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Chairman Ros-Lehtinen, Ranking Member Deutch, and distinguished members of 
the subcommittee, thank you on behalf of the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies for the opportunity to discuss tensions in America’s security 
relationship with members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). As a former 
Professional Staff Member at the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, I feel 
particularly appreciative for the opportunity to testify before you today. 
 
The GCC covers a region that is extremely important for American interests. The 
group is comprised of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, 
Kuwait, and Oman. 
 
Half of the world’s proven oil reserves are located in the broader Persian Gulf, and 
several members of the GCC, particularly Saudi Arabia, are noted for having spare 
production capacity, which gives them added influence over the global oil market.1 
America has crucial military bases in the region, including an air base in Qatar, a 
naval facility in Bahrain, and a drone facility in Saudi Arabia, and all of which help 
sustain military operations outside of the Gulf.2 America exports more goods to the 
United Arab Emirates than any other country in the Middle East, Africa, or South 
Asia, and current exports to Saudi Arabia are nearly as high.3 Finally, U.S. officials 
often turn to our allies in the Gulf for actionable intelligence to avert specific al 
Qaeda attacks against the American homeland.4 
 
I will now proceed by explaining why U.S. alliances in the Gulf are coming under 
increasing strain. In particular, I will discuss the GCC’s sense of abandonment vis-à-
vis Iran and how this concern has been exacerbated by other factors such as the 
shale boom, the Arab Spring, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the conflict in Syria. 
 
I will also note areas where we should expect more from our Gulf allies, such as 
countering violent extremism and encouraging the pursuit of reform. I will 
acknowledge several challenges for our country’s energy security as it pertains to 
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the Gulf and then conclude by offering a list of policy recommendations for 
improving U.S. relations in the region. 
 

Sense of Abandonment 
 
There is a pervasive sense among the GCC states that America has abandoned its 
allies in the region and has ceded its longtime leadership position. In order to 
understand the sources of this concern, it is important to consider five key factors as 
they pertain to U.S. policy: (1) the shale boom, (2) the Arab Spring, (3) the Muslim 
Brotherhood, (4) Syria, and (5) Iran. 
 
The Shale boom. In the last few years, the Gulf states see America becoming less 
dependent upon foreign oil thanks to horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing 
(also known as “fracking”), which allow America to extract large, new amounts of oil 
and natural gas from underground shale deposits. These countries publicly claim 
not to be concerned about America’s energy revolution.5 Yet they see us decreasing 
our dependence on foreign crude – and, in Qatar’s case, threatening its hold on 
markets for liquefied natural gas – and they are forced to wonder if this might 
ultimately reduce Washington’s commitment to their national security. 
 
The Arab Spring. In 2011 the Gulf states watched America support a popular 
revolution in Egypt, calling on the country’s longtime ruler Hosni Mubarak to step 
down. Fearing a similar outcome in their own neighborhood, Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates orchestrated a military intervention to shore up the minority 
Sunni monarchy under the Khalifa family in Bahrain. Judging from a recent visit by 
the UAE’s interior minister to his country’s troops in the area, it would seem at least 
some of these forces are still there.6 Leaders in the region continue to wonder if 
America might abandon them like it did Mubarak. 
 
The Muslim Brotherhood. Over the period that followed, these Gulf states watched 
America engage with ascendant Muslim Brotherhood forces in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, 
Libya, and Yemen. Saudi Arabia and the UAE in particular fear that the Brotherhood 
offers a potent threat to their rule, as a disciplined network of adherents to a 
clandestine Islamist movement that uses religion to challenge traditional rule. Thus, 
these Gulf states saw American engagement with the Morsi government in Cairo 
through a skeptical, perhaps conspiratorial, lens. The fact that Qatar, a neighboring 
GCC state, has actually sought to bolster the Muslim Brotherhood as a powerful 
regional proxy has only added to Riyadh and Abu Dhabi’s imminent sense of threat.7 
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Syria. The GCC states blames Washington for letting Syria’s Assad regime cling to 
power and slaughter tens of thousands of Sunni civilians.8 They watched the U.S. 
decline to enforce its red line on weapons of mass destruction, unfortunately seeing 
this as a sign that the Obama doctrine means no use of force rather than the doctrine 
of selective force on which the President campaigned in 2008 and 2012. 

