by diverse media, ranging from Al
Jazeera to Twitter — has emerged in which the
people of the region have the freedom to voice
their desires and frustrations in ways they could
not two decades ago.®” Much of this sentiment
comes from Arab youth, for whom the gap
between their aspirations and the often grim
realities of their lives has widened. The monop-
oly over information once enjoyed by regimes
has been lost to new technologies and media. No
longer can ministries of information shape what
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publics know and do not know about the world
and their condition relative to other peoples. It
is one of the key factors why, for example, Asad
has not been able to replicate his father’s “Hama
rules” of brutal repression. It took months for
Western journalists and human rights groups
to get even some information out on the Hama
massacre of 1982.7° Today, by contrast, mas-
sacres are broadcast over camera phones,
sparking immediate public debate - including
in the United States — about how leaders should
respond to the conflict.

The fourth trend is that economic challenges have
and will continue to reinforce political instabil-
ity. The alarming socioeconomic weaknesses
identified a decade ago in the “Arab Human
Development Report” are still present in most
cases and even worse in others.” The “ominous
dynamics of marginalization” — by which inequal-
ity widens, unemployment deepens, corruption
runs rampant, innovation lags and women are
denied basic rights and meaningful economic
participation — continue.”

Political instability disrupts regional economies
further. In Tunisia, despite successful elections,
foreign direct investment dropped 20 percent in
the 12 months after the uprising. Eighty com-
panies left the country, tourism declined by 50
percent and only the slightest dent has been

made in the 20 percent unemployment rate for
college graduates.” In Morocco, a group called
Unemployed Graduates has formed, reflecting an
unemployment rate among college graduates that
is almost double the national one.” In Bahrain,
the Sunni-Shia political divide has exacerbated
the Sunni-Shia economic divide.” In Saudi Arabia
and other OPEC monarchies, oil earnings have
financed subsidies to buy political quiescence
from the public in the short term. Some projec-
tions, however, question the fiscal sustainability of
this strategy, with budget deficits possible as early
as 2014 and political unrest a real possibility if



Saudi Arabia cannot continue to buy the consent
of the governed.” Such economic pressures are
likely to contribute to greater political instabil-
ity, further complicating the strategic context in
which U.S. policy operates.

Terrorism

Al Qaeda has ceased to be a strategic player in the
Middle East, calling into question the prioritiza-
tion of the U.S. counterterrorism interests relative
to its other interests in the region.”” Whereas

al Qaeda might once have been described as a
coherent, centralized organization, it is today
more decentralized and franchised — with most
franchises performing quite poorly.” In the year
since the killing of Osama bin Laden, al Qaeda
has struggled to carry out operations worldwide,”
although threats to the United States emanating
from al Qaeda’s franchise in Yemen, including the
recently disrupted plot to detonate a bomb aboard
a commercial airplane,® have been serious.

Several factors have contributed to al Qaeda’s decline.

First, although opportunities for al Qaeda to
resurge in Yemen and Syria remain, the organiza-
tion has suffered considerable setbacks across the
Middle East. An insurgency against U.S. forces
and the new Iraqi government from 2003 to

2010 failed. By 2007, al Qaeda’s allies in Iraq had
turned against it, and U.S. and Iraqi troops com-
bined to devastate the organization’s leadership
in Iraq. An insurgency against the government
in Saudi Arabia from 2003 to 2005 also failed.
As Thomas Hegghammer recounts, al Qaeda
insurgents attempting to overthrow the regime
in Saudi Arabia stuck out like the foreigners

they had become while in exile in Pakistan and
elsewhere.® The way in which al Qaeda fought
these campaigns carried an enormous cost: The
Arabic-speaking public might have cheered
attacks on U.S. military installations, but attacks
on Jordanian wedding parties and Iraqi markets
proved highly unpopular.*

Second, the U.S. government has carried out

a very intense and mostly successful cam-

paign against al Qaeda’s leadership in not just
the Arabic-speaking world but especially in
Afghanistan and Pakistan. As of July 2011, U.S.
drone strikes had killed more than 1,000 mili-
tants in Pakistan’s tribal regions.® Bin Laden
worried enough about the safety of his organiza-
tion and its fellow travelers in the tribal areas of
Pakistan to contemplate evacuating the supposed
“safe haven.”* The subsequent death of bin Laden
himself, while satisfying to the American people,
overshadows the way in which U.S. intelligence
agencies and special operations forces (SOF)
degraded the rest of the organization.®

Third and finally, the Arab Spring, in which
Islamist parties have come to power through
largely peaceable means, has been a disaster for al
Qaeda. The revolutions in Tunisia and especially
Egypt have discredited the al Qaeda narrative —
that armed insurrection and coercive violence were
the keys to political and social change.®

Opportunities for al Qaeda and risks for the
United States abound nonetheless. Al Qaeda — or
at least one of its franchises — continues to have
success in Yemen and, as demonstrated by the
May 2012 plot to destroy a commercial airplane,
remains intent on striking the United States.®” A
successful attack on the United States that origi-
nated in Yemen would likely result in a dramatic
increase in U.S. drone attacks to eliminate the
offenders in Yemen and a diversion of U.S. policy
and intelligence resources to Yemen - away from
other regional priorities. In an effort to stamp out
the immediate threat, Washington would risk
diverting its attention from festering problems,
such as in Egypt, Syria and Iraq, where it may have
more at stake in the long term.

The civil war in Syria also presents opportunities
for militant Sunni Islamist groups to fill the void
and harness Sunni dissatisfaction with the lack
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of coherence among Syria’s political opposition
elements. The presence of chemical and biological
weapons in Syria, which could fall into the hands
of religiously motivated rebel groups resident in
Syria, should worry the United States, as should the
news of the alleged release of al Qaeda ideologue
Abu Mus’ab al Suri from a Syrian prison.*® The
precedent for militants from Syria wreaking havoc
in the region was set five years ago when Shaker al
Absi was either released or escaped from a Syrian
prison. In summer 2007, his group, Fatah al-Islam,
carried out pitched battles with Lebanon’s security
forces in and around the Nahr al Bared refugee
camp outside Tripoli, displacing tens of thousands
in the worst political violence in Lebanon since
the 2006 war. A strategist like al Suri, meanwhile,
could help fill the leadership void left in the wake
of bin Laden’s death.

U.S.-Israel Relations and Israeli-Palestinian
Peace

Israel remains a vital ally of the United States.
The United States and Israel share crucial
regional security interests, such as preventing
Iranian aggression and coercion and combat-
ing transnational terrorist networks.® Gains
from military and intelligence cooperation run
in both directions: Joint exercises, for example,
allowed the United States to learn from Israeli
experience in urban warfare and counterter-
rorism long before the challenges of Iraq and
Afghanistan.”” The Israel Defense Forces, mean-
while, use tactics, techniques and procedures
developed by the U.S. military in Iraq and
Afghanistan. The United States and Israel share
key Arab partners, including Jordan, with which
Israel developed significant military, diplomatic
and economic cooperation after the 1994 peace
treaty. Underlying the U.S.-Israeli relationship is
the deep affinity of two democracies with shared
values and vibrant societies with close relations
among its peoples and extensive cooperation
between scientific, educational and business
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communities. While the Holocaust may fade in
memory to some, the U.S. commitment to the
state of Israel borne out of that genocide has not.

Still, U.S.-Israeli tensions have been running high
due to underlying differences in threat perceptions
and priorities — particularly regarding Iran and the
peace process.” This is not the first time there have
been tensions in the relationship.”” These tensions
may recede, but they are unlikely to ebb completely.
Today’s tensions are broader and deeper, reflect-
ing not just the much-mentioned lack of chemistry
between Obama and Netanyahu but also sharp dif-
ferences in how they view the region.

