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PREFACE  

 

The geopolitical tectonic plates continued to move during the 

second half of 2021. Our previous issue of ‘Strategic Perspectives’ 

laid its emphasis on the new President Biden’s attempt, that from 

our point of view was rather successful, to manage the de-

westernisation of the world, a process that had been accelerated by 

the chaotic leadership of his three predecessors of the previous 20 

years. 

 

This second semester has not left him unscathed. The disastrous 

images of the withdrawal of the last US troops from Kabul, a move 

that had nevertheless been long planned, reinforced a worldwide 

perception of American power that was disorganised and in 

decline. Certainly, Joe Biden manoeuvred as well as he could while 

surrounded by so much turbulence: he showed firmness when 

dealing with the Chinese on Taiwan; he adopted a strategy of 

discreet influence in the Persian Gulf to help reduce tension; he 

showed understanding towards Europe when he  agreed to 

German gas requirements linked to North Stream 2 and when 

helping to heal the wounds of hurt French pride following the 

AUKUS affair; and he demonstrated flexibility and firmness 

towards Russia when trying to avoid escalation in Ukraine, without 

insulting Vladimir Putin personally. But it is now an accepted fact: 

the heads of state of the Mediterranean and the Middle East have 

all understood that the United States are no longer the only arbiter 

of peace in the region. 

 

All actors are therefore adjusting their approaches to the new order 

and positioning themselves as best as possible for the new balance 

of power that is emerging.  All the more so because each of them 

shares the feeling that there will be winners and losers once all the 
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commotion has died down. Tensions between America and China, 

the economic consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic, the outlook 

for the climate are all added to local rivalries that are now 

uninhibited and are creating a tense environment that is affecting 

the most fragile countries in particular. 

 

In the Maghreb, a tightening of powers can be seen that could 

favour a rush towards nationalism.  Morocco has used migration 

to blackmail Spain; Algiers has resuscitated tensions with Rabat 

and renewed its anti-French rhetoric; the Tunisian president, Kais 

Saied is moving towards autocracy; and those involved in Libyan 

politics are distancing themselves from the planned prospects for 

elections. 

 

In the Eastern Mediterranean the time has come for major 

repositioning. How does one mark one’s territory, prepare for 

future balances of power while still managing the great powers of 

America, Russia, and from now on, China?  The postures may be 

somewhat discreet, but the rearmament is very real: the countries 

in this region are increasing their planning for modern arms, 

especially in the air and at sea (230 fighter aircraft, 13 surface 

warships and 9 submarines are currently under order for the 

countries that border the Eastern Mediterranean).  

 

Turkey’s case deserves to be singled out as a good example of the 

general trend: Recep Tayyip Erdogan has emancipated himself in 

part from American guardianship in order (with Russian 

agreement) to strengthen his control over the Kurdish populations 

in Iraq and Syria, to put pressure on Cyprus and Greece and 

dispute access to their maritime zones and their hydrocarbons, to 

strengthen his military presence in Libya and Azerbaijan, two 

countries that present him with geopolitical levers and a promising 

outlook for gas resources, and to remind Washington and Moscow 



 

11 
 

that Ankara is an essential piece for both of them in the geopolitical 

game they are playing against each other. 

 

Within this tense Near-East two countries are on their knees. Syria, 

exhausted and under the control of the Astana trio, is waiting for 

the Gulf’s money to try to rebuild itself economically, even if its 

political autonomy will remain illusory for as long as it is 

understood that Russian guardianship is there for the long term. 

Lebanon, also deprived of Gulf cash, in particular from the Saudis, 

has fallen into a decline that lays bare the dysfunctions of its 

political and social systems; dysfunctions that are due at one and 

the same time to community issues and corruption, and a system 

that was only held together thanks to external financial support. 

 

For its part, the Persian Gulf is also adapting to an American 

presence that is now in competition with its Chinese and Russian 

rivals. The monarchies had already taken note of the absence of any 

US reaction, under the Trump presidency, during the massive 

drone attack in October 2019 on Saudi oil facilities. Joe Biden 

announced a review of America’s regional posture and the 

conspicuous refusal to meet the Saudi Crown Prince Mohamed Ben 

Salman, involved in the sensational murder of the government 

critic Jamal Khashoggi, appeared to show a desire to distance 

himself. The decision at the end of the year to withdraw several 

anti-missile systems based in the area, possible warning signs of a 

more significant withdrawal, is a further indication that American 

involvement, while remaining appreciable, will no longer be 

enough automatically to guarantee the monarchies’ protection in 

every eventuality. 