 
Iran. Last but certainly not least, there is the matter of Iran. Tehran has been locked 
in a confrontational relationship with the GCC states ever since the Islamic 
Revolution and the subsequent Iran-Iraq War. The Islamic Republic of Iran has 
sponsored terrorism throughout the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant, seeking to 
use Shi’ite communities in many of these countries as a sectarian wedge for power 
promotion. 
 
Thus, when the Gulf states see Washington engaging with their number one enemy, 
it is only reasonable to conclude that it is going to set off alarm bells in the region.  
 

Iranian Intervention in the GCC 
 
Saudi Arabia’s Deputy Crown Prince, Muqrin bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, is on record 
articulating why the GCC cares so much about Iranian power projection. He 
reportedly told U.S. officials that claims about a “Shi’ite crescent” stretching from 
Iran all the way to Lebanon through Iraq and Syria are only part of the picture. 
Instead, he insisted that his country is encircled by a hostile Shi’ite “full moon” that 
also includes Iranian networks in Yemen, Bahrain, Kuwait, and parts of Saudi 
Arabia.9 
 
It is true that regimes in the region often point to an Iranian bogeyman to keep their 
citizens divided and focused on foreign conflicts instead of the domestic battle over 
reform.10 However, there is also real truth to the claims by Gulf states that Iran has 
used its Shi’ite proxy relationships to threaten their national authority and to 
promote terrorism, something that continues up until this very day. 
 
In both Bahrain and Yemen, officials have intercepted shiploads of sophisticated 
weapons evidently from Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) headed 
toward radical Shi’ite militias.11 In the Yemeni case, the weapons were apparently 
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headed to a Shi’ite insurgent group along Saudi Arabia’s border that has engaged in 
frequent battles with Saudi armed forces. Meanwhile, the United Arab Emirates 
claims three valuable islands near the Strait of Hormuz that Iran has been occupying 
for decades.  
 
Saudi Arabia has been targeted in attacks linked to Iran’s global terrorist network, 
including the 1996 Khobar Towers bombing that killed 19 U.S. service members and 
a 2011 plot to assassinate the Saudi Ambassador here in Washington.12 Kuwait was 
the site of several high-profile Iranian terrorist attacks in the 1980s, and Kuwaiti 
authorities have recently arrested or expelled several individuals on charges of 
espionage on behalf of Iran.13 Similar Iranian terrorism or espionage rings have 
allegedly been broken up in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain as well.14  
 
Iranian subversion in the Gulf is especially important to consider today because it 
colors how many of the Gulf states view America’s security commitment as well as 
the prospects for a nuclear deal with Iran. Like Israel, the GCC will never trust the 
terms of an international accord over Iran’s nuclear program until they see Tehran 
stopping its support for terrorism and other mischief-making in the Gulf, Yemen, 
and the Levant. In short, such activities are quite justifiably the prism through which 
our Gulf allies view Iran’s broader intentions, including on the nuclear file. 
 
Further, the American decision to conduct secret, high-level talks with Iran through 
Oman starting in March of last year contributed to the other Gulf states’ sense of 
betrayal.15 President Obama’s phone conversation with Iranian President Hassan 
Rouhani in September apparently helped convince King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia to 
give up his nation’s right to address the UN General Assembly in protest.16 Citing 
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similar concerns, Saudi Arabia soon afterwards gave up its seat on the Security 
Council.17 
 
Thus, although recent U.S. promises not to surprise the GCC again on the nuclear file 
and frequent visits by officials involved in the nuclear talks (such as Under Secretary 
of State for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman) are positive gestures, they only 
address part of the current problem.18 A comprehensive reassurance strategy for 
the Gulf has to also find new ways to address the threat posed by Iran’s IRGC. 
 
This will continue to be the case even as individual members of the GCC move to 
engage Iran directly, such as an expected upcoming visit to Tehran by the Kuwaiti 
Amir Sabah al-Ahmad Al-Sabah.19 Leaving aside Oman, which has reached a 
lucrative natural gas deal with Tehran and is not a Sunni-majority country, such 
engagement by the Gulf is less a sign that they trust Iran’s intentions than that they 
fear being left behind as others cut separate deals with Tehran. The GCC countries 
will continue to doubt the value of America’s 35,000 military personnel in the region 
if Washington appears unwilling to use its diplomatic might to push back against 
aggressive activity by their most threatening state adversary. 
 

