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Policy Brief #1
The Atlantic Council of the United States, The Middle East Institute,
The Middle East Policy Council, and The Stanley Foundation

US Challenges and Choices in the Gulf:
Saudi Arabia

This policy brief summarizes the discussion at the first in u jointly sponsored series of congressional staff
briefings on "US Challenges and Choices in the Gulf.” To receive information on fiture briefings,
contact Elaine Schilling, program assistant, at e-muil gschilline@stanleyfoundation org,

The September 11" terrorist attacks and their aftermath have riot altered Saudi Arabia’s fundamental
irportance in the infernational arena nor its importance to the United States. Saudi Azabia remains the
source of much of the world's oil reserves, the site of the holiest places in Islam, and the crossroad of
strategic lines of communication between Europe and Asia.

Nonetheless, the September 117 terrorist attacks, unprecedented in myriad ways, have severely
strained US-Saudi relations. The facts that Osama Bin Laden and 15 of the hijackers were ol Saudi origin
and that Saudi Arabia supported the Taliban government in Afghanistan have produced a climate of
mustrust and misunderstanding and placed a chill on business activity.

US-Saudi relations have witnessed past periods of friction, as during the 1973 Arab oil embargo, but
communication and cooperation always resumed becanse of core common interests on both sides. The
United States and Saudi Arabia are strategic partners with a record of close cooperation, especially with
respect o ensuring the stable supply and price of oil on the world market. During the Cold War, Saudi
Arabia played a key role in meeting a number of US foreign policy objectives, including assistance in the
effart to expel the Soviel Union from Afghanistan.

The September 11% atocities have sparked a debate in the United States about Saudi Arabia and the
future of US-Saudi relations that revolves around the following three questions:

1. Is Sandi Arabia a Source or a Supporter of Terrorist Activity?

it is true that Wahhabism, practiced and promoted by Saudi Arabia, is a particularly intolerant
form of Istam. It is equally true that Saudi Arabia is a very “closed” society. However, to hold the Saudi
general education and cultural systems responsible for genmerating the terrorism that originates in
predominantly Muslim countries grossly oversimplifies the phenomenon of termnm which is the
product of a multitude of root causes.

There is no credible evidence to support the allegations of some commentators that the
government of Saudi Arabia has directly funded terror organizations. During the 1970s and 1980s, Saudi
Arabia did provide financial assistance to a number of Arab [slamist groups. However, during the 1990-
1991 Gulf crisis, Saudi authorities discovered that some of these groups had lumed out o be a “bad
investment” in that they opposed the coalition effort against Saddam Hussein. Saudi Arabia subsequently

The Atlankic Council of the United States, wwiv.Bous.ong « The Middle Eest Institute, www.ThelMiddieEastinstitute.org
Tha Middle East Policy Gouncil, www. mepc.org « The Etaniey Foundation. www.emergingframeonlict.angfiran
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