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Abstracts

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and its Future Prospects — Dr. Abdullah Baabood

The Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf hereinafter referred to as the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) has been developing as a regional organization with the aim of
fostering existing ties between its member states to help bring them closer to each other
through cooperation and integration leading to ‘unity’. Born out of the need for security, the
GCC has made some limited success in affecting some regional cooperation but has failed to
enhance deeper integration. The specific nature of the GCC, its outdated Charter and
institutional makeup as well as the obstinate state sovereignty have coalesced to slow down
its progress and prevent its future development. Recurrent inter-state disputes and
especially the current Gulf crisis between its member states has almost rendered the
organization ineffective. Despite some efforts at resolving the crisis, the blockade initiated
against a member state still persists negatively affecting the organizational coherence and
its future. The crisis demonstrates the ineptness of the GCC and intensified its fractures.
Although regional organizations do not always vanish overnight, the GCC could endure for
some time before it fissile away. The GCC now stands at a juncture point either to persist
and outlast its current crisis and revive its mission and objectives or to slowly fade away.
The indications show that even if it managed to survive and overcome its predicament, it is
very unlikely that it will return to its normal status without a major revision to its charter,
exclusive membership and the competency of its institutions.

The Evaluation of the GCC from the Perspective of Small State Studies — Dr. Maté Szalai

All mainstream schools of International Relations agree that forming alliances and joining
international organizations constitutes one of the most crucial decisions a small state has to
make in order to ensure its survival, well-being and to pursue its interest. Representatives of
the realist tradition argue that the security deficit caused by limited resources can best be
managed by clever bandwagoning, while neoliberal thinkers rather focus on the costs and
benefits of integration. Constructivism, on the other hand, researches supranational identity
formation and normative protection attached to such institutional cooperation.

In spite of the rich tradition of analyzing small state alliance making and of the internal
dynamics of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), interpreting the latter from a small state
studies perspective is mostly lacking in the literature. Nevertheless, depending on the
definition, at least four out of the six member states (namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and
Oman) meet the requirements of small state classification. On the other hand, the mixture
of cooperation and conflict, of inequalities and interdependences, of trust and mistrust is
tangible in the intra-GCC relations, which formulate a fertile ground for such an endeavour.



The aim of the research is to interpret and analyze the dynamics of the GCC integration
process and structure from the perspective of small state studies. The main research
guestion is whether the Gulf Cooperation Council meets the theoretical expectations set by
small state studies. Methodologically, the research with start with the investigation of
different angles towards integrations of small state studies, which will be applied to the GCC
as a whole. In the third and last part, the current Gulf rift and the strategy of Qatar will be
analyzed as a case study in the framework of small state theory.

The Gulf Crisis: The Economic Perspective and the Role of the Gulf Regional Hubs —
Moustafa Ali

The aim of this paper is to explore the economic perspective behind the Gulf Crisis, the
geostrategic significance of Gulf regional hubs: the economic prospects, how economic
alliances and counter economic alliances are being shaped, the threats such regional hubs
poses to UAE's economy, particularly Dubai's twin sophisticated and highly advanced global
hub ports, Jibel Ali, and Rashid ports. The study uses a generic qualitative research
methodology and document analysis. This paper, therefore, comes in four sections and a
conclusion. The first section focuses on the economic perspective of the current Gulf Crisis.
The second section is on Gwadar's geostrategic significance. The third section discusses how
a regional hub port such as Gwadar is shaping 'economic alliances' and 'counter economic
alliance' in the region as well as examines how the GCC countries may respond to the rising
of regional hubs. The third section discusses to what extent the development of gulf
regional hub ports, such as Gwadar's port, represents a threat to Dubai's economy. The
paper, then, concludes with findings and recommendations.

Oman: Institutional Genealogy of an Exceptional Foreign Policy — Noha Ezzat

Oman has long pursued an independent foreign policy compared to other states in the GCC.
It has exhibited friendly ties to Iran unlike many of its neighbors, alongside a long
partnership with India in contrast to the strategic relations that bind Pakistan and most GCC
members. Analyses of Oman’s unique policy often refer to its people’s distinct brand of
Islam (Ibadhi Islam), which sets it apart from the predominantly Sunni Islam of other GCC
states. Following a constructivist argument, these factors are assumed to be key in shaping a
different threat perception amongst Omani policymakers and distancing them from the
Sunni orientation that characterizes the GCC’s support for Pakistan and its rivalry with Iran.
This paper will aim to scrutinize this constructivist explanation by providing an alternative
understanding based on historical institutionalism. The paper shall argue that Oman’s policy
in the Gulf and South Asia started to take its current shape since it came under British
influence in the late nineteenth century and developed its modern institutional capacities
under British power and its pivot in India. This has imbued Oman’s policy with a lasting
intertwinement with India, in addition to an Anglophile legacy that continues to distance it
from other GCC states whose institutional capacities were shaped at a later stage under



predominantly American influence, thus inheriting a higher affiliation with the US’s
friendships (e.g. Pakistan) and rivalries (e.g. Cold War India and post-1979 Iran).

Saving the GCC: Kuwait’s Mediation Role in the Gulf Crisis — Dr. Tahani Al-Terkait

‘Saving the GCC: Kuwait’s Mediation Role in the Gulf Crisis’ sheds light on the role of Kuwait
in seeking to end the ongoing Gulf Crisis between the Arab Quartet (Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt) and Qatar.

For Kuwait, restoring the unity of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and regional stability is
a goal, not an end. Its diplomatic endeavors actually represent a departure from its
traditional circumspect neutrality. Its approach is based on mediation, philanthropy, wise
leadership, a profound belief in the GCC as a regional incubator for the Arab Peninsula, and
the shift in power caused by the 2011 Arab uprisings.

The paper concludes with some important statements by Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah,
the Amir of Kuwait, who is determined to end the crisis, secure the GCC’s stability, and the
welfare of the many peoples of the region.

The Impact of Security Threat Perception on the Unity of GCC — Dr. Shady A. Mansour

GCC is facing unprecedented challenges, due to the rising security threats and regional
rivalry among major Middle Eastern powers. The Iranian rising influence represented a
grave threat to some GCC members, notably Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and UAE, especially after
its intervention in Bahrain to support Shiite terrorist organizations, as well as supporting
Houthi militias in Yemen. However, other members like Qatar and Oman did not perceive
Iran as a threat, which further increased the tensions within the GCC. On the other hand,
Turkey and Qatar adopted policies in the aftermath of the Arab Spring that are perceived as
threatening to both Saudi Arabia and UAE, especially their support to political Islam
groupings, most notably Muslim Brotherhood. Ankara’s subsequent utilization of Jamal
Khashoggi’s assassination to create international pressure over Riyadh further elevated the
perception of Turkey as a threat. The US, on the other hand, is trying to resolve the Qatari
crisis in order to restore the unity of GCC and establish Middle East Security Alliance (MESA),
widely known as “Arab Nato”, which will be responsible for countering the Iranian Influence.
The American efforts is facing immense challenges as evident in the postponement of the
GCC - US summit several times. Against this background, the paper argues that security
challenge is the main responsible for the current rift inside GCC, and will try to assess the
effectiveness of the American efforts to restore the unity of the regional block.



