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Executive Summary

THIS PAPER ENDEAVOURS to capture the perspectives of Iran and the six Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) member states on the interactions between the Iranian nuclear programme, 
international nuclear diplomacy with Iran, and regional security in the Gulf and the wider 

Middle East. The authors examine the interaction of these issues in the context of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, colloquially known as the Iran nuclear deal), concluded 
between Iran and the P5+1 (the UK, the US, France, Germany, Russia and China) in 2015, and the 
negotiations to revive the agreement in 2021 and 2022. The paper seeks to inform policymakers 
– especially, but not only, in London – and support the articulation of policies that address UK 
and Western concerns over Iran’s nuclear ambitions while also being compatible with stated 
objectives of supporting stability and security in the Gulf region.1

The research for this paper is based on 44 semi-structured interviews with subject matter 
experts and current and former government officials from Iran, the GCC states, the US and 
Europe, conducted between July 2021 and March 2022. Key findings are listed below.

On Mutual Perceptions Between Iran and the GCC States

• Each GCC state has its own distinct bilateral relationship with, and perception of, Iran – 
and vice versa. While all GCC states see Iran as a key source of regional instability, the 
perceptions of the importance of the threat posed by Tehran, as well as of the Islamic 
Republic’s objectives, vary across the GCC states.

• For Iran, the GCC states, and ultimately only Saudi Arabia and the UAE, constitute a 
secondary threat to national security and regional interests, and primarily by virtue of 
their defence and security relations with the US and Israel.

On Perceptions of Iran’s Nuclear Programme and Related Diplomacy

• The Iranian nuclear programme plays a secondary role in the GCC states’ threat 
perceptions vis-à-vis Iran, behind concerns over Tehran’s missile and drone programmes, 
and its network of non-state actor allies.

1. An in-depth discussion of how the UK defines ‘regional security and stability’ in the context of its 
policy towards the Gulf region is somewhat outside the scope of this paper. In broad strokes, UK 
security and stability objectives in the region can be understood to include minimising military 
conflict in the region and promoting the national security and economic prosperity of regional 
partners. For a more detailed discussion of the UK’s policy towards the Gulf and broader Middle 
East, see HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, 
Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021).
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• The GCC monarchies do not regard Iran’s nuclear activities as being driven by regional 
security dynamics, but rather by Tehran’s relationship with Western powers – namely, 
the US – and, to a lesser degree, Israel. Nevertheless, the Gulf states assess that a nuclear 
deterrent would further embolden Iran and increase its destabilising activity in the region.

• Some of the GCC monarchies, especially Saudi Arabia, fear that the resolution of the Iran 
nuclear issue will be used by the US and other Western powers as an excuse to disengage 
from the region.

• The GCC states do not accept a military resolution of the Iranian nuclear issue and fear 
that a collapse of nuclear diplomacy could lead to military conflict.

On Perceptions of the Role of Extra-Regional Actors in Regional Security

• All GCC states see an important role for extra-regional powers to play in regional 
security dynamics and many expressed anxiety over the perception of US and Western 
retrenchment from the region.

• On the other hand, Iran sees the involvement of foreign actors in the region as a key 
source of regional instability and a threat to its national security.

• The GCC states see the UK and European states as potentially valuable contributors to 
regional security, but perceive a lack of clarity on their willingness, ability and strategy 
for engagement.

• Both Iran and the GCC states harbour reservations about expanded engagement with 
China and especially Russia. However, economic and political isolation in the case of Iran 
and concerns over US retrenchment among the GCC states may mean that increasing 
cooperation with Moscow and Beijing becomes inevitable for both sides of the Gulf.

On Perceptions of Trust-Building and a Regional Security Framework

• Despite some recent de-escalatory tendencies in the Gulf, mutual trust between Iran 
and the GCC states remains low.

• Building trust through collaboration on cultural, religious, environmental or economic 
matters can provide some initial opportunities for improving relations between Iran 
and its Gulf neighbours. However, meaningful progress towards more regional stability 
requires tackling fundamental security concerns, where significant disagreements 
between Iran and the GCC states persist. For instance, the GCC states want Iran to respect 
the principles of sovereignty and non-interference in the region and to acknowledge its 
role in creating regional instability. Iran, however, regards its ‘forward defence’ strategy 
as essential to its national security.

Based on these findings, the authors put forward the following recommendations for UK 
policymakers, to be coordinated with allies in the US and Europe and considered alongside the 
full scope of UK, US and European interests – and limitations – in the Gulf region:

1. The UK should take note of both the similarities and differences in the GCC states’ threat 
perceptions and relationships with Iran and with each other.
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2. The UK and its allies should clearly articulate and demonstrate their commitment to 
supporting regional security and regional diplomatic initiatives aimed at de-escalation 
and stabilisation, regardless of the outcomes of the JCPOA negotiations.

3. There are limited prospects for a trust-based UK–Iran relationship; nevertheless, 
there may be scope for London to engage with Tehran on discrete issues through 
trusted channels.

4. The UK should clearly articulate its objectives and strategy towards the Gulf region, 
ideally outlined in a strategy document or a ministerial statement.

5. Non-security-related confidence-building measures should be supported, especially 
in the economic sphere, but the UK should not overestimate their impact on regional 
security dynamics.

6. The UK should encourage its GCC partners to engage with Iran bilaterally while also 
supporting cross-GCC coordination on engagement with Tehran. Such regional 
engagement would remain in the UK’s interest, regardless of the outcome of international 
nuclear diplomacy with Iran.





Introduction

FOR THE PAST two decades, the Iranian nuclear programme has been a key issue of 
concern for policymakers in the UK, the US and across Europe. It has been seen as a 
potential flashpoint for international and regional conflict, but also as an area in which 

a successful diplomatic solution could serve as a foundation for better relations between Iran 
and the international community, and a catalyst for a more cooperative security order in a 
notoriously unstable region. As such, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was 
seen by many in the West as a positive step towards normalising Iran’s relationship with the 
international community, and potentially encouraging more responsible and less destabilising 
behaviour from Tehran in its own neighbourhood.1

Iran’s neighbours, however, have not always shared this optimism. With the exception of Oman, 
which helped to facilitate the direct US–Iran talks that led to the JCPOA, the other members 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) – Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
– were disappointed not to be included in the negotiation process. From their perspective, 
although Iran and the P5+1 insisted that the JCPOA exclusively dealt with the nuclear issue, 
the agreement inevitably also had an impact on regional security dynamics in the Gulf, not 
least by giving Tehran access to financial resources it had previously been denied by sanctions.2 
As such, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the UAE were among the loudest supporters of then US 
President Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw from the JCPOA in 2018 and launch his so-called 
‘campaign of maximum pressure’ against the Islamic Republic.3

In April 2021, following the election of Joe Biden to the US presidency, talks commenced between 
the remaining parties to the JCPOA to revive the nuclear agreement, with Washington taking 
part in the negotiations indirectly. Just as before 2015, regional states were not involved in the 

1. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was concluded in 2015 between Iran and the 
P5+1 (the UK, the US, France, Russia, China and Germany), capping Iranian nuclear activity 
and expanding International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) monitoring and verification of the 
programme, in exchange for US, EU and UN sanctions relief for Iran. For more information, see, 
for example, Kali Robinson, ‘What Is the Iran Nuclear Deal?’, Council on Foreign Relations, last 
updated 28 April 2022, <https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-iran-nuclear-deal>, accessed  
8 June 2022. For the rationale behind the agreement, as outlined by the Obama administration, 
see Obama White House, ‘The Historic Deal That Will Prevent Iran from Acquiring a Nuclear 
Weapon’, last updated 16 January 2016, <https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/issues/foreign-
policy/iran-deal>, accessed 30 March 2022.

2. See, for example, Sanam Vakil and Neil Quilliam, Steps to Enable a Middle East Regional Security Process: 
Reviving the JCPOA, De-Escalating Conflicts and Building Trust (London: Chatham House, 2021).

3. Stephen Kalin and Sarah Dadouch, ‘Gulf Arab Allies Hail Triumph After US Quits Iran Deal’, Reuters, 
8 May 2018.

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-iran-nuclear-deal
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/issues/foreign-policy/iran-deal
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/issues/foreign-policy/iran-deal
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negotiations, despite a more active and structured diplomatic outreach to their governments 
by the US this time around.4 Washington, London, Paris and Berlin have repeatedly emphasised 
that a renewed nuclear deal would not come at the expense of the security interests of their 
partners in the region. However, the willingness of the US and the remaining parties to the 
JCPOA to segregate the Iran nuclear issue from broader regional concerns has once again raised 
concerns in the Gulf.5

This paper examines the perceptions of Iran and the six GCC states on the interaction between 
the Iranian nuclear issue and regional security dynamics in the Gulf.6 The authors have sought 
to answer the following research questions:

• What are the security concerns of each of the six Gulf monarchies vis-à-vis Iran, and how 
do the Iranian nuclear programme and nuclear diplomacy relate to these?

• What are Iran’s security concerns vis-à-vis the six Gulf monarchies, and how do its 
nuclear programme and nuclear diplomacy relate to these?

Within this scope, the authors also examine the prospects for these security concerns to be 
addressed and for the emergence of a process towards a more sustainable and resilient security 
framework in the region.

The international relations of the Gulf region and the complex bilateral and multilateral 
relationships between Iran and its Arab neighbours are the subject of a rich and dynamic field of 
research that spans academia, think tank analysis and media commentary. This paper is rooted 
in this literature,7 informed by news reporting, and builds on the authors’ combined expertise 

4. NPR Morning Edition, ‘What to Expect During the Iran–U.S. Nuclear Deal Negotiations’,  
26 November 2021, <https://www.npr.org/2021/11/26/1059317198/what-to-expect-during-the-
iran-u-s-nuclear-deal-negotiations>, accessed 30 March 2022.

5. Mohammed Alyahya, ‘America Is Dismantling the Pillars of its Own Empire’, Jerusalem Post,  
28 March 2022.

6. The decision to focus on the GCC in particular is not a reflection of any allusion on the part of 
the authors that the six countries share a singular understanding of regional security or their 
relationship with Iran. Rather, the six countries were selected because they are: geographically 
close to Iran; considerably different in their relationships with Iran, yet have close ties with the US, 
the UK and other European actors; and share certain historical, political, economic and security 
realities and priorities. As such, the authors decided that focusing efforts on understanding the 
perceptions of the six GCC states would not just allow for a reasonable scoping of the research 
but would also permit the development of actionable recommendations for US, UK and European 
policymakers.

7. Bahgat Korany and Ali E Hillal Dessouki (eds), The Foreign Policies of Arab States (Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press, 2008); Raymond A Hinnebusch and Anoushiravan Ehteshami (eds), The Foreign 
Policies of Middle East States (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2014); Kristian Coates 
Ulrichsen, Insecure Gulf: The End of Certainty and the Transition to the Post-Oil Era (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2015). For recent think tank publications, see Project on Middle East 

https://www.npr.org/2021/11/26/1059317198/what-to-expect-during-the-iran-u-s-nuclear-deal-negotiations
https://www.npr.org/2021/11/26/1059317198/what-to-expect-during-the-iran-u-s-nuclear-deal-negotiations
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on issues related to Middle East regional security and nuclear proliferation. The paper seeks to 
contribute to the ongoing debates about the implications of the Iranian nuclear programme, the 
ways in which regional security in the Gulf may develop in the coming years and the role that 
the UK and other extra-regional actors can play in addressing some of the arising challenges.

The paper consists of four main chapters. Chapter I analyses how Iran and the six GCC states 
see each other from the perspective of those interviewed as part of this research. Chapter II 
examines regional perspectives on the Iranian nuclear programme and international nuclear 
diplomacy with Iran and how these have an impact on regional actors’ thinking on regional 
security. Chapter III explores how the GCC states and Iran see the involvement of extra-regional 
powers in regional security. Chapter IV explores opportunities and challenges for trust-building 
between Iran and the GCC states, and prospects for moving towards a regional security 
framework. The paper concludes with a series of recommendations for how the UK and other 
Western powers could support regional dialogue initiatives and a more sustainable management 
or settlement of regional security issues, in light of persistent international concerns regarding 
the Iranian nuclear programme.

Research Methodology, Data Sources and Limitations
In answering the research questions, the authors had to contend with the so-called ‘black 
box’ challenge inherent in studies of Middle Eastern states’ foreign policies and perceptions.8 
Government thinking and decision-making in regional countries, especially on security issues, 
is widely seen as the exclusive domain of small groups of ruling elites to which outsiders 
have limited access. However, while this reality must be acknowledged, it should not prevent 
researchers and analysts – or politicians and policymakers, for that matter – from trying to 
better understand how regional governments see their strategic environment, even without 
having direct engagement with kings, presidents or senior ministers. In this spirit, this paper is 
based on a robust research methodology that combines the collection of primary qualitative 
data through interviews and roundtable discussions with officials and subject-matter experts 
(SMEs) from the countries under examination and beyond with extensive consultation of the 

Political Science (POMEPS), ‘Shifting Global Politics and the Middle East’, POMEPS Studies No. 34, 
2019; Vakil and Quilliam, Steps to Enable a Middle East Regional Security Process; International 
Crisis Group, ‘A Time for Talks: Toward Dialogue Between the Gulf Arab States and Iran’, Middle 
East Report No. 226, 24 August 2021; Mehran Haghirian, ‘New Horizons for Regional Economic 
Diplomacy in the Persian Gulf’, Bourse & Bazaar Foundation, 9 March 2022; Shashank Joshi 
and Michael Stephens, ‘Uncertain Future: Regional Responses to the Iran Nuclear Programme’, 
Whitehall Report, 4-13 (December 2013); Dalia Dassa Kaye and Frederic M Wehrey, ‘A Nuclear Iran: 
The Reactions of Neighbours’, Survival (Vol. 49, No. 2, 2007), pp. 111–28.

