
39

Ulrichsen:  secUrity in the ArAb GUlf stAtes

© 2009, The Authors Journal Compilation © 2009, Middle East Policy Council

Internal and external SecurIty In the arab 
Gulf StateS

Kristian Coates Ulrichsen

Dr. Ulrichsen is the Kuwait research fellow in the Kuwait Programme for 
Development, Governance and Globalisation in the Gulf States Centre for 
the Study of Global Governance at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  

of senior members of the ruling family.3 
Our understanding of regional security-
policy formulation is consequently en-
hanced by taking into account the factors 
that inform regimes’ perceptions of their 
internal-security matrix. This, in turn, 
plays a crucial role in shaping their poli-
cies towards external issues such as the 
unfolding post-occupation dynamics in 
Iraq, the ongoing dispute between Iran and 
the international community, and the threat 
posed by radicalism and transnational ter-
rorism.  
 In addition to the securitization4 of 
these particular issues, the second half of 
this paper examines a number of long-
term, non-military challenges to security 
in the Gulf. It argues that the changing 
political economies of all six GCC states 
need to be underpinned by a new and 
broader approach to national and regional 
security. Ruling elites’ reliance on oil rents 
and external security guarantees have hith-
erto provided a powerful insulation from 
internal problems and demands, while also 
reflecting the unorthodox nature of “secu-
rity” in these postcolonial states.5 Strength-

This paper examines how the 
concept of “Gulf security” is 
evolving as internal political and 
socioeconomic changes in the 

Gulf states interact with the processes of 
globalization and the impact of interna-
tional events in this volatile region.1 Start-
ing from the basic assumption of “regime 
security,” it first outlines the parameters 
that guide ruling elites in the six member-
states of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) in constructing local and regional 
security agendas.2 The paper then focuses 
on a range of current and evolving threats 
to security to draw the distinction between 
the “internal” and “external” dimensions of 
security and how these relate to each other. 
 Determining which individuals or 
groups hold the power and responsibility  
for formulating policy is important in de-
lineating the linkages between internal and 
external security and deciding which issues 
do — and do not — dominate security 
agendas. This is a salient characteristic of 
ruling elites in the Arab oil monarchies, in 
which the conduct of foreign and security 
affairs is restricted to a tightly drawn circle 
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ening internal cohesion and creating more 
inclusive and sustainable polities is vital 
to overcoming the long-term challenges to 
security outlined in this paper. 
 The paper consequently builds on the 
cognitive shift in thinking about global 
security that has occurred in an era of 
accelerating complexity in global intercon-
nections and transnational flows of people, 
capital and ideas.6 Transnational terrorism, 
cross-border criminal networks and flows, 
and global issues such as climate change 
have led to the emergence of new threats 
to national and international security. In-
creasingly, these bypass the state and erode 
the Cold War-era demarcations between 
internal and external spheres as states’ 
monopoly over the legitimate use of force 
becomes contested by predatory rivals 
operating within societies and across state 
boundaries.7 

EVOLUTION OF GULF SECURITY
 The Gulf remains an extremely vola-
tile subregion with multiple and interlink-
ing threats to internal and external security. 
It did not share in the transformation of 
security that occurred in Eastern Europe or 
Latin America during the 1990s. In these 
regions, security became linked to issues 
of political and economic legitimacy, and 
the emergence of new concepts of coop-
erative security was associated with a shift 
away from realist approaches predicated 
on a zero-sum notion of national security.8 
No such comparative shift occurred in the 
Gulf, which has experienced three major 
interstate wars based on balance-of-power 
considerations since 1980.9 
 The conflation of “regime security” 
with “national security” is a feature of 
local discourses on security in the Gulf, as 
it is in many other developing countries. 
Ruling elites in all six GCC states have 

pursued hitherto-successful strategies of 
survival that enabled them to manage the 
transition into the oil era and retain control 
over the processes of state formation in the 
last century.10 External security alliances, 
both bilaterally with the United States and 
multilaterally through the creation of the 
GCC, met internal needs by reinforcing re-
gimes’ security, as much against their own 
societies as against neighboring states.11 
 The parameters of “Gulf security” in 
the coming decades will be intertwined 
with the political and economic opening-
up of the region. Four factors will shape 
the contextual framework within which it 
will evolve. The first is the impact of the 
processes of globalization and the revolu-
tion in information, communications and 
technology (ICT). This is creating new 
forms of private, public and virtual space 
in which to mobilize, organize and channel 
participatory demands.12 Globalization has 
also enmeshed the Gulf within a wider in-
terconnected region with multiple sources 
of actual or potential insecurity. These 
include the intellectual and radicalization 
linkages emanating within and flowing 
from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the 
impact of progressive state contraction and 
ungoverned spaces in Somalia and Yemen 
and their implications for maritime secu-
rity, and the threat of nuclear proliferation 
in Iran and Pakistan.  
 This links to the second factor, the 
growing internationalization of the Gulf 
and its emergence as the center of gravity 
in the Middle East by virtue of its eco-
nomic and financial resources. The rapid 
expansion of economic and political links 
with China, India and Russia is creating 
new strategic linkages that are shifting 
the international relations of the region in 
subtle ways.13 Indian President Manmohan 
Singh visited the Gulf in November 2008 
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and announced that India viewed the Gulf 
as an intrinsic part of its broader neigh-
borhood. Significantly, India also signed 
defense cooperation agreements with both 
Qatar and Oman on maritime security, the 
sharing of data and common threat percep-
tions.14 Meanwhile China, in its tenth Five 
Year Plan (2001-05), referred to energy 
security for the first time and has con-
structed a naval base at the Pakistani port 
of Gwadur, close to the mouth of the Strait 
of Hormuz.  
 Issues of energy dependence and 
security of access to regional resources 
give external powers a stake in regional 
security structures. International reactions 
to the outbreak of piracy in the Gulf of 
Aden during 2008 may prove a harbinger 
of future policy trends. The European 
Union launched its first-ever naval mis-
sion (Operation Atlantis), while both China 
and India reacted with a more muscular 
deployment of naval forces to protect their 
own maritime security interests. As the 
Gulf’s share of global oil and natural-gas 
production is projected to increase from 
28 percent in 2000 to 33 percent in 2020, 
with most of that increase going to Asia, 
its strategic significance will only increase, 
together with the number of external pow-
ers holding a stake in regional affairs.15  
 Oil (and, more recently, natural gas) is 
therefore the third factor that both ex-
plains international interest in the Gulf and 
frames the challenges facing its political 
and economic evolution. These reserves 
are not distributed evenly throughout the 
Gulf, and pockets of energy poverty and 
reliance on imported natural gas (primar-
ily from Qatar) have already emerged.16 
This distinction will play a crucial role in 
shaping regional development and po-
tential sources of tension and insecurity 
in the future. At 2006 production rates, 