Iran, Turkey and the Qatar Crisis with the GCC. Emerging Middle Powers in the Middle
East and their Struggle for Hegemony — Dr. Alberto Gasparetto

In the literature of middle powers, much attention has been paid to such “established”
middle powers as the “BRICS”, while the “emerging” middle powers are thoroughly
underexplored. By considering the latter ones more revisionist than the formers in terms of
pursuing economic, military, cultural, religious and political goals to challenge the existing
order, this paper focuses on how Iran and Turkey have exploited the Qatar crisis with the
GCC in the context of a rearrangement of regional dynamics upon the Arab revolts in 2011.
It especially focuses on Iran’s and Turkey’s struggle in gaining the upper hand over the
regional hegemony vis-a-vis the GCC and its dominant player, Saudi Arabia. How have Iran
and Turkey shaped their regional agenda to counterbalance Saudi’s outreach in the Middle
East? How have Ankara and Tehran molded their reciprocal historical geopolitical
competition around the Qatar crisis? How have they tried to both serve as role models
based on their soft power and build new coalitions? What could be expected in the near
future from such a regional restructuring resulting from a liquid and penetrated regional
system? This paper relies on extensive reference to the recent landmark literature about
middle powers in the Middle East to show how Turkey’s and Iran’s approach towards the
GCC have pushed them to use the Qatar crisis to their respective advantage.

United We Stand? Measuring Threat Perception of Iran within the Riyadh-Aby Dhabi Axis
- Cinzia Bianco

Amid the eruption of the gravest intra-GCC crisis in the history of the organization in June
2017 — when Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain, supported by Egypt,
cut all relations and closed all borders with Qatar — assumptions on shared threat
perceptions across the GCC, largely driving the very establishment of the body, have been
put into questions. Among other issues, the governments of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
Bahrain have accused Qatar of aiding Tehran in its alleged plans of de-stabilizing the Gulf
region to gain influence. While rebuking the accusations, Doha’s government has given
numerous indications of seeking pragmatic relations with its Iranian neighbors. Likewise,
Kuwait and Oman — officially neutral in the crisis — have been more hesitant than their
fellow GCC states in characterizing Iran as a hostile power to be assertively confronted.
However, beyond a simplistic divide along the intra-GCC crisis’ fault lines, reinforced in the
rhetoric and narrative of Riyadh, Abu Dhabi and Manama, there are elements to argue for a
more complex picture in the perceptions of Iran, with substantial differences at the level of
each GCC state. In fact, this paper aims to show that, in the post-2011 context, strong
divergences emerged also in the perceptions of the anti-Qatar camp with regards to the
type, intensity and dimensions of the threat posed by Iran. The aim is to provide a more
detailed analysis of the commonalities and differences in key policy-making drivers between
what is often simplistically regarded as an emerging axis, that of Riyadh, Abu Dhabi and
Manama.



Introduction

Prof. Anoush Ehteshami, Director of the Institute for Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies

Nearly four decades have passed since the establishment of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) in 1981. The establishment of the GCC was arguably the boldest diplomatic and
political act of the Gulf Arab monarchies to date. This handful of Arab monarchies, some of
which were still emerging from the shadow of Britain, were often seen as vulnerable, timid,
risk-averse, conservative actors who had been pushed and pulled in different directions by
their much more powerful and demographically richer northern neighbors of Iran and Iraq
and therefore unable (or unwilling) to act in concert in their collective interest. Their acute
vulnerability, the argument went, made them subservient to the whims of their bigger
neighbors and deeply reliant on the good offices of the West, primarily the United States
from the mid-1970s, for survival. And yet, just 10 years after Britain’s withdrawal from
territories “east of Suez” they had shown the maturity to pool their resources to build the
Arab region’s first sub-regional organization. The earthquake in the Arab region which
followed the announcement of the birth of the GCC had to be absorbed at a time when
Syria, Iraq and Egypt —the Mashreq’s Arab giants — were struggling to establish themselves
as the dominant Arab actor while trying to contain the many fires now raging in the Arab
region’s heartland and borderlands in the Levant, the Persian Gulf, along the Red Sea, and in
the Maghreb. The GCC had burst asunder the illusion of Arab unity and had, argued the
monarchies’ critics, decimated Arab ranks at a time when both Iran and Israel were
assaulting them.

Yet, there was clear strategic imperative for the establishment of the GCC, the reasons for
which are discussed in depth in the chapters that follow. The largest Arab monarchy, Saudi
Arabia, was under severe pressure by Iran’s energetic revolutionary leaders who were bent
on showcasing the Kingdom as the embodiment of “American Islam”, on the one hand, and
also Irag which wanted Riyadh’s patronage, financial support, and political cover for its
adventurous war which it started in September 1980 with Iran, on the other. Smaller Gulf
Arab states, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in particular, were deeply exposed
to the war machines of Iran and Irag and were caught between the hard place of appeasing
Iran and the rock of maintaining a modicum of distance from Iraq without offending
President Saddam Hussein. Baghdad’s narrative of containing Iran as an Arab duty was hard
to counter, particularly when Tehran appeared to be going out of its way to challenge the
sovereignty of some of the Gulf monarchies and the well-being of others. Common threat
perceptions facilitated cooperation on a new scale.

The GCC survived the hostilities of the 1980s, and pulled more tightly together when one of
its members (Kuwait) was swallowed whole in August 1990 by Irag and led the Arab
campaign to liberate Kuwait from the clutches of the Iraqgi armed forces. In the 1990s the
GCC became increasingly proactive and reached out to the rest of the world as a single unit,



beginning bilateral negotiations with the European Union (EU) for customs-free trade and
with other countries for economic cooperation. A “Khaliji” identity exclusive to the GCC was
being born with empathy and affinity and shared values, customs, and outlooks as its
trademarks. Annual summits reinforced GCC oneness and provided the forum for ironing
out differences as well as for showing the world the utility of unity amongst the Gulf
monarchies. The 1990s, thus, was devoted to consolidation and deeper integration. Free
movement of people and capital to add to GCC-wide employment opportunities and
customs-free trade, leading in the 2000s to discussions of establishing a GCC central bank
(Riyadh or Abu Dhabi?!), a single currency, and further advances towards a “union” of the
Gulf monarchies. With other regional organizations (the Arab Maghreb Union and the Arab
League, namely) moribund the GCC appeared to be shining the way towards successful
(sub)regionalization on a grand scale, to mirror the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in southeast Asia and the EU in Europe.

The success of the GCC as a regional organization at the same time also strengthened its
individual parts, encouraging its smaller members to deploy their considerable accumulated
wealth in their narrower national interests. This phenomenon fully manifested itself in the
post-2010 Arab uprisings which inexplicably pitted GCC state against another in other Arab
arenas. But the geopolitical tensions following the Arab uprisings also cemented divisions
within the GCC itself, pushing some of its members further and further apart and leaving the
non-partisan members of the Council bereft of sub-regional leadership. The divisions, partly
fueled by developments elsewhere in the region, has led to open hostilities between Qatar
on one side and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain on the other side, weakening the very
foundations of the GCC. Ironically, at a time when Iran is again encroaching, Irag being a
shadow of its former self, Yemen burning to a cinder, and al-Qaeda, the Islamic State, and
their derivatives pressing against GCC countries, these (largely) stable and well-endowed
Arab countries are spending their time managing their own inter-state quarrel side-show!
There are complex reasons, some of which are rooted in the history of state formation in
the Arab region, for the tensions surfacing now between these countries. But
empowerment of the GCC's smaller states, competition for wider influence between some
of them, and the general securitization of inter-state relations across the Middle East has
contributed to the deepening of the crisis engulfing the GCC, which has not been helped by
elite-level rivalries, personal ambition, and the pursuit of prestige politics.

Yet, if the GCC was not here | think we would have had to invent it to meet the deep and
diverse challenges of this century. The GCC's moment in history, as an engine of positive
change, a model of friendship, and a vehicle for constructive engagement, is now. But sadly
this organization appears to have fallen victim to the conditions which defeated all other
Arab organizations which went before it. Forty years of the GCC should be a moment for
pause, reflection and also celebration, for what has been achieved since the heady days of
the 1980s, the ambitions of the 1990s and early 2000s, and the purposeful movement
towards Khalijism. In a region as deeply divided and dysfunctional as this one, the GCC has
had an important and positive role to play — for itself and also in the interest of the wider
region — and while for some it is still an anti-Arab forum that keeps Arab divisions alive, for



many others the GCC’s success is a beacon of hope for Arab integration efforts and for wider
regional prosperity. When 2021 is upon us, | hope very much that we will not reading the
obituary of this most successful of Middle East and North Africa (MENA) regional
organizations, or to be seeing it as irrelevant — a fate worse than its formal dissolution.