8. See, for example, Hinnebusch and Ehteshami (eds), The Foreign Policies of Middle East States; 
Karen E Young, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis of the Gulf Cooperation Council: Breaking Black Boxes and 
Explaining New Interventions’, in LSE Middle East Centre, ‘The New Politics of Intervention of Gulf 
Arab States’, April 2015, pp. 4–12.
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existing secondary literature, including the academic and think tank publications referenced 
earlier and throughout the paper.

Research for the paper was conducted between July 2021 and March 2022. The authors 
conducted 44 semi-structured interviews with current and former government officials and 
SMEs from Iran and the six GCC states, as well as recognised SMEs based elsewhere in the 
Middle East, Europe and North America. They further organised four closed-door roundtable 
discussions attended by selected SMEs, some of whom also participated in interviews. Finally, 
the authors hosted a peer review workshop with several SMEs to review their initial findings.9 
Most of these engagements took place online as the ongoing coronavirus pandemic limited 
possibilities for international travel and in-person meetings.

Research participants were selected through a combination of purposive and opportunistic 
sampling.10 They were identified due to their expertise or position and contacted via the means 
available to the authors, including direct email requests and the authors’ professional networks. 
The authors recognise the sample can therefore not be regarded as representative. The number 
of interviews, as well as the seniority of participants, differed from country to country and 
depended on the authors’ ability to secure access. For example, although the authors contacted 
UK-based diplomatic representations of all seven countries under examination, only some made 
officials available. For reasons of transparency, the authors made clear to all participants that, 
while RUSI is an independent research institute, the project was supported by the Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). The FCDO had no influence on the methodology 
or outcomes of the research, but the affiliation may have influenced participants’ responses to 
requests for interviews.

The number of interviews and roundtable discussions was therefore determined by the time 
and resources available to the authors, as well as their judgement of when a saturation point 
had been reached. The interviews and roundtable discussions were held on the understanding 
that all contributions would be anonymised ahead of any publication, including this paper, to 
protect participants and facilitate open exchanges on occasionally sensitive security-related 
matters. The only exception to this were interviews conducted for other project outputs, such 
as a podcast series hosted by the authors and commissioned guest commentaries from SMEs 
on the RUSI website.

9. For more information on the interviews and roundtables that informed the research for this paper, 
please see Annex: List of Primary Sources.

10. For more information on these sampling methods, see Jane Ritchie, Jane Lewis and Gillian Elam, 
‘Designing and Selecting Samples’, in Jane Ritchie et al. (eds), Qualitative Research Practice: A 
Guide for Social Science Students and Researchers (London: Sage, 2003), pp. 77–108; Michael 
Quinn Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002).
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Definitions and Limitations
Due to space limitations, and for smooth reading, the paper employs shorthand terminology 
common in the field. Where the authors refer to what ‘Saudi Arabia’, ‘Riyadh’ or the ‘Saudi 
government’ thinks or does, they are conscious of the inevitable generalisation this represents. 
States’ perceptions and decisions inevitably encompass a range of different, possibly 
contradictory, perspectives. Statements and assessments in this paper must therefore be 
understood as good-faith approximations rather than declarations of fact. The UAE represents 
a special case. It is a federation, and its component Emirates hold different views on Iran. Abu 
Dhabi tends to be most focused on Iran as a security threat, while Dubai has long maintained 
closer economic relations with Tehran. Since the mid-2000s, however, the UAE’s politics, and its 
foreign, defence and security policies, in particular, are widely seen to have become increasingly 
dominated by Abu Dhabi.11 In this paper, the focus is on the positions of the UAE’s federal 
government and, to a large extent, the leadership of Abu Dhabi. Nevertheless, all references to 
the UAE should be read with the implicit acknowledgement that the other Emirates’ positions 
also shape the UAE’s overall approach to Iran.

As mentioned earlier, where possible, the authors engaged with experts based in the countries 
examined in this study, not least to capture perspectives that tend to be less commonly 
represented in the Western-produced literature. Yet, to ensure a large enough sample of 
interviews, the authors also spoke with SMEs not based in the countries they study; this was 
particularly true in the case of interviews on the Iranian perspective, as the authors for the 
most part struggled to engage with experts inside Iran. When referring to current and former 
government officials, the authors mention the country they represent or represented.

References to Europe in this paper exclude the UK, unless stated otherwise, and are used as 
a shorthand for members of the EU. However, references to the EU as a policymaking body 
are explicitly stated as such in the paper. The paper uses the terms ‘the West’ or ‘Western’ to 
collectively refer to Europe, the US and the UK. While the authors appreciate that the term 
is an oversimplification and of limited utility, they felt that this simplification is appropriate 
given the limited space available. The primary geographic focus of the paper is the Gulf region, 
encompassing Iran, Iraq and the states on the Arabian Peninsula (the GCC states and Yemen). 
When the authors wish to discuss the wider Middle East,12 this is mentioned explicitly.

11. Hussein Ibish, ‘The UAE’s Evolving National Security Strategy’, Issue Paper No. 4, Arab Gulf States 
Institute in Washington, April 2017; Matthias Sailer, ‘Hardly a Ruler in Waiting’, Qantara, 28 March 
2018, <https://en.qantara.de/content/uae-foreign-policy-and-the-crown-prince-of-abu-dhabi-
hardly-a-ruler-in-waiting>, accessed 23 March 2022; Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, The United Arab 
Emirates: Power, Politics, and Policy-Making (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017).

12. This paper defines the Middle East as the region including the member states of the Arab League 
plus Iran, Israel and Turkey.

https://en.qantara.de/content/uae-foreign-policy-and-the-crown-prince-of-abu-dhabi-hardly-a-ruler-in-waiting
https://en.qantara.de/content/uae-foreign-policy-and-the-crown-prince-of-abu-dhabi-hardly-a-ruler-in-waiting




I. Mutual Perceptions Between 
Iran and the GCC States

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE countries on the two sides of the Gulf – which Iran insists is 
Persian, and the Gulf monarchies refer to as Arabian – are complex and go back centuries. 
This was emphasised by almost all the officials and SMEs from the region consulted for 

this project. Within the limited scope of this paper, however, it is sufficient to note that Iran and 
its behaviour in the Gulf region and the wider Middle East has been a crucial factor in shaping 
the foreign, defence and security policies of the Gulf monarchies since the Iranian Revolution 
in 1979. One obvious manifestation of this was the formation of the GCC in 1981, as the Gulf 
monarchies came together to balance against neighbouring Iraq and Iran.13

Six Bilateral Relationships and Perceptions
In trying to understand how the Gulf monarchies and Iran see each other today, examining 
the perspective of the GCC as an organisation has limited utility and risks overlooking nuances 
and differences in its members’ individual threat and security perceptions vis-à-vis Iran. 
Each Gulf monarchy has a distinct bilateral relationship with, and perception of, Iran – and 
vice versa. Fundamentally, while dealing with Iran dominates defence and security thinking in 
Saudi Arabia,14 the smaller Gulf monarchies see their strategic environment defined by their 
geographical position between their two much larger and more powerful neighbours – Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. They all maintain closer relations with Riyadh than with Tehran, but several 
interviewees assessed that their respective governments are conscious to maintain their foreign 
political independence from both.15 Kuwait experts, for example, consistently highlighted 
balancing between and avoiding breakdowns in relations with any of the kingdom’s three big 
neighbours – Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq – as the Kuwaiti government’s most important regional 
foreign policy objective.16 Iraq’s attempted annexation of Kuwait in 1990–91 still looms large, 

13. Ulrichsen, Insecure Gulf.
14. Authors’ interview with R, a Saudi government official, London, 21 September 2021; authors’ 

interview with T, a Saudi SME, 7 November 2021; authors’ interview with V, a US-based SME,  
8 December 2021; authors’ telephone interview with W, a Saudi journalist, 22 November 2021; 
remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 28 September 2021.

15. Authors’ interview with I, an Omani SME, 9 September 2021; authors’ interview with M, a Qatari 
SME, 19 October 2021; authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government official, 25 October 2021; 
authors’ interview with X, a former Emirati government official, 13 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with AA, an Emirati government official, 12 October 2021; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, 
RUSI, 2 November 2021; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 20 December 2021.

16. Authors’ interview with F, a Kuwaiti SME, 14 October 2022; authors’ interview with H, a Kuwaiti 
SME, 12 January 2022; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 20 December 2021.
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not just in the country, but also for policymakers in Abu Dhabi, Doha, Manama and Muscat. 
Only Bahrain has explicitly aligned itself with Saudi Arabia’s position on Iran.17 By contrast, Qatar 
experts noted that – from Doha’s perspective – the political and economic boycott of Qatar 
from 2017–21, led by Saudi Arabia and supported by the UAE and Bahrain, has more directly 
and recently threatened its national security than any actions by Iran.18 The intra-GCC crisis was 
officially resolved in January 2021, but rebuilding trust between the countries involved will take 
time, and the experience of the crisis informs Qatar’s position to strike a balance between its 
relationships in the GCC and with Iran.19

Shared Perception of Iran as a Destabiliser
There are significant commonalities in the GCC states’ views of Iran. They share the basic 
perception that Iran’s regional behaviour is destabilising. According to experts from across the 
Gulf, all six GCC governments assess that Iran is trying to assert itself as the dominant regional 
power; that it is working to alter or even overthrow the regional order based on international 
law and sovereignty of states; and that it is deliberately undermining the sovereignty of several 
Arab states by claiming patronage over Shia Muslim and Persian-heritage communities across 
the region. GCC governments generally agree that Iran’s support for armed non-state actors – 
such as Hizbullah in Lebanon, the Hashd Al-Shaabi in Iraq or the Houthis in Yemen – threatens 
the national security of the countries in which these groups operate, as well as the security 
of neighbouring countries. The GCC monarchies also share concerns about Iran’s missile and 
drone programmes, and the proliferation of these weapons to Tehran’s non-state actor allies 
across the region.20 Experts frequently cited the 2019 attack on Saudi oil facilities in Abqaiq 
and Khurais,21 as well as the frequent missile and drone attacks by the Houthis in Yemen against 
targets in Saudi Arabia and the UAE.22

Experts from across the GCC countries also identified very similar perceived drivers behind 
Iran’s regional activities. Interviewees from all six states generally listed three main factors: 
Iran’s hegemonic ambitions, underpinned by long-standing claims to regional power status; the 

17. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021.

18. Authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021; authors’ interview with N, a Qatari 
government official, 25 October 2021.

19. Kristian Coates Ulrichsen et al., ‘The GCC Reconciliation: An Assessment’, Arab Center Washington 
DC, 11 January 2021, <https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/18767/>, accessed 27 June 2022; 
Michael Stephens, ‘Sunshine Over the Gulf’, RUSI Commentary, 7 January 2021.

20. These issues were raised by almost all interviewees from the six GCC states; it was also the 
consensus view among participants in the virtual roundtable discussions organised by RUSI on  
28 September, 2 November and 20 December 2021.

21. See Ben Hubbard, Palko Karasz and Stanley Reed, ‘Two Major Saudi Oil Installations Hit by Drone 
Strike, and U.S. Blames Iran’, New York Times, 14 September 2019; Humeyra Pamuk, ‘Exclusive: US 
Probe of Saudi Oil Attack Shows It Came from North – Report’, Reuters, 19 December 2019.