Countering Violent Extremism 
 
Saudi Textbooks: 
 
The United States works with its Gulf allies on a continuous basis to fight violent 
extremism in the region. However, there are certain areas where our Gulf allies are 
falling short, and it is important to identify those areas and hold a frank dialogue 
with our allies, both in private and in public, to make clear why America has these 
concerns. 
 
For example, Saudi Arabia continues to teach its children horrendous forms of 
hatred and incitement to violence in official, government-sponsored textbooks. 
Saudi textbooks from the current academic school year indoctrinate children to 
believe that there is no point in letting anybody who converts away from Islam live 
and that the only worthwhile debate about the role of LGBT individuals in society is 
how best to kill them.20 The books suggest that Christians and Jews are incapable of 
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coexistence with Muslims and that women are inherently prone to adultery except 
under the watchful eye of a male relative.21 
 
Saudi Arabia gave Washington assurances in 2006 that its Education Ministry would 
completely remove incitement against other religious groups from school textbooks 
within two years,22 but the Bush and Obama administrations did not hold Riyadh 
accountable when this deadline lapsed.23 In part due to the textbooks issue, Saudi 
Arabia has been designated as a “country of particular concern” according to the 
International Religious Freedom Act for an entire decade, but the executive branch 
continues to waive any and all penalties under the Act.24 
 
Perhaps even more disappointingly, the State Department chose to withhold from 
publication the results of a taxpayer-funded study that documented hate in Saudi 
textbooks more comprehensively than ever before. In response to a question in 
March about this study, State Department Deputy Spokesperson Marie Harf claimed 
that “both State Department officials and the president of the nonprofit who wrote 
the study said it was never meant to be released to the public. So there’s no one 
keeping a public report quiet. It was always supposed to be internal”.25  
 
However, I was personally informed by the president of this nonprofit that they 
began the study “with the intent of publishing its results.”26 Similarly, the former 
assistant secretary at the State Department whose bureau commissioned the study 
said it was originally authorized “with the option, depending upon the findings, of 
making it public if the problems persisted,” which they clearly do.27 
 
Further, given that last year the State Department released a study it had 
commissioned posing unprecedented criticisms of Israeli textbooks, the U.S. 
government has been tougher on Israel for its education materials than on Saudi 
Arabia, even though Saudi textbooks are undeniably the worse of the two. In light of 
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the horrendous anti-Semitism in the Saudi books, this is a serious shortcoming in 
the administration’s strategy for countering anti-Semitism worldwide. I believe this 
is why the American Jewish Committee recently stated that continuing to withhold 
this taxpayer-funded report on Saudi textbooks is inexplicable.28 
 
The American people have a right to know what their tax dollars have supported, as 
well as the horrendous invective being perpetuated by the Saudi education system. 
Releasing this report is about more than just combatting state-sponsored 
intolerance overseas, it is about addressing a festering counterterrorism problem. 
 
Terrorist Finance: 
 
According to the U.S. Treasury Department, the GCC is the biggest source of private 
donations to core al Qaeda, with Kuwait and Qatar serving as the two most 
permissive jurisdictions through which this illicit finance flows.29 Kuwait allegedly is 
the number one source of funding for the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).30 
 
Such dynamics are currently having a major effect on chaotic battlefields in the 
Levant. Experts describe Kuwait as “a virtual Western union” and “the Arab world’s 
main clearinghouse” for Syria’s radical armed groups.31 Kuwaiti financiers provided 
seed money for Syrian groups close to al Qaeda that enabled them to become a 
major player on the ground.32 President Obama reportedly chastised Qatar’s Emir 
last year for allowing weapons his country had purchased to fall into the hands of 
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the al Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.33 Since then, the terrorist group has urged its 
supporters to send money through a Qatari charity fund.34 
 
Kuwait and Qatar’s problems with terrorism finance can be encapsulated by two 
prominent individuals, even though this issue ultimately involves comprehensive 
institutional failures as well as dubious actors. 
 