A significant number of Israelis increasingly doubt
that the United States understands the gravity of
the threats their country faces, while concerns are
raised increasingly in the United States about the
extent to which support for Israel serves American
interests.” These differences have been particularly
acute over the stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace
process. In the last few years the Israeli leadership
has resisted concessions toward the Palestinian
leadership and fears, above all, the threat posed

by Iran and its nuclear program.”* Meanwhile, the
Palestinians have insisted on a settlement freeze

as a precondition for talks, following the Obama
administration’s assertion that a freeze should be

a precondition. While continuing to work closely
with Israel, Obama administration officials have
spoken of the toll the failure to make progress on
Israeli-Palestinian peace takes on U.S. interests.
“Enduring hostilities between Israel and some of its
neighbors present distinct challenges to our ability
to advance our interests” in the region, GEN David
Petraeus, then head of U.S. Central Command,
stated in his March 2010 testimony to the Senate
Armed Services Committee. “Arab anger over the
Palestinian question limits the strength and depth
of U.S. partnerships with governments and peoples
[in the region].” The same month, in a speech to
the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
with Netanyahu at her side, Secretary of State



Hillary Rodham Clinton stressed not only how
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was undermining
U.S. interests by strengthening Islamist extremists
but also how “world leaders, even from countries
far from the Middle East, constantly bring up the
issue.””” Obama made similar points in his May
2011 speech, that “the conflict between Israelis
and Arabs has cast a shadow over the region,” and
with this conflict has come a “larger cost ... as

it impedes partnerships that could bring greater
security and prosperity and empowerment to
ordinary people.”® While there have been fewer
public statements of this nature recently, such
concerns remain. With the Kadima party now part
of the governing coalition and its leader, Shaul
Mofaz, as vice prime minister, Netanyahu may be
potentially capable of taking a more conciliatory
position in dealings with the Palestinians and over
settlements, although it is not yet clear whether he
intends to do so.”’

The current Israeli leadership is also wary of the
Arab Spring. Netanyahu’s office expressed its unease
on Twitter, bluntly writing, “The Middle East is
going through an Islamist revolution which in its
core is hostile to Israel.”™® In this environment,
Israel is very concerned by the sale of U.S. weapons
systems to its Arab neighbors, even though these
sales are focused largely on strengthening partner
capabilities to counter Iran.”

Energy Security

Preserving global access to energy resources in the
Persian Gulf remains a U.S. national interest. The
rationale behind this assessment, though, is shift-
ing. Whereas past oil crises were largely based on
Middle East instability causing fear and uncertainty
about supply, today there is also increased demand
produced by global economic growth. When the
two pressures combine, as they have in recent
months, the spike can be sharp.'®® But even in the
event of regional stability, demand-side pressure
could conceivably result in increases in oil prices.
The International Energy Agency projects growth

in world oil demand will overwhelmingly come

from non-Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development countries for the next five years,
and almost certainly longer."”" With the continuing
instability in the Middle East and increased global
demand, oil markets will continue to be vulnerable
to fluctuating and rising prices at least as much as in
the past, and perhaps more so.'%

U.S. dependence on foreign oil, particularly
Persian Gulf oil, is declining, as the United States
is gaining assured access to oil resources else-
where. The United States now imports less foreign
oil as a percentage of total imports and less

than half the amount it consumes on an annual
basis.!” In projections for the next 25 years, net
oil imports as a share of total U.S. liquid fuels
consumed drop from 49 percent in 2010 to 36
percent in 2035.!* A combination of increased oil
and natural gas production, increased develop-
ment of renewable sources and greater energy
efficiency in automobiles, buildings, power plants
and homes have combined to reduce U.S. vulner-
ability to oil supply disruptions.

Reduced vulnerability does not entirely insu-

late the United States from market fluctuations;
shocks still hurt, even if overall U.S. dependence
on oil is decreasing. Supply disruptions can have
far-reaching effects. Oil prices are set by global
markets and affect not only the price of gasoline,
but also the prices of commodities that require fuel
for transportation. Increases in oil costs can lead
to fluctuations in fertilizer supply that particularly
affect developing nations with vulnerable agricul-
tural sectors.!® In addition, financial markets react
quickly and intensely to any energy sector distur-
bances. Increased oil prices can spur central banks
to raise interest rates in an attempt to stave off or
check inflation.!’ The United States thus has an
interest in the security of hydrocarbon resources in
the Middle East that goes beyond the direct needs
of U.S. consumers.
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V. STRATEGIC ADAPTATION:
PRIORITIES AND TRENDS

The Middle East is changing, and the United States
needs a new strategy to protect its interests. The
strategy we propose is one of strategic adaptation.
While this entails recalibrating some U.S. commit-
ments to the region, it is more about better matching
ways and means to fit the new strategic context.
There are elements of continuity with existing U.S.
policy and activities in the region, but we emphasize
changes to the strategic environment and how those
changes should affect U.S. policy.

Prioritization is a crucial component of successful
strategies. In this section, we outline three things
the United States must do in the near term to head
off the more immediate threats to U.S. interests,
and three things the United States must do concur-
rently to ensure U.S. interests are consistent with
the shifting strategic context. We chose our priori-
ties based on U.S. interests as well as our analysis
in the preceding sections. The flexibility required
to address near-term and long-term horizons
simultaneously is what characterizes our strategy
of adaptation. The United States must be prepared
both to address crises in the region and to shape
regional dynamics going forward.

Near-Term Priorities

IRAN

The United States should continue its “dual track”
strategy of severe sanctions plus diplomacy to pre-
vent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons.'”’ The
optimal outcome remains a negotiated resolution
that would provide assurances against weaponiza-
tion efforts and sufficient transparency to verify
those assurances. Such a resolution should also
ensure the reinforcement of the global nonprolifera-
tion regime. The most important goal should be to
prevent Iran from developing actual nuclear weap-
ons. If Iran verifiably ends its weaponization work,
operates strictly and transparently within the con-
fines of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT),
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and agrees to sufficient technical safeguards and
intrusive inspections to detect and deter cheating,
these steps would be sufficient to address the great-
est dangers emanating from Iran’s program, even if
some limited domestic enrichment is permitted.'®®

The Obama administration’s approach is rightly
aimed at preventing Iran from obtaining a nuclear
weapon.'” Reaching a diplomatic settlement
remains the most attractive policy since, short of
invading and occupying Iran to disestablish its
program, the only sustainable preventive solution
is one in which the Iranians choose to step back
from the nuclear brink."° From 2006 to 2008, the
Bush administration helped orchestrate a series of
U.N. Security Council resolutions aimed at plac-
ing multilateral economic sanctions on Tehran to
encourage it to live up to its international obliga-
tions under the NPT.""! The Obama administration
built on this approach through its initial engage-
ment efforts and subsequent efforts to forge an
international consensus to impose much tougher
pressure measures. Unprecedented financial and
energy sanctions appear to be affecting Iranian cal-
culations - as evidenced by the regime’s increasing

willingness to negotiate over its nuclear program.'

Obama has made it clear that an Iranian nuclear
weapon is “unacceptable,” that all options - includ-
ing military force — remain on the table to prevent
Iran from developing nuclear weapons, and that
the administration does not endorse a policy of
nuclear containment. At the same time, Obama
has also stated that he prefers a peaceful solution,
and that there remains a window of opportunity
to take advantage of the unprecedented pressure
now exerted on Iran to reach a lasting diplomatic
settlement.'?

The latest tightening of sanctions will not be in
place until summer 2012. Iran will not feel the
full effects until several months afterward. The
Iranian regime appears highly committed to a
nuclear hedging strategy, but the costs, including



both economic costs and the background threat of
military action, may be reaching the point where
Iran’s leadership could be willing to compromise.'*
Sanctions should continue to be paced with the
negotiations, tightened to the extent further pres-
sure is needed and loosened as progress in the
negotiations may warrant.

Adopting a policy of nuclear
deterrence and containment is
not preferable and should only

be considered as a fallback

position if all other preventive

efforts fail.