22. Reuters, ‘Houthis Have Fired 430 Missiles, 851 Drones at Saudi Arabia Since 2015 – Saudi-Led Coalition’, 
26 December 2021; Al Jazeera, ‘Timeline: UAE Under Drone, Missile Attacks’, 3 February 2022.

https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/18767/
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Islamic Republic’s revolutionary ideology that combines a religious mission with a revisionist 
opposition to the prevailing regional – and global – order; and Tehran’s ‘forward’ or ‘active’ 
defence strategy that seeks to keep threats to national and regime security away from Iran’s 
borders.23 However, the Gulf monarchies weigh these drivers differently in their understanding 
of what shapes Iranian behaviour. Most notably, SMEs assessing Bahraini and Saudi Arabian 
and, to a lesser extent, Kuwaiti and Emirati perceptions thought that Manama and Riyadh tend 
to see Iran as aggressively pursuing hegemonic ambitions, fuelled by a revolutionary ideology 
aimed at undermining the sovereignty of countries in the region.24 Those looking at Oman 
and Qatar, meanwhile, concluded that Doha and Muscat understand Iran’s behaviour as at 
least partially motivated by the Islamic Republic’s self-defence requirements and legitimate 
regional interests.25

Divergent Domestic Threat Perceptions
The difference in assessments of the drivers of Iranian behaviour correspond with the extent 
to which a given Gulf monarchy considers Iran to pose a direct threat to its respective national 
security. According to Bahraini interviewees, the government in Manama sees Iran as the 
principal threat to the country’s domestic stability. They accuse Tehran of working to subvert 
the kingdom’s politics by backing Shia opposition groups (including violent elements) inside the 
country, akin to how Iran has used Hizbullah to establish influence in Lebanon.26 Saudi Arabia 
perceives Iran as working to encircle the Kingdom, including through Tehran’s non-state actor 
allies in Iraq and Yemen. Riyadh is also sensitive to any perceived Iranian attempts to undermine 
the Saudi monarchy’s legitimacy as the custodian of Islam’s holiest sites in Mecca and Medina.27

23. These drivers were identified by almost all interviewees from the six GCC states; they were also 
listed by participants in the virtual roundtable discussions organised by RUSI on 28 September,  
2 November and 20 December 2021.

24. For example, authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ 
interview with B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021; authors’ interview with E, a Kuwaiti SME,  
27 September 2021; authors’ interview with Q, a Saudi government official, 30 July 2021; authors’ 
interview with R, a Saudi government official, 21 September 2021; authors’ interview with S, 
a Saudi SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with T, a Saudi SME, 7 November 2021; 
authors’ telephone interview with W, a Saudi journalist, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview with 
Z, an Emirati SME, 28 October 2021.

25. Authors’ interview with I, an Omani SME, 9 September 2021; authors‘ interview with J, an Omani 
journalist, 14 September 2021; authors’ interview with AT, a US-based SME, 6 December 2021; 
authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021; authors’ interview with N, a Qatari 
government official, 25 October 2021.

26. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview with 
B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021; authors’ interview with C, a Bahraini SME, 10 February 2022.

27. Authors’ interview with Q, a Saudi government official, 30 July 2021; authors’ interview with R, a 
Saudi government official, 21 September 2021; authors’ interview with S, a Saudi SME,  
27 September 2021; authors’ interview with T, a Saudi SME, 7 November 2021; authors’ telephone 
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Meanwhile, the Omani and Qatari governments do not see Iran as harbouring hostile intent 
towards them. They regard regional conflict involving Iran, in which they could be caught in 
the middle, as a more substantial threat than Iranian actions against their domestic security. In 
fact, both Muscat and Doha see maintaining constructive relations with Tehran as essential to 
protecting their most important national interests.28 The former remembers with appreciation 
Iran’s intervention during the Dhofar War in the 1970s29 and sees cooperation with Iran as 
essential to maintaining the security in the Strait of Hormuz.30 For the latter, the North Dome/
South Pars gas field it shares with Iran is the single most important national asset; Qatar 
therefore regards maintaining a pragmatic relationship with Tehran as indispensable.31

Interviewees portrayed Kuwaiti and Emirati perceptions as between these two perspectives. 
Kuwait sees Iran as a latent threat to its national security, including in relation to possible 
Islamic Republic attempts to influence local Shia communities. Kuwait also fears regional conflict 
between its neighbours.32 UAE experts assessed that the Emirati leadership is confident that 
Iran cannot undermine its domestic legitimacy through subversion, but that it sees Iran – and its 
armed non-state actor allies – as posing the most substantial military threat to the federation.33 
Iran’s occupation of the Gulf islands of Abu Musa and the Greater and Lesser Tunbs – which 
the UAE claims belong to Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah, respectively34 – and the Houthi missile 
attacks on Abu Dhabi in January and February 2022 illustrate this.35

interview with U, a Saudi government official, 20 October 2021; authors’ telephone interview with 
W, a Saudi journalist, 21 October 2021.

28. Authors’ interview with I, an Omani SME, 9 September 2021; authors’ interview with J, an Omani 
journalist, 14 September 2021; authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021; 
authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government official, 25 October 2021.

29. See, for example, Mark Pellas, ‘Oman: How the Shah of Iran Saved the Regime’, Orient XXI, 
5 March 2020, <https://orientxxi.info/magazine/oman-how-the-shah-of-iran-saved-the-
regime,3681>, accessed 29 March 2022; Marral Shamshiri-Fard, ‘Why Oman’s Sultan Qaboos Loved 
Iran’, Foreign Policy, 16 January 2020.

30. Authors’ interview with I, an Omani SME, 9 September 2021; authors’ interview with J, an Omani 
journalist, 14 September 2021; authors’ interview with K, an Oman-based SME, 20 October 2021.

31. Authors’ interview with O, a UK-based SME, 30 November 2021. See also David B Roberts, Qatar: 
Securing the Global Ambitions of a City State (London: Hurst & Co, 2017); Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, 
Qatar and the Gulf Crisis: A Study of Resilience (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2020).

32. Authors’ interview with D, a Kuwaiti SME, 15 September 2021; authors’ interview with E, a Kuwaiti 
SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with F, a Kuwaiti SME, 14 October 2021; remarks 
made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 20 December 2021.

33. Authors’ interview with Y, an Emirati SME, 28 September 2021; authors’ interview with Z, an 
Emirati SME, 18 October 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021.

34. Kourosh Ahmadi, Islands and International Politics in the Persian Gulf: The Abu Musa and Tunbs in 
Strategic Context (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012).

35. Al Jazeera, ‘Timeline: UAE Under Drone, Missile Attacks’.

https://orientxxi.info/magazine/oman-how-the-shah-of-iran-saved-the-regime,3681
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/oman-how-the-shah-of-iran-saved-the-regime,3681
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GCC States as Secondary Threats to Iran
While Iran features prominently in the threat perceptions of the Gulf monarchies, the GCC 
states are not among Iran’s top national security threats. The Islamic Republic feels much more 
threatened by the US – which it perceives as the only existential threat to its security – by Israel, 
by Sunni terrorist groups such as the Islamic State, and by Kurdish, Arab or Baluchi separatists 
inside Iran. Consequently, the main threat Iran perceives from the Gulf states is their close 
defence relations with the US (and other Western countries) – including the hosting of American 
military bases and demands for greater US engagement in the region,36 and their developing 
security ties with Israel, including through the conclusion of the Abraham Accords.37 Moreover, 
Iran has accused some Gulf states – especially Saudi Arabia – of supporting Kurdish, Arab or 
Baluchi separatists in Iran, or anti-Iranian and anti-Shia regional terrorist groups, such as the 
Islamic State.38

Some SMEs also acknowledged that Tehran has recently grown more concerned about advances 
in some of its neighbours’ independent military capabilities, specifically those of Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE.39 Nevertheless, several Iran and GCC experts identified a certain level of dismissiveness 
on the part of Iran towards the GCC states, including with regard to their ability to pose a 
meaningful threat to Iran. They noted that Iranians tend to look down on their Gulf neighbours, 
perceiving them as lacking the history and cultural sophistication of the Persian civilisation, 
and perpetually dependent on Western protection.40 SMEs from several GCC states reported 
that this sentiment is felt inside their countries.41 At the same time, several interviewees also 
noted that Iran’s new president, Ebrahim Raisi (inaugurated in August 2021), is seeking closer 
engagement with the country’s Arab neighbours, largely out of necessity and primarily on 
economic matters. They saw this as a key difference between the Raisi administration and that 
of his predecessor Hassan Rouhani, who was more focused on changing Iran’s relationships with 

36. Authors’ interview with AD, a former Iranian government official, 5 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with AF, a US-based SME, 12 November 2021; authors’ interview with AH, a Germany-based SME, 17 
December 2021; authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based SME, 8 February 2022; Tobias Borck and 
Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 1: The View from Iran’, RUSI, 27 January 2022.

37. Authors’ interview with AF, a US-based SME, 12 November 2021; authors’ interview with AH, a 
Germany-based SME, 17 December 2021; authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based SME,  
8 February 2022.

38. Authors’ interview with AF, a US-based SME, 12 November 2021; authors’ interview with AG, a  
US-based SME, 19 November 2021.

39. Authors’ interview with AH, a Germany-based SME, 17 December 2021; authors’ interview with AJ, 
a Germany-based SME, 21 January 2022; authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based SME,  
8 February 2022; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 25 January 2022.

40. Authors’ interview with AE, a UK-based SME, 9 December 2021; authors’ interview with AG, a  
US-based SME, 29 November 2021.

41. Authors’ interview with B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021; authors’ interview with M, a Qatari 
SME, 19 October 2021; remarks made at virtual roundtables, RUSI, 28 September, 2 November and 
20 December 2021.
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the West. They noted that the experience of failed sanctions relief under the JCPOA and the 
conservative tendencies of the new administration mean that Tehran has revised its priorities in 
favour of regional economic and diplomatic engagement.42

Asymmetry as a Defining Feature in GCC–Iran Perceptions
Overall, mutual perceptions between Iran and the GCC states are characterised by asymmetry. 
For GCC states, Iran represents a defining fixpoint in their foreign policies and threat perceptions. 
For some, such as Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, Iran constitutes the main threat to their national 
security. Meanwhile, the Gulf monarchies play only a secondary role in Iran’s threat perceptions. 
Yet, economically, and with regard to conventional defence metrics, the balance of power 
clearly favours the GCC states. The GCC’s combined GDP dwarfs that of Iran,43 their defence 
spending far outstrips what Iran can afford,44 and they have more militarily and economically 
powerful extra-regional allies. And yet, SMEs consulted for the paper agreed that governments 
on both sides of the Gulf generally feel that Iran has the upper hand in the region. In the words 
of one Qatari SME, Iran has established escalation dominance, forcing the Gulf monarchies into 
a reactive position.45

42. Authors’ interview with AG, a US-based SME, 29 November 2021; authors’ interview with AK, a 
Europe-based SME, 8 February 2022.

43. According to data collected by the World Bank, combined GCC GDP in 2020 was $1,450 billion 
(Bahrain: $34.73 billion, Kuwait: $105.95 billion, Oman: $73.97 billion, Qatar: $176.37 billion, 
Saudi Arabia: $700.12 billon, UAE: $358.87 billion); Iran’s 2020 GDP was only $203.47 billion. 
See World Bank, ‘GDP (Current USD) – Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, 
Bahrain’, <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2020&locations=QA-SA-
OM-AE-KW-BH&start=1965&view=chart>, accessed 27 March 2022; World Bank, ‘GDP (Current 
US$) – Iran, Islamic Rep.’, <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=IR>, 
accessed 27 March 2022.

44. According to data collected by the World Bank, in 2020, Saudi Arabia alone spent $57.5 billion 
on defence, while Iran spent only $15.8 billion. See World Bank, ‘Military Expenditure (Current 
USD) – Middle East & North Africa’, <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.
CD?locations=ZQ>, accessed 27 March 2022.

45. Authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2020&locations=QA-SA-OM-AE-KW-BH&start=1965&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2020&locations=QA-SA-OM-AE-KW-BH&start=1965&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=IR
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.CD?locations=ZQ
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.CD?locations=ZQ


II. Perceptions of Iran’s Nuclear 
Programme and Related Diplomacy

WHILE IRAN’S NUCLEAR capabilities have been at the centre of international attention 
and of US, UK and European concerns when it comes to the Islamic Republic, regional 
states do not prioritise the nuclear programme in their threat perceptions vis-à-vis 

Iran. Instead, GCC states see other Iranian activities – including Tehran’s support for armed non-
state actors and its missile and drone programmes – as posing a more direct and immediate 
threat to their national security and to the security of the region. Nevertheless, some concerns 
exist, both with regard to Iran’s nuclear capabilities and physical programme, and in relation to 
international diplomacy over the programme.

Throughout this chapter, and elsewhere in the paper, the authors refer to ‘a nuclear Iran’ and 
‘Iran’s nuclear deterrent’. The issue of how to define these terms (namely, how to determine 
when a country is considered a nuclear power or is assessed to possess a nuclear deterrent) is 
a complex and contested issue.46 Although important, this discussion goes beyond the scope 
of this paper. GCC SMEs consulted for this paper did not give clear definitions of what precisely 
they meant when referring to Iran’s ‘nuclear capabilities’. One likely reason for this is that most 
interviewees are experts in foreign policy, not nuclear proliferation, and may therefore not 
have felt qualified to speak to the details of the Iranian nuclear programme. Furthermore, as 
discussed below, Gulf countries’ concerns vis-à-vis the Iranian nuclear programme generally do 
not focus on the specifics of Iran’s nuclear capabilities but on the impact the programme may 
have on Tehran’s perception of its role on the international stage and in the region, as well as on 
implications for Israeli and US threat perceptions.