In this fantastic volume, edited by one of my wonderful PhD students and largely written by
a community of graduate students, we are privileged to have the thoughts of Dr. Abdullah
Baabood who traces the origins of the GCC, its ebbs and flows, and its prospects going
forward as the opening chapter of the book. Our contributors then explore in some detail
the policies and priorities of GCC states, the tensions within and across the organization,
and behavioral traits of its key actors. Several papers also pay close attention to the GCC'’s
interactions with the wider region and in particular such countries as Iran and Turkey.
Finally, the debates of the day were brought together in a thought-provoking roundtable,
which explored a wide variety of factors and actors in the life of the GCC. As the GCC
approaches middle age, facing so many internal, regional and wider international
challenges, | was struck by how as a group we were so fully focused on the future of the
organization, what its existence has meant for its members, and the rich legacy of
cooperation and exchange which it has created. As some panelists and members of the
audience noted, despite its internal crisis it is too simple to just write the GCC off when
juxtaposed against its accomplishments of the previous 40 years and the many challenges
the GCC countries as a group will be facing in a world in which power is in transition and the
balance of global power on the move, from the traditional partners of the GCC in the West
to bigger economic partners in Asia. It seemed clear from our deliberations at the
conference that the Gulf Arab monarchies will need such an umbrella as the GCC if they are
to navigate with success the environmental, geopolitical, strategic, diplomatic and of course
security challenges of this century. But only time will tell if they did grasp the nettle and in
the interest of the group set aside narrower national priorities. This is easier said than done
of course given the depth of the crisis between four members of the Council and the very
high stakes by which the parties are playing the regional geostrategic game of the post-2010
regional order.



1
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and its Future Prospects

Dr. Abdullah Baabood

Introduction

Integration within the Arab world began in 1945 with the establishment of the Arab League.
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) was one of a number of regional arrangements initiated
in the Middle East during the 1980s involving the governments of most of the Arab states
with the aim of enhancing Arab unity (Note 1). However, “regionalism” within the Arab
world has had a rather chequered history largely because of the ambiguity of the terms in
Arab political discourse. The GCC as a regional organization, made up of six of the
monarchies of Arab states of the Gulf, was established in 1981 and excluded Iraq and
Yemen. Another regional organization, the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), which grouped
together five Arab states of the North African littoral, followed in 1989. A third organization,
the Arab Cooperation Council (ACC), almost simultaneously sprang into existence in the
middle of the Arab world which included four Arab countries (Egypt, Jordan, Iraq and then-
Yemen Arab Republic) that had been excluded from the GCC and the AMU; its existence,
however, was short-lived mainly due to the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in the summer of 1990
and the events that followed thereafter.

The Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf hereinafter referred to as the
Cooperation Council was created on the 25™ of May 1981, as regional organization that
consisted of six-member states; Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia (KSA) and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE). The rationale for its creating was the existing strong ties of
special relations, common characteristics and similar systems founded on the creed of Islam
which bind them; and the conviction that coordination, cooperation, and integration
between them serve the sublime objectives of the Arab Nation (GCC Website, nd).

The Charter lays down the GCC’s basic objectives, which include promoting cooperation
among the countries of the Gulf region, strengthening relations between them, and
achieving coordination and integration across a range of diverse fields (GCC Website, nd).

The GCC Charter stipulated that the basic objectives of the GCC are: To effect coordination,
integration and inter-connection between Member States in all fields in order to achieve
unity between them; to deepen and strengthen relations, links and areas of cooperation
now prevailing between their peoples in various fields; and to formulate similar regulations
in various fields.



As an intergovernmental body, the GCC has developed over the years to create a relatively
successful regional group that has made many achievements. Since its foundation the GCC
has entered into several common agreements and joint projects.

However, the GCC, which came about mainly because of internal and external security
threats to the oil-rich but vulnerable monarchies of the Gulf in the 1980s represents the
most successful attempt, relatively speaking, at regional integration in the Arab world.
Integrative efforts within the GCC — which began in the early 1980s — are, however, still
shallow and at in at an infancy stage. Although the GCC Charter envisaged that cooperation
would “achieve unity” between the states, in practice there have been few manifestations
of such an ambition.

The GCC integration process lends itself more to a regional regime/organization based on
explicit intergovernmental cooperation and policy coordination rather than moving towards
a federal system that transfers competencies to supranational bodies. In this respect, the
GCC offers these states a halfway house for cooperation and a forum for consultation and
cooperation especially on security and energy policy, where the states form an important
bloc within OPEC (Notes 2).

The GCC integration process was faced with an obstinate adherence to state sovereignty
and the narrow pursuit of state interests (Munch, 1996; Tripp, 1995). The slow pace of GCC
economic integration, particularly the lack of progress with the Customs Union and the
disagreement over the Common External Tariff (CET), has hindered GCC negotiations with
its trading partners and had certainly become a “pretext” for EU abstention from entering
into a free trade agreement. The GCC Customs Union was launched in 2003 in an effort to
help facilitate trade negotiations between the two groups, as it would ostensibly mean a
region-to-region free trade agreement (FTA) rather than a series of bilateral ones
(Kostadinova). However, the FTA negotiations were suspended in 2008 due to Saudi export
duties (Habboush, 2010; Alandejani, 2018).

The level of integration, institutional mismatch and the ineffectiveness of the dialogue
institutions in each group have inevitably adversely affected EU-GCC interregional
cooperation. Due to such obstacles, the EU-GCC dialogue has lost momentum and direction
and the high hopes on both sides have been brought down to earth by the realities of the
international political economy.

While the GCC level of integration has negatively affected its negotiations with its
international partners, the GCC made some noticeable achievements in coordinating and
harmonizing some policies at economic, security, social and cultural spheres in the last four
decades of integration.



The GCC was in fact developing as one of the most successful regional projects and
integration experiences in the Middle East. There was a hope that the GCC success, with its
enormous wealth, would enhance security and stability and economic development in the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and act as a lightning rod for further similar
integration projects.

The GCC states control 29% of the world’s crude oil reserves, highlighting the relative global
importance of the Gulf petroleum sector. GCC states also held 22.3% of the world’s natural
gas reserves. Fueled by massive oil revenues, the value of GCC real GDP was USD 1,479.3
billion in 2017 enjoying one of the world’s highest GDP per capita. State Revenues are
largely driven by exports of hydrocarbons that stood at USD 345 billion in 2018 (U-Capital,
2018). In addition, the GCC states’ financial surpluses and sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) are
among the highest in the world, adding more weight to these countries’ influence in terms
of international finance. Currently, combined GCC funds have reached close to USD 2.9
trillion in total assets, which accounts for almost 40% of total global sovereign wealth funds.

The Gulf states play an outsize role in the global economy (Rachman, 2017). The six-member
countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council represent an important region from a trade point
of view. The region is witnessing an ongoing and momentous period of economic
development, making it even more important for trade, investment, and work
opportunities.

Indeed, if the GCC were to become one single market instead of six separate ones, it would
be the ninth largest economy in the world today — similar in size to Canada and Russia and

not far from India. If it is able to keep growing at an annual average of 3.2% for the next 15
years, it could become the sixth largest economy in the world by 2030, hovering just below
Japan (EY Growth Drivers Series, 2016).

In the economic sphere for example, the GCC established a Unified Economic Agreement in
1981, Custom Union in 2003 and the GCC Common Market in 2008. The organization also
planned to introduce a monetary union and single currency by 2010, but the process was
delayed due to political hurdles. The Common Market, which created a single market with
free flow of goods, capital and people, along with the Customs Union provided an
appropriate platform for collective free trade negotiations and strategic dialogues with
global partners. Besides that, the GCC initiated some common projects including power grid
connectivity and a common rail network.