and barring unexpected new discoveries, 
Bahrain, Oman and Yemen are projected to 
deplete their existing oil reserves by 2025 
and consequently face imminent transitions 
to post-oil states. This contrasts sharply with 
the other Gulf states, which do not face the 
same challenges of resource depletion as 
their reserves-production ratio is a projected 
62.8 years (Qatar), 69.5 years (Saudi Arabia) 
and 91.9 years (United Arab Emirates).17

 Given the centrality of oil revenues 
in constructing and maintaining the social 
contract and redistributive mechanisms that 
bind state-society relations in rentier sys-
tems, any changes in the domestic political 
economies of resource distribution will pose 
great challenges to security and stability in 
states of transition. Comparative political 
science suggests that redistributive states 
are especially vulnerable to erosion of the 
ruling bargain and consequent loss of re-
gime legitimacy, if mechanisms for co-opt-
ing support and depoliticizing society begin 
to break down.18 One prominent academic 
critic in Bahrain stated bluntly, “The future 
is very bleak. The system must change or 
transform itself.”  Otherwise, “without oil, 
there is no future.”19

 The fourth contextual factor is the con-
tinuing lack of internal consensus within 
the GCC itself. The GCC was established 
in 1981 as a political and security bul-
wark against revolutionary Iran. Linger-
ing intraregional disputes and fears of 
Saudi hegemony on the part of the smaller 
member-states have hampered progress 
towards security cooperation, which has 
lagged behind economic integration. 
The six member-states have been unable 
to agree on the nature and extent of the 
threats posed by Iran and Yemen, thereby 
making it virtually impossible to adopt a 
regional approach to these issues.20 Most 
significantly, each member-state has been 
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integrated under the U.S. security umbrella 
on a bilateral basis. This strategic reality 
is unlikely to change in the foreseeable 
future and complicates any moves towards 
regional security cooperation.  

SECURITIZATION OF CURRENT 
THREATS
 GCC responses to the territorially 
bounded issues of Iraq and Iran and the 
intellectual challenge of transnational 
terrorism illustrate their awareness of the 
linkages between internal and external 
security. These interconnections have been 
magnified by the explosion of Arab satel-
lite television channels and internet web-
sites, which have accelerated the spread 
of transnational linkages while contribut-
ing to the creation of an Arab “imagined 
community.”21 Accordingly, regimes have 
construed these issues more as threats 
to their political and popular legitimacy 
than to their material security, and this has 
guided their formulation of policy to meet 
the challenges.  
 With the steady drawdown of Ameri-
can, British and Australian troops from 
Iraq ahead of the December 2011 deadline 
for full withdrawal, attention is turning to 
how the post-occupation dynamics of Iraq 
and its future political trajectory will af-
fect regional security structures and threat 
perceptions. Thus far, the GCC states have 
managed to minimize their exposure to the 
many sources of insecurity within Iraq, 
such as sectarian conflict, terrorism and 
large-scale refugee flows.22 This does not 
mean that regional policy makers believe 
the security threat from Iraq has disap-
peared; the problem of integrating Iraq into 
the regional fold remains unresolved.23

 Since the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 
March 2003, regional and international 
discourse on Iraq has been dominated by 

analysis of its geopolitical and strategic 
implications for the regional balance of 
power.24 As early as February 2003, Saudi 
Arabian Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal 
warned President Bush that he would be 
“solving one problem and creating five 
more” if Saddam Hussein were removed 
by force.25 Officials and analysts in the 
Gulf viewed the empowerment of Iraq’s 
Shiite majority and the rise in Iranian 
influence over Iraqi affairs as the major, if 
unintended, consequence of the overthrow 
of the Baathist regime. The result has been 
deep suspicion of Iran’s cultivation of 
extensive ties with both state and non-state 
actors inside Iraq, which has provided Teh-
ran with strategic depth and stoked deep 
unease within the GCC.26  
 It is in this context that the theory 
of a “Shiite crescent” running from Iran 
through Iraq and the oil-rich Eastern 
Province of Saudi Arabia to Lebanon 
gained considerable traction in popular 
and political discourse in the region. This 
occurred as the orgy of political violence 
and subnational communalistic challenges 
to state authority between 2005 and 2007 
sharpened sectarian tensions in the Gulf, 
as in the broader Middle East. It negatively 
affected the pace of political reform by 
reinforcing the innate conservatism of the 
ruling families in the GCC, who inter-
preted the unfolding chaos in Iraq as proof 
that U.S.-backed democratization efforts 
would shift the locus of power away from 
the regime.27 
 Theories of a “Shiite crescent” and 
suspicion that Shiite parties represent a 
threat to Gulf Arab polities rest on a flawed 
assumption of pan-Shiite transnational 
loyalties and monolithic unity within Shi-
ism itself, alongside a simplistic narrative 
of sectarian conflict and minority identity.28 
Iraqi Shiites are divided, and most hold a 
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more complex and positive attachment to 
Iraqi nationalism than is admitted by pro-
ponents of a “Shiite crescent.”29 Kuwaiti 
Shiites demonstrated their loyalty to the 
state during the 1990-91 occupation, when 
their associational infrastructure provided 
the backbone of an organized resistance 
movement against the Iraqi invaders.30 
Significant Shiite unrest in Saudi Arabia in 
1979 and Bahrain between 1994 and 1999 
was motivated by resentment at uneven 
patterns of development and internal socio-
economic marginalization rather than re-
sidual loyalties or direct or indirect Iranian 
influence.31  
 Nevertheless, the sectarian lens re-
mains a powerful filter through which rul-
ing elites in the GCC view developments 
in Iraq. Led by Saudi Arabia, GCC rulers 
deeply distrusted the Maliki government, 
which they suspected was an Iranian proxy 
and source of multiple physical and ideo-
logical threats to their own polities.32 This 
contributed to a self-fulfilling cycle. Their 
reluctance to increase their political and 
economic engagement with Iraq enabled 
Iran to take the lead in reconstruction and 
development projects. These include the 
new international airport in Najaf, which 
opened in August 2008, the creation of a 
free-trade zone around Basra, and the sign-
ing of multiple cooperation agreements 
between Iraq and Iran.33