Kuwait’s problem is neatly symbolized by a prominent individual named Nayef al-
Ajmi, who was appointed in January to serve in two separate capacities as the 
country’s Minister for Justice and for Islamic Affairs. His image or written 
endorsement had been used by three separate fundraising networks to aid radical 
extremists in Syria.35  
 
One of these networks has been linked by the U.S. government to al Qaeda’s main 
Syrian affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra.36 All three networks appeared to be sending aid to 
Ahrar al-Sham, another Syrian rebel group that was co-founded by Ayman al-
Zawahiri’s representative in Syria, an al Qaeda veteran named Abu Khaled al-Suri.37 
 
When U.S. officials called al-Ajmi’s appointment “a step in the wrong direction,” 
Kuwait’s cabinet fired back by expressing its “resentment” at the allegations against 
one of their own.38 An initial offer of resignation by al-Ajmi was rejected, and he was 
granted prime photo opportunities with the country’s Prime Minister as well as the 
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Amir.39 News reports indicated that Nayef al-Ajmi submitted his resignation again 
last week and that this time it was finally accepted.40 However, it is unclear if al-Ajmi 
has actually stepped down, since the Kuwaiti cabinet’s official website continues to 
list him as the country’s Minister for Justice and Islamic Affairs.41   
 
Another prominent individual who symbolizes the Gulf’s problem with terrorist 
finance is Qatar’s Abdulrahman al-Nu’aymi, who was designated in December 2013 
by the Treasury Department as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist. Treasury’s 
designation claimed that al-Nu’aymi had channeled millions of dollars to al Qaeda 
affiliates in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and Somalia over the years and that most 
recently he had been caught transferring hundreds of thousands of dollars to Syria 
for Abu Khaled al-Suri.42  
 
What is especially remarkable about al-Nu’aymi is that he was a publicly visible 
figure: as a professor at Qatar University, the head of a human rights group, the co-
founder of a charity associated with a member of the royal family, reportedly even 
as the former head of the Qatar Football Association.43 If Qatari authorities were 
unaware of his actions, then it was almost certainly an act of negligence on their 
part. Nor is there any sign that Qatari authorities have acted against al-Nu’aymi 
since his designation.44 
 
More broadly, both Kuwait and Qatar have acted as a transit point, permitting 
private citizens to openly solicit donations from radical donors in other Gulf states 
that have more restrictive regimes for combating terrorist finance.45 The State 
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Department’s most recent country reports on terrorism indicated that for the entire 
2013 calendar year Qatar’s financial intelligence unit (FIU) only referred a single 
suspicious transaction for investigation, and as of the year’s end even that case had 
prompted no judgments.46  
 
Members of Congress signed onto a letter last year raising concern about Qatar’s 
ongoing sponsorship of the Palestinian terrorist movement Hamas.47 Since then, 
Doha’s rulers have pledged $5 million for a fund to support Palestinians whose 
family members were killed in internecine fighting between Hamas and Fatah as 
part of the recent unity deal to bring Hamas back into the Palestinian Authority.48 
 
Kuwait refuses to take action against the Revival of Islamic Heritage Society, a 
humanitarian relief organization that has been blacklisted by America and the 
United Nations for providing material aid to al Qaeda.49 Despite finally passing a law 
criminalizing terror finance in May of last year, the country’s FIU still does not 
appear to be operable.50 On the plus side, Kuwait’s Ministry of Social Affairs recently 
declared a fundraising campaign for radical Syrian rebels illegal after years of 
turning a blind eye to such efforts.51 
 

The Struggle for Reform 
 
Bahrain: 
 
Although none of the GCC states experienced a regime change during the Arab 
Spring, citizens in every country adopted more demanding expectations for 
government accountability. Governments in the region pledged massive handouts to 
the public, made some limited gestures toward reform, and cracked down hard on 
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advocates of reform.52 All of these countries are expected to face massive, long-term 
reckonings with regard to demographic, economic, and political realities. 
 