Cooperation in the security field started with the foundation of the Peninsula Shield force
(PSF) in 1982, followed by the Joint Defense Agreement in December 2000, supervised by a
Joint Defense Council and a Military Committee and later in 2013 a Unified Military
Command (Guzanksy, 2014). There are other further achievements in the social and



cultural, etc. as well as harmonization activities that has progressed due to the last 4
decades of integration.

Through a series of security and defense agreements, the GCC was able to create a security
community among its member states adding to building a robust regional security
mechanism. Individually and collectively, the GCC states have succeeded in maintaining
multi-faceted economic, defense and security cooperation with international partners
including the United States (US), European Union (EU), North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO), China, India, etc. Such agreements have helped global economic cooperation and
integration and aided in building further levels of security frameworks (Saidy, 2014).

However, the style of the integration model and the interstate conflicts has led not to only
to slow down and cause delays in the integration process but also to occasional eruption of
largely unresolved crisis within the GCC raising some questions about the future of this
regional organization.

The GCC integration model and the interstate conflicts has led not to only to slow down and
cause delays in the integration process but also to crisis within the GCC raising some
guestions about the future of this regional organization and undermines its rational.

The Reasons for and the Formation of the GCC

While common security concerns especially after the end of Pax Britannica following the
British withdrawal from the region in the early 1970s might well have been lurking behind
the scenes at that time, other official statements and explanations indicate that a diverse
set of contextual political, economic, social and cultural factors prompted the foundation of
the GCC. The quest for regional security in the midst of political upheavals prompted these
countries to consider different options for security cooperation especially as oil wealth
began to attract more attention from their larger neighbors. The fall of the Arab regional
system, the wider instabilities in Afghanistan and East Africa, and a Soviet-backed regime on
the Arabian Peninsula (South Yemen), compounded the threat perceptions. Internal
instability and the siege of Mecca may have also played a as a factor. Several economic
cooperation projects between these wealthy but small Gulf states began well ahead of the
GCC formation and the success of the United Arab Emirates’ (UAE) federation have also
been positive factors. Similar political systems and the shared values and common bonds
between the Gulf nations have contributed to the emergence of the GCC (Ramazani, 1988).
While others point out that the GCC was also a response to internal and external
developments and challenges that affected the region in the 1970s and 1980s, the more
significant of factor is the Islamic revolution in Iran and the war between Irag and Iran which
created a window of opportunity for the small monarchical states of the Gulf to forge ahead
with this regional organization particularly while their larger neighbors were engaged in a



war and the fear that the winner of which will play a major role dominating the region (al
Jazeera Center for Studies, 2014).

Following the unsuccessful plans at forming some sort of an alliance within the Gulf region
which would have included both Iran and Iraq, the smaller Gulf states forged ahead using
this small window of opportunity to create an exclusive regional body that excluded both
Iran and Iraq as well as Yemen which all had incompatible political systems. The timing and
the speed at which the GCC was formed attests to this. The GCC was formed at a record
time between the 4" of February and the 25" of May 1981 (Ramazani, 1988). The
announcement of the formation of the GCC on the 25" of May 1981 stated that:

“The decision was not a product of the moment but an institutional embodiment of a
historical, social and cultural reality. Deep religious and cultural ties link the six states, and
strong kin relations prevail among their citizens. All these factors, enhanced by one
geographical entity extending from sea to desert, have facilitated contacts and interaction
among them, and created homogeneous values and characteristics” (GCC Website, nd).
Therefore, a drawing together in both practical cooperation and in an “instrumental use of
[Gulf] identity in order to enhance their security” (Barnett and Gause, 1998) led to the GCC's
founding.

The statement added: “Therefore, while, on one hand, the GCC is a continuation, evolution
and institutionalization of old prevailing realities, it is, on the other, a practical answer to the
challenges of security and economic development in the area. It is also a fulfilment of the
aspirations of its citizens towards some sort of Arab regional unity” (GCC Website, nd).

The GCC Charter that explains the rational for its creation, its concept, objectives and
organizational structure had to be constructed on a very short time scale to make use of this
short window of opportunity.

The Charter stated that: “Being fully aware of the ties of special relations, common
characteristics and similar systems founded on the creed of Islam which bind them; and
desiring to effect coordination, cooperation and integration between them in all fields; and,
having the conviction that coordination, cooperation, and integration between them serve
the sublime objectives of the Arab Nation; and, in pursuit of the goal of strengthening
cooperation and reinforcement of the links between them; and in an endeavour to
complement efforts already begun in all essential areas that concern their peoples and
realize their hopes for a better future on the path to unity of their States; and in conformity
with the Charter of the League of Arab States which calls for the realization of closer
relations and stronger bonds; and in order to channel their efforts to reinforce and serve
Arab and Islamic causes” (Ibid). Therefore, while, on one hand, the GCC is a continuation,
evolution and institutionalization of old prevailing realities, it is, on the other, a practical



answer to the challenges of security and economic development in the area. It is also a
fulfilment of the aspirations of its citizens towards some sort of Arab regional unity.

Article 4 states the GCC’s basic objectives are “To effect coordination, integration and inter-
connection between Member States in all fields in order to achieve unity between them. To
deepen and strengthen relations, links and areas of cooperation now prevailing between
their peoples in various fields. To formulate similar regulations in various fields including the
following: economic and financial affairs, commerce, customs and communications
education and culture. To stimulate scientific and technological progress in the fields of
industry, mining, agriculture, water and animal resources; to establish scientific research; to
establish joint ventures and encourage cooperation by the private sector for the good of
their peoples” (lbid).

Articles 6 of the Charter explains the Council organizational and institutional structure as
follows:

The Supreme Council

The Supreme Council is the highest authority of the organization. It is composed of the
heads of the Member-States. Its presidency rotates periodically among the Member States
in alphabetical order. It meets in an ordinary session each year. Extraordinary sessions may
be convened at the request of any one Member-State seconded by another Member State.
At its summit held in Abu Dhabi in 1998, the Supreme Council decided to hold consultative
meetings in between the last and the coming summit. To be valid a meeting must be
attended by two-thirds of the Member-States (Article 6). Each Member State has one vote.
Resolutions in substantive matters are carried by unanimous approval of participating
member states in the voting. However, decisions on procedural matters are taken by the
vote of the majority of the Supreme Council (Article 9).

Attached to the Supreme Council is the Consultative Commission of the Supreme Council,
which is composed of thirty members, five members from each of the Member State,
chosen for their expertise and competence for a term of three years. This body considers
matters referred to it by the Supreme Council of the GCC. Beneath the Supreme Council is
also the Dispute Settlement Commission which is constituted by the Supreme Council for
each case of dispute arising out of the interpretation of the terms of the charter (article 10).

The Ministerial Council

The Ministerial Council is composed of the Foreign Ministers of all the Member States or
other ministers deputizing for them. The Council is presided over by the Member State
which presided over the last ordinary session of the Supreme Council. It convenes its
ordinary sessions once every three months. An extraordinary session can be convened at



the invitation of any one Member State seconded by another Member State. A session is
valid if attended by two-thirds of the Member States (Article 11).

The functions of the Ministerial Council include, among other things, formulating policies
and making recommendations for promotion of cooperation among the Member States and
achieving coordination among the Member-States for implementation of the ongoing
projects. It submits its decisions in the form of recommendations to the Supreme Council
for its approval. The Ministerial Council proposes and the Supreme Council disposes. The
Ministerial Council is also responsible for preparations to hold meetings of the Supreme
Council and prepare its agenda. The voting procedure in the Ministerial Council is the same
as in the Supreme Council (Article 12).