 A slew of unresolved issues such as 
the slow incorporation of the Awakening 
Councils into state structures and the con-
troversial creation of tribal Support Coun-
cils continue to complicate the confidence 
of GCC state elites in the Maliki govern-
ment.34 The centralization of political and 
military power in the prime minister’s of-
fice and the creation of a shadow network 
of advisers bypassing official government 
structures carry ominous overtones of 

Iraq’s dictatorial past.35 Another important 
source of regional concern is the decentral-
ization debate and competing initiatives to 
create a federal entity in southern Iraq.36 
From the point of view of GCC rulers, the 
most worrying aspect of the federalism 
issue lies in its normative and practical 
implications for the highly centralized 
concentration of power in their own states. 
Particularly in Saudi Arabia, the legitimacy 
of the ruling-family elite rests on a nar-
row Nejdi-Wahhabi alliance. This might 
become vulnerable to contestation from 
groups and communities excluded and 
marginalized during the process of state 
formation, including Shiites in the Eastern 
Province, Ismailis in Asir and Hijazis in 
western Arabia.37 
 Iraq therefore remains a perceived 
source of insecurities and tension to the 
GCC. New threats to regional instability 
come from the continuing lack of hu-
man development and indices of human 
insecurity in Iraq, such as the 2.3 million 
internally displaced persons and high rates 
of poverty and unemployment.38 These 
factors will continue to foster instability so 
long as they remain unresolved. Transna-
tional criminal networks and the growth of 
an illicit economy have already emerged 
in the global drug trade as Iraq has become 
an increasingly lucrative conduit. Since 
2003, smugglers have taken advantage of 
porous border controls to channel illegal 
opiates, cannabis and synthetic pharmaceu-
ticals from Afghanistan via Iran to Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia for transit to Europe.39

 The potency of the “Shiite crescent” 
discourse underscores the complex web of 
political, economic and historical inter-
connections that crisscross the Gulf and 
influence the different ways individual 
GCC states view their relationship with 
Iran. Whereas the United States depicts 
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Iran as a strategic rival and military threat 
to its interests in the GCC, ruling elites in 
the Gulf states focus more on the ideologi-
cal and political threats emanating from 
Tehran.40 Iran has presented such threats 
to its neighbors in the past. It maintained a 
longstanding claim on Bahrain until 1970 
and periodically revives the issue, most re-
cently in February.41 It has occupied three 
islands belonging to Sharjah and Ras al-
Khaymah since 1971. After 1979, Tehran 
also attempted to foment unrest in neigh-
boring states with large Shiite populations 
in a short-lived effort to export its Islamic 
revolution.42 
 This legacy of Iranian ambitions to 
attain regional hegemony, alongside the 
presence of substantial Shiite communi-
ties in Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 
has tied the external threat posed by Iran to 
issues of internal security within the GCC. 
As the threat of sectarian overspill from Iraq 
became securitized by ruling elites between 
2005 and 2007, local discourse on the nature 
of the Shiite threat often conflated questions 
of Shiite loyalties and Iranian meddling into 
one amorphous threat.43 Particularly in Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, officials feared the po-
liticization of Shiite communities and sought 
to delegitimize and deflect their demands for 
participation and inclusion by restricting po-
litical spaces available to them and depicting 
activists as potential fifth columnists with 
allegiance to Iran.44

 The perceived ideological threat from 
Iran is compounded by the GCC states’ 
bilateral integration under the U.S. security 
umbrella. This reliance on external pro-
tection is a continuation of a much older 
strategy of survival against regional preda-
tors.45 However, it enmeshes the GCC 
states within the broader conflict between 
the United States and Iran. Successive U.S. 
presidential administrations since the 1979 