The Iranian Nuclear Programme as an Indirect Threat and 
Enabler of Insecurity
Among the experts interviewed, there was an almost unanimous consensus on the improbability 
of an Iranian nuclear attack on its neighbours. GCC and Iran experts cited Iran’s ballistic missile 
programme and its network of non-state allies as the main components of Tehran’s deterrence 

46. For more on approaches to understanding nuclear capability, nuclear threshold, nuclear latency 
and nuclear hedging – including in the context of the Iran nuclear programme – see, for example, 
Wyn Bowen, Matthew Moran and Dina Esfandiary, Living on the Edge: Iran and the Practice 
of Nuclear Hedging (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Jacques E C Hymans and Matthew S 
Gratias, ‘Iran and the Nuclear Threshold’, Nonproliferation Review (Vol. 20, No. 1, 2013), p. 13; 
Scott D Sagan, ‘Nuclear Latency and Nuclear Proliferation’, in William C Potter and Gaukhar 
Mukhatzhanova (eds), Forecasting Nuclear Proliferation in the 21st Century: The Role of Theory, 
Volume 1 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010), p. 85.
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and defence strategy towards the region. Therefore, they did not believe that Iran’s decisions on 
its nuclear programme are directly driven by Iran’s threat perceptions and policies towards the 
region, or vice versa. Instead, experts believed Iran’s nuclear programme to be driven first and 
foremost by the Islamic Republic’s relationship with the US and – to a lesser degree – Israel.47 
The programme is understood to serve as a potential deterrent against US and Israeli efforts to 
contain Iran, and as a source of Iranian leverage, particularly vis-à-vis the US, as Tehran seeks to 
protect and pursue its other interests, including in the region. Some SMEs also suggested that 
prestige at the regional and international level may be another driver of Iranian developments 
on its nuclear programme.48

While the GCC states do not perceive Iran’s nuclear programme as a direct threat to their security 
or as being driven by regional developments, they are concerned that a nuclear deterrent would 
grant Iran additional cover to increase its destabilising activities in the region.49 The extent to 
which a given GCC state views Tehran’s nuclear programme with concern is therefore related to 
whether it believes that other Iranian activity in the region poses a direct threat to its national 
or regional security and whether it feels that Iran has legitimate interests in the region and a 
right to defend them. The differences in perspective on these issues among the GCC states are 
discussed in the previous chapter. Furthermore, GCC states that aim to maintain a pragmatic, 
cordial relationship with Iran may be wary of levelling strong criticism against Iranian nuclear 
activity and running the risk of damaging that relationship.50

The political sensitivity around the Iranian nuclear programme, including persistent uncertainties 
over Tehran’s intentions for its nuclear programme, means that ascertaining the true drivers 
behind the Islamic Republic’s thinking on its nuclear programme is a difficult task and beyond 
the scope of this paper. The existing literature suggests that the programme is driven by a 
combination of economic, political, security and normative factors;51 some of these were also 

47. Authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021; authors’ interview with AE, a UK-
based Iran expert, 9 December 2021; authors’ interview with AG, a US-based Iran expert,  
29 November 2021; authors’ interview with AH, a Germany-based Iran expert, 17 December 2021; 
authors’ interview with AJ, a Germany-based Iran expert, 21 January 2022; remarks made at a 
virtual roundtable, RUSI, 25 January 2022.

48. Author’s interview with AE, a UK-based Iran expert, 9 December 2021; authors’ interview with AK, 
a Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022.

49. Authors’ interview with W, a Saudi journalist, 22 November 2021.
50. Authors’ interview with K, an Omani expert, 20 October 2021.
51. For more on the history of the Iranian nuclear programme and possible drivers of Iranian thinking 

on its nuclear activity, see, for example, Darya Dolzikova and Ariane M Tabatabai, ‘Case Study: 
The Iran Nuclear Deal’, in James E Doyle (ed.), Nuclear Safeguards, Security, and Nonproliferation: 
Achieving Security with Technology and Policy, 2nd edition (Cambridge, MA: Elsevier Inc., 2019); 
Bowen, Moran and Esfandiary, Living on the Edge; Wyn Bowen and Matthew Moran, ‘Living with 
Nuclear Hedging: The Implications of Iran’s Nuclear Strategy’, International Affairs (Vol. 91, No. 4, 
2015), pp. 687–707; Ariane M Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat: Iran’s National Security Strategy 
(London: Hurst & Company, 2020), pp. 126–27.
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mentioned in interviews conducted for this project. Experts studying Iranian foreign and security 
policy and the nuclear programme supported the assessment that Iran’s nuclear programme is 
likely not driven by regional security dynamics. They noted that regional security threats may 
have been a factor in the programme’s development in the 1980s and 1990s, highlighting, for 
example, Iraq’s chemical weapons attacks on Iranian cities during the Iran–Iraq War. But they 
interpreted Tehran’s current thinking about its nuclear programmes as determined primarily 
by how Tehran sees its relationship with the US and the West.52 SMEs also suggested that the 
Iranian nuclear programme is a source of prestige for Tehran and serves as a demonstration 
of the country’s technological capabilities.53 One interviewee suggested that the nuclear 
programme may also factor into Iran’s economic development considerations, as an option for 
reducing its reliance on fossil fuels for energy generation.54

Nuclear Diplomacy with Iran as a Source of Leverage
While many interviewees suggested that the GCC states may support the revival of the JCPOA 
in principle, concerns over nuclear diplomacy with Iran nevertheless persist, just as they did 
during the negotiations leading up to the conclusion of the 2015 agreement.55 The GCC states 
tend to view international nuclear diplomacy with Iran as an example of the way in which Tehran 
uses its nuclear programme for leverage against the US and Europe to gain concessions on other 
issues.56 Interviewed GCC SMEs recognised that addressing concerns over the Iranian nuclear 
programme was a priority for the US and Europe, but highlighted regional states’ concerns 
that, in return for Iranian concessions on its nuclear programme, Western powers may be 
willing to disregard destabilising Iranian activities in the region. Iranian access to additional 
financial resources following the lifting of US sanctions, as well as a de facto acceptance by 

52. Authors’ interview with AF, a US-based Iran expert, 12 November 2021; authors’ interview with AK, a 
Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022; authors’ interview with AJ, a Germany-based Iran expert, 
21 January 2022; authors’ interview with AE, a UK-based Iran expert, 9 December 2021.

53. Authors’ interview with AE, a UK-based Iran expert, 9 December 2021; authors’ interview with AK, 
a Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022.

54. Authors’ interview with AG, a US-based Iran expert, 29 November 2021.
55. For further details on the regional anxieties provoked by the original JCPOA, see Sanam Vakil and 

Neil Quilliam, Getting to a New Iran Deal: A Guide for Trump, Washington, Tehran, Europe and the 
Middle East (London: Chatham House, 2019). See also the positive reaction from some regional 
states to President Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw from the JCPOA in 2018: Joyce Karam, 
‘UAE, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain Welcome Trump’s Exit from Iran Nuclear Deal’, The National, 9 May 
2018, <https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/mena/uae-saudi-arabia-and-bahrain-welcome-
trump-s-exit-from-iran-nuclear-deal-1.728557>, accessed 28 March 2022.

56. Authors’ interview with Q, a Saudi government official, 30 July 2021. For further details on 
Iran’s nuclear programme as a ‘bargaining chip’, see Mayumi Fukushima, ‘No-Go Negotiations: 
Iran May Not Be in a Rush to Get Nuclear Weapons’, National Interest, 27 June 2021, 
<https://nationalinterest.org/feature/no-go-negotiations-iran-may-not-be-rush-get-nuclear-
weapons-188540>, accessed 28 March 2022.

https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/mena/uae-saudi-arabia-and-bahrain-welcome-trump-s-exit-from-iran-nuclear-deal-1.728557
https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/mena/uae-saudi-arabia-and-bahrain-welcome-trump-s-exit-from-iran-nuclear-deal-1.728557
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/no-go-negotiations-iran-may-not-be-rush-get-nuclear-weapons-188540
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/no-go-negotiations-iran-may-not-be-rush-get-nuclear-weapons-188540
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the international community of Iranian and Iranian-backed activity in the region, underpin GCC 
concerns that an agreement would serve to further embolden Iran in the region.57

As a result, the GCC states have been frustrated – to varying degrees – by what they perceive 
to be a US and European willingness to divorce the nuclear issue from broader regional security 
dynamics.58 While they generally do not expect to be directly involved in negotiations over the 
specifics of Iran’s nuclear programme, some countries in the region feel that they should have 
been more closely consulted, particularly by the US and Europe, throughout the negotiation 
process.59 The extent to which a given GCC state is concerned about the implications of a 
revived JCPOA, and Western failure to engage them in the diplomatic process, depends on 
the degree to which the country in question feels that Iran’s regional activities threaten its 
national and regional security, and that Iran should have an important role to play in regional 
security dynamics.

Another key source of concern for some GCC states over the JCPOA negotiations is the possibility 
of further US retrenchment from the region following the resolution of the Iranian nuclear 
issue. All six GCC states remain highly reliant on US support for their security, and there is significant 
anxiety about the prospect that Washington (as well as the UK and Europe) disengages further, creating 
new vulnerabilities.60 They therefore seek assurances from the US and Europe on their continued 
commitment to regional security, regardless of the state of the nuclear issue.

57. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with Q, a Saudi government official, 30 July 2021; authors’ interview with X, a former Emirati 
government official, 13 October 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 
2021; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 28 September 2021. Similar concerns 
over the increased resources available to Iran through sanctions relief were raised by Trump 
when he announced the US’s withdrawal from the JCPOA. See Donald J Trump, ‘Remarks 
by President Trump on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action’, White House, 8 May 2018, 
<https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-joint-
comprehensive-plan-action/>, accessed 28 March 2022.

58. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with G, a Kuwaiti government official, 25 October 2021; authors’ interviews with Z, an Emirati 
SME, 18 October 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021; authors’ 
interview with S, a Saudi SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME,  
19 October 2021; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 28 September 2021; remarks made 
at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 2 November 2021; remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI,  
20 December 2021; Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 5: The View from 
the United Arab Emirates’, 24 March 2022.

59. Authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021; authors’ interview with P, a Qatari 
SME, 27 January 2022; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021.

60. Authors’ interview with R, a Saudi government official, 21 September 2021; authors’ interview 
with T, a Saudi SME, 7 November 2021; authors’ interview with U, a Saudi government official,  
20 October 2021; authors’ interview with D, a Kuwaiti SME, 15 September 2021; authors’ 
interview with F, a Kuwaiti SME, 14 October 2021; Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the 
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However, consulted GCC experts did not see an acceptable military solution to the Iranian nuclear 
issue. They expressed concerns that, should JCPOA negotiations collapse, tensions between the West 
(and Israel) and Iran could escalate into a regional armed conflict, potentially leaving the GCC states 
to be caught in the crossfire.61 One Qatar expert noted that Doha would likely accept a nuclear Iran 
if the alternative was military escalation.62 GCC experts observed that military escalation would not 
only pose a physical threat to the GCC states and their populations, but would also undermine – and 
potentially destroy – prospects to accomplish their respective economic development agendas.63 It is 
worth stressing that the trade-off between a nuclear Iran and the outbreak of full-scale war in the region 
are two extreme and hypothetical scenarios. Therefore, expressions by GCC experts of a preference for 
a nuclear Iran over military escalation should not be mistaken for Gulf states’ ambivalence towards the 
threat of a nuclear Iran. Experts repeatedly stressed that none of the Gulf monarchies wants to see a 
nuclear-armed Iran.

Some GCC experts also expressed concerns over the potential of an arms race and further nuclear 
proliferation in the region if concerns over the intentions and capabilities of the Iranian nuclear 
programme are not addressed.64 Interviewees pointed to Egypt, Turkey and Saudi Arabia as potential 
candidates for further nuclear proliferation in the region.

Safety Concerns over Iranian Nuclear Facilities
Several GCC SMEs also raised concerns over the safety of Iranian nuclear facilities, and the Bushehr 
Nuclear Power Plant (BNPP), in particular. The BNPP, which hosts one operational pressurised water 

Gulf: Episode 2: The View from Saudi Arabia’, RUSI, 10 February 2022. Similar concerns were 
expressed in 2015 by regional powers – many believed that the 2015 JCPOA, by removing the Iran 
nuclear issue, would be used to justify a Western pivot away from the Middle East. See Kenneth 
M Pollack, ‘U.S. Policy Toward the Middle East After the Iranian Nuclear Agreement’, Brookings, 5 
August 2015, <https://www.brookings.edu/testimonies/u-s-policy-toward-the-middle-east-after-
the-iranian-nuclear-agreement/>, accessed 28 March 2022.

61. Authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government official, 25 October 2021; authors’ interview with 
P, a Qatar SME, 27 January 2022; author’s interview AA, an Emirati SME, 27 October 2021; authors’ 
interview with AT, a US-based SME, 6 December 2021; Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the 
Gulf: Episode 4: The View from Qatar and Oman’, 10 March 2022.