The Secretariat General

The functions of the Secretariat General are broadly the preparation of special studies
relating to cooperation, coordination, planning and programming for common action,
preparation of periodical reports regarding the work done by the GCC, following up the
implementation of its own decisions, preparation of reports and studies on the demand of
either the Supreme Council or the Ministerial Council, making arrangements for holding of
the meetings of various organs, finalization of their agenda and drafting resolutions (Article
15).

The Secretariat General is composed of the following:

- The Secretary-General: He is appointed by the Supreme Council for a term of three years
renewable for another term.

- Eight Assistant Secretaries-General: They deal with the functional areas under the
jurisdiction of the GCC, like political, economic, military, security, humanitarian,
environmental, legal, media, cultural affairs, information, finance and administration,
strategic dialogue and negotiations. They are appointed by the Ministerial Council on the
nomination of the Secretary-General for a renewable term of three years. The Secretariat
General also includes the head of the GCC Delegation to the European Union at Brussels and
the head of the GCC Delegation to the United Nations.

- The Directors-General of the functional divisions of the Secretariat and all other
subordinate employees: all of them are appointed by the Secretary General.

The functional structure of the Secretariat General covers a number of specialized and
supportive areas like political, economic, military, security, humanitarian, and
environmental affairs; finance and management, strategic dialogue and negotiations,
intellectual property rights, the Office of the Technical Secretariat for Anti-dumping, the
Technical Office of Communications located in the Kingdom of Bahrain and the Office of the



Consultative Commission located in the Sultanate of Oman. The delegates of the missions of
the GCC to the European Union and the United Nations form part of the administrative
personnel of the Secretariat.

The haste at which the creation of GCC was envisioned and created and the sensitivities of
the newly independent member states that were still jealous and protectives of their
independence and sovereignty reflected on the objectives of the regional organization and
on its charter and its institutional make up. The objectives remain vague with no
explanation on how to achieve the goal of “unity” as came in the Charter. There is unclarity
as to the model of integration and the process with a muddling through intergovernmental
cooperation. The organizational structure was limited with no well-defined integration
structure and a lack of a supra-national body to enhance this goal. Unlike the European
Commission in the European Union, the Secretariat General, as the name suggests,
functions mainly as a secretary for the member states in coordinating their meetings and
implementing their decisions with no institutional power to effect common policies,
decisions and directives. Dysfunctional institutional makeup was built in the organization
from its onset. The Dispute Settlement Commission was never created to deal with intra-
state disputes, nor to arbitrate on the failure of implementing the GCC decisions and
directives. The lack of a functioning dispute resolution mechanism hindered much of the
progress and opened the door for misunderstandings and conflicts to foster and grow.
Decisions of the Supreme Council and GCC agreements lacked both an implementing body
with supranational powers and a regional mechanism to interpret these decisions and avert
misunderstandings and disputes. There is also an apparent lack of a GCC court of justice to
rule, arbitrate and adjudicate on disputes. The Consultative Commission of the Supreme
Council stood in time as a purely nominated non-elected body with no public representation
or decision-making powers. Its role was purely consultative on matters referred to it by the
Supreme Council. Cooperation remined purely inter-governmental with no useful direct
input from the public or the private sector. The GCC kept functioning since its creation for
almost four decades with hardly any reform of its Charter or its institutions. The lack of a
vision, or a model was also accompanied with a lack of devoted leaders or “champions”
advocating for deeper regional integration and no spill-over effects from industrial sectors
or public support.

Moreover, the GCC membership is skewed in favor of Saudi Arabia. Compared to the other
five-member states, Saudi Arabia is an outlier because of the size of its territory, population,
military power, and economy, as well as the soft power it derives from its role as the
custodian of the two holiest sites in Islam. Saudi Arabia plays a leading and dominating role
in the GCC and uses the organization as an extension of its foreign policy (Miller, 2017). The
Saudi role has created an obstacle to the GCC cohesion as the smaller GCC states’ fear of
Saudi hegemony. In addition to the Saudis’ weight in the organization, the GCC secretariat is
located in Riyadh, as well as the military organization, Peninsula Shield (PSF), that has



traditionally been based at Hafr al-Batin and headed by a Saudi major general. The country’s
growing international and regional status, encourages its leadership and its nationals to
sometimes overplay its role and draw attention to its increasing influence, with some
proclaiming that its recent initiatives have elevated it to “the capital of Arab decision
making” (Martini et al., 2016). Not surprisingly, that this increases the sense of fear of the
other five junior partners that Saudi Arabia has intentions to relegate the other five to junior
members of the group and they simply play along without much conviction in increasing
GCC integration (lbid).

Among factors that limit GCC cohesion, sovereignty concerns cast the longest shadow.
Historically, the smaller Gulf states have shifted between acquiescing to Saudi Arabia as the
natural leader of the Arab Gulf while cultivating relationships with external powers as a
hedge against Saudi hegemony. The states within the GCC best known for this approach was
Kuwait in the 1980s, which succeeded in playing off global and regional powers to increase
its weight in regional affairs, Qatar since 1996 especially in supporting the Arab Spring in
2011 and Oman with its independent foreign policy particularly its good relations with Iran,
often annoying Saudi Arabia in the process. The GCC countries’ protection of their
independent decision-making has hindered the ability of the GCC to create, influence, and
implement common political goals.

In addition, historical, dynastic rivalries and territorial antagonisms between member states
arising from time to time causing further mistrust and hindering cohesion (Guzansky, 2016).
However, despite its institutional weaknesses, there were some noticeable achievements of
the regional cooperation that the GCC has facilitated and was instrumental in implementing.

An Overview of the GCC’s Achievements

Since its inception in 1981, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) has sought to foster and
facilitate cooperation between the six Gulf monarchies in a number of key sectors, most
notably in the areas of political, military, security and economic cooperation.

Although the GCC was established for security reasons, economic cooperation took
precedence. As soon as the GCC was founded, the Unified Economic Agreement of 1981 was
signed with the aim of achieving economic nationality among the GCC citizens, as well as
achieving economic integration among Member States in gradual steps, beginning with the
establishment of the Free Trade Area. However, for the most part economic integration was
put on the back burner until the 2000s. In 2001, the GCC Supreme Council set the following
goals: Customs union in January 2003, Common market by 2007, Common currency by
2010.

In 2002 the six-member states pegged their currencies to the US Dollar followed by the
implementation of a Customs Union in 2003 allowing for the free movement of goods



among the GCC States without customs or non-customs restrictions as well as a Common
Customs Law and a Common External Customs Tariff. The GCC Customs Union was launched
in 2003 in an effort to help the process of the negotiations of the free trade agreement with
the European Union. However, no agreement was reached on how the custom revenues is
to be shared among the member states. A common market was launched in January 2008
allowing full equality among GCC citizens to work in the government and private sectors of
all GCC states as well as access to social insurance, retirement coverage, real estate
ownership, capital movement, education, health and other social services in all member
states (Abdulgader, 2015; UAE Federal Customs Authority, nd).

In 2010, the GCC states agreed to found a monetary union leading to a common currency
but talks stalled in 2010 after Oman and the UAE’s withdrawal from the proposal and the
target date continues to be adjusted in the light of political and practical problems (Roule,
2018; Trenwith, 2014). Lessons from the Eurozone crisis in 2011, and the problems caused
by weak adherence to convergence criteria and poor fiscal management in countries able to
operate without the enforcement of common financial management mechanisms, have
further weakened the desire to move ahead in the GCC.

It should be noted, though, that there have been some regional infrastructural
developments that could literally help in the integration process of the GCC member states.
However, the development of around 40,000 km of rail network across the GCC with over
USD 200 billions of investment in national rail project and the of creation of a GCC rail
authority, was delayed because of residual intra-state tensions between the member states
(Sophia, 2015). This project would facilitate interstate travel throughout the GCC and
possibly to Europe via Syria and Turkey and is set to improve tourism and trade across the
region and reduce fuel consumption. The Khobar based GCC Interconnection Authority
(GCCIA) has developed the common GCC electricity grid which is shared by all six-member
states which. This is a potentially valuable economic and strategic development, given the
constraints on meeting domestic energy needs for much of the GCC. It is believed that the
common grid will aid the development of national rail capability as well. Other common
economic projects include the connection of water grids which is set for completion in 2020
(Al-Saidi and Saliba, 2019: 455p. However, doubts exist on the viability of some of these
mega GCC projects because of inter-state disputes and conflicts.