Iranian revolution have refused to accept 
that Iran can play a constructive role in any 
regional security system. Meanwhile, Iran 
has consistently called for the departure of 
all foreign forces from the Gulf as the sine 
qua non of any such agreement.46 
 This sort of binary opposition of com-
peting visions of regional security exposes 
the GCC to great risks, should tensions 
between Iran and the international com-
munity over its nuclear program escalate 
significantly. The scale and extent of GCC 
military ties with the United States ren-
der their legitimacy acutely vulnerable to 
blowback from Iranian retaliatory strikes 
and enraged public opinion, which would 
likely hold their regimes complicit in any 
such strike.47 This forms part of a broader 
“regimes-peoples” division within Middle 
Eastern states that became identifiable 
during Israel’s conflicts with Hezbollah in 
2006 and Hamas in 2008-09.48 Within the 
Gulf, the staunch public opposition to U.S. 
policies in Iraq and Afghanistan and ties 
to Israel presents a range of fault-lines that 
Iran has already started to exploit in an ef-
fort to detach GCC states from the belli-
cose rhetoric emanating from Washington.
 During 2008, Iran escalated a war of 
words designed to leave the GCC states in 
no doubt of its intention to destabilize their 
polities in the event of conflict. Deputy 
Foreign Minister Manouchehr Moham-
madi pointedly questioned the legitimacy 
of the monarchies and traditional systems 
in the Arabian Peninsula and speculated 
that they would not be able to quell rising 
domestic unrest at the U.S. military pres-
ence.49 In September, the ideological threat 
posed by Iran to the internal security of 
the GCC states became more acute when 
Tehran handed responsibility for defending 
the Gulf in the event of any attack to the 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps.50 
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 This decision was announced one day 
after a former Iranian consul-general to 
Dubai gave an interview to Dubai-based 
Gulf News claiming that Iran had main-
tained a network of sleeper cells in the 
GCC since 1979 that could be activated on 
Tehran’s orders. Iranian officials publicly 
repudiated the allegations and accused 
the Western media of spreading lies about 
Iranian intentions. Nevertheless, the effect 
of these rumors and the recurrent revival 
of claims to Bahrain as “Iran’s fourteenth 
governorate” fuel regime suspicions about 
Iranian intentions and capabilities.51 More 
important, they tap into a widely held 
feeling in the GCC at both the political 
and public levels that Iran maintains a 
network of undercover agents in the Gulf 
that would engage in underhanded tactics 
if ordered to do so from Tehran.52

 All six GCC states worry to varying 
degrees over Iranian influence, even as 
they maintain extensive trading links with 
Iran that, in the case of re-export trade 
from Dubai, constitutes a major loophole 
in the international regime of economic 
and financial sanctions.53 Ties of trade 
and shared commercial interests provide a 
powerful rationale for improving relations 
between the GCC and Iran. However, the 
different internal calculations within each 
individual state mean that the GCC is unable 
to reach consensus on, or deal collectively 
with, the Iranian issue at a regional multilat-
eral level.54 This became evident in the fall-
out from Qatar’s decision to invite Iranian 
President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad to the 
GCC Summit in Doha in December 2007.55 
 Radical extremism and transnational 
terrorism pose a different, but no less 
profound, ideological threat to regime 
legitimacy and internal security. Security 
officials throughout the GCC notably 
failed to anticipate the rise of al-Qaeda in 

the Arabian Peninsula after 2002. They 
quickly realized, however, that the orga-
nization’s publicized aim of forcing the 
withdrawal of Western forces and influ-
ence from the Arabian Peninsula consti-
tuted an existential challenge to regime 
legitimacy.56 The construction of a radical 
alternative to governing elites attempted 
to tap and mobilize popular discontent at 
their pro-Western orientation. 
 The ICT revolution and the creation 
of new forms of virtual space have eroded 
regimes’ control over the flow of informa-
tion and made it harder for them to isolate 
their societies from external influences.57 
Simultaneously, the rise of satellite tele-
vision, internet and email has enabled 
transnational organizations to spread their 
messages across state boundaries and ap-
peal to a broad “imagined community” of 
followers.58 The introduction of the inter-
net into Saudi Arabia early in 1999 played 
a pivotal role in facilitating the spread 
of jihadist propaganda in the kingdom.59 
Saudi security officials responded to this 
unprecedented challenge by prioritizing 
“intellectual security” and actively adopt-
ing cyber countermeasures in an effort to 
battle “deviant thoughts” and turn the ICT 
weapon against their foes.60

 Although the current capability of 
terrorist organizations in the Arabian 
Peninsula is much diminished, their intent 
remains a real threat to the internal security 
and external stability of the GCC. Ter-
rorist finances have not been completely 
disrupted and remain a threat, particularly 
in Dubai, which is emerging as one of the 
new conduits for organized transnational 
criminal and terrorist networks.61 More-
over, the April 2008 suicide bombing 
carried out in Mosul by Abdullah al-Aini, a 
recent Kuwaiti returnee from Guantanamo 
Bay, indicated that many extremists remain 
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beyond rehabilitation.62 Regional-security 
officials acknowledge that the return of 
foreign insurgents from Iraq will inject a 
new dynamic into the regional security 
environment and will remain a latent risk 
for many years to come.63 
 In January 2009, the emergence of two 
Saudi returnees from Guantanamo in posi-
tions of leadership in al-Qaeda in Yemen 
highlighted the weaknesses in regional and 
international security responses to the chal-
lenge of transnational terrorism. Following 
their release from Guantanamo, Saud al-
Shihri and Muhammad al-Awfi spent five 
months in Saudi Arabia’s much-vaunted 
rehabilitation and counterradicalization 
programs and were deemed ready for 
reintegration into society in May 2008.64 
Their reappearance in Yemen struck a 
humiliating and damaging blow to Saudi 
Arabia’s counterterrorism strategy, which 
had presented this soft approach and em-
phasis on a “war of ideas” as an innovative 
new strategy in the struggle against violent 
extremism.65 Meanwhile, the link with Ye-
men adds weight to growing evidence that 
extremists and groups linked to al-Qaeda 
have reconstituted themselves there after 
their tactical and operational defeat in 
Saudi Arabia. 
 The contraction of government control 
and the existence of “ungoverned” spaces 
in Yemen further illustrate the complex 
interconnections between internal and 
external security in the GCC. Saudi Arabia 
and other GCC states face a renewed chal-
lenge from terrorist infiltration and weap-
ons smuggling from Yemen as terror cells 
take advantage of state contraction and 
security gaps to regroup and reorganize.66 
In May 2008, Yemen’s vice-president, 
Abdu-Rabu Mansour Hadji, claimed that 
16,000 suspected members of the al-Qaeda 
network had been expelled from Yemen 