Bahrain was the only regime in the Gulf that faced a real risk of overthrow since the 
outbreak of the Arab Spring. An autocratic Sunni monarchy ruling over a majority 
Shi’ite population, the Khalifa family has understandably faced major pressures to 
yield authority to a parliament that better represents the demographic makeup of 
its nation’s people. Demonstrations in 2011 were met with brutal repression 
involving the death of scores of protesters as well as the systematic and deliberate 
use of excessive force, including torture.53 
 
The protests in Bahrain were driven by indigenous grievances, such as extensive 
economic and political discrimination as well as calls by reformist Sunnis and 
Shi’ites alike for a constitutional monarchy and more responsive political system.54 
However, the Islamic Republic of Iran has predictably sought to take advantage of 
this situation by providing more than mere encouragement to radical elements of 
the Bahraini opposition.  
 
Iranian support for violent groups in Bahrain is real and significant. Open source 
indicators of such support during the last year include the interception of a massive 
weapons shipment from Iraq containing weapons of Iranian and Syrian origin such 
as C4 explosives, the interception of wanted Bahraini individuals allegedly receiving 
training from Iran as insurgents, and the seizure of a weapons storehouse in 
Bahrain that U.S. officials believe was from Iran.55  
 
Due to both Iranian interference and political polarization, Bahrain has found itself 
in the grips of ongoing violent turmoil on the ground. Peaceful protests do take place 
with government permission, but more often unauthorized demonstrations occur in 
Shi’ite villages virtually every night. Acts of thuggery such as tire burnings and 
Molotov cocktails represent a similarly frequent occurrence. Terrorist networks 
linked to Iran have begun building hundreds of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
inside Bahrain for use against police and government facilities.56 
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Meanwhile, acts of mistreatment and reports of torture by the security forces 
continue. Not a single senior Bahraini official has been held accountable for the 
deaths of peaceful protesters in 2011.57 Political prisoners from major opposition 
factions continue to linger in prison, and the top leaders of the main Shi’ite 
opposition party, Al-Wefaq, face trumped up charges that could land them behind 
bars as well.58 According to rights groups, security forces in Bahrain use supposedly 
non-lethal weapons such as teargas and birdshot with excessive force in incidents 
that have led to dozens of deaths and injuries.59 
 
However, there is also some good news out of Bahrain. Prominent rights advocate 
Nabeel Rajab will have served his full two-year sentence for peaceful activism later 
this week and presumably should be released.60 More broadly, with the support of 
King Hamad, Crown Prince Salman undertook a bold move in January to relaunch 
stalled political dialogue with the opposition.61 Both men deserve praise for this 
development. 
 
Since then, the government in Manama has been engaged in bilateral meetings with 
all parties to the dialogue, and indications suggest these talks seem substantive and 
are aimed at a deal that would enable members of the opposition not to boycott 
upcoming parliamentary elections this fall. 
 
The outlines for such a deal are clear. The elected Council of Representatives in 
Bahrain should be empowered with the ability to decide who the prime minister 
appoints to his cabinet. The Council’s membership should be decided based on a 
fairer redistricting that allows Shi’ite parties to realistically contest a majority of 
seats. Any such agreement could also include a road map that provides a long-term 
political horizon for both sides, as well as confidence building measures such as the 
release of political prisoners and cooperation against violence on the ground. 
 
Human Rights: 
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In its most recent survey of global human rights, Freedom House ranks every 
member of the GCC as “not free” except Kuwait, which is only marginally better.62 
Saudi Arabia is the worst offender in this group, as Amnesty International warns 
that the Kingdom is undergoing a “sustained crackdown on human rights 
activists.”63 But other countries in the region are not far behind. 
 
Numerous independent sources point to a pervasive problem with forced labor in 
Qatar, leading the world’s largest federation of trade unions to warn that more 
people may die in preparations for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar than soccer players 
will take to the field.64 Qatari authorities announced several new proposals this 
month for labor reforms, but such measures must be implemented swiftly and 
effectively in order to affect conditions on the ground.65 
 
The United Arab Emirates recently convicted scores of nonviolent Islamists for 
conspiring to overthrow the government. Foggy Bottom has noted allegations that 
these individuals were subject to “beatings, electric shocks, and exposure to 
extremes of temperature while in solitary confinement” and that “guards threatened 
them with HIV infection, sexual abuse, death, or further torture for not admitting to 
charges.”66 
 