As a prudent step, the United States should pre-
position military assets in the Persian Gulf and
surrounding region based on the minimum
requirements for an Iran contingency."® Even given
the considerable stakes involved in regional con-
tingencies versus Iran discussed earlier, the Iran
threat should be kept in perspective. As discussed
earlier, credible estimates of Iran’s nuclear prog-
ress indicate that time still remains for diplomacy;,
backed by severe sanctions, to work."®

Though a nuclear-armed Iran may not be as
imminent a threat as some envision, it would
nevertheless pose a significant challenge to U.S.
interests and increase the prospects for regional
conflict. Therefore, preventing Iran from develop-
ing nuclear weapons, rather than adopting a policy
of nuclear deterrence and containment, should
remain the priority.

If preventive efforts fail, the United States could
potentially work alongside Israel and other regional

states to manage and mitigate many of the risks
associated with a nuclear-armed Iran."” Among
the possible options for deterring and containing a
nuclear-armed Iran, the United States could:

+ Adjust nuclear declaratory policy to communi-
cate clear red lines to Iran and thereby increase
the likelihood of successful deterrence.

« Provide extended deterrence guarantees and
additional security assistance, and re-posture
forwardly deployed forces to dissuade Iranian
aggression and reassure anxious allies.

« Bolster U.S. and partner early warning systems,
integrated air and ballistic missile defenses, and
capabilities to detect and defend against terrorist
attacks.

 Enhance diplomatic, intelligence, military and
economic efforts to disrupt Iranian covert opera-
tions and proxy activities.

o Help establish mechanisms for direct Israeli-
Iranian-U.S. dialogue, crisis communications
and arms control.

« Encourage Israel and Iran to adopt mutual “no
first use” pledges and technical safety measures

to reduce the risks of accidental escalation.!'®

While a viable deterrence and containment strat-
egy is conceivable in theory, in practice it would be
a very complex undertaking. Containing Iranian-
backed terrorism and militancy is already difficult
and would likely become more so if Iran acquired
nuclear weapons. Moreover, during the initial
period after Iran developed nuclear weapons,
growing Iranian assertiveness would likely collide
with acute Israeli anxieties and a mutual sense of
vulnerability, making the stability of any deter-
rence and containment arrangement very fragile
- and the cost of failure would be very high. As
such, adopting a policy of nuclear deterrence and
containment is not preferable and should only be
considered as a fallback position if all other preven-
tive efforts fail.
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ISRAELI-EGYPTIAN RELATIONS

The United States maintains a strong interest in
the security of Israel and further progress toward
Arab-Israeli peace.'” As the United States was
uniquely well-positioned to broker the original
Camp David Treaty between Egypt and Israel

in 1978, the United States is well-positioned to
prevent a rupture in the peace accords. Despite a
dispute over U.S.-funded NGOs in Egypt this past
winter, the United States enjoys close relations with
the governments of both Egypt and Israel and has
the trust of the military establishments in both
countries.'” U.S. diplomats as well as members of
Congress and the Obama administration have also
spent much time in the past year establishing rela-
tions with Egypt’s new Islamist power brokers.'*!

The United States can do two things to preserve
the peace. First, the United States can work
through its embassies in both countries to head off
any errors of misperception that might cause lead-
ers in both countries to do something rash. Israel’s
leadership does not trust or know Egypt’s new
civilian leaders and may interpret violence in the
Sinai or Gaza as taking place with the blessing of
these leaders. Egypt’s new civilian leaders, mean-
while, do not trust or know Israel’s leadership.'*
The United States should convene and facilitate
meetings between political and military actors
from both countries and be prepared to conduct
shuttle diplomacy, or facilitate a dialogue between
both sides, to de-escalate tensions if a crisis
emerges. The two countries are bound to disagree
on issues related to the rights of the Palestinians,
but the United States should work through diplo-
matic channels to ensure that violence in the Sinai
- which has been driven by a variety of social,
political and economic factors largely unrelated to
either Israel or the cause of the Palestinians — does
not cause interstate conflict.

Second, the United States should underscore to
both of its allies the high strategic costs of conflict.
The United States should remind its Israeli friends
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of the long-term consequences of Israeli interven-
tion in southern Lebanon in 1978 and 1982 and
how initially limited military operations created
more problems - such as the creation of hard-line
Lebanese resistance groups - than they solved. The
United States should also make clear to Egypt’s
military and civilian leaderships that U.S. military
and economic aid to Egypt - and U.S. advocacy
for Egypt in international financial institutions —
depends on Egypt’s maintaining its peace with the
other principal U.S. ally in the region.

ADDRESSING THREATS FROM SYRIA AND YEMEN
The United States faces near-term security threats
in both Syria and Yemen, which are each in a state
of civil war. While Syria is in the early stages of a
civil war, Yemen faces persistent threats to its gov-
ernment from terrorist groups and other domestic
insurrections.

In Syria, where the U.N. estimates that more than
9,000 civilians have been killed in the govern-
ment’s yearlong assault on protesters opposed to
al-Asad, there is little reason to expect a swift reso-
lution to the conflict."”® For the moment, Syrian
regime forces enjoy a tremendous advantage in
terms of both manpower and equipment, and the
regime has no reason yet to think it will lose.'** The
Syrian Alawi minority group — which fears the loss
of its political and economic power - has strong
incentives to act as a spoiler to any potential politi-
cal settlement.'®

The United States should pursue a policy of “force-
ful diplomacy” to press for a resolution to the
conflict, promoting greater freedom and justice
for the Syrian people without becoming mired in
Syria’s civil war. Working with the U.N. Security
Council and the Friends of Syria coalition, as well
as through Washington’s own initiatives, such a
policy would continue to publicize regime atroci-
ties, attempt to establish coherence and inclusion
in the Syrian opposition (including providing non-
lethal assistance) and exert international pressure



and sanctions on regime officials to promote a
political transition negotiated between the Syrian
opposition and government.'* Efforts should
continue to find the right mix of negotiation and
pressure to get Russia to reduce its support for

the Asad regime and especially stop vetoing more
concerted Security Council action. While military
contingencies should be prepared, in the absence of
a more cohesive Syrian opposition, an international
mandate and a viable strategy, the United States
should not take military action. Under current
conditions, military intervention in Syria “would
alter but not end the dynamics of a long conflict,
embroiling the United States directly in a pro-
tracted and bloody insurgency and civil war.”'?
However, as the United States works to facilitate a
transition, it must also recognize the limitations

of its leverage over Syrian actors, prepare for the
likely contingency of a long conflict in Syria and
work to mitigate the effects of that war on U.S.
interests. This means containing the conflict and
discouraging human rights abuses while seeking
to resolve the conflict. To contain the conflict, the
United States should counter efforts by other states,
including those in the Friends of Syria coalition, to
arm Syrian opposition surrogates with advanced
weaponry or otherwise exploit the situation in
ways that serve their own sectarian or narrow
national interests.

The United States should worry about two particu-
lar consequences of the conflict in Syria: terrorism
and the proliferation of chemical and biological
weapons. The 2007 violence between Lebanese
security forces and the Fatah al-Islam terrorist
group, led by a militant released by Syrian authori-
ties and resulting in the displacement of nearly
30,000 Palestinian refugees, is a harbinger of the
kind of violence that might spill over from Syria.'*®
To mitigate the outbreak of limited, terrorist-led
sectarian violence in Lebanon and other surround-
ing countries, the United States should provide
security assistance and intelligence support to the

security services of Syria’s neighbors - as it did

in 2007 with arms and equipment in addition to
intelligence support.'? The United States has excel-
lent relationships with the security services of each
neighboring country, which will serve as a valuable
asset in the event of a contingency."*’

The spread of chemical or biological weapons is
more difficult to mitigate. None of Syria’s neigh-
bors has an interest in such weapons crossing
their borders. But the ease with which people and
weapons have been smuggled across international
borders during the conflicts in both Syria and
Iraq shows how porous the Syrian borders with
Iraq and Lebanon can be."*! Both Lebanon and
Iraq have maintained relationships with the Asad
regime, and each country should lobby the regime
to safeguard its chemical and biological weapons
stockpiles. The United States must work with the
security services of each neighboring country,
meanwhile, to develop plans to halt the movement
of such weapons outside of Syria.