Furthermore, talks began in 2008 for a free trade agreement with Europe, however despite
cooperation between the EU and GCC on trade and investment issues, macro-economic
matters, climate change, energy, environment and research, no free trade agreement has
yet been implemented (European Commission, nd). Saudi Arabia, for instance, has used its
weight to dominate the GCC stance on negotiations with the EU. Saudi deputy finance
minister Hamid Bazie, and not a GCC official, has led the GCC side and was able to wear a
GCCin its problematic negotiations with the EU. It was noted that “The contacts that did



exist went through the GCC, where Saudi Arabia, due to its clout (in economy, politics,
military etc.) could effectively direct the GCC’s negotiations and decisions from within” (al-
Duraiby, 2009: 170). Saudi Arabia sees the collective GCC framework as a way of maximizing
its national weight in negotiations with the economically powerful EU. While collective
empowerment is partly the logic for states that join the EU, Saudi Arabia and to a lesser
extent the less powerful GCC states utilize the collective weight of this external relationship,
but without being prepared to concede significant national authority in the process.

Economic achievements enabled the GCC to produce momentum for a project that was
otherwise floundering. From the outset, the style and nature of GCC integration was more
suitable to economic cooperation than to a security partnership, let alone being willing to
compromise their national sovereignty by integrating their security or defense functions or
coordinating their foreign policies.

It must be noted though that there were efforts at harmonizing policies and regulations
which are important prerequisite for further integration. There is an expanding number of
GCC technical committees, drawing together ministers or other relevant officials from
member states, which reflects a common desire to regularize and expand the harmonization
efforts. However, government policy is largely driven by national governments and guarded
by state sovereignty. As noted by Neil, “Member state governments have embraced a
modest pooling of sovereignty for the common (economic) good. However, set against the
impression of a ‘communitaire’ feeling is a statism at the heart of the economic decision-
making structure” (Neil, 2011: 10).

In terms of security cooperation, the GCC established the Peninsula Shield Force (PSF), a
joint military venture based in Saudi Arabia, in 1984. In 2009 the Peninsula Shield Force was
reinforced with a rapid intervention force which proved effective in protecting government
infrastructure during the 2011 Arab Spring protests in Bahrain (Alajmi, 2015; Encyclopedia
Britannica, nd). In addition to this, an intelligence sharing pact signed in 2004 helped to
improve security coordination between the GCC states. At the Manama Summit in 2000 the
GCC states adopted the GCC Joint Defense Agreement, which paved the way for greater
military cooperation between the six states, including plans to introduce a unified defense
vision, unified military command and a Gulf missile shield. The GCC has its dedication to
continually developing its military and security cooperation to meet regional security needs,
upgrading the arms and the number of troops in the Peninsula Shield Force in times of
regional instability such as the emergence of Daesh and the Houthi uprising in Yemen.
Another important achievement was the resolution taken during Kuwait summit in 1997,
which entailed to link the GCC Member States with a military communication network for
early warning (Global Security, nd).



However, despite such developments in security and defense cooperation, the GCC by its
nature the GCC has not been able to form a credible military force to defend itself and has
created at best a heterogeneous security organization that continues to depend on external
security umbrella (Koch, 2010). Thus, the GCC is not anticipated to become a security
community in the near future (Barnett and Gause, 1998).

Despite some noticeable development in the GCC cooperation and some achievements and
the enlargement of the bureaucracy of the Secretariat General as well as creating other
functional bodies, the organization stagnated and lacked cohesion, suffering at times of
paralysis in decision-making and incapable of implementing agreements. The GCC, thus,
continues to suffer from numerous hurdles, obstacles, exclusivity and occasional disputes
that hinders future integration.

The GCC’s Challenges, Obstacles and Disputes

Despite some visible measures of achievements, the GCC faced several obstacles, disputes
and crisis that slowed down or hindered its development and its overall cohesion (Hassan,
2015). The main factors obstructing GCC cohesion, future cooperation and integration are
sovereignty reluctance and sensitivities (Edwards and Baabood, 2008), differing threat
perceptions (Gause, 2007; Kahwaji, 2003), imbalance within the GCC and fear of Saudi
hegemony (Martini et al, 2016), the lack of economic compatibility, and low-level of
economic interdependence and diversification (Coates Ulrichsen, 2017). In addition, the
GCC integration style and model which was based on inter-governmental and leadership
cooperation than real and deep integration lacking both supranational regional institutions
and conflict resolutions mechanisms has rendered the regional organization less effective
(Neil, 2011). These factors have operated as constraints on the GCC’s development, and are
manifest in members’ resistance to integrate their economies or key military systems, cede
foreign affairs decision-making to an overarching body, or establish an efficient
organization. The economic agreements almost stagnated and there were many differences
in foreign policy orientations including supporting opposing forces in regional conflicts and
seeking bilateral agreements with external regional partners rather than committing to
negotiate as a bloc on economic or security matters. This is evident on the stresses on the
GCC unity over endgames to the Yemen and Syria conflicts as well as relations with Iran and
agreements with NATO.

Since its inception nearly four decades ago, the GCC has faced several main challenges.
These include the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the spillover effect of the 1980-1988 Irag-
Iran War. The Iragi invasion of a GCC member state, Kuwait, in 1990 exposed their security
vulnerability and demonstrated their dependence on the United States. The liberation of
Kuwait in 1991 and subsequent diplomatic efforts with the United States and the United
Nations dominated the GCC agenda in the 1990s. The third challenge was the 2001 terrorist



attacks on the United States, which precipitated the US war on terror and ultimately led to
the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. The GCC did not play an active role in the American
battle against al-Qaeda or in the removal of Saddam Hussein from power. The fourth
upheaval, the Arab Spring in 2011, initially motivated the GCC to explore opportunities to
reshape the Middle East. However, this convergence of interests was short-lived, and
differing understandings of the Arab uprisings could now lead to the GCC’s demise — or at
least its irrelevance as an institution. With Iraq, Egypt, and Syria no longer the Arab world’s
political centers of gravity, Saudi Arabia and the rest of the GCC countries became the last
standing pillars of power. From 2011 to 2014, and to varying degrees, GCC states played
decisive roles in the fast-paced uprisings in Egypt, Syria, Yemen, Libya, and Tunisia. The GCC
also had an ambitious agenda to strengthen and expand its membership. In 2011 as well,
and most likely as a response to the Arab Spring protests, there was a proposal for enlarging
the GCC by inviting Jordan and Morocco to join the organization, but nothing of that nature
transpired (Smith, 2011). This was followed by 2011 proposal to create a “Gulf Union” to
deal with Iran’s growing influence, but Saudi wishful thinking faced the reality that member
states wanted to retain their independence (El Gamal, 2013). Although the GCC, acted
decisively in Bahrain by deploying troops from its Peninsula Shield Force to end the
country’s uprising and contributed USD 10 billion each to Bahrain and Oman in 2011 to
address their socioeconomic issues and subsequently in Libya, there were apparent
differences and frictions in dealing with other post-Arab Spring countries (Laessing and
Johnson, 2011; Macaron, 2018).

