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The deepening crisis between Saudi Arabia and
Iran could threaten fragile efforts to negotiate an
end to the Syrian war, which has claimed more

than a quarter of a million lives, analysts say. “The con-
flict between Iran and Saudi Arabia will definitely have
a negative impact” on the peace process, said Samir
Nashar, a member of the Syrian opposition-in-exile.
“The negotiations were already difficult, if not impos-
sible, and this conflict is only going to lead to posi-
tions becoming more entrenched,” he told AFP.

On opposite sides of the Sunni-Shiite faultline in
Islam, Iran and Saudi Arabia are also key players in the
Syrian conflict, respectively backing or opposing the
regime in Damascus. Tensions surged on Saturday
when Saudi Arabia executed a leading Shiite cleric
and activist, Nimr Al-Nimr, prompting furious crowds
in Iran to set fire to the Saudi embassy in Tehran and
its consulate in Mashhad.

In response, Saudi Arabia severed ties with Iran on
Sunday, giving Iranian diplomats 48 hours to leave the
country. This was followed on Monday by Bahrain and
Sudan cutting ties with Tehran, while the United Arab
Emirates downgraded its links with Iran, recalling its
envoy. The bust-up is the result of years of seething
hostility between the Persian and Arab rivals, who
have fought for leadership of the region through
proxy wars in Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen, where Riyadh
is directly involved militarily in the fight against Shiite
Houthi rebels.

Both countries are also deeply involved in the war
in Syria, where Iran supports President Bashar al-Assad
and has supplied “military advisers” to his regime. The
Saudis have called for Assad to go and are giving
financial and military support to rebel organizations
that include fundamentalist groups. In Syria, the
Saudi-Iranian rivalry “has been one of the driving fac-
tors from the start”, said Yezid Sayigh of the Carnegie
Middle East Center. As 2015 came to a close, tentative
efforts to broker peace in Syria appeared to have had
a glimmer of success. But this latest crisis threatens to
derail the process, commentators said.

‘Low Expectations’ 
Noah Bonsey, senior analyst at the International

Crisis Group, said the deterioration in relations “will
further diminish already low expectations” for talks
expected to take place in late January. “Ultimately,
reaching a political resolution in Syria would require
key states backing each side to make reciprocal con-
cessions, and pressure their Syrian allies to do the
same. For now, things are moving in the opposite
direction,” said Bonsey. At talks in Vienna in October
and November, all the players in the conflict gathered
around the same table for the first time.

Western diplomats noted the barely-concealed ani-
mosity between the Saudis and the Iranians at those
discussions. But, one diplomat said brightly, “at least
they are talking to each other”. That, however, was
before diplomatic ties were severed. The Vienna parlay
broke ground by drawing up an international
roadmap, which was unanimously adopted by the UN
Security Council on Dec 19.

It foresees talks between the different sides in
January, the establishment of a transitional govern-
ment within six months and elections within 18
months in a plan supported by Iran and Russia, which
also backs Assad. “We made progress by getting all the
protagonists back to the negotiating table, and the
UN resolution showed the commitment of the interna-
tional community. It is essential we keep up the nego-
tiations, but the process has just been weakened,” said
a source deeply involved in the negotiations, speaking
on condition of anonymity.

Karim Bitar, a researcher at the IRIS think-tank in
Paris, pointed out that the conflict between Riyadh
and Tehran only adds to tensions that had already
mounted with the death of influential Syrian rebel
chief Zahran Alloush, killed in a regime air strike in late
December. “This escalation is going to make any
chance of progress on Syria more complicated,” Bitar
said. Realizing that the peace process now hangs in
the balance, the United States, France, Germany and
Italy have all called for calm. — AFP 
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Saudi-Iran row 
could shatter 
Syria efforts

By Cecile Feuillatre and Rouba El Husseini 

With execution, regional tensions ignited
By Jon Gambrell

By executing a senior Shiite cleric, Saudi Arabia effec-
tively lit a match to set off regional sectarian tensions
and its rivalry with Iran, threatening to derail already-

shaky peace efforts over the wars in Syria and Yemen. It
also is part of a more aggressive stance by the kingdom in
the past year, which included launching an air campaign
against Shiite rebels in Yemen and increased aid to rebels
in Syria. The policy in part reflects a greater willingness for
risk-taking to counter Iranian influence in the Arab world,
especially with Riyadh worried about a potential easing of
relations between Tehran and Washington in the wake of
last year’s nuclear deal.

But it also has a powerful domestic factor: A show of
toughness by King Salman and his son, Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, aiming to bolster their rule
at a time when Saudi Arabia is facing an economic crisis
brought on by low oil prices. To the greater world, however,
the execution of Nimr Al-Nimr took on a different appear-
ance. “It looks like an extremely irrational and ill-considered
decision to do this,” said Christopher Davidson, a professor
of Middle East politics at Durham University in Britain. “In
my view, it speaks more about the local dynamics in Saudi
Arabia itself.”