In Yemen, al Qaeda affiliates have established a safe
haven and begun to provide services and gover-
nance despite warnings from al Qaeda’s senior
leadership not to attempt to hold territory and
establish an emirate.*> Al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) has proved persistent in its
efforts to attack the United States; since its forma-
tion in January 2009, it has repeatedly attempted to
detonate bombs aboard U.S.-bound airplanes and
has encouraged acts of terrorism in both Yemen
and the United States. In recent months, AQAP
has been bolstered by the success of its political
front organization, Ansar al Sharia (the Partisans
of Islamic Law), which appears to operate parallel
to AQAP and is now waging a domestic insurgency
campaign against the Yemeni government.'*

The U.S. strategy toward Yemen has been heav-
ily weighted toward counterterrorism. This has
included training for counterterrorism units
within the Yemeni military and an expanded
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program of drone strikes against AQAP targets.
Though this strategy has succeeded in killing
several AQAP officials, including the propagandist
Anwar al Aulaqi and Fahd al-Quso, who is believed
to be responsible for bombing the USS Cole in
2000, it has failed to check AQAP’s growth."**
AQAP’s estimated strength has more than tripled
since 2009, and its tactics have shifted such that
AQAP has begun holding territory in Yemen’s
rural south.'*® Despite some short-term successes,
U.S. initiatives have proved inadequate in address-
ing the drivers of conflict."*

A more comprehensive strategy would place
greater emphasis on political reform and economic
development to address the grievances on which
AQAP has capitalized in mobilizing support.'*’
Paradoxically, the United States should be more
successful doing this in Yemen, where it expends
relatively few resources, than it was in Afghanistan
and Iraq, where a larger investment of resources
made host nation governments complacent.'*® The
United States should pursue this strategy even if it
stresses the U.S. relationship with the new Yemeni
government in the near term. In regions at the
periphery of the Yemeni government’s control,
AQAP and Ansar al Sharia have both capitalized
on the lack of political representation and govern-
ment services in certain provinces. Using leverage
gained from military assistance, the United States
should push for a more inclusive system that better
represents and accommodates traditionally under-
represented populations in order to counter the
influence of these terrorist groups.'*’

The United States should keep the threat posed by
domestic-focused extremists in Yemen in perspec-
tive. Though frequently conflated with AQAP, these
actors do not present an existential threat to the
United States and have a limited ability to project
power beyond Yemen.'*® The United States should
not conduct expansive airstrikes against an orga-
nization that has conducted itself much like one of
Yemen’s many other local insurgencies — and that
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is now so well entrenched in certain communities
that airstrikes with minimal collateral damage are
almost impossible. To do so would risk radicalizing
more Yemenis and alienating the general popula-
tion at a time when the government is becoming
increasingly accountable to its people.

The United States should press forward with the
arduous process of restructuring Yemen’s military
in accordance with the transition agreement that led
Saleh to step down from power. This process, which
has already begun, will include training programs,
changes in command to break the monopoly of
power maintained by the Saleh family and what

will likely be a long-term process of making the
military accountable to civilian authorities in the
government.'*! This restructuring is a prerequisite

to adequately confronting AQAP. For the past 18
months, the Yemeni government has kept its U.S.-
trained and -equipped counterterrorism forces
concentrated in Sanaa, while less-prepared Yemeni
troops have taken the fight to AQAP and Ansar al
Sharia."? Until more capable military forces can

be deployed to AQAP-controlled regions, military
offensives with high casualties will prove as much a
liability for their media value to AQAP as they will
be an asset to U.S. and Yemeni counterterrorism
objectives. Finally, the United States should help
address the long-term economic pressures on Yemen
by assisting in the international efforts to redevelop
the port of Aden, which has the potential to alleviate
unemployment in Yemen’s restive south.'* These are
interests the United States shares with the Yemeni
government, which is also threatened by AQAP and
recognizes the need for governmental and economic
reforms, but the United States may need to apply
pressure to keep the government focused on a broad,
comprehensive approach to meet the challenges
Yemen faces.

Long-Term Trends

While the United States must focus its attention
and resources on the short-term priorities dis-
cussed above, it should simultaneously adapt its



regional policies to the following long-term trends:
the return of politics to the Arab world, reduced
U.S. dependency on the Persian Gulf and ten-
sions in the U.S.-Israeli relationship. Classifying
these developments as long-term trends does not
mean that they should be ignored until a later
point. Rather, U.S. policies that seek to harness

the potential and mitigate the risks of these long-
term trends will require sustained engagement
and pressure and will take time to bear fruit. By
adapting its policies with these trends in mind,
Washington may be able to reduce U.S. vulnerabil-
ity and achieve a more enduring level of stability in
the region.

THE RETURN OF POLITICS TO THE ARAB WORLD
When the Arab Spring first swept through the
region, the dilemma for U.S. policymakers was
clear: The United States was over-invested in the
most undemocratic regimes in the Arabic-speaking
world. Despite that, the Arab Spring has been more
anti-regime than anti-American. While continuing
to recognize that these uprisings are not about the
United States,"** Washington should focus more on
preventing anti-U.S. regimes from emerging rather
than propping up pro-U.S. ones. Going forward,

it will continue to be appropriate for the United
States to embrace regional stability as an end. But
U.S. policymakers must understand that realizing
the democratic aspirations of the Arab peoples is
the only sustainable pathway toward true stability.

Accordingly, the United States should adapt in four
key ways:

1. Engage Arab Publics, Not Just Regimes

The days when U.S. diplomats and military offi-
cials could discreetly decide the terms of U.S.
activities in the Middle East with a handful of
Arab monarchs and generals are over. In the age
of WikiLeaks and social media, the details and
consequences of U.S. policy are more transparent
and more widely discussed than ever before. In
addition, if the Arab Spring fulfills its promise, the

regimes of the Middle East will necessarily be more
responsive to the public weal. It is not enough,
then, to sell a handful of regime officials on a U.S.
policy or initiative. The United States must make
the Middle East an exemplar of what Anne-Marie
Slaughter calls “a pivot to the people ... engaging
with Egypt’s bloggers as well as with the ruling
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces” and “con-
vening young entrepreneurs in Tunisia, Algeria,
and Morocco and connecting them to funding and
mentoring.”'** U.S. officials must now convince

a wider range of opinion leaders and substantial
segments of Arab publics that working with the
United States is in the interests of their respective
countries. The United States should broaden its
approach to interact directly, and through a variety
of media, with a wide range of civil society organi-
zations, religious groups, women’s organizations,
universities and professional groups, among others.
This is where the competition of ideas plays out
and where new technologies hold the potential to
empower peoples.

The U.S. objective in engaging Arab publics should
be twofold. First, the United States should seek

to establish relationships with emerging power
brokers. Second, the United States should convey
that it will support calls for political, economic and
security reform that meet the needs and aspirations
of Arab publics, while reinforcing this objective in
private consultations with regime officials.

Important shifts toward this broader societal
engagement have already been initiated since the
onset of the Arab Spring, and in some aspects even
before. The Middle East has been a significant
focus of the “21st Century Statecraft” stressed in
the State Department’s Quadrennial Diplomacy
and Development Review and manifested in high-
level commitment to women’s issues, global youth,
civil society and emerging democracies, and global
partnerships.'*® These and other public engagement
efforts, including interviews with major television

networks and town hall-style meetings, should be |
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incorporated into the normal duties and responsi-
bilities of embassies and consulates. Ambassadors
in Egypt and Jordan, for example, should consider
themselves emissaries to not only the governments
but to the people on the street. They should listen
and feed the insights they gather back into U.S.
policy as appropriate.