According to U.S. government reporting, in Oman “the media generally does not 
operate freely,” and Amnesty International reports that in Oman “over 30 human 
rights activists and government critics became prisoners of conscience” in 2013.67 
Bahrain tried to impose new regulations in 2013 banning political organizations 
from contacts with foreign diplomats except in cases of official permission.68 Kuwait 
denies citizenship to approximately 100,000 stateless individuals known as bidoon 
and has reportedly tortured several young bidoon activists.69 
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A great deal of media attention is garnered by women’s activists in Saudi Arabia 
who seek the right to drive, but American officials should also raise concerns about 
the country’s restrictive guardianship system, which forces women to rely on their 
male relatives – in some cases young children – for permission to pursue basic life 
choices such as work, education, and medical care.70 Similarly, officials up to the 
level of the President should consistently raise cases of prisoners of conscience with 
regional officials. 
 
More broadly, American officials should make clear to their Gulf counterparts that 
we are prepared to help them address long-term challenges to stability but only if 
they are prepared to treat rights defenders and peaceful advocates of reform as 
potential partners, not a security menace. Such measures should include amending 
Saudi Arabia’s draconian terrorism list, ending the abuse of special security courts 
to convict nonviolent activists, and abolishing statutes in several Gulf countries that 
treat criticism of the ruler as a criminal offense. 
 

Energy Security 
 
It is a common, tempting fallacy that America will no longer need the Gulf in several 
years because we will soon have less need for oil imported from abroad. Yet because 
hydraulic fracturing produces a different kind of oil than America imports from the 
Gulf, we actually import more crude today from the GCC states than we did before 
the start of the shale energy boom.71 And concerns about energy aside, U.S. security 
interests in the Gulf will likely endure for the foreseeable future. 
 
Our national interests do overlap with the Gulf states in several key areas when it 
comes to energy policy. Both sides seek a stable global market that can withstand 
major supply disruptions without fluctuations in oil prices. Both sides seek to 
ensure that the global economy grows at a steady pace, which would ensure 
continued growth in demand for oil. 
 
However, when it comes to America’s burgeoning energy independence, our 
interests with the Gulf states diverge. All three of the Gulf’s top energy producers 
have been indirectly bankrolling efforts that would reduce America’s growing 
energy independence.  
 
The American Petroleum Institute, which allegedly receives tens of millions of 
dollars per year from Saudi Aramco, is funding a lobbying campaign to reduce 
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blend-in requirements for renewable fuels here in the U.S., which in turn would earn 
foreign oil producers several billion dollars a year.72 The United Arab Emirates has 
provided funding for Hollywood film projects that preach about the evils of fracking 
and deep-sea oil drilling in the United States.73 And Qatar’s television network Al 
Jazeera America has promoted systematically biased journalism on energy issues 
that selectively plays up only the potential costs of fracking without seriously 
grappling with any of the technique’s noteworthy strategic or economic benefits.74 
 
Part of this issue points to a problem with how foreign interests are represented 
here in the United States. The Foreign Agents Registration Act implemented in the 
1930s is obsolete, leaving numerous loopholes for foreign powers flush with cash, 
such as the Gulf states, to promote their views through indirect, undeclared means. 
Members of Congress could do a great deal to update this law by tightening the 
requirements for public declarations when American entities receive multi-million 
dollar donations from foreign principals that could have a political motive in mind.  
 
Finally, these efforts to obstruct America’s energy revolution point to the fact that 
we will never achieve true energy independence while crude oil remains a strategic 
commodity that our economy cannot do without. Moving forward, the U.S. 
government can pursue three main measures to ensure real energy security: (1) 
continue to promote hydraulic fracturing whenever it is economically and 
environmentally sustainable, (2) adopt a national strategy for achieving fuel choice 
in the transportation sector, and (3) continue to promote efforts that move 
America’s energy sector away from petroleum toward renewables in the long term. 
 