62. Authors’ interview with O, a UK-based Qatar expert, 30 November 2021.
63. Authors’ interviews with X, a former Emirati government official, 13 October 2021; authors’ 

interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 27 October 2021.
64. Authors’ interview with S, a Saudi SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini 

government official, 21 October 2021; author’s interview with AT, a US-based SME, 6 December 
2021; authors’ interview with K, an Omani SME, 20 October 2021; authors’ interview with Y, an 
Emirati SME, 28 September 2021; authors’ interview with Z, an Emirati SME, 18 October 2021; 
remarks made at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 2 November 2021. For differing views on the threat of 
regional nuclear proliferation, see Gawdat Bahgat, ‘A Nuclear Arms Race in the Middle East: Myth 
or Reality?’, Mediterranean Quarterly (Vol. 22, No. 1, 2011), pp. 27–40; Richard L Russell, ‘Off and 
Running: The Middle East Nuclear Arms Race’, JFQ: Joint Force Quarterly (Vol. 58, 2010), pp. 94–99.

https://www.brookings.edu/testimonies/u-s-policy-toward-the-middle-east-after-the-iranian-nuclear-agreement/
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reactor,65 is located on the western coast of Iran, just across the Gulf from Saudi Arabia and the other 
GCC states. Experts expressed concerns that an accident at Bushehr would have a catastrophic impact on 
human and environmental security in the Gulf. Not only would winds blow radioactive particles into the 
GCC states, the Gulf, a key source of the region’s water and a critical route for regional and international 
trade, would be contaminated, with important human security and economic implications.66

GCC experts raised questions around the safety measures being implemented at the reactor and lack of 
international visibility and access to the plant, and pointed to its location in a seismic zone as grounds 
for concern.67 The authors have been unable to confirm the extent to which the reactor’s construction 
or its current physical state pose genuine safety concerns. The IAEA performed a peer review of the 
safety regulation of the reactor in 2010 ahead of it beginning operations;68 however, this did not appear 
to assess the physical safety of the reactor and the authors have not been able to identify more recent 
assessments of its physical safety or safety protocols.69 Iran is not a party to the Convention on Nuclear 
Safety (CNS), which establishes fundamental safety principles for nuclear reactors and requires parties 
to submit reports on the implementation of their obligations under the Convention.70

The reactor had also been targeted by Iraqi air strikes during the 1980–88 Iran–Iraq war, although it had 
yet to be fed with nuclear fuel. The potential of a Fukushima-style nuclear disaster or a military strike on 
the reactor – whether intentional or accidental – contributes to regional worries over the BNPP’s safety.

65. Two more reactors are to be constructed. See AFP, ‘Iran Holding Talks with Russia to Expand its 
Sole Nuclear Power Plant’, Times of Israel, 21 January 2022, <https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-
says-in-talks-with-russia-to-expand-islamic-republics-sole-nuclear-power-plant/>, accessed  
28 March 2022.

66. Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 3: The View from Bahrain and Kuwait’, 
RUSI, 24 February 2022.

67. Authors’ interview with M, a Qatari SME, 19 October 2021; authors’ interview with N, a Qatari 
government official, 25 October 2021; authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 
21 October 2021; authors’ interview with B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021; Borck and 
Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 3: The View from Bahrain and Kuwait’. Bushehr experienced 
a 6.3 magnitude earthquake in 2013. See Yeganeh Torbati and Marcus George, ‘Quake Hits Near 
Iran’s Nuclear City Bushehr, 37 Dead’, Reuters, 9 April 2013.

68. IAEA, ‘International Experts Conclude IAEA Peer Review of Iran’s Safety regulation of Bushehr NPP’, 
2 March 2010, <https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/international-experts-conclude-
iaea-peer-review-irans-safety-regulation-bushehr-npp>, accessed 29 March 2022.

69. Note that the IAEA does not proactively assess the safety of nuclear infrastructure. However, the 
IAEA is able to conduct review missions on request.

70. IAEA, ‘Convention on Nuclear Safety’, <https://www.iaea.org/topics/nuclear-safety-conventions/
convention-nuclear-safety>, accessed 29 March 2022. For an overview of some of the risks posed 
to the region by a regional power’s civilian nuclear programme, see Bilal Y Saab and Nilsu Goren, 
‘Atomic Bonds in an Age of Entropy: The Pursuit of a Nuclear Security Framework in the Middle 
East’, in Michael Wahid Hanna and Thanassis Cambanis (eds), Order from Ashes: New Foundations 
for Security in the Middle East (New York, NY: Century Foundation, 2018), pp. 260–73.

https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-says-in-talks-with-russia-to-expand-islamic-republics-sole-nuclear-power-plant/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-says-in-talks-with-russia-to-expand-islamic-republics-sole-nuclear-power-plant/
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/international-experts-conclude-iaea-peer-review-irans-safety-regulation-bushehr-npp
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III. Perceptions of the Role 
of Extra-Regional Actors in 
Regional Security

ACCORDING TO THE GCC experts interviewed for this paper, all Gulf monarchies, albeit to 
varying degrees, see a role for extra-regional actors to play in regional security. Experts 
also noted that the impact of any regional insecurity on the interests of actors outside the 

region, including as a result of the Gulf’s importance to global energy markets and trade, means 
that external powers will inevitably remain involved in regional dynamics for decades to come.71 
Iran, on the other hand, holds an opposing view. Iran experts highlighted that, from Tehran’s 
perspective, Western policies in the region are among the key drivers of regional instability and 
insecurity. Tehran consequently insists that addressing regional security issues should be left to 
the states of the region, without external meddling. Iran experts noted that Iran may see a role 
for some actors – for instance, Europe or the UK – to play a convening role or to encourage their 
regional allies to engage in dialogue with Iran, but even such a limited role is unlikely to be seen 
in Tehran as particularly necessary or helpful.72

Role of the US
The GCC states unanimously see the US as the most important extra-regional security provider. 
However, perceptions on the precise role the US can and should play in the region, and regarding 
the level of US commitment to regional security, vary from country to country. The GCC states 
most concerned by and opposed to Iranian influence – in particular, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and 
the UAE – see US involvement in the region as critical to balancing against Iran. Oman, Kuwait 
and Qatar also see the US as playing a balancing role in regional security dynamics but vis-
à-vis both of their large and powerful neighbours – Iran and Saudi Arabia. One Qatar expert 
noted that extra-regional actors could play an important role through the provision of security 
guarantees and the promotion of a rules-based regional order, thus empowering all actors – 
regardless of their size – to support the resolution of regional security issues.73

71. Authors’ interview with I, an Omani SME, 9 September 2021; Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, 
‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 5: The View from the United Arab Emirates’, RUSI, 24 March 2022.

72. Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 1: The View from Iran’; authors’ interview with AJ, a 
Germany-based SME, 21 January 2022.

73. Authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government official, 25 October 2021; authors’ interview with 
O, a Qatari expert, 30 November 2021. For an analysis of the strategic pillars on which Qatari 
foreign policy is founded, see Steven Wright, ‘Foreign Policies with International Reach: The Case 
of Qatar’, in David Held and Kristian Ulrichsen (eds), The Transformation of the Gulf: Politics, 
Economics and the Global Order (London: Routledge, 2011).
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There are also significant anxieties among the GCC states over the perception that the US is 
retrenching from the region, although these are not shared equally among the GCC states. 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Kuwait are particularly concerned over what they see as 
increasing uncertainty surrounding US commitments to regional security. Experts interviewed 
by the authors pointed to a lack of US response to the September 2019 attack on Saudi oil 
facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais as indicators that regional actors can no longer rely on the US 
to defend their interests against Iranian aggression.74 The US withdrawal from Afghanistan in 
August 2021, as well as Washington’s rhetoric about its desire to focus more on the Indo-Pacific, 
were also mentioned by interviewees as sources of concern over the level of US commitment 
to the region.75 Oman and Qatar experts,76 on the other hand, assessed that Muscat and Doha 
continue to feel confident in their relationship with the US. Yet, one Oman expert also noted 
that Muscat recognises its neighbours’ concerns over the reliability of US security guarantees 
and worries that it is making them less open to engaging in dialogue to resolve regional 
security concerns.77 Explicit assurances of US commitment to the region would go a long way 
to addressing concerns over a retrenchment, which have permeated throughout the region 
and may in themselves have a destabilising effect on the region. As mentioned earlier, such 
assurances are particularly important as negotiations over a return to the JCPOA conclude.

74. Authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021; authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini 
government official, 21 October 2021. For examples of Iranian strikes against Gulf-based targets, see 
Pamuk, ‘Exclusive: U.S. Probe of Saudi Oil Attack Shows It Came from North – Report’; Vivian Yee, 
‘Claim of Attacks on 4 Oil Vessels Raises Tensions in Middle East’, New York Times, 13 May 2019.

75. Authors’ interview with D, a Kuwaiti SME, 15 September 2021; authors’ interview with E, a Kuwaiti 
SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with F, a Kuwaiti SME, 14 October 2021.

76. Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 4: The View from Qatar and Oman’. For further 
details on the bilateral relationship between Oman and the US, see Kenneth Katzman, ‘Oman: 
Reform, Security, and U.S. Policy’, Congressional Research Service, last updated 20 June 2018, 
<https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS21534/87>, accessed 27 March 2022; 
Jonathan Schanzer and Nicole Salter, Oman in the Middle: Muscat’s Balancing Act Between Iran 
and America (Washington, DC: FDD Press, 2019). Authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government 
official, 25 October 2021. For an overview of relations between Qatar and the US, see Kenneth 
Katzman, ‘Qatar: Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy’, Congressional Research Service, last 
updated 11 April 2021, <https://sgp.fas.org/crs/mideast/R44533.pdf>, accessed 27 March 2022. 
See also Reuters, ‘Biden Designates Qatar as Major Non-NATO Ally of U.S.’, 10 March 2022; R 
Clarke Cooper, ‘As Qatar Becomes a Non-NATO Ally, Greater Responsibility Conveys with the 
Status’, Atlantic Council, 3 March 2022, <https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/
as-qatar-becomes-a-non-nato-ally-greater-responsibility-coveys-with-the-status/>, accessed 27 
March 2022. For details on the US’s Al-Udeid base in Qatar, see Adam Taylor, ‘As Trump Tries to 
End “Endless Wars”, America’s Biggest Mideast Base is Getting Bigger’, Washington Post, 21 August 
2019; GlobalSecurity.org, ‘Al-Udeid Air Base, Qatar’, <https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/
facility/udeid.htm>, accessed 27 March 2022.

77. Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 4: The View from Qatar and Oman’.
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Role of the UK and Europe
All consulted GCC experts see a role for both the EU (as well as individual European countries) 
and the UK in supporting regional security. European and UK involvement is largely seen as 
secondary to that of the US.78 However, one UAE interviewee noted that, at least in theory, the 
UK and Europe may be seen as more dependable partners than the US because they are less 
prone to the dramatic shifts in foreign policy direction that have come with recent administration 
changes in Washington.79 In general, however, interviewees expressed significant scepticism 
over Europe and the UK’s willingness, ability and strategy for engaging in the region.

Interviewees from a number of GCC states identified the UK as a particularly important bilateral 
security partner, highlighting – among other factors – military cooperation initiatives80 and the 
UK’s role in supporting maritime security in the Gulf.81 However, almost all GCC and Iran SMEs 
pointed to a lack of clarity in the UK’s policy towards the region and uncertainty around the 
role that the UK sees for itself and is able to assume in the Gulf. Additionally, the authors heard 
uncertainty over whether the UK is able to develop a regional policy independent of the US,82 
as well as concerns over a lack of coordination and unity between Whitehall’s regional policy 
and that of the EU.83

Iran has a different perspective on European, UK or any other external involvement in the 
region. In line with Iran’s assessment that regional issues are best addressed by regional actors, 

78. Authors’ interview with N, a Qatari government official, 25 October 2021; authors’ interview with 
U, a Saudi government official, 20 October 2021.

79. Authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021.
80. For example, Qatar is due to enter into an annual strategic dialogue with the UK in 2022 and 

Britain–Qatar military cooperation includes pilot training through joint training squadrons, as well 
as the provision to Qatar of military aircraft. Oman was named as one of the UK’s most important 
bilateral partners in the region in the UK’s 2021 Integrated Review. Authors’ interview with O, a 
UK-based SME, 30 November 2021; UK Ministry of Defence, ‘UK and Qatar Commit to a Stronger 
Defence Relationship’, press release, 14 October 2020, <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
uk-and-qatar-commit-to-a-stronger-defence-relationship--2>, accessed 28 March 2022; Ministry 
of Defence, ‘UK and Qatar Expand Defence Partnership’, 1 April 2021, <https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/uk-and-qatar-expand-defence-partnership>, accessed 28 March 2022.

81. At the time of writing, a UK Royal Navy Commodore commanded the International Maritime 
Security Construct and a UK Royal Navy Commodore was the Deputy Commander of the Combined 
Maritime Forces.

82. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with B, a Bahraini SME, 28 October 2021; authors’ interview with W, a Saudi journalist,  
22 November 2021.