since 2003. These arrests notwithstanding, 
in August, Yemeni security forces uncov-
ered an al-Qaeda-linked cell that was plan-
ning to attack targets in Saudi Arabia, and 
later foiled a separate Yemeni-led cell that 
aimed to target oil-installation facilities 
in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia.67 
This plot was reminiscent of al-Qaeda’s 
failed attack on the Abqaiq oil-processing 
facility in February 2006.68 
 The September 17, 2008, coordinated 
assault on the U.S. embassy compound in 
Sanaa revealed a disturbing new develop-
ment as three of the six suicide attackers 
had recently returned from Iraq.69 After 
their return, the men reportedly attended 
al-Qaeda camps in the southern provinces 
of Hadramawt and Marib that Yemeni 
security officials suspect of training an 
aggressive new generation of extremist 
leaders.70 The deteriorating internal secu-
rity situation in Yemen, at once a cause and 
a consequence of the contraction of state 
control, is a significant threat to the stabil-
ity of the Arabian Peninsula. Moreover, 
it links regional security in the Arabian 
Peninsula to another security subregion 
in the Horn of Africa. This brings into the 
regional security equation the problems of 
state collapse in Somalia and progressive 
state contraction in Yemen, large-scale 
refugee flows from Somalia to Yemen, and 
the burgeoning issue of maritime piracy in 
the Gulf of Aden.71 
 The involvement of militants from 
the Iraqi insurgency raises the prospect of 
a second destabilizing wave of combat-
hardened militants returning to the Ara-
bian Peninsula. In 2002, the first wave of 
several hundred Saudi “Afghan veterans” 
returned to Saudi Arabia following the 
fall of Kandahar and provided the nuclei 
for the terrorist campaign waged by al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 
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2003-04.72 Although the security forces in 
Saudi Arabia and the other GCC states are 
better prepared to handle the return of Iraq 
“veterans” and are unlikely to be taken 
by surprise, as they were in 2002, their 
counterterrorism measures may simply be 
shifting the problem to the periphery of the 
Arabian Peninsula.73

 The rising incidence of terrorism in 
Yemen is a symptom of the much broader 
crisis of governance and contraction of 
state control facing the country and its 
long-serving president, Ali Abdullah Saleh. 
Yemen is one of the poorest countries in 
the Middle East, with a population of 23 
million (the second highest on the peninsu-
la after Saudi Arabia) and a GDP per capita 
of just $2,500 in 2007.74 The government 
faces a combination of armed rebellion, 
deep-seated socioeconomic problems and 
mass opposition to government policies.75 
The cumulative impact of poor gover-
nance, endemic corruption, inadequate 
economic development, dwindling oil 
reserves, a water table dropping by ten 
feet per year, poverty, unemployment rates 
of over 40 percent and a rapid population 
growth rate of 3.7 percent per annum is a 
systemic social and economic crisis that 
has left Yemen perilously close to collaps-
ing into a failed state.76 
 This failing political economy on the 
southwestern flank of the Arabian Penin-
sula is a direct threat to the security and 
stability of the GCC.77 Concerted regional 
and international action is necessary to 
assist the Yemeni state infrastructure to 
cope with the growing gap between rising 
demand for, and diminishing supplies of, 
basic services and resources. However, 
by early 2009, neither the international 
community nor the GCC had formulated 
a collective long-term strategy to prevent 
Yemen’s collapse.78 What is lacking is a 

program of political and economic engage-
ment that goes beyond countering terror-
ism and tackles the root causes of state 
failure and societal strains.  
 A major part of the problem is that the 
GCC is unable to reach a consensus on 
how to tackle the instability in Yemen and 
what measures to take to alleviate it.79 Lin-
gering Yemeni resentments toward Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia hamper efforts to incor-
porate Yemen into regional structures.80 At 
a collective level, the GCC fears for its la-
bor security if its labor markets are opened 
up to a large-scale influx of low-skilled 
and politicized labor migrants.81 Instead, 
Saudi Arabia and Oman have adopted 
measures such as tighter border controls 
and security fences to contain the tensions 
within Yemen and prevent overspill to 
their own polities.82 The thwarting of terror 
plots directed by Yemenis against targets 
in Saudi Arabia may indicate the immedi-
ate success of this policy of containment. 
However, it fails to offer a long-term 
solution to Yemen’s systemic problems of 
governance and resource depletion, which 
will become more acute with time.83

 The dynamic interaction between 
internal and external events is the thread 
running through ruling elites’ formulation 
of security policy within the GCC. The 
postcolonial state system has survived 
three major interstate wars since 1980, 
while a genuine attachment to national 
symbols and a sense of belonging have 
grafted the substance of group identity 
onto the impersonal framework of the 
state.84 Nevertheless, the emergence of 
“new” transnational security issues and 
shifting patterns of conflict from inter-
state to intrasocietal violence introduces 
new challenges to regional security.85 The 
impact of the processes of globalization on 
state-society relations and societal insecu-
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rity needs to be examined in the specific 
context of evolving political economies 
and domestic structural problems in the 
GCC, to which this paper now turns. 

LONG-TERM AND NON-MILITARY 
THREATS
 The evolving and long-term challenges 
to security in the Gulf states include demo-
graphic trends and structural imbalances 
in Gulf polities, the political economy of 
resource distribution, and the impact of 
climate change and environmental degra-
dation. Changing political economies and 
a range of socioeconomic problems are 
straining traditional channels of state-so-
ciety interaction and complicating tradi-
tional strategies for co-opting potential 
opponents through the spread of wealth.86 
If left unchecked or inadequately tackled, 
these issues have the potential to strike at 
the heart of the social contract and redis-
tributive mechanisms that bind state and 
society, and to leave a legacy of fractured 
polities with greater susceptibility to future 
external and global security threats from 
factors such as climate change. 

