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| Introduction

The establishment of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC)in 1981 was

an exceptional event of cooperation

in the region’s history of rivalry that
stretches back further than its modern
history. It came as a response not only

to serious threats to the independence,
stability and territorial integrity of these
states by their neighbors, but also to
contain border disputes among the gulf
states themselves. As British protection
agreements with the lesser states in

the region ended (Kuwait in 1961, Qatar,
Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE), in 1971) each of these states faced
border disputes and territorial claims by
their larger neighbors Iraq, Iran and Saudi
Arabia, which also had border disputes
with North and South Yemen. Further
outstanding Iraqgi claims on Kuwait and
the Iranian control of the Abu Musa

and greater and lesser Tunb Islands

at the mouth of the Gulf, were also
disputed by the UAE. Meanwhile, Oman
was threatened by the Dhofar Marxist
rebellion, supported by South Yemen and
the Eastern Block.

The Arab Gulf States had their own
border disputes that occasionally
sparked military clashes in the decades
prior to the establishment of the GCC.
Saudi Arabia attacked the Buraimi Oasis
of Abu Dhabi in 1952 and had a border
dispute with Qatar that eventually led to
clashes over the Al-Khofous Border Post
in 1992, while Qatar tussled with Bahrain
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over the Hawar Islands, just to point out a
few examples.

National security concerns and potential
threats to national sovereignty emanating
from ongoing disputes made it clear to
the Gulf's smaller states the need to
establish a defense and cooperation
mechanism that replaces the loss in 1971
of British protection with the goal of
mitigating the hegemony of their larger
neighbors. The call for establishing a
cooperation mechanism was made in
late 1979 or early 1980 by the Emir of
Kuwait, which was especially threatened
by the Iran-Iraq war next door, leading
to the formation of GCC in May of 1981.
While it was established to provide
collective security for its members, it
soon expanded into an integration plan
like that of the European Union. Primarily
created based on economic integration,
it also bound a commitment of joint
defense cooperation, and unity amongst
the six states through their geographic
proximity and cultural heritage. The
discussion of a Gulf Union started soon
after the inception of the GCC and
culminated in the Gulf Union Proposal

by King Abdallah of Saudi Arabia in
December 2011. In it, King Abdallah called
on states of the GCC to “move from a

phase of cooperation to a phase of union
within a single entity”.

However, the GCC could not replace
the lost umbrella of imperial protection
for the smaller states provided by Great
Britain, putting a larger onus on the
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domestic capabilities — both economics
and security — of each state. Their
attempt of building a unified military
force; The Peninsula Shield Forces,

fell short of the desired objective.

They couldn’t themselves form a large
enough force that could provide credible
defense of the region. Smaller states
feared that Saudi Arabia would use that
same force to dominate them. Instead,
GCC states sought and secured that
protection through the new Empire,

the United States of America. As the

US sought to project deeper power
projection across the globe - through its
militarized foreign policy partnerships,
and economic globalization policies — the
Gulf States found themselves moving
towards systems deeply integrated with
Washington. Paramount to that was

the integration of their oil economies
following the 1973 oil embargo. The

new security and oil relationships built
between the US and the Gulf created

a durable alliance with demonstrated
effectiveness in US protection and
security provisions provided to the
region during the Iraqgi invasion of Kuwait.
Today, the relationships have arguably
reached that horizon as increased US
domestic shale production has weakened
its reliance and therefore desire, to
continue to protect the Gulf region,
culminating in fresh tense dynamics and
a new reframing of relations with the
recent US-Israel war on Iran.

In return for that protection, member
states had to demonstrate their value
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to their protector. When Qatar was
targeted by a (failed) coup d'état attempt
in February 1996, which Qatar blamed

on the Saudi Arabia, it expanded its

air base in Al-Udeid and invited the US
to use it, thereby providing additional
protection for Qatar. To ensure that
protection, Qatar needed to be a

useful partner to the US. As signs of

the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) political
clout increased and the prospects of its
assumption of power became apparent,
Qatar took the opportunity of playing the
role of managing that surge on behalf of
the US, which welcomed that initiative,
given that the US failure to anticipate and
manage the Shia clerics rise to power in
Iran led to a climate of hostility against
the US that continues till today.

While it is notable that during the ascent
of Sunni Islamist in the region, Qatar was
the Arab ally most valued by the US,
geopolitical developments introduced
new players to the partnership. The UAE
also needed to make itself useful to

the US. It did so by positioning itself in
support of anti MB forces in the region.
The UAE was uniquely suited to carry out
that task given that its business model
aligned to western systems. This was
clearly demonstrated when the military,
with the support of UAE, took over in
Egypt. The UAE became lead promoter
of normalization with Israel through the
Abraham Accords, propelling it to the
US’s closest ally in the region. These
developments suggest that Gulf alliances
with the US have trended to fluctuation
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according to the various policies of
administrations in Washington. Now, in
a moment of war with Iran both inter-
GCC and GCC-US relationships are
being tested, with the threat of internal
fragmentation looming.