83. Authors’ interview with Q, a Saudi government official, 30 July 2021.
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Iran does not see a role for Europe or the UK in the Gulf. Experts noted that, as a result of their 
inability to salvage the JCPOA following US withdrawal from the agreement, European states 
have lost any legitimacy in Tehran to facilitate regional security efforts.84 This perceived European 
impotence in neutralising the effect of Washington’s sanctions was also cited by a US-based Iran 
expert as a source of Tehran’s disillusionment with Europe’s ability to meaningfully contribute 
to regional discussions on security. Some experts located outside the Islamic Republic, but who 
closely follow Iranian domestic and foreign policy thinking, suggested that Tehran may in fact be 
open to some assistance from European countries – either on specific areas of expertise (such 
as nuclear safety or environmental issues)85 or as observers in some sort of regional security 
council.86 Yet, interviewees seemed sceptical that Iran would be willing to accept any direct 
European involvement in regional security dynamics87 or likely even indirect involvement as 
convenors of dialogue.88

Involvement of the UK in regional security matters seems to be viewed in Iran with even greater 
opposition. The complicated history between Iran and the UK means that London is viewed 
with deep suspicion in the country. One Iranian interviewee noted that, while there is an 
appreciation of the UK’s deep knowledge of the region, its history and its dynamics, there is 
a lack of confidence within Iran that the UK has good intentions for the region and for Iran in 
particular.89 This suspicion of British intentions extends outside the Iranian government and 
appears to permeate throughout the country’s society.90 However, based on their past research 
and personal experience, the authors assess that track two engagements, as well as ad hoc 
engagements between London and Tehran on discreet issues and through trusted personal 
channels, may be possible.

Role of Russia and China
Russia and China are playing an increasingly important role in both global and Middle East 
dynamics – both in security and, in the case of Beijing, economic terms. The importance of 
these two extra-regional players was reflected in the authors’ interviews with experts from Iran 
and the GCC states. GCC interviewees tended to view the Gulf states’ relationships with both 
Russia and China as offering useful alternatives for diversifying away from political, security and 
economic dependencies on the US.

84. Authors’ interview with AD, a former Iranian government official, 5 October 2021; authors’ 
interview with AF, a US-based Iran expert, 12 November 2021.

85. Authors’ interview with AH, a Germany-based Iran expert, 17 December 2021.
86. Authors’ interview with AE, a UK-based Iran expert, 9 December 2021.
87. Authors’ interview with AF, a US-based Iran expert, 12 November 2021.
88. Authors’ interview with AH, a Germany-based Iran expert, 17 December 2021; authors’ interview 

with AJ, a Germany-based Iran expert, 21 January 2022.
89. Authors’ interview with AD, a former Iranian government official, 5 October 2021.
90. Authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022; Jack Straw, The English Job: 

Understanding Iran and Why It Distrusts Britain (London: Biteback Publishing Ltd., 2019), pp. 20–21.
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China, in particular, appears to be playing an increasingly important role in GCC states’ and 
Iranian foreign policy thinking, both in terms of their bilateral relationships with Beijing and with 
regard to the world’s second largest economy’s role in regional security dynamics. Both GCC 
states and Iran view China as an important economic partner. They perceive its involvement in 
the region as largely apolitical and unideological, thus potentially making it a more palatable and 
uncomplicated partner compared to other extra-regional actors.91 Beijing’s positive relations 
with both Tehran and all the GCC states were also highlighted – particularly by GCC interviewees 
– as potentially granting China a unique role in supporting regional security dynamics.92

Perceptions within GCC states and Iran of Russia’s role in regional security dynamics did not 
come across as clearly in the authors’ interviews.93 When asked about the role of Russia and 
China in the region, respondents tended to bundle observations on Moscow and Beijing together 
or to focus their responses on the latter. This general lack of observations on Russia’s role in the 
region – as distinct from that of China – suggests that regional actors may view Russia as a less 
promising economic and security partner than Beijing.94 And while GCC states may be seeking 
to diversify their relations away from the US and Europe, the authors did not get the sense from 
the interviewed experts that Russia or China could directly replace Washington in providing 
security and political assurances to regional actors in the near future.

Engagement with China – and to a lesser extent Russia – also seems to be viewed relatively 
favourably in Tehran, although the Iranian government’s aversion to the involvement of 
external actors in the region also ultimately extends to Moscow and Beijing. Furthermore, 
several Iran experts also pointed to public disapproval within the Islamic Republic of extensive 
engagement with Beijing and especially with Moscow. In the case of the latter, in particular, 
interviewed experts attributed the public dislike for greater engagement with the Kremlin to 
negative domestic perceptions of the historical relationship between the two countries, Russian 
geographic proximity, as well as Iran–Russia competition in certain areas of interest, such as 

91. Authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022.
92. Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 4: The View from Qatar and Oman’; authors’ 

interview with F, a Kuwaiti SME, 20 October 2021; authors’ interview with T, a Saudi SME,  
7 November 2021.

93. The research for this paper was conducted before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Russia’s role in the 
region and the impact of the war would likely have featured more had interviews been conducted 
after 24 February 2022. However, it is also important to note that relations between Russia and 
Iran and the Gulf states, respectively, have not changed dramatically since the beginning of the 
war. Tehran has continued to seek alignment with Moscow; the Gulf states have also sought to 
maintain their constructive relations with Russia, refraining from strongly criticizing the invasion 
and refusing to join Western-led sanctions regimes.

94. For instance, one Saudi expert noted that while Saudi Arabia’s relationships with both Russia and 
China are largely transactional, they felt that China’s thinking about its role in the region is more 
serious and strategic. Authors’ interview with T, a Saudi SME, 7 November 2021.
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the Caspian Sea.95 SMEs warned against underestimating the complexity and challenges in Iran’s 
relationships with Russia and China, as well as overestimating Iranian willingness to expand those 
relationships, or to support Moscow’s or Beijing’s involvement in regional security matters. However, 
a number of Iran experts noted that, despite any aversion to further engagement with Russia and 
China in Tehran and within the Iranian population, Iran may increasingly have little choice, as doors 
for economic, diplomatic, cultural and educational opportunities elsewhere continue to shut.96

Role of Israel
The focus of the authors’ research for this project was limited to the interactions between Iran and 
the six GCC states; as such, a study of Israel’s role in regional security dynamics and perceptions of the 
Iranian nuclear issue – while critical to the discussion of both subjects – fell largely outside the scope 
of this work. Nevertheless, as outlined earlier, Gulf monarchies view the potential for escalation and 
open military conflict between Iran and Israel as an important risk to regional security. Interviewees 
repeatedly cited the possibility of military conflict between Iran and Israel over Iranian nuclear 
ambitions as a key concern when considering the threat they perceive from the programme.97

At the same time, there is a diversity of opinion across the GCC capitals on what role – if any – Israel 
can play in regional security dynamics. The Gulf states most concerned about Iranian threats to their 
national security appear to be more open to security cooperation with Israel. As such, Saudi Arabia, 
UAE and Bahrain experts thought that Israel can help to deter Iranian aggression in the region.98 
On the other hand, Kuwait and Qatar experts did not believe that their respective governments 

95. Authors’ interview with AK, a Europe-based Iran expert, 8 February 2022; authors’ interview with 
AJ, a Germany-based Iran expert, 21 January 2022. For more on the Iran–Russia relationship, 
see Nicole Grajewski, ‘Friends or Frenemies? How Russia and Iran Compete and Cooperate’, 
Foreign Policy Research Institute, March 2020; John Calabrese, ‘True Allies? An Examination of 
Sino–Russo–Iranian Relations’, Manara Magazine, 23 November 2021, <https://manaramagazine.
org/2021/11/23/true-allies-an-examination-of-sino-russo-iranian-relations/>, accessed 28 March 
2022; Mark N Katz, ‘Elusive as Ever: The State of Iranian–Russian Cooperation’, Wilson Center, 
Viewpoints (No. 73, March 2015). For Russian–Iranian tensions in Syria, see Samuel Ramani, ‘Russia 
and Iran in Syria: Military Allies or Competitive Partners?’, LSE, 3 July 2021, <https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/
mec/2021/07/03/russia-and-iran-in-syria-military-allies-or-competitive-partners/>, accessed  
28 March 2022; Ariane M Tabatabai and Dina Esfandiary, Triple-Axis: Iran’s Relations with Russia and 
China (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021). For a historicised perspective, see Firuz Kazemzadeh, 
Russia and Britain in Persia: Imperial Ambitions in Qajar Iran (London: I B Tauris, 2013).

96. Authors’ interview with AJ, a Germany-based Iran expert, 21 January 2022; authors’ interview with 
AG, a US-based Iran expert, 29 November 2021.

97. Authors’ interview with P, a Qatari SME, 27 January 2022; authors’ interview with U, a Saudi 
government official, 20 October 2021; authors’ interview with a Saudi government official, 30 July 
2021; authors’ interview with Y, an Emirati SME, 28 September 2021.

98. Authors’ interview with A, a Bahraini government official, 21 October 2021; authors’ interview 
with R, a Saudi government official, 21 September 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati 
SME, 12 October 2021.
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wanted to see Israel play an important role in Gulf security dynamics and instead noted that Israeli 
involvement is perceived as threatening by Iran and is therefore destabilising to regional security.99

To be sure, all GCC states continue to perceive significant challenges in their engagement with Israel, 
the Israeli–Palestinian conflict being at the top of the list. Of the six GCC monarchies, only the UAE 
and Bahrain have officially normalised relations with Israel via the 2020 Abraham Accords.100 Saudi 
Arabia, Oman and Qatar are engaging in dialogue with Israel, but they have yet to establish open 
diplomatic relations. However, despite these challenges and concerns over Israel’s unpredictability, 
some GCC interviewees posited that engagement with Israel may help to address some of their 
concerns over a potential escalation between Israel and Iran. Emirati experts pointed out that keeping 
a channel of communication open with Israel may allow the UAE to be aware of, share their concerns 
over and potentially influence Israeli decision-making towards Iran.101 One Saudi government official 
suggested that Israel’s unpredictability could be an asset in deterring Iran, leaving Tehran uncertain 
if and when Israel could launch an attack.102 Finally, one Qatari interviewee also suggested that a 
closer relationship with Israel may further secure US interest in their security.103

99. Authors’ interview with D, a Kuwaiti SME, 15 September 2021; authors’ interview with E, a Kuwaiti 
SME, 27 September 2021. For more on Kuwait’s policy towards engagement with Israel, see Times 
of Israel, ‘Kuwait Says It’ll Be “Last to Normalize” with Israel, Will Stand by Palestinians’, 16 August 
2020, <https://www.timesofisrael.com/kuwaiti-officials-reject-israel-normalization-reaffirm-
support-for-palestinians/>, accessed 28 March 2022; Giorgio Cafiero, ‘Kuwait’s Pro-Palestine 
Solidarity Stands Out as Israel Normalisation Deals Put to the Test’, New Arab, 19 May 2021, 
<https://english.alaraby.co.uk/analysis/kuwait-stands-palestine-israel-normalisation-deals-tested>, 
accessed 28 March 2022; authors’ interview with P, Qatari expert, 27 January 2022; remarks made 
at a virtual roundtable, RUSI, 20 December 2021. For further background on Qatar’s relations with 
Israel, see Michal Yaari, ‘Israel and Qatar: Relations Nurtured by the Palestinian Issue’, Mitvim 
(Israeli Institute for Regional Foreign Policies), March 2020, <https://mitvim.org.il/wp-content/
uploads/Dr._Michal_Yaari_-_Israel_and_Qatar_-_Relations_nurtured_by_the_Palestinian_issue_-_
March_2020-1.pdf>, accessed 28 March 2022.

100. Omar Rahman, ‘The Emergence of GCC–Israel Relations in a Changing Middle East’, Brookings, 
28 July 2021, <https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-emergence-of-gcc-israel-relations-in-a-
changing-middle-east/>, accessed 28 July 2021.

101. Authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME, 12 October 2021; authors’ interview with X, a former 
Emirati government official, 13 October 2021.

102. Authors’ interview with R, a Saudi government official, 21 September 2021.
103. Authors’ interview with P, a Qatari SME, 27 January 2022.
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IV. Prospects for Trust-Building and 
a Regional Security Framework

ONE OF THE most notable differences between 2015, when the JCPOA was concluded, 
and 2022 is the regional context in the Gulf and the wider Middle East. From the early 
2010s to 2019, the regional environment was characterised by conflicts in Syria, Iraq, 

Libya and Yemen, and intense competition between Iran and the Gulf monarchies, especially 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE (as well as between Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and Turkey and 
Qatar).104 Since 2019, however, and especially since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic 
in early 2020, dynamics have shifted. Regional conflicts are ongoing, especially in Yemen, but 
governments across the region have started to engage with each other in various de-escalatory 
dialogue initiatives. The intra-GCC feud between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain 
ended in January 2021;105 relations between Ankara and Riyadh and Abu Dhabi are thawing;106 
and several GCC states, especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE, are directly engaging with Iran – 
with Saudi and Iranian officials holding several rounds of talks in Baghdad,107 and Emirati and 
Iranian officials visiting each other’s capitals.108

104. Useful overviews of this period include: Andreas Krieg (ed.), Divided Gulf: The Anatomy of a Crisis 
(Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019); Marc Lynch, The New Arab Wars: Uprisings and Anarchy in 
the MENA (New York, NY: Public Affairs, 2016); Michael Stephens, ‘The Arab Cold War Redux’, in 
Thanassis Cambanis (ed.), Arab Politics Beyond the Uprisings: Experiments in an Era of Resurgent 
Authoritarianism (New York, NY: Century Foundation, 2017); Ulrichsen, Qatar and the Gulf Crisis.