Social media and “e-diplomacy” are being used
more extensively by the State Department as well
as by the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), the Pentagon and other
official channels."” Of particular note is how U.S.
Ambassador to Syria Robert Ford has been able to
engage with Syrians and respond to charges from
Asad regime loyalists through an active Facebook
page that he has maintained despite the closure of

the U.S. Embassy in Damascus.*®

Secretary Clinton has brought her own prestige
and skills to town hall meetings, civil society
outreach, women’s initiatives and other efforts

to engage with Arab publics. While these rarely
resolve policy differences and at times encounter
strong criticisms of U.S. policy, they convey a com-
mitment to engage with Arab publics. The next
secretary of state should build on such initiatives,
adapting and innovating as appropriate.

The United States should be realistic about the
extent to which it, as a government, can engage
Arab publics given the broad spectrum of actors
involved, the pace and complexity of diffuse social
media and network communications, and the
legacy of Arab public suspicion of U.S. motives

in the Middle East. But through public-private
partnerships and direct engagement is between
private actors, the United States should encourage
U.S. universities and businesses to establish centers
and branch offices to engage with publics and
businesses in the Middle East. For the most part,
these universities and businesses see such initia-
tives as being in their own best interests. Already,
U.S. universities, with the incentive of generous
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This may be the hardest

but most crucial element to
change in the U.S. approach:
understanding the mindsets of
Arab publics to better inform
U.S. policy and communicate

U.S. objectives going forward.

partnership funding, have been establishing satel-
lite campuses and exchange programs with Persian
Gulf states since the 1990s.

Whatever the techniques, the value of public engage-
ment depends on the communication flow being
two-way - not just getting the U.S. message out but
also, indeed especially, taking in what Arab publics
are thinking and perceiving, and what their aspira-
tions are. This may be the hardest but most crucial
element to change in the U.S. approach: understand-
ing the mindsets of Arab publics to better inform
U.S. policy and communicate U.S. objectives going
forward. It is an approach that will not only make
U.S. efforts more effective but also convey a level of
respect to newly empowered publics.

2. Pursue a Differentiated Strategy Toward Political Islam

As the United States engages with Arab publics more
broadly, it must adapt its policies to pursue a more
differentiated approach to political Islam. Political
Islam is neither inherently incompatible with democ-
racy nor automatically antagonistic toward the
United States. Manifestations of political Islam differ
from state to state within the region, and the United
States must be sensitive toward national differentia-
tions in terms of the goals, strategies, visions and
leadership of the respective political Islamist parties
and movements."* Policies need to be tailored to
oppose those individuals and groups inimical to U.S.



values and threatening U.S. interests, while remain-
ing open to those individuals and groups with which
coexistence and cooperation may be possible even
though differences exist. Unless an Islamist group
stands in explicit and inflexible opposition to a vital
U.S. interest in the region — as Hezbollah does with
regard to Israeli security, for example — the United
States should be prepared to engage diplomatically
without preconditions. In both Tunisia and Egypt,
working with moderate Islamist parties might even
help those parties marginalize their more extreme
Salafi political rivals.'

The objective should be more to influence the
behavior of Islamist groups than to reject the role
of political Islamist actors outright. The U.S. capac-
ity for influence amid broader and deeper political
dynamics is inherently limited, and trying to alter
legitimate political movements will only limit that
influence further. Some forces, such as emerging
Salafi groups, may push toward fundamentalism.
But pressures to produce socioeconomic gains and
maintain a broad coalition, including their own
younger generation, can provide moderating forces
that U.S. policy can reinforce. This accurately
describes the situation in Tunisia, for example. The
United States should quietly yet firmly support the
Ennahda-led government in its efforts to counter
the Salafis on issues such as the extent of sharia
law. This policy, though not all secularists approve
of it, has viable prospects for striking a balance
between the natural U.S. preference for liberalism
and political realities on the ground.""

In opening a dialogue with political Islamist par-
ties, the United States will have to judge parties’
actions versus their rhetoric (with particular regard
to political and economic reform and Israel). The
United States will also have to determine to what
extent parties’ rhetoric should be taken seri-

ously - or to what extent the United States can
afford to tolerate such rhetoric without comment
or with only limited response. In the short term,
engagement with these parties risks opening rifts

in U.S. relations with Israel, as well as with cur-
rent Arab regimes resistant to reform or fearful

of the emergence of these parties, since many of
these regimes would prefer the United States not
acknowledge democratic rivals to the established
order. However, political Islam is a reality in the
Arab political landscape and requires the United
States to manage this risk if it wants to build rela-
tionships with emerging power brokers and secure
its interests in the region over the long term.

In the case of Egypt, the United States should be
open to working with the MB and its political arm,
the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP), to the extent
that their actions remain consistent with a free and
fair political process, its policies in power are not
heavily repressive and its conduct adheres to the
Camp David accords. Recent engagement efforts
with the MB in Washington and Cairo are steps

in the right direction."> While raising issues as
U.S. interests and values warrant, and in particular
being clear on red lines beyond which U.S. policy
would change, efforts to engage with the MB and
FJP should continue in order to develop greater
understanding and trust as well as address particu-
lar issues. The difficulties in striking this balance
are evident already. The MB sends mixed signals, as
with the FJP platform plank on the “need to con-
front the aggressive and expansionist Zionist entity
on the one hand and the assurances from MB/FJP
leaders that all existing treaties will be respected.
Some U.S. political actors oppose such outreach
and in some cases reject the very idea of a differ-
entiated strategy.'”® Making this relationship work
will take skilled diplomacy and political will on
both the American and Egyptian sides to maintain
perspective on the overall relationship and avoid
overreactions to every incident and news cycle.

»

3. Prioritize Political Reform

The United States should place a higher priority on
political and economic reform in the Middle East not
just because such reform coheres with U.S. values but
also because reform will promote America’s strategic
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interests. Today, the United States is as interested in
stability in the Middle East as it has ever been. The
pathway to long-term stability, however, is to address
fundamental political and economic grievances in
the region. The United States can no longer afford

to prioritize the short-term gains accrued by rely-
ing on regimes that cooperate on security issues but
are reluctant to reform. As we saw during the Arab
Spring, unaccountable, autocratic regimes and statist
economies can be fundamentally unstable. Tunisia
and Egypt most famously highlight the consequences
of leaders refusing to reform.

The United States will have to assume some short-
term risk in its relationships with regional regimes
to achieve this objective. Regional regimes have
made it clear that they are reluctant to adopt funda-
mental political changes — and they have their own
counter-leverage to wield (U.S. basing rights being
the most prominent example).'* As the United
States increasingly prioritizes reform, however, it
may enhance its leverage among Arab publics by
countering the perception that it prioritizes tradi-
tional security relationships so much that it will not
act or speak out against domestic repression. To

the extent that regimes do not reform, U.S. expo-
sure to second-order negative effects reverberating
from anti-regime politics is reduced. In addition,
U.S. claims to being a force for democracy will have
much greater credibility regionally and globally.

Though the United States may not always like the
outcome of democratic elections, it should support
political processes that have genuine internal legiti-
macy in the eyes of their own peoples. The United
States should judge elections based on whether they are
free and fair - not on who wins. Egypt may present the
most imminent test of this. Whatever the outcome, the
United States must insist that the SCAF return to the
barracks and that civilian rule be institutionalized.

Bilateral security relations should be more con-
ditioned on political reform than in the past. To
the extent possible, this should be done through
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Iraq’s Strategic Orientation

Iraq’s strategic orientation - including whether it
aligns with Iran, the Persian Gulf states, the United
States or none of these - will shape the future of
the Middle East. Washington should continue to
press Baghdad to adopt political, economic and
security reforms because they are in the interests
of Iraq's postwar stability. Even after the with-
drawal of U.S. combat troops from Irag, the United
States has an opportunity to help guide this tran-
sition. At the same time, the United States should
recognize that Iraqgi leaders will seek a balance

in their country’s relationships with the United
States, Iran and other regional players. Keeping
this perspective, the United States should use its
considerable relationships with all sides in Iraq to
act as a convener, facilitator and honest broker,
clearly communicating that a U.S. long-term
partnership with Iraq is sustainable only if Iraqi
leaders show a commitment to political compro-
mise and make progress toward institutionalizing
political, economic and security reform.'** If Iraq
is able to overcome the temptation to slide back
into autocratic and potentially severely sectarian
rule, it could emerge as a leader and advocate for
reform in the region.

incentives and persuasion. Security sector reform
programs should continue to instill lessons of
respect for civil authority and human rights in
partner militaries that receive training from

the United States. The International Military
Education and Training programs have had success
in helping military modernization and profession-
alization.'*® Many top State Department, Pentagon,
intelligence community and White House officials
have strong relationships with Arab counterparts,
which can be used to press for reform.