Indeed, divergence between the GCC states is not a new phenomenon and differing
viewpoints have sometimes led to disagreements between GCC member states. Like other
regional organizations, the GCC, has seen its fair share of ruptures and disagreements that
have caused bilateral crises, leading to the withdrawal of one ambassador or another, as
was the case when Saudi Arabia recalled its envoy to Qatar in 2002, the 2014 disagreement
between Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, on the one hand, and Qatar, on the other, or
the current and ongoing crisis that erupted on the 5 of June 2017 where Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt cut diplomatic ties with Qatar and started an unprecedented
boycott/blockade against the country (al Jazeera, 2019). The blockade against Qatar does
not only violate the letter and the spirit of the regional organization but it also impinges on
the fundamental principles of its core values, objectives and agreements. Thus, rendering
the GCC ineffective in the management and the resolution of the conflict but also effectively
freezing most of its activities and undermining its regional and international status.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, the three GCC member states involved in the blockade,
have totally ignored the organizational mechanisms for conflict resolution to deal with their
grievances over Qatar’s policies demonstrates that the trust in the organization appears to
have vanished. Obviously the longer this crisis lingers the more entrenched the division
becomes and the harder it will become for both a smooth reconciliation and for the GCC to



regain its credibility. Largely due to this crisis, there are signs and beliefs that the GCC has
lost trust if not momentum and its member states, although still trying to hold on to it, have
started to consider other options not least the bilateral agreements between the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates as well as Kuwait through forming
Coordinating Committees in “all military, political, economic, trade and cultural fields”
(Krieg, 2017; Wintour, 2017). These bilateral committees are constructed in such a way as to
punish and reward members of the organization and are not necessarily meant to create a
two-speed or a “variable geometry” GCC, but they seem to be constructed to intentionally
isolate Qatar further and perhaps other member states that do not follow the Saudi-Emirati
line. Rather than enhancing further GCC integration, these bilateral moves could deter
future region-wide development efforts and sound the potential death knell for the GCC
(Baabood, 2019).

The current crisis has emphasized the incoherence of the GCC as an organization in
deepening further its integration process, improving its governance structure especially in
dealing with disputes among member states or widening its membership. The crisis has also
vindicated the long-held view that Saudi Arabia, being the largest and most powerful
member of the GCC, is using the organization to dominate the smaller members.

The decision for blockading Qatar was not taken at the GCC level and two GCC member
states, Kuwait and Oman, were also not consulted or taken part in the blockade. Instead,
they choose not to take sides and Kuwait, supported by Oman continued their efforts to
foster mediation and reconciliation without much success so far. The blockade did not only
have an adverse effect on the social, economic and political relations of the GCC states and
the wider region but it t also runs against the spirit of the much-vaunted achievement of the
GCC Common Market signed in 2007, which created a common free trade area and
facilitated the free flow of people, goods and capital between its member states (Federation
of Chambers of the GCC, 2018). The blockade has impaired the GCC Common Market as, for
example, the abrupt closure of Qatar’s only land boundary effectively stopped the flow of
goods and cut the country of its immediate neighbors.

The current crisis has also revealed the limitation and exposed the vulnerability of the GCC
as it was completely side-lined and its absence from virtually every stage of the dispute
rendered it to be almost irrelevant. In this sense, the decision to impose a blockade, which
affects and disturbs common agreements, was not only taken outside the GCC and its
problem-solving mechanisms, but the Gulf Cooperation Council has been completely
ignored during this conflict. The GCC was excluded as the mechanism to discuss the dispute,
communicate the initial grievances against Qatar and was not chosen as a facilitator of
dialogue or mediator between the disputing members. It was even unable to prevent
potential military escalation, which was a possibility — as stated by Kuwaiti Emir Sabah al-



Ahmad al-Jaber Al Sabah during a September 2017 press conference at the White House
with US President Donald Trump (Arab News, 2017; The White House, 2017).

This blockade has not only severely impaired the GCC’s own cooperation, integration and
common projects, but it has also reflected negatively on its credibility in international
cooperation with other regional and international countries and organizations. It highlights
the volatility and vulnerability of the GCC as a regional organization and raises serious
guestions and concerns about its future role as a collective group.

Conclusion

The GCC is one of the most successful regional integration projects in a region that has been
plagued by conflicts and disputes. Despite its modest achievements, the GCC has been a
welcome force for stability, security and development. Regional integration projects are
known to be slow and the road to achieve cohesion is treacherous and full of obstacles and
hurdles. This true especially in the Gulf region that has a long history of disputes and state
sovereignty is of utmost importance. However, there are inbuild problems within the GCC
Charter, its objectives and its decision-making institutions as well as in its membership.

Looking forward, many of the same factors that bound and divided the GCC states since its
existence are likely to remain operative. Added to those will be the near certainty of a
generational change in leadership given the advanced age of current leaders, a potential
shift in the regional security order based on Iran’s evolving role in it, and further pressures
to adapt to changes in global markets that include potential shifts in demand for energy.

Although these changing conditions are not likely to break the pattern of GCC cohesion that
has characterized the bloc since it was established in 1981, they nevertheless will test its
resolve and resiliency. Regional organizations don’t normally die quickly and disappear
overnight, but they tend to linger and wither away and become irrelevant if not attended to.
These developments will undoubtedly make GCC redundant if these issues are not resolved
quickly and there are no signs of that happening any time soon. For the GCC to survive,
animate and regain its relevance, it will need to address these developments and challenges
and find ways out of the debacle it finds itself in. The GCC Charter, objectives, institutions,
decision-making and even its membership will need to be re-thought and reconsidered.
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Notes

Note 1. Arab nationalists believed during the heyday of Arab nationalism (a/-Qawmiyya al-
Arabia) in the 1950s and 1960s that the idea of a single Arab nation was imminently
achievable, and, therefore regionalism (al-Iglimiyya) or sub-regionalism was contrasted with
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nationalism, where regionalism was viewed with suspicion and was only accepted if its
intention was to achieve this aim.

Note 2. Not all GCC States are members of OPEC (Bahrain and Oman are not, because
Oman’s production is relatively small and Bahrain’s almost negligible) but they are all
members of OAPEC and coordination between these states, which are responsible for over
52% of OPEC’s production and 70% of total Middle East production, is important for
protecting their interest. The GCC States have not always followed OPEC’s policy.
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The Evaluation of the GCC from the Perspective of Small State Studies

Dr. Maté Szalai

Introduction

Forming alliances and joining international organizations (10s) is a crucial tool for small
states in order to ensure their survival, well-being and interests. Small states are also
important for I0s — they usually constitute the majority of members, they provide legitimacy
to collective decisions and they can contribute to the daily operations of the cooperation.
Consequently, if there are serious tensions between small and large members of a
community, an 10 can easily find itself in trouble.

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is a primary example. Depending on the definition, at
least four members of the GCC (namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and Oman) are small states.
The history of the organization is filled with episodes (e.g. the Kuwait War, or the Qatar
crisis) which relate to size differences between members or to survival strategies of small
states. That is why the suitability of the GCC for small states and the role size differences
play in (dis)integration dynamics is highly important to investigate.

The paper aims at answering these questions using the framework of small state studies
(SSS) (Note 1). I will start with arguing that the GCC has a three-fold nature which makes it a
security alliance, a functional integration and an identity provider at the same time.
Afterwards, | will investigate the suitability of the Council from these three viewpoints,
building on the theoretical observations of SSS. In conclusion, | will reflect on the current
Gulf rift and try to identify the effects of tensions related to size differences. The main
argument is that the GCC has two structural problems related to size — first, if security
perceptions differ, the small states lack the interest to accept Saudi leadership, and second,
the GCC is unable to limit the competition between the small states themselves. These two
notions rendered the Council an ineffective institution.

In the framework of the analysis, | will use a quantitative conceptualization of small states
(East, 1973; Muhindo and Calenzo, 2011), arguing that the label refer to those states whose
capacities in terms of four dimensions (territory, population, economic output and military
capacities) are below the average of a given region (Note 2). If we regard both the GCC and
the Middle East as a region (Note 3), we can see on Table 1 that Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and
Qatar all meet the criteria in both regions, while Saudi Arabia achieves none. The case of the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a little bit more complex — its economic output and defense
budget is higher than the average in both regions, while its population is slightly larger than



the GCC average. If we analyze historical data, we can see that until the 1990s, the UAE had

actually been a small state in both regions, but since that, it has outgrown its status in some

aspects. As a result, | will only call the four aforementioned states small.