Demographic Trends and Structural 
Imbalances 
 Socioeconomic strains may have a dis-
proportionately destabilizing effect on the 
large numbers of young people who lack 
any point of comparison with the hardships 
experienced by their elders. This opens a 
potential challenge to regime legitimacy if 
succeeding generations react to the scaling 
back or loss of the redistribution of wealth 
and the provision of public goods that they 
have come to expect as a right of citizen-
ship.87 Current levels of welfare expen-
diture and redistributive mechanisms are 
unsustainable in the long-term and will re-
quire a reformulation of the social contract 

through the introduction of charges for ba-
sic services such as water and electricity.88 
Such an outcome is not palatable to ruling 
elites. In the words of one retired Kuwaiti 
official, they are “scared like hell” at the 
possible social tensions and instability they 
fear might result from the scaling back of 
subsidies and the introduction of charges.89 
 Rapid population growth and inade-
quate employment opportunities are major 
threats to long-term stability and secu-
rity in the GCC. The Gulf states contain 
some of the youngest and fastest growing 
populations in the world. The Population 
Reference Bureau estimates that GCC 
populations will increase by 42-80 percent 
in each country until 2050, and by 151 per-
cent in Yemen.90 Its statistics for 2008 also 
show a large youth bulge as the proportion 
of the population under 24 varies from 19 
percent in the United Arab Emirates and 24 
percent in Kuwait to 38 percent in Saudi 
Arabia and 45 percent in Yemen, the two 
most populous states in the region.91 These 
figures place significant pressure on Gulf 
regimes to generate jobs to accommodate 
them as they work their way through the 
labor market in coming decades.92 
 This challenge is compounded by 
stratified labor markets and rentier men-
talities that have created unbalanced labor 
forces riven by numerous fault lines. These 
include divisions between men and wom-
en, public and private sectors, citizen and 
expatriate labor, and English speakers and 
the rest.93 The existence of large numbers 
of migrant laborers with no civil or politi-
cal rights and very few economic rights is 
a further source of human insecurity and 
a potential threat to Gulf polities, should 
they make any claims to civil or political 
rights in the future.94 Continuing reliance 
on expatriate labor at a time of growing 
indigenous unemployment also contains the 
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seeds of considerable future discontent.95 
Within the region, unemployment is regu-
larly cited as the major long-term challenge 
facing regimes that are widely perceived 
to lack the political courage and capital to 
formulate effective strategies for tackling 
the structural roots of the labor imbalance.96 
 A November 2007 study by McKinsey 
& Company laid bare the scale of the chal-
lenge posed by mounting unemployment 
in the GCC. The report estimated that real 
unemployment rates in Bahrain, Oman and 
Saudi Arabia exceeded 15 percent and that 
the figure rose to 35 percent in the 16-24 
age bracket. It also found that the saturated 
public sector was no longer able to guaran-
tee employment to citizens entering the job 
market. Furthermore, it identified severe 
deficiencies in local education systems: 
most entrants into labor markets lacked the 
qualifications to enter the private sector.97 
 These factors point to a future crisis in 
the social contract in its current guise of 
cradle-to-grave welfare for citizens. Exist-
ing state capacity to meet rising demand 
for utilities, health care and education, 
in addition to jobs, is overstretched; the 
region has been hard hit by the double 
blow of plunging oil prices and the global 
economic downturn that started in 2008.98 
Many development plans are in jeopardy. 
In addition, diversification schemes have 
largely failed to resolve the deeper struc-
tural imbalances between public- and 
private-sector employment and the “crisis 
of education.”99  A generation of young 
people lacks the requisite skill sets and lan-
guage abilities to compete with alternative, 
cheaper sources of expatriate labor.100  

Resource Security and Patterns of 
Distribution
 Issues of infrastructure security and 
access to basic services are crucial com-

ponents of long-term sustainability in 
the GCC states. Ensuring the security of 
access to sufficient food, water and energy 
supplies has a long-term strategic dimen-
sion. It is integral to meeting the challeng-
es of rising population levels and large-
scale economic-diversification plans.101 
Water tables are dropping throughout 
the Middle East as demand from rapidly 
urbanizing and industrializing popula-
tions outstrips supply from fossil water 
and local aquifers. A report issued by the 
Islamic Development Bank in November 
2008 found that average annual water 
availability per capita in the Middle East 
has declined by two-thirds since 1960 and 
is projected to halve again by 2050 to 550 
cubic meters per capita per year. 
 The obvious implications for food 
security became clear in February 2008, 
when Saudi Arabia announced that it 
would cease producing grain by 2016 in 
order to alleviate growing water short-
ages attributed to climate change, drought 
and the depletion of fossil water.102 Saudi 
officials have developed alternative plans 
to “outsource” food production by creating 
an investment fund specifically to purchase 
agricultural land in Pakistan that will be 
used to meet domestic demand for rice and 
wheat.103 Other Gulf states have negotiated 
similar partnerships with food-producing 
nations in Asia and Africa.104 Such strate-
gies are vital to ensuring food security and 
freeing scarce water resources for domestic 
and industrial consumption.105 
 The steps being taken by GCC gov-
ernments to procure sufficient food and 
free up water supplies are important in 
themselves. However, a more intractable 
problem in several GCC states comes 
from the interaction of dwindling natu-
ral resources with inequitable patterns of 
resource distribution. The concentration 
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of resources in one particular group while 
scarcities persist elsewhere has been a 
demonstrated source of civil strife in nu-
merous instances.106 Three examples from 
Saudi Arabia, Yemen and Bahrain illustrate 
how localized scarcities and uneven access 
to resources can lead to domestic tensions 
and instability among ethnic, tribal and 
sectarian groups.  
 In November 1979, resentment among 
Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia’s East-
ern Province over shrinking water resourc-
es and failing water systems in the oasis 
regions of Qatif and al-Hasa was a major 
cause of three days of clashes with Saudi 
security services. Tensions were exacer-
bated by protesters’ anger at the apparent 
inability of local municipalities to alleviate 
the worsening situation. This tapped into 
grievances over the broader marginaliza-
tion of Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia 
and the politics of uneven development, 
which denied basic services to the towns 
and villages in the Eastern Province.107 
 Following the discovery of oil reserves 
in the Yemeni province of Hadramawt 
shortly after the 1990 reunification, oil 
rents fell disproportionately under the con-
trol of northern patronage groups linked to 
President Saleh’s powerful Hashid tribe. 
Their exploitation of oil rents has caused 
widespread discontent in Hadramawt and 
other areas in southern Yemen with the 
political pattern laid down after the brief 
civil war in 1994. This has played on and 
deepened lingering north-south tensions 
and was a contributory cause (though not 
the proximate one) of the large-scale urban 
protests against the government in south-
ern cities in 2007 and 2008.108 
 The case of Bahrain illustrates the 
tensions that arise from differential levels 
of access to resources and employment. 
Economic deprivation and systemic gov-