An (in)convenient
partnership

At the heart of GCC competition for a
hegemon status and rivalry, is Yemen.
For its pivotal Indian Ocean access and
the Bab-al-Mandab strait, it is a non-GCC
state that has been beholden to Islamist
politics, authoritarian rule, separatist
movements and revolutions. Stability

in Yemen has never been achieved,
largely owing to the policies deployed
by competing Gulf states amid Saudi
Arabia’s insistence on its own natural
strategic depth that affords it a self-
declared interest in the Yemen war.

When the Yemen war broke out in 2015,
the convenient partnership brokered
between the new young, Saudi Crown
Prince Mohamed bin Salman and the
then de-facto leader of the UAE, Sheikh
Mohamed bin Zayed was deemed to

be an ideological partnership against

the Houthis’ expansive territorial claims
that included Sanaa. However, the UAE
played an obstructive role in the war
against the Houthis, to the extent that it
frequently bombed forces aligned to the
Government of Yemen, killing and injuring
hundreds. This suspicious role culminated
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Saudi Arabian soldier from the First Airborne Brigade with a UAE
soldier, June 13, 2016

in the events of December 2025 in
Hadhramaut, which brought Saudi Arabia
and the UAE into direct confrontation.

Arguably, the UAE’s role in Yemen

was suspicious from the start. Unlike
other GCC members who participated
with token units in the 2015 Saudi-led
Coalition to defeat the Houthis, the

UAE committed a sizable portion of its
troops and a third of its air force to the
campaign, despite sharing no borders.
It subsequently spent billions of dollars
to militarily evict the Houthis out of the
port city of Aden in 2016 through building
loyal armed groups across the South of
the country. The common explanation
was that the UAE coveted southern ports
to prize Indian Ocean access to connect
its other port concessions from its own
hub, towards the East African Coast
and Red Sea. But if that was the reason,
why then did Dubai Ports World (DP),
presiding over a 30-year concession to
operate the Container Terminal of Aden
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Port give it up a mere four years earlier?
The concession agreement stipulated an
investment by DP World of 220 million
US dollars over a period of five years to
upgrade the facility. DP World disputed
the profitability of that investment

and gave up the concession. Worth
qguestioning why the UAE disputed the
small maintenance sum, while spending
billions to gain control of Southern ports?

| have previously argued that the UAE
only feigned interest in Southern ports

and islands so as not to alarm Saudi
Arabia. The UAE had an important

role to play for the US. Whereas Saudi
Arabia, suffering from the choke points
of the Strait of Hormuz in the East and
the Bab Al-Mandab and Suez Canal

in the West, has always aspired to

have access to the high seas through

a pipeline that runs through Eastern
Yemen or Western Oman. Shortly after
the unification of Yemen in 1990, Saudi
Arabia initiated talks with President Saleh
of Yemen about plans to build an oil
pipeline through Hadhramaut and Mahra.
Technical teams were charged with the
task of identifying the path of the pipeline
while high-level meetings debated
political and security details. Initially the
security arrangement under discussion
was for a joint force. Citing sovereignty,
Saleh insisted on a pure Yemeni security
force. Saudi Arabia rejected the offer and
took another course of action through
capitalizing on a political crisis that was
foaming between the northern General
People’'s Congress led by Saleh, and
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their southern partner in unification, the
Yemen Socialist Party (YSP) led by Vice
President Al-Beedh. Over 150 cadres of
the YSP had been assassinated, some
by uniformed northern troops. Cracks in
unity and the possibility of civil war were
apparent for the Saudis to exploit. They
threw their political weight behind YSP
and started funding arms shipments for
the Southern army, including advanced
MIG 29 jet fighters from eastern Europe
and SCUD missiles from North Korea.
Saleh relented on the sovereignty

issue and agreed to the joint force.
However, Saudi Arabia upped the ante
and demanded full sovereignty over the
pipeline corridor. That was impossible
for Saleh to agree to even if he wanted,
formally forbidden by the Yemeni
constitution.

When war eventually broke out in 1994
between the two parties to the unity
agreement, Al-Beedh declared the
restoration of an independent southern
state. In response, the US stood in full
support of the Saleh side, noting their
concern of the potential instability

that will arise from secession. The US
obstructed the passage of a UN Security
Council Resolution to cease fire which
would have provided the opportunity for
the GCC to recognize the southern state,
and advised the Yemeni Foreign Minister
that they can hold it off for a month,
during which the northern army must
conclude its operation’. Still, the GCC

1 - Interview with Yemen Foreign Minister Abdul-Karim Al-Iryani,
Sanaa, June 1994.
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held its 51st Foreign Ministers meeting in
Abha, Saudi Arabia to collectively declare
recognition of the Southern state. Qatar
pushed back and blocked the move.
Shortly after, the northern army entered
Mukalla.

