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Resuscitating US-Saudi Relations
Yod Guzansky and Oded Eran

President Obama’s recent visit to Saudi Arabia veéwmed at restoring Riyadh’s
confidence that the United States would come tontlemarchy’s defense in times of
need. The bilateral bargain of oil for security heesen the underpinning of US-Saudi
relations since the meeting between President knabk Roosevelt and King lIbn Saud
aboard the destroyer US&iincy in the Suez Canal in February 1945. In the dectuss
followed, Saudi Arabia upheld its part of the banday regulating its oil exports, partly
on the basis of US strategic considerations. Howeu& conduct on certain regional
issues, particularly the Iranian nuclear projeat déime situation in Syria, has led to a
growing sense of disenchantment and the perceptianthe US is a superpower in
retreat. There is growing suspicion in Riyadh that US will not maintain its part of the
equation and deliver security.

Obama’s first visit to Saudi Arabia in 2009 wasimied to emphasize the significance of
the kingdom in Washington’s eyes and its leading no the Arab world. The President
sought to consult with the Saudi king on Iran amdam his support for jumpstarting
Palestinian-Israeli peace negotiations. In a syohain, he went to Riyadh to turn over
a new leaf in US relations with the Muslim world \agiting the birthplace of Islam.

The US and Saudi Arabia share several interestswElh over 70 years, US presidents,
Republican and Democrat alike, have expressed ttwemmitment to the kingdom’s

security. The strong relationship has withstoodosesr crises, such as the 1973 oill
embargo and the post-9/11 era. The US continuesed Saudi Arabia for assistance in
the war against terror and access to Yemen, Afghami Pakistan, and its immediate
Gulf neighbors. At the same time, Saudi Arabia delseon the US to maintain stability
in the region through military deployment and inxgvhent in regional matters, from
leading the negotiations with Iran to mediating idr@aeli-Palestinian peace process.

These mutual interests, though, have not beencarifito disguise the divides between
the countries’ respective views and analyses ofeskey Middle East issues. Riyadh was
bewildered by what it perceived as the US abandobroé President Mubarak. It is

concerned by the possibility of rapprochement betw&ehran and Washington. This
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rapprochement is viewed in Saudi Arabia, as in sother capitals in the region, as
based on Iranian subterfuge and American wishinkthg. Riyadh is less concerned by
the technical details of the Iranian nuclear progthan by the specter of strong US-Iran
relations resulting from a permanent agreementchviviould strengthen Iran’s posture in
the Gulf region. Such an agreement would facilitaféashington’s intended
disengagement from the region. Riyadh also beli¢has improved relations with Iran
will extend Assad’s stay in power in Syria. Saudialia suspects that Washington’s
decision not to use force in Syria in 2013 wasduhko what was then a potential interim
agreement with Iran. President Obama certainlyl tttiereassure his hosts that “the US
will not accept a bad deal,” but these assurarelesHort of assuaging the Saudis.

But Riyadh’s alternatives are limited. No other goywhether Russia, China or India, is
either capable or willing to assume the US roleya®h could instead opt for a more
limited security arrangement, and Crown Prince &alsirecent visit to Pakistan, Japan,
India, and China may be an indicator that the madmnais considering all its options.

On Syria, King Abdullah likely urged President Olmato act more forcefully to bring
Assad down. Before their meeting, leaks appeareithenpress about US intentions to
increase military support for the Syrian oppositi@iven the multitude of rebel groups
and the shifting control of the area they occupys inot clear how feasible this idea is.
Washington and Riyadh may have narrowed their wiffees on this issue, but
disagreements, especially Riyadh’s desire to hawedérate” rebels provided with
shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles (MANPARS)l remain, as the US fears these
weapons may fall into the wrong hands. If Washingtontinues to reject the Saudi
assessment on the need to act more forcefully ppati the rebels, Saudi Arabia could
itself decide to supply rebel groups with certa@tegories of equipment not approved by
Washington.

The Saudis have most probably clarified again &Ul$ President that Bahrain is a “red
line,” and that the Sunni royal house there shawtibe pressured to carry out reforms
that will further weaken it vis-a-vis the Iraniaadked Shiite majority. It stands to reason
that the file on human rights in Saudi Arabia wks® aot opened during Obama’s visit.
During this short visit, President Obama grantedirdgarnational Women of Courage

Award to a Saudi woman for her activities in chaldis and women’s health in the

Kingdom. Apparently, criticizing the deficiencies political and human rights in Saudi

Arabia is not consistent with rebuilding confidemcé¢he US.

The issue of energy was also present in the baokgrof the visit, as indeed was the
whole bilateral relationship. The Saudi regime waege of the declining importance of
Middle East energy resources to the US, which bellenergy independent by 2020. In
Riyadh’s view, this has diminished Washington’sdieass to stand by its unwritten
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commitment to “oil for security” and given the U&gter maneuverability in its policy
in the region.

Expectations that the visit would herald a shifti8-Saudi relations were premature. As
the cliché goes, the significance of the meeting waits occurrence. Neither side can
run away from its interests and guiding principl®&rious commentators have also
alluded to an informal, invisible “alliance” betwedsrael and Saudi Arabia based on
their mutual concern regarding the Iranian nuctbagat and Tehran’s support of non-
state actors in the Middle East. The two statesadse concerned by the perceived
American withdrawal from the region. Thus to a &argxtent, there are seeming
similarities between the interests of the two statdowever, the challenges faced by
Israel and Saudi Arabia are different in origind dheir relationships with the US are of
different natures. Even if press reports of meatipgtween Israeli and Saudi officials are
correct, this “alliance” does not necessarily fartisrael’s cause in Washington or
elsewhere.
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