105. Ulrichsen et al., ‘The GCC Reconciliation’; Stephens, ‘Sunshine Over the Gulf’.
106. See, for example, Hamdullah Baycar, ‘Rapprochement Spree: Abu Dhabi Recalibrates Relations 

with Ankara’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 16 December 2021, <https://
carnegieendowment.org/sada/86025>, accessed 28 March 2022; Hussein Ibish, ‘Erdogan Visit 
Underscores UAE–Turkey Rapprochement is at the Heart of Regional De-Escalation’, Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Washington, 15 February 2022, <https://agsiw.org/erdogan-visit-underscores-
uae-turkey-rapprochement-is-at-the-heart-of-regional-de-escalation/>, accessed 28 March 2022.

107. See, for example, Mohammed Alsulami, ‘Where to Now for Saudi–Iranian Dialogue?’, Middle 
East Institute, 21 October 2021, <https://www.mei.edu/publications/where-now-saudi-
iranian-dialogue>, accessed 28 March 2022; Hasan Alhasan and Layla Alghoozi, ‘The Fragile 
Diplomacy of Saudi-Iranian De-Escalation’, IISS, 7 December 2021, <https://www.iiss.org/blogs/
analysis/2021/12/the-fragile-diplomacy-of-saudi-iranian-de-escalation>, accessed 28 March 2022.

108. Tawifq Nasrallah, ‘Sheikh Tahnoon bin Zayed Al Nahyan Received by Ebrahim Raisi, President of 
Iran’, Gulf News, 6 December 2021, <https://gulfnews.com/uae/government/sheikh-tahnoon-bin-
zayed-al-nahyan-received-by-ebrahim-raisi-president-of-iran-1.1638780578715>, accessed  
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This pursuit of diplomacy among regional actors appears to be largely independent of the 
state or outcomes of the P5+1 nuclear diplomacy with Iran.109 This does not mean that the 
two processes are entirely unrelated. One Iran expert noted that the JCPOA’s ultimate collapse 
could ‘spook’ the region; others thought that the failure of nuclear diplomacy could make the 
‘institutionalisation’ of regional security more difficult, particularly if the US does not support 
Iran’s integration into regional security initiatives.110

Potential Drivers of Regional De-Escalation
According to SMEs consulted for this project, as well as an emerging consensus in the literature,111 
this shift in the regional climate is the result of a convergence of factors. First, as noted earlier, 
the Iranian government of President Raisi has sought closer relations with countries in the 
region, placing less faith in sanctions relief and economic engagement with the West than 
the Rouhani administration. Second, the Gulf monarchies – and specifically Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE – seem to have concluded that they must at least establish functioning channels of 
communication with Tehran to avoid miscalculation and escalation. This is directly related to a 
growing sense in Riyadh and Abu Dhabi that they cannot deter Iran or its non-state actor allies 
independently, and that they can no longer rely on the US to guarantee their security. Several 
interviewees cited Iran’s 2019 attack on the Saudi oil facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais, and the 
lack of substantial US action in response, as a watershed moment in this regard.112 Ongoing 
missile and drone strikes by the Houthis on targets in the Emirates and Saudi Arabia further 
exacerbate this feeling of vulnerability and resolve to seek paths for de-escalation. Third, the 
economic downturn caused by the pandemic and the global energy transition led all six Gulf 
monarchies to consider economic development as their key priority. Interviewed SMEs noted 

28 March 2022; Reuters, ‘Iran to Send Large Trade Delegation to the UAE – Iranian Newspaper’,  
31 January 2022.

109. Authors’ interview with R, a Saudi government official, 21 September 2021; authors’ interview 
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based SME, 11 February 2022; authors’ interview with AR, a UK-based SME, 1 December 2021.
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that governments across the GCC see a reasonably stable regional environment as critical to 
attracting foreign investment and advancing their economic transformation programmes.113

Limitations of Economic Engagement
Beyond geography, Iran and the Gulf monarchies are bound together by shared history, religion 
and culture.114 As one former Emirati official noted, Iran is, and will always be, a neighbour that 
the GCC states must deal with, whether they want to or not.115 Most interviewed SMEs, especially 
from the smaller Gulf monarchies, also thought that economic engagement with Iran could be 
an opportunity to build trust and interdependence, at least in principle. Qatar, for example, 
sees Iran as a potentially attractive destination for investment; Oman continues to hope that 
it can play a role in the development of Iran’s gas industry by building a pipeline that would 
transport Iranian gas to Omani liquified natural gas export terminals;116 the UAE, and particularly 
Dubai, has profited greatly from trading with Iran.117 As noted above, Iran also increasingly sees 
economic engagement with the Gulf states as key to its economic development.118

Yet, almost all consulted GCC SMEs and a number of Iran experts cautioned against being too 
optimistic about the prospects for economic engagement resulting in substantial improvements 
to regional security. Many GCC interviewees pointed to the example of the UAE’s experience: 
the fact that the Emirates – one of Iran’s most important trading partners – has not been 
spared from Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ attacks on ships in the port of Fujairah,119 or 
from Houthi missile strikes on Abu Dhabi,120 fuels scepticism that economic cooperation can 
convince Iran to de-escalate. For some, the UAE’s experience is emblematic of Iran’s approach 
to engagement with the Gulf monarchies and the perception in some GCC capitals that Tehran 

113. Authors’ interview with R, a Saudi government official, London, 21 September 2021; authors’ 
interview with S, a Saudi SME, 27 September 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME,  
12 October 2021; authors’ interview with AM, a US-based SME, 4 November 2021; authors’ 
interview with AN, a UK-based SME, 11 February 2022.

114. This was emphasised by participants in all four virtual roundtable discussions hosted by RUSI on 
28 September 2021 (on Bahrain and Saudi Arabia), 2 November 2021 (on the UAE), 22 December 
2021 (on Kuwait, Oman and Qatar) and 25 January 2022 (on Iran).
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will accept whatever concessions it is offered, but will offer little in return.121 Similarly, several 
Iran experts thought that while economic engagement could lead to a friendlier climate between 
Iran and some Gulf monarchies, security interests also remain paramount for Tehran.122

Intractable Challenges to Cooperation
For many of the GCC states, it would take concrete Iranian action, particularly in the security sphere, 
to demonstrate that Tehran is serious about meaningfully improving relations. SMEs from all six GCC 
states suggested that Iran could end its support for the Houthis, or at least intervene with its Yemeni 
allies to stop cross-border attacks against Saudi Arabia and the UAE, as one such confidence-building 
measure.123 Yet, Iran’s ability and willingness to contribute to de-escalation and perhaps even an 
end to the war in Yemen appears to be limited. Some Iran experts thought that Iran could indeed be 
more open to compromise regarding its relationship with the Houthis than its ties to other non-state 
actors across the region,124 and one SME suggested that Tehran could be prepared to conclude some 
form of a non-aggression pact with Riyadh and Abu Dhabi over Yemen.125 Yet, a number of SMEs 
argued that Iran’s control over the Houthis may not be sufficient to force the group to end its military 
campaign, and that Tehran may be reluctant to relinquish the low-cost, high-impact ability to directly 
hurt and tie down Saudi Arabia that the conflict in Yemen has provided it with in recent years.126

In general, consulted GCC SMEs were sceptical that Iran would be prepared to seriously engage 
with the GCC states’ main areas of concern – namely, Iran’s support for its state and non-state actor 
allies in the region and its missile and drone programmes. As noted above, Tehran sees its strengths 
in these areas as vital components of its forward defence strategy to protect itself against the US 
and Israel, which Tehran sees as the two main threats to its security.127 For instance, one Iran expert 
described Iran’s relationship with Hizbullah as one of the strongest bilateral relationships in the 
region and called any suggestion of Iran giving up that relationship ‘preposterous’.128 The GCC states 
register this Iranian unwillingness to discuss the issues that matter most to them as yet further 

121. Authors’ interview with X, a former Emirati government official, 13 October 2021; authors’ 
interview with Z, an Emirati SME, 18 October 2021; authors’ interview with AA, an Emirati SME,  
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evidence that Tehran is not serious about developing cooperative approaches to regional security.129 
Furthermore, they tend to perceive Iranian initiatives, such as the 2019 Hormuz Peace Endeavour 
(HOPE) proposal for maritime security in the Gulf, as disingenuous.130 As one Qatari SME explained, 
GCC governments regard Iranian activity as the primary source of insecurity in the Gulf and are 
therefore not prepared to talk about a proposal that does not acknowledge this reality.131 Several 
others also stressed that it is difficult to see how Iran could form part of the solution to regional 
security problems if it does not first acknowledge its own role in creating or fomenting them.132

Indeed, there is a strong sense in the GCC states that Iran does not accept what they consider to be the 
basic building blocks of a stable regional order: norms of sovereignty and non-interference; and the 
inviolability of borders. Yet, from Tehran’s perspective, the monarchies’ ideal of a rules-based order, 
preferably guaranteed by the international community, represents an artificial, Western-imposed 
framework that is anathema to the Islamic Republic’s interests.133 This mismatch in perceptions is 
a key reason for why many of the GCC experts consulted for this paper assessed that most Gulf 
monarchies – with the partial exception of Oman and Qatar – see their existing engagement with 
Iran as mostly tactical.134 The Baghdad talks between Saudi Arabia and Iran, for example, or the 
UAE’s bilateral engagement with Iran, are seen as helpful communication channels for preventing 
escalation, but not as forums in which the main issues of concern can be resolved.135

129. For example, authors’ interview with C, a Bahraini SME, 10 February 2022; authors’ interview with 
W, a Saudi journalist, 22 November 2021; authors’ interview with Z, an Emirati SME,  
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Potential Formats for Regional Cooperation
Despite these limitations and barring major regional escalation, direct engagement between Iran 
and the Gulf monarchies is set to continue. In the near term, such engagements are likely to remain 
mostly bilateral. SMEs assessed that bilateral engagement – as opposed to a multilateral GCC 
approach towards Iran – is likely in line with Iranian preferences. Tehran perceives itself to be in 
the stronger position vis-à-vis each individual Gulf monarchy, certainly more so than in relation to 
a united GCC.136 According to one former Iranian government official, Tehran also believes Arab 
states with which it has good relations, such as Iraq and Syria, could act as mediators or help to 
facilitate talks with the Gulf states.137 While it is unlikely that Damascus could play such a role in the 
foreseeable future, Baghdad’s potential as a meeting place has already been demonstrated with the 
Saudi–Iranian talks that have taken place in the Iraqi capital over the past two years.138

Among the GCC states, preferences for a bilateral or multilateral approach to engagement with Iran 
differ. Saudi interviewees emphasised that the fault lines in the region lay not only between Tehran 
and Riyadh, but between Iran and all regional countries that support the existing regional order.139 
Riyadh therefore wants to see GCC (and wider regional) unity vis-à-vis Iran. But for reasons outlined 
above, including the still low levels of trust among some GCC member states following the 2017–21 
crisis between Qatar and its neighbours,140 most of the other GCC monarchies – most notably Oman 
and Qatar, but also the UAE and Kuwait – are eager to ensure that their own relations with Iran are 
not entirely dependent on Riyadh and Tehran’s willingness and ability to resolve their differences. 
They all support Saudi–Iranian dialogue to de-escalate regional tensions, but currently see bilateral 
engagement with Tehran as a better way to protect and pursue their own interests.141

Yet, precisely in order to overcome this intra-GCC trust deficit, transparency about what is being 
discussed in each Gulf monarchies’ bilateral channel with Iran, and a clear commitment not to forge 
agreements with Tehran that could negatively affect each other’s interests, are essential. Ultimately, 
there was a consensus among consulted GCC experts that while bilateral engagements were 
necessary, particularly in the short term, moving towards a future framework for resolving regional 
security issues would require a multilateral setting.
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
for UK and Western Policymakers

IN THE PERCEPTIONS of the six GCC monarchies, regional security dynamics in the Gulf are 
inextricably linked to international nuclear diplomacy with Iran and – to a lesser degree – the 
Iranian nuclear programme itself. While the Gulf monarchies do not see Iran’s nuclear capabilities 

as a direct physical threat to their national security, they perceive the programme as a bargaining 
chip Iran uses to extract concessions from the US and other Western powers, including with regard to 
its regional ambitions. Consequently, they see a direct link between the Iran nuclear deal and Iran’s 
behaviour in the region. For them, resolving the Iranian nuclear issue is thus only one component of 
a much more complex regional security environment. Dealing with the former without a plan for the 
latter only risks further destabilising the region.