ernment discrimination against the major-
ity Shiite population formed the basis for 
recurrent internal unrest, most severely in 
the uprising from 1994 to 1999. In May 
2008, the 17 MPs belonging to Al-Wefaq 
walked out of a parliamentary debate to 
protest the sudden announcement of a 41 
percent increase in the population in 2007. 
This, they alleged, was due to government 
attempts to redress the sectarian balance on 
the islands by diluting the Shiite major-
ity.109 The new arrivals also elicited cross-
sectarian concern at the strain they place 
on services such as housing, education and 
the energy grid, which are already over-
stretched.110 Energy consumption doubled 
between 2006 and 2008 and is nearing peak 
capacity, yet demand for energy is forecast 
to grow a further 65 percent by 2014.111

 All three case studies demonstrate how 
states and societies containing numerous 
fault lines are more susceptible to internal 
tensions and conflict. Here the emphasis on 
“regime security” becomes problematic as 
the issues of which group defines security, 
and for whom, become politicized and 
contested.112 This is indicated by the con-
troversy over the importing of Sunni fami-
lies into Bahrain to staff the security and 
military services.113 As described above, it 
may well contribute to the regime’s sense 
of security but at the price of exacerbat-
ing sectarian fissures on the islands and 
corroding relations between the majority 
communities and the ruling elites
 
Environment and Climate Change
 Unequal resource distribution and 
socioeconomic challenges such as poverty 
and population stresses may also increase 
a society’s vulnerability to external shocks 
such as environmental degradation and 
climate change.114 Empirical research has 
indicated that the impact of “environmen-
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in the Gulf would result in Kuwait’s bear-
ing the brunt of any irradiation of water 
supplies.119  Desalination plants supply up 
to 80 percent of the drinking water in the 
GCC, and any contamination of regional 
water supplies would be catastrophic.120

 Yet, this aside, environmental degra-
dation and climate change barely feature 
in regional security discourse. The Gulf 
states have some of the highest levels of 
per capita energy consumption and per 
capita carbon emissions in the world. In 
this context of heavy industrialization and 
mega-projects, the long-term threat from 
climate change is simply not an issue; 
the security agenda remains focused on 
short-term “hard” issues. As one Dubai 
analyst said, “Thinking is very ad hoc and 
short-term, and this is the problem in the 
Gulf.”121 It remains to be seen whether UK 
Secretary of Defense John Hutton’s listing 
of climate change as one of the new threats 
to Gulf security (alongside the prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction and 
terrorist havens in failed states) will have 
any discernible impact in the region.122 
 Once again, Yemen provides a stark 
example of how climate change and 
resource depletion are already sharpening 
tensions and exacerbating conflict over 
access to scarce resources.  Water tables 
are dropping by as much as six to ten feet 
each year; the annual rains that replenish 
local aquifers cannot keep up with demand 
for water.123 Growing scarcities have not 
resulted in better regulation of water man-
agement. Instead, individuals and groups 
have rushed to extract as much water 
as they can in order to translate it into 
short-term profits through the growth of 
qat. This mildly narcotic plant consumes 
more than two-thirds of annual water 
consumption in Yemen, and its cultivation 
is causing rapid soil depletion in addition 

tal scarcity” is most pernicious in instances 
where it interacts with systems of unequal 
resource distribution.115 Societal cohesion 
may become fragmented if actual or latent 
fault lines and tensions within society 
become sharpened and dwindling access to 
limited resources becomes more contested. 
This is a potential issue of concern in the 
Gulf states, where potential cleavages 
abound — whether Arab versus Persian, 
Sunni versus Shiite or citizen versus non-
citizen. 
 Climate security and the threat from 
ecological disruption and human-induced 
climate change have emerged as key 
components of the new security paradigm. 
In April 2007, the UN Security Council 
discussed for the first time the international 
security implications of climate change. It 
identified a range of security threats from 
climate change, including flows of envi-
ronmental refugees, potential conflict over 
access to resources and energy supplies, 
and societal stresses and humanitarian 
crises.116 Other research has suggested that 
Middle Eastern countries will be among 
the hardest hit by climate change and that 
it could become the primary driver of con-
flict within and between states if compre-
hensive measures are not taken to alleviate 
its impact.117 
 Coastal patterns of settlement and 
development in Gulf states render them 
especially vulnerable to the impact of cli-
mate change or environmental degradation. 
Land-reclamation projects and low-lying 
islands such as Bahrain would be affected 
by rising sea levels.118 In Kuwait, officials 
express deep anxiety about the potential 
environmental and ecological conse-
quences of any accident at the Iranian 
nuclear reactor in Bushehr. They point out 
that Bushehr is closer to Kuwait than to 
Tehran and that counterclockwise currents 
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to exacerbating water scarcity.124 It is here 
that the linkages drawn by Hutton among 
climate change, failing states and terrorism 
may combine in a cycle of instability and 
predatory contestation for resources in a 
contracting political economy. 