Recommendations for Policy 
 
Because of these significant and pressing challenges, I would respectfully submit the 
following recommendations for U.S. policy toward the Gulf: 
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1. No Deal is Better than a Bad Deal on Iran. This is particularly important 
with regard to U.S. credibility in the Gulf, where our allies worry the 
temptation of a foreign policy win could outweigh our motivations for 
holding firm on essential prerequisites for a comprehensive nuclear deal 
with Iran. As administration officials have repeatedly indicated, an 
agreement with the P5+1 that gives Iran the capability and incentives to 
continue pursuing nuclear weapons would be far more harmful than a 
stalemate in negotiations.75  
 

2. Show U.S. Resolve on Stopping the IRGC. America’s allies in the Gulf are 
exploring tentative engagement with Iran in order to diminish the potential 
fallout for their interests of U.S.-Iran détente. However, they remain 
fundamentally concerned about the depth, breadth, and severity of Iranian-
sponsored terrorism and subversion in their own backyard. If America is 
truly serious about reassuring its GCC allies, then it must prove we are not 
seeking to embrace Iran while such interference continues. Rather, 
Washington should insist on opening a negotiating forum alongside the 
nuclear file for pressuring Iran to stop its radical regional activity, and we 
should plan to bring our Gulf allies to the table. 
 

3. Appoint a Special Envoy for Relations with the Gulf. The fact that 
President Obama visited Saudi Arabia in March for the express purpose of 
spending some time face to face with King Abdullah highlights the 
exceptional importance of personal relationships among top leaders in this 
region.76 The fact that they spent only two hours together suggests those 
relations are not going particularly well.77 Because there is a significant trust 
deficit among top leaders and there is only so much time that the President 
or cabinet-level officials can spend in the region, the administration should 
appoint a special envoy who can regain the trust of the GCC’s rulers. This 
envoy should have high-level familiarity with the issues, be given access to 
the White House, and not have recent ties to private business or lobbying 
firms with financial interests in the region. 
 

4. Warn Kuwait and Qatar on Terrorism Finance. Several Gulf states are 
continuing to permit al Qaeda and other jihadist groups to use their territory 
to raise very significant sums of money. The United States should keep up the 
pace of terrorist designations for individuals tied to terrorist finance, and we 
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should not shy away from broadening this list to include foreign officials 
when their governments turn a blind eye to fundraising by terrorists. 
 

5. Release the Saudi Textbooks Report. More than ten years after 9/11, the 
State Department was right to commission a comprehensive study of hate 
and incitement to violence in official Saudi textbooks. However, the 
Department privileged cordial diplomatic relations over American interests 
by choosing to withhold the results of that study from the public eye. The U.S. 
government should underline its commitment to fighting terrorism, anti-
Semitism, and homophobia by releasing this study without delay. 
 

6. Hold Saudi Arabia Accountable for Violations of Religious Freedom. The 
textbooks issue is just one of many areas where Saudi Arabia is arguably the 
worst violator of religious freedom anywhere in the world. As called for by 
the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, the administration 
should revoke the Kingdom’s indefinite waiver from penalties under the 
International Religious Freedom Act and instead grant a non-renewable, 
time-delimited waiver for working with Saudi authorities to achieve tangible 
results on the ground such as hate-free textbooks and the release of 
prisoners of conscience in jail for their religious beliefs.78 
 

7. Urge the Saudis to Fix their Terror List. Saudi Arabia broke new ground 
this spring by ordering mandatory penalties for anybody who provides 
support to radical groups on the country’s new terrorism list. However, given 
that the list was reportedly generated as a gesture to Washington before 
President Obama’s trip to meet with the King, the U.S. bears special 
responsibility for urging Riyadh to resolve problematic elements of the list.79 
Such examples include its omission of Hamas and Hezbollah’s main branches, 
as well as its harsh penalties for atheism or peaceful demonstrations.80 
 

8. Encourage the Dialogue Process in Bahrain. With elections coming up 
later this year, Bahrain is reaching a decision point on whether or not a deal 
with the mainstream political opposition is achievable. The United States 
should praise the King and Crown Prince for restarting the national dialogue 
and encourage all parties to set realistic expectations for how much they can 
expect from the other side. However, Washington should also be prepared to 
impose penalties on one or both sides if a deal is not reached in time for 
elections, depending upon who is responsible for the continued stalemate. 

                                                        
78

 U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, “Annual Report 2014,” 2014. 