The execution sparked outrage among Shiites around
the world, with protests in Iraq, Bahrain and Pakistan,
and even in Saudi Arabia’s tightly controlled Shiite heart-
land in the east. Iran’s government - which presents itself
as a defender of Shiites in the region - loudly condemned
the killing. Attackers stormed, ransacked and burned the
Saudi Embassy in Tehran, prompting Riyadh to cut off
ties in response. 

Nimr’s death was a dramatic step because Saudi Arabia
has rarely resorted to the death penalty in dealing with
unrest among its Shiite minority, which has long com-

plained of discrimination in the Sunni-led kingdom. A
vocal opponent of the Saudi royal family, Nimr was seen by
Shiites in the region as a political dissident, although he
always contended he did not foment violence.

Shiites had warned against his execution ever since a
Saudi court convicted him of sedition and other charges
and sentenced him to death in 2014. He was executed
among a group of 47 people convicted on terrorism
charges - almost all connected to Sunni radicals and Al-
Qaeda - painting him with the same brush as a threat to
security.

For the royal family, the execution signals a tough hand
against any trouble from Saudi Arabia’s Shiites and bolsters
the kingdom’s posturing as the champion for Sunni
Muslims in the region against Iranian influence. Saudi
Arabia’s allies rallied it to its side Monday, with a number of
nations following its lead in either cutting or reducing
diplomatic ties with Iran. The Arab League called an emer-
gency meeting of foreign ministers for Jan 10 to discuss
the attack on the Saudi Embassy and other Iranian “inter-
ference in Arab affairs.”

Ultraconservatives  
The execution also placates the kingdom’s Sunni ultra-

conservatives, a key source of support for the ruling family.
Shiites remain a favorite target of slurs by Saudi clerics,
who follow the ultraconservative Sunni doctrine known as
Wahhabism. 

While the kingdom’s Shiite community - an estimated
10-15 percent of the population of nearly 29 million- has
seen only relatively low-level restiveness over the years,
clerics often depict Shiites as a threat, a potential lever for
Iranian influence.

Ultraconservative support is particularly important at a
time when Saudi Arabia is facing the rise of an insurgency
by Sunni extremists linked to the Islamic State group.

Young Saudi Sunnis have been involved in a string of sui-
cide bombings in the kingdom. Since Syria’s civil war esca-
lated in the past four years, Saudi clerics urged young men
to fight alongside Sunni rebels there against the Iranian-
backed Syrian government.

Analysts believe Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed, the
king’s 30-year-old son, has been the driving force behind
the kingdom’s more assertive stance and its willingness to
take extreme political risks in the region, particularly the
push into the war in Yemen. 

Tellingly, it was Prince Mohammed, the Saudi defense
minister, whom US Secretary of State John Kerry, the
German defense minister and a Sudanese official contact-
ed for consultations Monday as the crisis spread.

The intensified Saudi-Iranian tensions could doom the
multilateral talks launched by the US and Russia in Vienna
last month aimed at pushing a plan to end Syria’s civil war.
Riyadh and Tehran were both participating in those talks,
and it was already going to be extremely difficult to get
them both fully behind a peace plan: Iran is the main
backer of Syria’s President Bashar Al-Assad, and Saudi
Arabia has backed the rebels, determined to oust Assad
and deprive Iran of a key ally.

Efforts for peace in Yemen already appeared to be
crumbling. A truce there - largely ignored by combatants
- ended this weekend. That civil war has killed more than
5,880 people since March and keeps Saudi Arabia and its
allies mired in a conflict that has no clear sign of ending
soon. All the while, Saudi Arabia faces budgetary pres-
sure as global oil prices have sunk under $40 a barrel and
likely will remain low well into this year. 

The kingdom already has made some cuts, but more
could be around the corner, forcing it to make unpopular
decisions for a society used to government subsidies. But
there’s one place it’s not cutting back: It allocated $57
billion in defense spending for 2016. — AP 

By Angus McDowall

The last time Saudi Arabia broke off ties with Iran, after its
embassy in Tehran was stormed by protesters in 1988, it took
a swing in the regional power balance in the form of Saddam

Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait to heal the rift. It is hard to see
how any lesser development could resolve the region’s most bitter
rivalry, which has underpinned wars and political tussles across the
Middle East as Riyadh and Tehran backed opposing sides. Riyadh’s
expulsion of Iran’s envoy after another storming of its Tehran
embassy, this time in response to the Saudi execution of Shi’ite
cleric Nimr Al-Nimr, raised the heat again, making the region’s
underlying conflict even harder to resolve.