A NEW APPROACH TO SECURITY?  
 The future of Gulf security will be 
framed by the need to find sustainable 
balances:  between competing visions of 
national and regional security architecture; 
between incremental reforms to political 
and economic structures and the deeper 
systemic problems that undermine long-
term solutions; and between rising de-
mands for, and falling supplies of, natural 
resources. At its core lies the balance 
between state and society and reformula-
tion of the social contract during the transi-
tion to post-oil political economies. In 
this regard, the management of dwindling 
oil rents in Bahrain, Oman and Yemen 
will provide a barometer of the long-term 
prospects for internal security and external 
stability in the Arabian Peninsula. 
 States in transition are more vulner-
able than most to political violence and 
ideological and other substate challenges 
to legitimacy. Visionary leadership and 
long-term development strategies are 
necessary, but not sufficient in themselves, 
to minimizing these threats and reconsti-
tuting state-society relations. Socioeco-
nomic challenges and growing disparities 
of income and wealth within the GCC add 
further impetus to the need for regimes to 
broaden their base of support and construct 
more inclusive polities that can weather 
the transitions ahead. Redistributive states 
with depoliticized societies are especially 
vulnerable to economic insecurity and the 
potential breakdown of mechanisms for 
spreading wealth and co-opting support. 

For this reason, the global financial crisis 
and economic slowdown that began in 
2007 have been very closely monitored by 
governments in the GCC.125 
 What is vital to securing the sustain-
able long-term development of these 
polities is expansion of their support base 
and reconciliation of regime security with 
human security for all. This is crucial to 
strengthening the internal cohesion of 
Gulf polities and ensuring that current and 
future security strategies are targeted at all 
communities and levels of society. Tack-
ling existing insecurities and inequalities 
will better enable states and societies to 
manage the transition to post-rentier forms 
of governance and lessen the sources of 
potential tension and violent contestation 
for political power. Empowering women 
and working towards human security for 
all communities will increase the likeli-
hood that changes will be consensual and 
nonviolent. 
 References to gender and human 
security are entering regional debates on 
security with increasing frequency. Oman 
and Qatar, alongside the UAE, have led the 
region in publicizing women’s rights and 
placing women in visible positions of po-
litical and economic leadership. Prominent 
royals such as Sheikha Mozah of Qatar 
have taken a leading role in educational 
and cultural development and are becoming 
more assertive in the public-policy arena.126 
 Simultaneously, groups and organi-
zations have started to acknowledge the 
importance of human security as a founda-
tion stone for constructing a new security 
paradigm. In 2008, the Arab Women’s Or-
ganization focused its most recent biennial 
conference on women and human security, 
devoting the occasion to constructing a 
human-security strategy that embraces 
women as equal participants and contribu-
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tors.127 The Arab Human Development Re-
port 2008, to be published in 2009, will be 
entitled Human Security in the Arab World 
and will focus on the symbiosis of human 
development and human security. This is 
both significant and encouraging, as suc-
cessive Arab Human Development Reports 
have identified the lag in key indices of hu-
man development and governance and the 
political, economic and social realization 
of full empowerment in the Arab world.128 
 It is possible that ruling elites in the 
GCC merely view their advocacy of the 
concept of human security as part of a 
broader strategy to update regime security 
and legitimacy. If this proves the case, it 
would fit into a record of pragmatic adop-
tion of strategies of survival that have 
eased nondemocratic regimes through peri-
ods of intense transition. Finely honed over 
many decades, these instincts guided the 
regimes through the intense social and eco-
nomic upheavals that have accompanied 
the entry into the oil era.129 The primary 
differing variable in the shift to the post-
oil future is that their capacity to co-opt 
opposition is likely to be limited both by 
socioeconomic constraints and by global-
izing flows of people, ideas and norms.
 Much depends on the attitude of the 
ruling elites as agents of change. Their 
actions will determine whether the reforms 
subsequently develop into a genuine com-
mitment to the values of human security 
as applied to communities and individuals 
with interests that are distinct from those 
of the ruling elite. If this is allowed to 
occur, it may strengthen internal cohesive-
ness and contribute to national security 
by addressing the latent fault lines that 
may otherwise be vulnerable to manipula-
tion by external variables. The adoption 
of an inclusive and empowering vision of 
security would also lessen the likelihood 

of political violence and social conflict 
accompanying the transition to post-rentier 
structures in the GCC. However, it should 
be said that the evidence from the proj-
ects of political reform unveiled in the 
late 1990s suggests that this is unlikely to 
occur and that the probable outcome is a 
stalled “halfway house” that suits neither 
the interests of the state nor those of the 
individuals and groups within society.
 At a regional level, the GCC needs to 
find a workable balance between reliance 
on the United States as an external-security 
guarantor and the creation of a regional se-
curity architecture that can provide greater 
stability than the balance-of-power dynam-
ic has done. This may best be served by 
engaging with Iran and a possibly resur-
gent post-occupation Iraq, while regulating 
their power within an inclusive security 
arrangement. Such an arrangement need 
not entail the infeasible expansion of the 
GCC to include Iraq and Iran. Instead, it 
could take the form of a network of forums 
and mechanisms for comprehensive and 
cooperative security based loosely on the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe. 
 Difficult challenges lie ahead in the 
Arab oil monarchies. The regimes must 
reformulate the welfare states constructed 
during the 1960s and 1970s, when popula-
tions were low and per capita wealth was 
high. The transition to post-redistributive 
models of governance will require address-
ing the systemic structural problems in 
their sociopolitical composition. Simulta-
neously, globalization and the opening up 
of political and economic processes pres-
ent new material and intellectual linkages 
between the internal and external dimen-
sions of security. Defining what security 
means and for whom it is intended will 
consequently be integral to the evolving 
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political economies of the GCC. This is 
one of the most important factors deter-
mining whether the changes will sharpen 
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