Some regional regimes — particularly those with
sizable Shia populations — may claim that Iran’s
malevolent hand is behind instances of domestic
unrest in order to deflect pressure to reform.'”” The



United States should not be too quick to buy into
claims of Iranian subversive activity, particularly
those volunteered by regional regimes that are
stifling Shia political opposition groups. By playing
the “Iran card,” these regimes may be attempting

to encourage Washington to dismiss what could be
legitimate opposition voices. Multiple and indepen-
dent sources - official and unofficial, American and
from trusted non-U.S. sources — should be drawn on
in assessing the extent of Iranian interference.

4. Support Social and Economic Reform

Social and economic pressures pose formidable
challenges in the region. Many of the political
problems discussed earlier will fade in impor-
tance if the Egyptian economy collapses - a
distinct possibility carrying significant conse-
quences. And no economic policy is likely to
succeed in Egypt unless there is sufficient political
stability for investors to risk their capital and for
tourists to start visiting again. The International
Monetary Fund (IMF) recently made this clear by
explicitly linking the $3.2 billion assistance pack-
age under consideration to political stability."®
On the bright side, after a dismal 2011, Tunisia
presents evidence of economic progress flowing
from improved political stability - with tourism
and industrial production increasing despite per-
sisting economic problems.'>’

If Egypt can reach an agreement with the IMF to
prop up the Egyptian pound in an emergency, the
United States should offer debt relief in concert with
other principal creditors. This could be done as
John Williamson and Mohsin Khan of the Peterson
Institute for International Economics suggest —
either through the Paris Club or more informally
through the Friends of Egypt.'® Of the $21 billion in
pledges thus far, only $2 billion is from the United
States. The largest pledges are $4 billion from Saudi
Arabia, $4.5 billion from the World Bank and $10
billion from Qatar. While each has its own bilateral
issues with Egypt, each also, like the United States,
has an interest in a more stable Egypt.

More generally, the United States needs to sup-
port social and economic reform across the region
in ways that are counterparts to the “pivot to the
people” discussed earlier. USAID’s programming,
for example, should prioritize agriculture, health
and education as areas in which benefits can most
directly reach the people. Investment, including
through the State Department’s Partners for a New
Beginning, the North African Partnership for
Economic Opportunity and the Overseas Private
Investment Corporation, should target reducing
structural unemployment. Millions of young Arabs
entering the labor market without jobs is a recipe
for political instability.

Despite its own neoliberal preferences, the United
States must be prepared to support national
economic strategies that are neither wholly free-
market nor wholly statist.'” In Nathan Brown’s
description of the guiding principles of the MB’s
economic strategy, to give one example, the
United States should find much to work with:
“first, it seeks to protect property rights and a
market economy; second, it also feels that the
state has a strong obligation to look after its
weaker citizens.”* That is a program the United
States should, in principle, be able to support.

REDUCED DEPENDENCY ON THE PERSIAN GULF
In the long term, the Persian Gulf may become
less important to the United States. The United
States will soon need hydrocarbons from the
region much less than emerging powers such as
India and China, and the United States can reduce
its dependency further by increasing its capac-

ity to produce non-petroleum energy. Even in the
event of regional stability, however, high global
demand could conceivably result in increases in
oil prices, which will affect the U.S. economy.
Energy independence is not possible in an interde-
pendent world. But reducing energy vulnerability
by increasing domestic capacity through a mix

of hydrocarbon and renewable resource produc-

tion and lowering domestic demand through 2
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conservation and efficiency is possible. This is good
news in terms of U.S. national security interests
because it better assures the ability of the United
States to carry on in the event of another global
crisis or conflict.

To capitalize on the long-term potential of being
less dependent on the Persian Gulf, the United
States should accelerate the transition from being
the region’s security provider to being a security
enhancer, working by, with and through regional
militaries to help them provide security for their
own states. This may present two opportunities
for the United States in the region in the long
term. First, the United States should adapt its force
posture and relationships in the Gulf, thereby
lessening U.S. dependence on Gulf regimes for bas-
ing access. That leads to the second opportunity:
As it adapts its presence in the Gulf, the United
States will still have some measure of leverage
and, increasingly, should pressure Gulf partners to
adopt political and economic reforms. The United
States and its Gulf partners will continue to share
common interests in ensuring petroleum makes its
way to global markets, countering terrorist groups
and thwarting Iran’s malevolent ambitions. These
common interests alone will ensure close defense
and intelligence cooperation in the long term.

Adapt Force Posture and Security Relationships in the Gulf
The United States should adapt its force presence
in the Persian Gulf. U.S. force numbers in the
Persian Gulf are already declining with the end of
combat operations in Iraq and with the anticipated
drawdown in Afghanistan, and top U.S. officials
have already signaled their intent to avoid future

163 Tn this con-

lengthy engagements in the region.
text, any precipitous withdrawal of U.S. forces from
the Middle East, beyond anticipated withdrawal
plans for Afghanistan, would likely alarm regional
leaders. After 2014, though, when the United States
and its allies have drawn down in Afghanistan, the
United States should gradually reduce its forces

in the Middle East, while maintaining a scalable,
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surge capability for an Iran contingency. By adapt-
ing a scalable force presence in the region, the
United States could pre-position the minimum
required assets in the region to address near-term
threats, while maintaining a surge capability outside
of the region to respond in the event of a crisis.
Maintaining a scalable force presence would help
offset the risks of reducing U.S. military posture
vis-a-vis Iran, while also lessening U.S. dependency
on Gulf regimes for access and providing greater
opportunities for the United States to pressure Gulf
partners to reform. While keeping a mix of naval,
air and SOF in the region, other force contingents
could be removed. The presence of U.S. ground
forces in Kuwait does nothing to deter Iranian
aggression, for example, and is a legacy from an era
when Hussein’s Iraq threatened the region.'**

The U.S. Navy should continue to play the leading
role in guarding the sea commons that allow the
transport of oil from the Middle East. A disruption
to this access could threaten global financial mar-
kets and a fragile economic recovery more than U.S.
demand for oil, since the United States relies less on
oil and gas from the Middle East than it once did.
The United States will likely depend less on access
to foreign energy sources 10 years from now than it
does today.'> Even though the context has changed,
the United States must still guard the sea commons
to prevent a disruption to the supply of oil and gas
in the region. Over time, the United States should
adjust its force presence to deploy the limited num-
ber of assets needed to secure the sea lanes.

While these adjustments add to the importance

of maintaining some military deployments in the
region, such as the 5th Fleet naval base in Bahrain,
political reform needs to be prioritized even there
(see the text box on Bahrain on page 32). While
OPEC regimes derive obvious short-term benefits
from supply disruptions that yield higher prices,
recurring threats from Iran or terrorist entities that
seek to obstruct oil routes are not in their interest.
Moreover, current U.S. military deployments are



To implement a consistent
and credible policy of
prioritizing reform across
the region, the United States
should apply more pressure
on Gulf states and should
condition arms sales on

political reform measures.

also geared to the overall threat from Iran.'® These
and other shared U.S.-Gulf interests provide suffi-
cient basis for maintaining needed military basing.
The United States, thus, need not soften its calls for
political reform.

Going forward, the United States and Gulf partners
will continue to share common interests in ensur-
ing that oil and gas make their way to the global
markets, countering terrorist groups and thwart-
ing Iran’s malevolent ambitions. These common
interests will ensure close defense and intelligence
cooperation for the long term. As mentioned,
though, the United States should accelerate the
transition from being the region’s security provider
to being a security enhancer. The United States, for
example, could increase its combined operations
with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) partners and
over time increasingly put GCC members in the
lead for these operations, building competencies in
counterproliferation, counterpiracy and counterter-
rorism through training and experience.