The US had an interest in preventing the
secession of the South as it was apparent
that it would lead to the secession of the
eastern governorates of Yemen and the
establishment of a state that would either
merge with Saudi Arabia or become a
satellite of it, thus allowing unrestricted
access to the high seas. Getting rid of the
choke point of the Strait of Hormuz would
have made Saudi Arabia less reliant on
the US security umbrella and given it

the opportunity to establish strategic
relations with other major powers such

as China. Today, as the US-Israel war on
Iran has escalated tensions highlighting
the lack of strategic depth for Saudi
Arabia and other GCC states, Saudi is
once again exercising its relationship
with Yemen to project power towards

the Indian Ocean, including taking a

much less confrontational position on
Iran, despite US pressure to do so. So, it
stands to reason that when Saudi Arabia
decided to intervene militarily in Yemen,
the US saw the need to prevent it from
controlling the South and possibly repeat
the 1994 attempt to gain access to the
high seas. The US has regularly played
off allies against one another, especially
in the Middle East region and the Gulf

is no exception. Despite a wider GCC
security umbrella that continues to tie the
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six states together, the current moment
of possible fracture we are seeing today
emerges from decades-long competition
amongst the states, including over the
US. Regularly seeking to prioritize their
self-interest and policies in Washington
at the expense of neighboring states,
the UAE's role in Yemen — much like

itis in Iran — acts both to establish its
indispensable role to the US and Israel
as a notable security partner, whilst also
acting to elevate its security status in
the region above that of Saudi Arabia.

In Yemen, the UAE’s role — whether by
design and collaboration with the US,

or consequently, has actively sought to
prevent Saudi strategic depth extending
into the Indian ocean via Yemen.

The UAE is also itself keen to prevent
Saudi Arabia from gaining access to

the high seas. Since the US is the

main guarantor of the security and
independence of the UAE, diminishing US
leverage over Saudi Arabia will reduce its
ability to deter the latter’'s threats against
the UAE.

The UAE successfully accomplished
the task of obstructing Saudi Arabia’s
designs on eastern Yemen. By 2019,
when the UAE had set up half a dozen
armed groups in the South and made it
too messy for Saudi Arabia to control, it
declared that “The UAE Armed Forces
concluded their military presence in the
Republic of Yemen after completing the
assigned missions within the agreed
official framework”. In 2019, it claimed
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to have withdrawn most of its troops,
leaving the task of obstructing Saudi
Arabia’s designs to its local clients.
UAE’s main local client, the southern
Transitional Council (STC) was of
course, then put to the test in December
2025, when its forces advanced into
Hadhramaut and Mahra despite Saudi
Arabia’s warnings not to.

Saudi Arabia sensed the ill designs

of the UAE early on, and Mohamed

Bin Salman (MBS) made that clear in

an off-the-record meeting with Saudi
journalists in July 2023, reported by the
Wall Street Journal, “the UAE stabbed us
in the back”. When the STC forces took
Hadhramaut and Mahra, Saudi Arabia was

ready. They gave the STC one-month
notice to withdraw peacefully. When the
notice period lapsed, Saudi Arabia used
their air force to hit them hard while
Yemeni government forces, supported
by Saudi Defense forces advanced and

quickly pushed the demoralized STC

CC BY-SA 4.0/ Hardscarf

Roadblock of the Southern Transitional Council in the south of
Socotra
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force out of the Eastern governorates
and then, in collaboration with the
erstwhile pro-UAE Alamaliga forces
advanced all the way to Aden as alliances
amongst various groups fractured in
response to this Saudi defensive push.

The UAE’s actions in Yemen were viewed
by many as a response to Saudi Arabia’s
aggressive moves against UAE'’s client

in_ Sudan, the Rapid Support Forces
(RSF). Saudi Arabia had more recently
gotten heavily involved in pushing
diplomacy for Sudan through supporting
the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF),
signaling a more forceful diplomatic
policy enacted through its membership
in the ‘Quad’ grouping of the US, UAE,
Saudi, and Egypt. As Saudi Arabia has
gotten more involved in attempts to
resolve the war in Sudan, the UAE has
arguably become more confrontational
towards the Kingdom. Arguably, since
the Abraham Accords were signed,
Gulf's ability to compartmentalize its
theaters of influence, activity, and control
diminished causing the War in Sudan to
become intertwined with policies in the
Gulf, including Yemen, and the wider
region — such as Palestine and Syria.
Furthermore, the active destabilization of
the Red Sea due to both wars — Yemen
and Sudan - has become an active
concern for parties involved and has
arguably led to consequential decisions.