(http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%202014%20Annual%20Report%20PDF.pdf) 
79

 “Saudi Arabia and Qatar Will Each Seek an Accommodation With Iran in Light of US-Iranian 

Rapprochement,” IHS Janes 360, March 10, 2014. (http://www.janes.com/article/35151/saudi-arabia-and-

qatar-will-each-seek-an-accommodation-with-iran-in-light-of-us-iranian-rapprochement) 
80

 David Andrew Weinberg, “Saudi Arabia Moves Against the Muslim Brotherhood,” FDD Policy Brief, 

March 7, 2014. (http://www.defenddemocracy.org/media-hit/saudi-arabia-moves-against-the-muslim-

brotherhood/) 

http://www.defenddemocracy.org/
http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%202014%20Annual%20Report%20PDF.pdf
http://www.janes.com/article/35151/saudi-arabia-and-qatar-will-each-seek-an-accommodation-with-iran-in-light-of-us-iranian-rapprochement
http://www.janes.com/article/35151/saudi-arabia-and-qatar-will-each-seek-an-accommodation-with-iran-in-light-of-us-iranian-rapprochement
http://www.defenddemocracy.org/media-hit/saudi-arabia-moves-against-the-muslim-brotherhood/
http://www.defenddemocracy.org/media-hit/saudi-arabia-moves-against-the-muslim-brotherhood/


David Andrew Weinberg  May 22, 2014 

Foundation for Defense of Democracies  www.defenddemocracy.org 
18 

 
9. Support women’s rights and rights defenders. Rulers in the Gulf like to 

style themselves as champions of progress and moderation, but there is no 
better barometer of their true intentions than how they treat women and 
defenders of human rights. The United States should press Gulf states to stop 
arresting rights defenders and to empower women to participate equally in 
public life. Most notably, Saudi women should be granted the right to drive, 
and the country’s oppressive guardianship system should be abolished. 
 

10. Meet America’s Own Energy Challenges. We share an interest in helping 
the Gulf states address skyrocketing domestic energy consumption in order 
to free up more crude oil for export to the global market. However, our 
interests with the GCC significantly diverge when it comes to American 
energy independence. The U.S. government should continue to promote the 
use of hydraulic fracturing at home when economically and environmentally 
viable, and it should use the resulting increase in oil and natural gas as a 
bridge to more lasting energy solutions. This includes generating a national 
strategy for fuel choice in the transportation sector and increasing renewable 
energy supplies to shift away from fossil fuels in the longer term. 

 
11. Fix the System for Foreign Lobbyists. The original intention of the 1938 

Foreign Agents Registration Act was that individuals representing the 
interests of foreign governments in a “political or quasi-political” manner 
should publicly disclose the nature of those ties.81 Yet the specific 
requirements of that law are obsolete and fail to achieve its core purpose.82 
Because they are flush with energy revenues, the Gulf states give hundreds of 
millions of dollars in the law’s gray zones to U.S. persons, charities, and 
institutions, often with an eye toward advancing foreign interests in internal 
American political debates. Congress should examine ways to tighten the 
rules for entities receiving multimillion dollar donations from abroad that 
seem to have a political objective in mind. 

 
12. Engage Gulf States on the Muslim Brotherhood. Although Washington 

should not take sides in the current GCC spat over Qatar’s support for the 
Muslim Brotherhood, it should encourage the mitigation of this dispute 
because it endangers collective security efforts in such fields as missile 
defense and maritime cooperation.83 The United States should explain its 
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concerns to Qatar about empowering the Muslim Brotherhood in places like 
Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, and Sudan. Similarly, officials should explain to the 
other Gulf states why they need to meet a higher standard of evidence if they 
want us to consider designating the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist group. 
Meanwhile, the United States should work with these countries in the Gulf to 
ensure that their aid to post-Brotherhood Egypt is used effectively and 
encourages Egyptian authorities to pursue structural economic reforms and 
some modicum of political moderation and inclusivity moving forward.84 
 
 

Esteemed Members of Congress, I thank you for the opportunity to address you on 
America’s security relations with the Gulf, and I eagerly look forward to your 
questions. 

                                                        
84

 Richard LeBaron, “Building a Better US-Gulf Partnership,” The Atlantic Council, December 2013. 

(http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/Building_a_Better_US-Gulf_Relationship.pdf) 

http://www.defenddemocracy.org/
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/Building_a_Better_US-Gulf_Relationship.pdf