Press Gulf Regimes to Adopt Reform

As the United States seeks to prioritize reform in the
region, it will face an uphill battle in the Gulf. In the
eyes of many Gulf states, fundamental political and
economic reform poses an existential threat to the

prevailing regimes.'” The United States will have
trouble making the case that resistance to reform is
the greater threat to regime stability, and U.S. leverage
is limited in the Gulf. Since the United States con-
tinues to depend on Gulf states for strategic basing
access, Gulf states have their own counter-leverage.

To implement a consistent and credible policy of
prioritizing reform across the region, the United
States should apply more pressure on Gulf states
and should condition arms sales on political
reform measures. While U.S. criticisms of Gulf
states’ oppression and heavy-handed measures
could raise tensions, both regimes and their oppo-
sitions may perceive the U.S. approach of confining
pressure principally to private channels as a sign of
a limited U.S. commitment to prioritizing reform.
The United States would thus weaken its leverage
and undermine its credibility. Accordingly, affirm-
ing and enforcing red lines against the use of U.S.
equipment for internal political repression will be
particularly important for credibly demonstrating
U.S. commitment to reform. Arms sales should

be more conditioned on political reform through
partial waivers and other mechanisms that allow
for ongoing monitoring.'*®

These issues are most pressing in relations with
Bahrain (see text box). With regard to Saudi
Arabia, the power of Riyadh’s cash diplomacy,
support for counterterrorism initiatives and quiet
but effective pressuring of Arab partners have been
essential to advancing U.S. interests in the region
for years.'” It is difficult, nonetheless, for the
United States to ignore that Saudi Arabia effectively
bought off the Saudi public’s attempt to mount a
“day of rage” in March 2011 by offering significant
economic incentives not to engage in public pro-
test."”” And Saudi repression of its Shia minority in
the oil-rich Eastern Province is certainly not solely
based on concerns of the intentions of a malevolent
Iran. Via sustained diplomatic pressure, the United
States should hold even its closest allies responsible
for their actions and encourage meaningful reform
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Case Study: Bahrain

U.S. interests conflict in Bahrain.
With the U.S. Navy's 5th Fleet
stationed in Manama, the U.S.
security relationship with Bahrain
is one of the most important in
the Middle East. The 5th Fleet’s
responsibilities include: ensuring
security for key infrastructure and
transport nodes for the passage of
roughly 33 percent of the world’s
seaborne-traded oil; partnering in
counterterrorism, anti-piracy and
interdiction operations, training
and exercises; supporting opera-
tions in Afghanistan (and formerly
Iraq); providing humanitarian
assistance; assisting mariners in
distress; and serving as a deterrent
vis-a-vis potential Iranian aggres-
sion.'”?

During Bahrain’s unrest in early
2011, strong U.S. political-military
relationships with Bahrain’s of-
ficials were arguably an important
element for defusing the crisis.
However, Obama administra-

tion officials contended that the
violence could have escalated
further if bilateral political-military
relationships had not been lever-
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aged. Nevertheless, Manama did
commit human rights transgres-
sions against its own people, and
many security experts and human
rights activists heavily criticized
the administration for doing too
little.!” Nor did robust U.S. ties
with Riyadh prevent Saudi Arabia
from leading an intervention force
across the Bahrain causeway in the
name of preventing Iranian gains
of influence.

The U.S. $53 million arms sale to
Bahrain, which was placed on hold
in October 2011, further exempli-
fied the dilemma in which U.S.
policymakers find themselves.

In proposing the package, the
Obama administration stressed
that the weapons provided were
meant for external defense only -
and not for use against Bahrainis
themselves. While true for much
of the package, some weapons
systems also had internal uses.
While the Bahraini regime made
some concessions and reforms,
by most accounts these were

too little to satisfy domestic and
regional calls for reform.'” The
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Obama administration still went
ahead with portions of the arms
sale that were focused on Bahrain’s
external defense (counterterror-
ism, counterproliferation and mari-
time security-related equipment),
excluding tear gas and some other
predominantly internal-security
related items, and broke the pack-
age into components each less
than the $1 million threshold at
which formal congressional and
public notification is required. This
has neither stanched congres-
sional opposition nor quieted
criticism from the broader foreign
policy community - both national
and international.'”

The prevailing view within the
Obama administration remains
one stressing reassurance and re-
lationship maintenance with some
quiet diplomacy and measured
pressure. General James Mattis,
head of U.S. Central Command, re-
portedly carried a message along
these lines to Manama in February
2012.'7¢ Yet evidence is mounting

Continued on next page

measures that respond to the needs and aspirations
of Arab publics.

We recognize the tension inherent in both con-
ditioning arms sales on reform and building the
capacity of Gulf militaries to take more of a lead in
regional security. If reform is slow or nonexistent,
this will constrain the U.S. ability to give its Gulf
partners the capabilities and training they need lead
regional security initiatives. If pressed hard enough

on conditionality, Gulf partners may threaten to
purchase arms from other suppliers - such as the
Chinese or the Russians. The United States will need
to be prepared to accept this risk — and a possible
loss of influence with Gulf states.'”" But even if GCC
countries turn to other security partners, common
security interests (e.g., containing Iran and counter-
ing terrorism) will likely ensure that GCC security
policies and force posture are largely consistent with
and complementary to U.S. objectives.
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that the longer the situation goes
on without significant reform, the
more radicalized it is becoming.
The opposition was asking for a
lot less in the spring of 2011, for
example, than it asks for today.
For the most part, there have
been only limited Iranian links
and the Bahraini Shia have had a
largely Bahraini-Arab identity and
Bahraini agenda, but as moderate
forces lose credibility, more ex-
treme ones gain opportunities.'”

With 75 percent of its population
Shia, the largest Shia majority in
any Arab country, Bahrain simply
will not restore stability without
substantial political, economic and
social integrative measures. The
United States should persuade the
Bahraini regime that it must end
violent crackdowns, release de-
tained opposition leaders, open a
serious political dialogue with the
opposition, lift media and Internet
restrictions and implement the rec-
ommendations of the Independent
Commission of Inquiry (Bassiouni
Report). This requires increased U.S.
pressure within private diplomatic

FUNDAMENTAL TENSIONS IN THE

U.S. RELATIONSHIP WITH ISRAEL

Fundamental tensions in the U.S. relationship
with Israel complicate U.S. policy toward Iran,

and military channels to the extent
that these produce results, but the
United States must be willing to be
more public and overt if they do
not. The United States must affirm
and enforce prohibitions against the
use of U.S. equipment for internal
repression as well as milestones
linking political and security sector
reform to additional arms sales. The
United States should verify claims of
Iran’s subversive activities that are
linked to Shia opposition groups; it
should be wary of Bahrain playing
the“Iran card” to deflect legitimate
calls for reform from Bahrain's Shia-
based opposition.

Pressing for reform will not be
easy since U.S. leverage is limited.
The Bahraini regime has its own
leverage, most notably on the 5th
Fleet’s basing. In leading the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) inter-
vention force into Bahrain and
being quite public in its criticism
of Washington, Saudi Arabia has
made its position amply clear.!”®
But unless the United States stress-
es to a much greater extent that
Washington sees its own interests
best served by prioritizing politi-
cal reform, it is undermining the

leverage it does have. Washington
can send this message at the same
time that it works for Bahraini and
other GCC cooperation against
Iran. Addressing the Iranian threat
is a shared interest, not a conces-
sion to Washington.