At the heart of the new crisis is Saudi Arabia’s growing willing-
ness to confront Iran and its allies militarily since King Salman took
power a year ago, say diplomats, choosing with his son, Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, to abandon years of back-
room politics. Last year, Riyadh began a war in Yemen to stop an
Iran-allied militia seizing power in its southern neighbour and
boosted support to Syrian rebels against Tehran’s ally President
Bashar Al-Assad. Its execution of Nimr, while mainly driven by
domestic politics, was also part of that open confrontation with
Iran, according to political analysts.

The interventions followed years of Riyadh complaining about
what it regarded as unchecked Iranian aggression in the region.  It
has pointed to Iran’s support for Shiite militias and accused the
country of smuggling arms to groups in Gulf countries - which Iran
denies. “We will not allow Iran to destabilize our region. We will not
allow Iran to do harm to our citizens or those of our allies and so
we will react,” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir told Reuters on
Monday, signalling Riyadh would not back down.

The Saudi decisions in Syria and Yemen were also partly a
response to Iran’s nuclear deal with world powers, which lifted
sanctions on Tehran, theoretically giving it more money and politi-
cal room to pursue its regional activities. The new crisis has had the
effect of hardening a wider confrontation between the loose-knit
coalitions of allies each can call upon in the region; some of
Riyadh’s allies also cut diplomatic ties with Tehran after the
embassy attack, while Iran’s warned of repercussions. That chain
reaction may now complicate complex political talks over the for-
mation of a government in Lebanon, efforts to bring Syria’s war-
ring parties to talks, stalled negotiations to end Yemen’s civil war
and Riyadh’s rapprochement with Baghdad.

Simmering Mistrust
Until the 1960s and 70s, Saudi Arabia and Iran were uneasy

allies regarded as the “twin pillars” of Washington’s strategy to curb
Soviet influence in the Gulf. Sectarianism was muted. But rich on
its new oil wealth, Saudi Arabia began to propagate its rigid Salafi
interpretation of Sunni Islam which regards Shiism as heretical, in
mosques around the region. And, after its 1979 revolution, Iran
adopted - and exported - the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih, which
says ultimate temporal power among Shi’ites should reside with its

own supreme leader. That growing ideological divide set up a sim-
mering mistrust that was soon matched by a geopolitical rivalry
that has driven their fractious relations for the subsequent 37
years. After Iran’s 1980-88 war with Iraq, when Saddam invaded, it
developed a strategy of “forward defence”, seeking to use ties with
Arab Shiites to build militias and political parties that could stop
new enemies emerging and give it deterrent capability through
proxy forces.

Riyadh regarded Tehran’s cultivation of Shiite groups with
intense suspicion, fearing it would foment revolution in Saudi-
allied states and destabilize the region. It broke ties in 1988 when a
diplomat died in the storming of its Tehran embassy following ten-
sions over the death of hundreds of Iranian pilgrims in clashes with
Saudi police during the haj. But when Saddam invaded Kuwait,
Tehran and Riyadh set aside their hostility to make common cause
against a shared enemy.

The toppling of Saddam in 2003 upturned the regional power
balance, however, as Iran used its ties to the country’s large Shiite
community to gain sway in Baghdad, pitting Riyadh and Tehran
more openly against each other - a pattern repeated in Yemen
and Syria after the “Arab Spring” uprisings. Meanwhile, Iraq’s civil
war had poured fuel on growing sectarian tensions as Al-Qaeda,
which follows an extreme form of Salafism, sent suicide bombers

against Shi’ite civilians, prompting murderous retaliation from
Iran-linked militias.

Further Escalation
Now there is some scope for further escalation, both in the var-

ious Middle East theatres where Iran and Saudi Arabia back oppos-
ing forces, and diplomatically as Riyadh taps Arab and Muslim
channels to try to isolate Tehran, according to analysts. “Since 1979
the two countries have fought numerous proxy conflicts through-
out the Middle East and often exchange threats and insults. But
they’ve stopped short of direct conflict and eventually agreed to a
cold reconciliation,” said Karim Sadjadpour, senior associate of the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace’s Middle East pro-
gram.

But he said that Iran might seek to stoke unrest among Saudi
Arabia and Bahrain’s Shi’ite communities. Renewed protests
among Saudi and Bahraini Shi’ites since the execution of Nimr,
along with the bombing of two Sunni mosques in Iraq, may be
regarded by Riyadh as evidence of Iranian incitement. Riyadh has
itself pushed allies to cut ties with Iran and pressed Muslim bodies
like the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation to condemn the
storming of the embassy.  Theoretically, it could also ramp up sup-
port for Syrian rebel groups. —Reuters

New crisis threatens wider escalation

An image grab taken from Saudi Arabia’s official Al-Ikhbaryia TV channel on Monday shows what the news chan-
nel said were members of the Saudi diplomatic mission in Tehran being greeted by Saudi officials upon their
arrival at Dubai airport, a few hours after Saudi Arabia decided to sever its diplomatic relations with Iran. — AFP 