Meanwhile, Iran’s preference is to decouple the nuclear issue from other regional security matters. 
Tehran sees no role for regional states in negotiations over its nuclear programme and it has little 
desire to follow nuclear diplomacy with a discussion of other regional security challenges with extra-
regional actors. Nevertheless, it is also conscious that a collapse of nuclear diplomacy could have 
wide-ranging implications for regional security, including potential military escalation. Iran also 
believes that the involvement of extra-regional powers, especially the US, in regional security matters 
is counter-productive and fundamentally destabilising. It insists that regional actors are best placed to 
resolve their own differences and that extra-regional powers, especially the US, should play no role in 
a future regional security order. Tehran also appears to be increasingly focused on strengthening its 
economic and diplomatic relations in the region – regardless of the fate of the nuclear agreement – as 
an alternative to its relations with Western powers.

This intersection between the Iran nuclear issue and regional security dynamics has implications 
for the UK and wider Western interests in the region, including in terms of maintaining – or ideally 
improving – regional security and stability.142 The following recommendations are informed by the 
research conducted for this paper. They are primarily intended for UK policymakers but are based on 
the understanding that, to maximise effectiveness, London should seek to coordinate and work with 
allies in Washington, Berlin, Paris and beyond. The authors recognise that these recommendations 
will have to be considered in the context of broader UK, European and US interests – and limitations 
– in the region.

142. The UK’s policy towards the region has generally aimed to minimise military escalation and to 
promote the national security and economic prosperity of regional partners. For a more in-depth 
overview of the UK’s policy priorities towards the Gulf region and the broader Middle East, see 
HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 
Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021).
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Recommendation I: The UK should take note of both the similarities and differences in the GCC 
states’ threat perceptions and relationships with Iran and with each other. 

In formulating its regional policy, the UK must balance between supporting Gulf unity and recognising 
where differences in GCC states’ views can prevent effective multilateral diplomacy or serve as an 
asset in engagement with Iran. Saudi Arabia is particularly concerned that a fracturing of GCC–Iran 
engagement into bilateral channels plays into Iran’s hands and risks strengthening misconceptions 
that regional security issues can be reduced to a Saudi–Iranian rivalry for regional hegemony. These 
concerns must be taken just as seriously as those of smaller GCC members that their own voices may 
be overshadowed or misunderstood in a multilateral context. A narrative that focuses on ‘leveraging 
differences for a common purpose’ may be received well by all parties.

Recommendation II: The UK and its US and European allies should clearly articulate and demonstrate 
their commitment to supporting regional security and regional diplomatic initiatives aimed at de-
escalation and stabilisation, regardless of the outcomes of the JCPOA negotiations. 

US and wider Western retrenchment from Gulf and wider regional security – real or perceived – is a 
key factor in GCC threat perceptions towards Iran, its nuclear programme, and its regional behaviour. 
Demonstrating a commitment to better understand and, where possible, address the security concerns 
of partners in the region, individually and collectively, could help alleviate some of these concerns. 
Such efforts could range from further defence engagement and contributions to maritime security 
operations, to public statements of support for Gulf partners and in opposition to destabilising Iranian 
activity in the region. Moreover, the UK could play a role in mobilising US and/or European engagement 
in the Gulf; united, multilateral Western involvement may provide further reassurances to countries 
in the region that London and its allies’ commitment to Gulf security is durable and not subject to 
individual governments’ preferences. However, it is worth noting that continued involvement of extra-
regional states – including the UK – in regional security dynamics will likely be viewed negatively in 
Tehran and may in this way complicate efforts for the resolution of regional security issues.

Recommendation III: There are limited prospects for a trust-based UK–Iran relationship; nevertheless, 
there may be scope for London to engage with Tehran on discrete issues through trusted channels. 

Western engagement on regional security issues may reassure GCC states and strengthen their 
confidence to engage in meaningful dialogue with Iran, but Tehran regards Western involvement in 
the region with suspicion and as a potential threat to its security. The complex history of British–
Iranian relations is a further source of mistrust for Tehran. Acknowledging this complexity, the UK 
– and its allies – should ensure that policies towards the region include clearly articulated and visible 
encouragement for all sides to engage in inclusive dialogue. Track 2 or 1.5 channels with Tehran can be 
utilised in an effort to mitigate against Tehran perceiving the UK’s engagement with the Gulf states as 
overtly hostile and specifically designed to contain or counter Iran, as well as to maintain functioning 
channels of communication for the resolution of discreet issues. However, the effectiveness of such 
engagements vis-à-vis both these objectives is likely to remain limited so long as the relationship 
between the UK and Iran remains one based on limited trust.
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Recommendation IV: The UK should clearly articulate its objectives and strategy towards the Gulf 
region, ideally outlined in a strategy document or a ministerial statement. 

This recommendation follows from the previous three. There is an urgent need to clarify how the UK 
sees its role in the Gulf (and the wider region), what its objectives are and what it is prepared to do 
to achieve them. Such a statement should emphasise the UK’s independent commitment to regional 
security, but would also benefit from including an intention to work with UK allies in Washington 
and Europe on regional issues. The lack of clarity about Western positions is fuelling the prevailing 
perception that the West is turning away from the region, which is creating space for others – namely 
China and, to a lesser degree, Russia – to expand their engagement with regional actors, to the possible 
detriment of UK and Western interests in the region. UK policymakers should also remain cognisant of 
the fact that increased commitment to the region is likely to receive a negative response from Tehran 
and factor this reality into their policy towards the region.

Recommendation V: Non-security-related, confidence-building measures should be supported, 
especially in the economic sphere, but the UK should not overestimate their impact on regional 
security dynamics. 

Highlighting opportunities for, and actively supporting, regional dialogue on non-security-related 
and ‘soft’ security issues is important. Shared culture and religion, common interests in protecting 
the environment or alleviating humanitarian crises in the region, and mutually beneficial economic 
integration may be promising areas for cooperation and trust-building in the short term. However, 
unless such initiatives are underpinned by real progress on security issues, they will remain superficial 
and will not meaningfully contribute to improving regional security in the long term. A sequential 
approach that concentrates on ‘softer’ issues in the expectation that addressing them can lead to 
progress on ‘hard’ security challenges risks appearing unserious and naïve, particularly from the 
perspectives of the GCC states. Striking this balance will be even more difficult if nuclear diplomacy 
with Iran collapses and UK and European sanctions against Iran were to be reimposed. However, even 
in such a scenario, facilitating confidence building in the region will remain in the interest of the UK.

Recommendation VI: The UK should encourage its GCC partners to engage with Iran bilaterally 
while also supporting cross-GCC coordination on engagement with Tehran. 

This recommendation follows from Recommendation I. Supporting the bilateral engagement between 
individual GCC states and Iran will particularly satisfy the smaller monarchies’ wishes to preserve their 
independence in regional developments and is likely to be received favourably in Tehran. At the same 
time, stressing the importance of transparency and coordination within the GCC, particularly with 
regard to engagements with Iran, will allay concerns in Riyadh. The UK may want to work with other 
regional actors – for instance, Iraq – that can act as intermediaries between the Gulf monarchies and 
Tehran, as direct UK mediation is likely to be rejected by Iran.
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Annex: List of Primary Sources

Research Interviews
In the research for this paper, the authors conducted 45 interviews with SMEs and current and 
former government officials between July 2021 and March 2022:

A – Bahraini government official. Interview conducted on 21 October 2021.

B – Bahraini SME. Interview conducted on 28 October 2021.

C – Bahraini SME. Interview conducted on 10 February 2022.

D – Kuwaiti SME. Interview conducted on 15 September 2021.

E – Kuwaiti SME. Interview conducted on 27 September 2021.

F – Kuwaiti SME. Interview conducted on 14 October 2021.

G – Kuwaiti government official. Interview conducted on 25 October 2021.

H – Kuwaiti SME. Interview conducted on 12 January 2022.

I – Omani SME. Interview conducted on 9 September 2021.

J – Omani journalist. Interview conducted on 14 September 2021.

K – Oman SME, based in Oman. Interview conducted on 20 October 2021.

M – Qatari SME. Interview conducted on 19 October 2021.

N – Qatari government official. Interview conducted on 25 October 2021.

O – Qatar SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 30 November 2021.

P – Qatar SME, based in Qatar. Interview conducted on 27 January 2022.

Q – Saudi government official. Interview conducted on 30 July 2021.

R – Saudi government official. Interview conducted on 21 September 2021.
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S – Saudi SME. Interview conducted on 27 September 2021.

T – Saudi SME. Interview conducted on 7 November 2021.

U – Saudi government official. Interview conducted on 20 October 2021.

V – Saudi Arabia SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 8 December 2021.

W – Saudi journalist. Interview conducted on 22 November 2021.

X – Former Emirati government official. Interview conducted on 13 October 2021.

Y – Emirati SME. Interview conducted on 28 September 2021.

Z – Emirati SME. Interview conducted on 18 October 2021.

AA – Emirati SME. Interview conducted on 12 October 2021.

AB – UAE SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 23 November 2021.

AC – Emirati government official. Interview conducted on 4 March 2022.

AD – Former Iranian government official. Interview conducted on 5 October 2021.

AE – Iran SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 9 December 2021.

AF – Iran SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 12 November 2021.

AG – Iran SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 29 November 2021.

AH – Iran SME, based in Germany. Interview conducted on 17 December 2021.

AI – Iranian SME. Interview conducted on 20 January 2022.

AJ – Iran SME, based in Germany. Interview conducted on 21 January 2022.

AK – Iran SME, based in Europe. Interview conducted on 8 February 2022.

AM – Gulf SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 4 November 2021.

AN – Gulf SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 11 February 2022.

AO – Gulf SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 18 November 2021.
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AP – Gulf SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 12 November 2021.

AQ – Gulf SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 8 December 2021.

AR – Gulf SME, based in the UK. Interview conducted on 1 December 2021.

AS – Gulf SME, based in Qatar. Interview conducted on 27 January 2022.

AT – Gulf SME, based in the US. Interview conducted on 6 December 2021.

Virtual Roundtable Discussions
In the research for this paper, the authors convened four virtual roundtable discussions with 
relevant SMEs between September 2021 and January 2022:

1. Virtual roundtable discussion on the perspectives of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Hosted by 
RUSI on 28 September 2021. Attended by:

• 3 Bahraini SMEs.
• 3 Saudi SMEs.
• 3 UK and Europe-based SMEs.

2. Virtual roundtable discussion on the perspectives of the UAE. Hosted by RUSI on 2 November 
2021. Attended by:

• 6 Emirati SMEs.
• 1 UAE-based SME.
• 4 UK and Europe-based SMEs.

3. Virtual roundtable discussion on the perspectives of Kuwait, Oman and Qatar. Hosted by RUSI 
on 20 December 2021. Attended by:

• 4 Kuwaiti SMEs.
• 3 Omani SMEs.
• 1 Qatari SME.
• 3 Qatar-based SMEs.
• 5 UK and Europe-based SMEs.

4. Virtual roundtable discussion on the perspective of Iran. Hosted by RUSI on 25 January 
2022. Attended by:

• 3 Iranian SMEs.
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• 12 UK, Europe and US-based SMEs.

Peer Review Workshop
On 14 March 2022, the authors hosted a peer review workshop to collect feedback on the 
project findings. Five of the 14 attendees gave permission to be named:

• Dr Ali Ansari, Professor of History at the University of St Andrews.
• Mr Giorgio Cafiero, CEO of Gulf State Analytics.
• Dr Hassan Elbahtimy, Senior Lecturer and Co-Director of the Centre for Science and 

Security Studies at King’s College London.
• Professor F Gregory Gause, Department Head and Professor at the Bush School of 

Government and Public Services at Texas A&M University.
• Dr Simon Mabon, Professor of International Relations at the University of Lancaster.

Interviews for Project Podcast Series
In the research for this paper, the authors produced a podcast series, featuring interviews with 
SMEs from/on Iran and the six GCC states. Episodes included:

• Tobias Borck and Darya Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 1: The View from Iran’, 27 
January 2022. Features interview with Nasser Hadian.

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 2: The View from Saudi Arabia’, 10 February 
2022. Features interview with Mohammed Alyahya.

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 3: The View from Bahrain and Kuwait’, 
24 February 2022. Features interviews with Hasan Alhasan (on Bahrain) and Amnah 
Ibraheem (on Kuwait).

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 4: The View from Oman and Qatar’, 10 March 
2022. Features interviews with Turki Al-Bulushi (on Oman) and Andreas Krieg (on Qatar).

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 5: The View from the United Arab Emirates’, 
24 March 2022. Features interview with Najla Al-Qasimi.

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 6: The View from Israel’, 7 April 2022. 
Features interview with Yossi Mekelberg.

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 7: The View from the UK’, 21 April 2022. 
Features interview with Sanam Vakil and Ali Ansari.

• Borck and Dolzikova, ‘Mind the Gulf: Episode 8: Where Are We Now and What Comes 
Next?’, 5 May 2022. Features interview with Cinzia Bianco and Naysan Rafati.
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