Acknowledging these uncertain-
ties, the United States should

step up contingency planning for
where to station the U.S. Navy'’s
5th Fleet in the event that U.S.
force presence in Bahrain becomes
untenable due to widespread un-
rest in Bahrain. The United States
should not wait until the security
situation deteriorates to develop
these plans. However, the costs
and complexity of such a move
should not be underestimated.
The 5th Fleet’s usual configura-
tion includes a carrier strike group,
amphibious ready group or
expeditionary strike group and
other ships and aircraft, with ap-
proximately 25,000 people serving
afloat and 3,000 support person-
nel ashore.'” Preparing for a move
of the 5th Fleet is not intended

as a warning to Gulf partners. It is
simply a matter of prudence amid
uncertainties.

work through tensions in its relationship with

Israel and revitalize the Arab-Israeli peace pro-

the Arab Spring and Arab-Israeli peace efforts.

Many elements of the U.S.-Israeli relationship
remain strong and mutually beneficial, and
there have been political tensions and policy
differences at various points in the relationship.
Accordingly, the United States must begin to

cess to ensure Israeli security and protect broader
U.S. interests going forward.

Work through U.S.-Israeli Tensions

For the U.S.-Israel relationship to be as solid and
sustainable as many on both sides would like, both
nations will need to better understand, if not recon-
cile, their differing threat perceptions and priorities.
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The United States can begin by continuing to reaffirm
its core commitment to the survival and security of
the state of Israel. In that regard, Obama and senior
administration officials have taken tangible steps

by helping Israel maintain its qualitative military
edge, and future administrations should continue

to do likewise."® Security assistance has continued

to increase and includes $3 billion for training and
equipment through the Foreign Military Financing
program, which in itself constitutes about 55 percent
of a program spread among 70 countries. The United
States has also contributed to Israel’s “Iron Dome”
program, an anti-rocket defense system that protects
Israeli population centers from short-range rocket
attacks.'™ Israel receives sophisticated advanced tech-
nologies shared only with America’s closest allies and
friends. Intelligence cooperation and joint exercises

are conducted regularly.'®

The most compelling way the
United States and Israel can
jointly engage emerging

and existing power brokers in
the region is by revitalizing

Arab-Israel peace efforts.
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The United States should further foster shared
interests not only in foreign and security policy but
in science, technology, business, education, culture
and many other fields through government and
private initiatives. These include the U.S.-Israel
Science and Technology Foundation, collaborative
agreements on renewable energy and the Chamber
of Commerce’s U.S.-Israel Business Initiative.
Strengthening overall trust and confidence
between Americans and Israelis will create a better
context for resolving policy differences.

Toward a New U.S. Strategy in the Middle East

While the United States and Israel agree on some
threats and strategies, they disagree on oth-

ers. While neither country holds a singular view
regarding the threat posed by Iran, for example,
there have been differences between the Obama
and Netanyahu administrations.' Israel - a sover-
eign nation in which the historical memory of the
Shoah looms over policymakers — will make its own
decisions on whether to launch a pre-emptive or
preventive military attack in an attempt to destroy,
or to at least set back, the Iranian nuclear program.
In our view, at this time, an Israeli attack on Iran
would be detrimental to both U.S. and Israeli inter-
ests. As discussed earlier, the dual-track strategy

of diplomacy and unprecedented sanctions levied
against Iran still has the time and potential to work.
Going forward, the United States must remember
to avoid sending mixed signals that could lead to
miscalculation and misunderstanding.

Meanwhile, as the United States engages Arab
publics, pursues a differentiated approach to politi-
cal Islam and prioritizes reform in its relationships
with Arab partners, Israel’s concerns about the
emergence of regional regimes that could be antag-
onistic toward Israel will likely grow. The United
States will need to reassure its ally that it remains
committed to Israel’s security and to preserving
key cornerstones of regional stability — notably the
Egypt-Israel peace treaty — even as it encourages
the growth of and engages new power brokers in
the region. In fact, the most compelling way the
United States and Israel can jointly engage emerg-
ing and existing power brokers in the region is by
revitalizing Arab-Israeli peace efforts.

Revitalize Arab-Israeli Peace Efforts

Just as true stability in the Arab states is found in
political reform, true security for Israel cannot be
found without the creation of a Palestinian state.
And while the peace process is not likely to be a
high priority during the U.S. election year, history
demonstrates that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
often finds a way to return to the foreground. Just in



the last few months, there have been flare-ups with
Gaza, along the Golan, in the Sinai and in the West
Bank. There also have been continued maneuver-
ings within Palestinian politics between Hamas
and Fatah, and even prospects for reconciliation.
As hard as it is today to get a serious peace process

in motion, it will be that much harder tomorrow if
there are more settlements, given their potential to
radicalize Palestinian and Arab politics.

Though many analysts declare the peace process
dead and buried, a two-state solution with Israel
and Palestine living in peace and security has
been, is and will continue to be crucial to U.S.
interests. The issue is how, not if, to revitalize

the peace process. It cannot be just more of the
same open-ended negotiations.'® Three elements,
in addition to protecting the treaty agreement
between Israel and Egypt, are required for a revi-
talized peace process.

The first is for the next U.S. administration to
take a comprehensive position on the terms for

a final status agreement between Israel and the
Palestinians based on the pre-1967 borders with
limited mutually agreed-to land swaps, very
limited right of return for Palestinian refugees,
significant demilitarization of the Palestinian
state and Jerusalem as the capital of both states.
This would go further than Obama did in his
May 2011 speech, which dealt principally with the
land-for-peace element. In support of a final status
agreement along these lines, the United States
should commit to additional security assistance
to offset Israeli security concerns and, along with
others in the international community, provide
additional security and economic assistance to the
new state of Palestine to further strengthen the
Palestinian economy as well as the institutions of
a future Palestinian state.'"® In addition, domestic
Israeli politics will continue to influence Israel’s
position on the terms of a final status agreement.
With the inclusion of the Kadima party in Israel’s
national unity government, Netanyahu may be

able to adopt a more centrist position on both the
Palestinians and Israeli settlements.

Second, the United States should support a regional
multilateral process, including Arab states, based
on the Saudi-initiated Arab Peace Initiative or the
1990s Madrid talks that focused on key regional
issues such as arms control, regional economic
development and water. While multilateral talks
cannot replace bilateral Israeli-Palestinian ones,
they provide a forum for addressing issues that
affect the region broadly and in crosscutting ways.'*
Multilateral talks can also address tensions and
opportunities that do not strictly follow the Arab-
Israeli fault line. The Madrid Process, for example,
included regional security confidence-building
measures such as search and rescue operations and
incidents at sea as well as some regional economic,
water and environmental cooperation.

Third, and most essentially, Israeli and Palestinian
leaders must themselves commit to a two-state
solution in ways that get beyond “if” and focus on
“how.” Israelis are understandably embittered by
both the Second Intifada as well as the violence
that followed withdrawals from Lebanon and
Gaza. Though there is no guarantee that a peace
agreement will bring security, Israel will never
have security unless it also has peace with its
most immediate neighbors. For the Palestinians,
while significant economic, political and security
progress has been made in recent years, unless
this is seen as being toward, and not instead of,
statehood, disillusionment will set in."®” Major
breakthroughs have come from courageous
actions taken by Arab and Israeli leaders; these
include Egyptian President Anwar Sadat’s historic
1977 trip and the 1993 Oslo Accords. The United
States helped create incentives for such actions and
then reinforced, deepened and supported them.

It could do so again. But it cannot do for Israeli,
Palestinian and other Arab leaders what they will
not do for themselves.
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VI. CONCLUSION

In the face of sweeping changes in the Middle
East, the easiest thing to do, both bureaucratically
and intellectually, would be for the United States
to muddle on, doing what it has been doing for
decades, with a few minor tweaks to the strategy.
This report attempts to demonstrate why that path
of least resistance is perilous and how U.S. inter-
ests, immediate and longer-term, would be better
served by an approach we call strategic adaptation.

At a time of great upheaval, when policymakers
could easily become overwhelmed by the complexi-
ties of the region, we offer priorities for pursuing
U.S. interests. The United States must respond to
clear and present threats to U.S. interests while at
the same time harnessing the potential of long-
term trends and shaping the region to better secure
those same interests down the road. If it does so
effectively, the United States may prove far less
vulnerable to trends in the region and far better-
positioned for more constructive engagement in
the future.
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