The UAE arguably unnecessarily exposed
its allies in Yemen to a level of risk that
has proven defeating. Given that Saudi

56


https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/oct-dec-2025/26058
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/oct-dec-2025/26058
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/frenemies-saudi-crown-prince-mbs-clashes-uae-president-mbz-c500f9b1
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/yemen-strike-shows-depth-distrust-between-saudi-arabia-uae-2025-12-30

Arabia was taking no action to achieve

it strategic goal of having access to the
high seas, both the timing and nature of
the UAE-backed push in Southern Yemen
has not only proven itself unwise, but
very costly. Saudi Arabia had already
clearly abandoned such plans as early

as April 2023, when its Ambassador

to Yemen visited Sana’a to negotiate a
cease fire and seek a peaceful settlement
to the Yemen conflict. Growing Houthi

military capabilities and continuous threat
to Saudi Arabia has convinced the Saudis
that restoring stability to Yemen is the
overriding strategic goal at that time.
Houthi intransigence, emanating from
significant military advantage over the
Internationally Recognized Government
Forces (IRG) made it clear that containing
the Houthis can be done only within a
united Yemen. The southern component
is essential for the anti-Houthi camp to
become a credible deterrent against

the Houthis imposing their will on the
entire country without returning to the
negotiation table. An arguably cavalier
and callous UAE approach to their
Southern allies indicate that they no
longer value their presence in Yemen

as much as they used to, or no longer
feel reliant on these groups to achieve
their own goals - perhaps because the
reason for their significant engagement
in Yemen, the need to obstruct Saudi
designs, has receded, and their own
ambitions have become concurrently
much bigger.
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The future of Saudi -
UAE relations

While Yemen was the straw that broke
the camel’s back, Saudi Arabia-UAE
relations have continued to diverge in a
major way. The most significant issue is
the UAE’s alliance with Israel. The brazen
Israeli attack on Doha that killed several
members of Hamas and two Qatari
security officers on September 9th, 2025,
was a wakeup call for the entire region,
most specifically Saudi Arabia. Through
it, Israel declared that it has become the
new self-proclaimed hegemon in the
region, having nearly destroyed Hizballah
and weakened Iran. But the Iranians
themselves, through striking Doha

also in a carefully coordinated attack
during the 12-day war with Israel in May
2025, showed Gulf states that despite
rapprochement and détente amongst
them in the region, they will not hesitate
- as a matter of survival — to attack Gulf
states, viewed as US allies and a national
security threat to leaders in Tehran.

This of course, has been tested to its
limits in recent months with consistent
and damaging Iranian attacks on all six
GCC states, the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, and the targeting of energy and
security infrastructure in the Gulf — both
sovereign and US — by Iran.

Nevertheless, prior to this current Gulf
war, except for the UAE, the region has
come to see Israel as the most immediate
threat to regional security. That reality
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has pushed Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan
and Turkey closer. That is likely to be a
durable axis as long as Israel continues
to strike any state in the region at will,
for which there can be no normalization
of ties or even arguably, co-existence
amongst Arab States and Israel. Whilst
the UAE values its relations with Israel,
which is its best conduit to guaranteed
US support, over its standing among Arab
states, the rest of the region is carefully
attempting to balance between the US
and Iran, acknowledging the complex
geography of the region. Whilst the

Gulf still seeks an end to the war with
Iran, they cannot accept a region that is
beholden to Iran or effectively handing
Iran control over their economic security
and oil and gas economies especially
with its effective hold over the Strait

of Hormuz. However, broader security
alliance with the US and question of
security guarantees is now a politically
driven question — domestically and within
the wider GCC states in the region.

The UAE has continuously made itself
useful for Israel and furthered its own
goals of sovereignty and connectivity
over the global supply chain, including
giving Israel access to the Yemeni islands
of Socotra, Mayun and Zoqar just as it
has been making itself useful for the US
during the past two decades. Since the
divide between the Israel axis and the

anti-Israel axis is likely to continue in
the foreseeable future, the gap between
Saudi Arabia and the UAE is not likely

to be bridged soon, if anything it will
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widen further — possibly risking the entire
security paradigm of this strategic and
globally pivotal region.

In Yemen, the UAE will continue to use its
clients to destabilize the Saudi Yemeni
allied government. The only defense
against that is for the Yemen Government
to integrate the popular base of the STC
into the political system and ensure that
no faction of the Yemeni society will be
marginalized. However, Yemen remains
the fulcrum of GCC contestation, though
competition and rivalry policies adopted
in Yemen are spreading to Sudan,
Ethiopia, Somalia and possibly in the
future, Egypt, Libya and other parts of
the region, whereas the Yemen conflict
and its eventual resolution will have
lasting affect across the Red Sea.
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