Table 1: The size of the GCC states compared to the Middle Eastern and the GCC average

(2017)
. . . Size of armed
Territory | Population | Economic output Defense budget forces
M'dilj Bast | 451666 | 26792600 | 233041336953 | 11931148156 213 400
GCC av. 426736 | 9207157 | 243764149244 | 18493282255 71333
Bahrain 778 1492584 | 35432686170 1396 808 511 19 000
Kuwait 17 820 4136528 | 120126277613 6 831 115 986 25 000
Oman 309500 | 4636262 70 783 875 163 8 686 605 982 47 000
Qatar 11610 2639211 | 166928571429 1876 758 242 22000
Saudi Arabia | 2149690 | 32938213 | 686738400000 | 69413 333333 252 000
UAE 71020 9400145 | 382575085092 | 22755071477 63 000

Source: Worldbank Database, 2017 (Note 4)

The Threefold Nature of the GCC

To evaluate the GCC from the perspective of its small members, one has to define the
nature of the organization first. In the framework of SSS, the main differentiation is made on
the basis of the functions of such an organization — namely whether it is a security alliance, a
functional economic integration or an identity provider. The three kinds should be evaluated
differently.

Security alliances are considered to be crucial to provide the possibility of survival to small
states (Gartner, 2001). Joining an alliance can be a form of either balancing or
bandwagoning based on their relative power, threat perception or interests vis-a-vis the
prevailing status quo (Bailes et al, 2016: 10-12). Either they have a conservative or
revisionist strategy, small states are usually not equipped to cover the costs related to
defending or changing the status quo, which is why they need more resourceful actors to
pay the bill —in return, nonetheless, they can easily lost their leverage vis-a-vis their
“protector” (Schweller, 1994). This leads as to the so-called alliance dilemma, which,
according to Almezaini and Rickli (2017: 12-15) is more like a trilemma, a choice between
security, influence and autonomy. Small states, goes the argument, can only pick two out of
the three best case. That leads us to three possible strategies: alignment (choosing security
and influence by joining a security alliance), the defensive strategy (preferring security and
autonomy by claiming neutrality or engaging a loose alliance) and the offensive strategy



(choosing autonomy and influence by pursuing an independent and active foreign policy).
Naturally, the optimal choice depends on many aspects, including the constellation behind
the alliance (Wiberg, 1987) — a bilateral cooperation with a great power is markedly
different than a multilateral one.

Besides the neorealist investigation of security alliances, the neoliberal analysis of functional
integrations has rich tradition too. In general, small states prefer such institutions (Keohane,
1969) as they provide formal equality, limit the leverage of larger states, set legal rules for
all members, and enables small states to participate in global governance. Moreover, small
states can integrate economically into external markets, which helps them to balance the
negative effects of having a small internal market (Alesina and Spolaore, 2005: 3). The
extent to which a functional organization is beneficial for small states depends mostly on
the following aspects:

e The integration dilemma: similarly to the alliance dilemma, a crucial choice has to be
make at any kind of integration “between, on the one hand, preserving national
autonomy and, on the other hand, seeking to influence” common “affairs through
active participation” (Steinmetz and Wivel, 2010: 224). The extent of the dilemma can
vary, mostly in relation with the decision-making processes (consensus- or majority-
based mechanisms).

e Domestic economic structure: due to the distinct characteristics of the economy of a
small state (e.g. over-reliance on foreign trade), the decision to engage in a cooperation
is more sensitive (Dommen and Hein, 1985).

e Composition of the 10: according to empirical evidence (Schiff, 2002) integration
dynamics oftentimes benefit larger members, which is why it is advisable for small
states not to concentrate solely on negative (e.g. destruction of trade barriers) but on
positive integration (e.g. join projects) too.

A third function of international organizations is to provide immaterial services for their
member states. First, they represent and reproduce norms in the international system,
which is quite important for small states as they “shape and influence (state) behaviour
based on explicit or implicit commitments” (Grant and Hamilton, 2016: 164). By altering
norms using 10s, resource-scarce entities can pursue their interest on the international level
both vis-a-vis other members and non-members. Second, 10s help small states have their
identity accepted (or challenge other states’ identity). Besides self-perceptions, identities
always have an “intersubjective or systemic quality” (Wendt, 1999: 224) which refers to
whether the outside environment accept the actor’s articulated identity. 10s can help in
such an endeavour — e.g. the European Union legally aims at reinforcing European identity
(European Union, 2016) or the League of Arab States allows Arab states to join the
organization only (Arab League, 1945). Third, IOs can provide international legitimacy to a



specific set of actions (Wajner and Kacowicz, 2018). This comes handy for small states in two
ways — they can push 10s to legitimize their actions or they can bargain with larger states to
contribute to their legitimacy efforts.

Placing the GCC in one of the three categories is a difficult task (Abdulla, 1999: 155-58).
Usually the document of establishment clears the nature of an organization, but the
Council’s Charter includes very vague notions, it makes “lofty” and “unfulfilled promises”
(Legrenzi, 2011: 41) and leaves much to the imagination of the interpreter. The reason
behind this ambiguity is that upon its creation, there were conflicting views about how the
GCC should be established (Abdulla, 1999: 154-55; Legrenzi, 2011: 27-33): Oman preferred a
military alliance against external threats, Kuwait would have focused more on economic and
social integration, while Saudi Arabia wanted to focus on regime security. As a result of
unresolved dilemmas and rushed negotiations, Charter was made to be accepted quickly
and be filled with substance later. The document provides a flexible framework in which all
member states find what they want to find, while it fails to set clear priorities and
directions. Consequently, the GCC has a highly “hybrid nature” (Legrenzi, 2011: 41),
containing elements of all three functions. This is why one has to evaluate the integration
from all three perspectives.

The Evaluation of the GCC from the Perspective of Small States
The GCC as a Security Alliance

According to its Charter, the GCC is not a security alliance. In Article 4, which describes the
objectives of the cooperation, neither defense nor other protective aims are enlisted.
Nonetheless, due to the timing of its formation (Alasfoor, 2007: 33) and the creation of a
supranational military force in 1986 (the Peninsula Shield Forces — PSF) (Pasha, 2012: 91-2),
many conceptualize the integration “as a fairly loose and heterogeneous security
community” (Abdulla, 1999: 157) mainly against the threat of Iran and Iraq (Bill, 1984: 123).
As such, the GCC constitutes a multilateral alliance which includes four small states, one
medium power and a great one, namely Saudi Arabia, aiming to balance against threats to
the status quo.

Nonetheless, empirical evidence indicates that the members of GCC does not consider the
Council to provide sufficient security guarantees. Three member states actually signed a
defense agreement with Saudi Arabia one year after the signing of the Charter in 1982
outside of the GCC framework (Marschall, 2003: 36). The PSF is not an effective military
force but rather a Saudi-led entity which serves as a mere symbol of togetherness (Legrenzi,
2011: 18). After the Kuwaiti war, almost all members of the GCC turned to the United States
to sign defense agreements individually. In theory, this kind of bilateral cooperation is less



beneficial for small states than a multilateral cooperation as it deprives them of meaningful
leverage. Their decision to favor the former one tells a lot about the perception of the GCC.

The main reason behind this phenomenon is the sub-optimal composition of the GCC which
can best be understood in the alliance trilemma. Given the geopolitical exposure of small
Gulf states to Saudi Arabia and the considerable size difference, engaging in any kind of
security cooperation deprives small Gulf states of meaningful autonomy (or even influence)
vis-a-vis Saudi Arabia in exchange for security. This can still be an acceptable bargain if two
requirements are met — Riyadh is able and willing to protect small