 

The first consequence of this relative US disengagement has been 

the diversifying of partners. As so often, the United Arab Emirates 

were the first to react; Israel, in the wake of the Abraham Accords, 
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and France with the sale of 80 Rafale fighters, have both brought 

their security support to the Emirates.  The latter have opted for a 

dynamic game that keeps a maximum of options open: the 

preservation of ties with the Americans (the purchase of American 

F35 fighters is still on the table); the development of alternatives, 

in particular with the Israelis and the French; the strengthening of 

the economic partnership with China; the maintenance of friendly 

relations with Russia; the rapprochement with Turkey and Qatar 

despite the longstanding antagonism linked to their support for 

political Islamism; and finally, restarting relations with Iran. Saudi 

Arabia and Qatar, more discreetly, are following the same path. 

 

Iran’s posture will be decisive for the evolution of the regional 

balance of power. The election in June of the ‘hard-line’ Ebrahim 

Raisi gave rise to hopes for a renewal of dialogue, which can 

sometimes be easier with negotiators who are not suspected of 

weakness. As at present there has been nothing of the sort. The 

Vienna discussions that finally started again in November, linked 

with regional discussions with Saudi Arabia, do not seem to be 

heading towards an agreement. The option of an Iran that will 

reach the nuclear threshold has therefore become credible, with 

the Iranian authorities and the US administration settling for a 

tacit easing of sanctions, just enough for the regime to survive 

without any major political concessions on either side. A modus 

operandi amongst the Gulf states could consequently be arrived at 

that would assure that minimum level of stability essential for all 

parties if oil supplies are to be kept flowing. It remains to be seen 

if Naftali Bennet, the new Israeli prime minister, can be satisfied 

with such an arrangement, which may simple mean maintaining 

clandestine pressure based on attacks on the pro-Iranian militias 

in Lebanon, Syria and at sea, undeclared cyber-attacks and 

targeted assassinations. 
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And so, it appears as if the new rules of the game are gradually 

being applied in this region so full of tensions. Paradoxically, the 

Persian Gulf, where the frictions between two rival superpowers 

are concentrated, could lead to a form of equilibrium since the 

consequences of a miscalculation would be as intolerable for the 

Chinese as they would be for the Americans. The Eastern 

Mediterranean adds its own particular tensions (in particular 

those between Israel and Hezbollah, and between Turkey and its 

neighbours) to the rivalry between the US and Russia. Israel, 

reacting to Iranian policies, or especially a Turkey born along by 

Erdogan’s hubris could provide the spark. Finally, the Maghreb, 

plagued by the frustration of its weakened and frustrated societies, 

is at the mercy of blundering progress, induced by worried 

politicians looking for a scapegoat. Europe, having had its fill of 

things and indifferent, is still just as absent from any involvement 

as ever, despite French warnings. If it does not pay attention 

Europe could end up playing the role of scapegoat without even 

realising it. It is to be hoped that President Emmanuel Macron, 

who takes up the European presidency in the first half of 2022, will 

be given more of a hearing. 

 

 20 December 2021 

 

 

 L’amiral (2s) Pascal AUSSEUR  

Directeur général de l’institut FMES 
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Israel – Azerbaijan: An alliance in search of renewal 

 

By Igor Delanoë, Assistant director of the Observatoire  

franco-russe, Doctor of History and member of OS2MO  

 

The war in Nagorno-Karabakh that broke out in 2020 shed a light 

on Turkey’s role as Baku’s principal source of political and military 

support in its revisionist plan to reconquer the contentious plateau. 

As a discreet but nonetheless active partner of Azerbaijan’s, the 

material assistance that Israel supplied to the Azerbaijani forces 

proved to be decisive in their offensive’s success. The Hebrew 

state’s objective and silent support for Baku may have come as a 

surprise.  Israel’s sympathy could in fact have been more on the 

side of the Armenians – a people who had undergone a genocide – 

or the Israelis could at least have adopted a policy of benevolent 

neutrality during the conflict. In fact, there was nothing of the kind 

and Armenia which had just opened a diplomatic mission in Israel 

in June 2020 recalled its ambassador the following October, 

against the clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh and deliveries of Israeli 

arms to the Azerbaijani armed forces1. Israel’s strong support for 

Azerbaijan in this conflict is part of a largely regional reading of the 

security challenges crystallised by the Nagorno-Karabakh question 

: Iran, of course, but also the Eastern Mediterranean, or the 

Hebrew state’s image in the Muslim world with regard to the 

Palestinian issue. This paper aims to examine Israel’s motivations 

in supporting Azerbaijan : what were Israel’s interests in this crisis 

? What dividends did Tel-Aviv expect to gain from its contribution 

to Baku’s military victory ? How might relations between Israel and 

Azerbaijan develop after the Nagorno-Karabakh war ? 

 

 

                                                        
1 Armenia recalls ambassador to Israel over arms sales to Azerbaijan”, Reuters, October 1, 
2020. 
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The strategic foundations of a multifaceted relationship 

 

Even though Israel and Azerbaijan established diplomatic 

relations in April 1992, even today there is still no Azerbaijani 

diplomatic representation in Israel. Whereas the Israelis opened 

an embassy in Baku in 1993, the Azerbaijanis on their part have 

repeatedly delayed the opening of their own embassy in Tel-Aviv, 

preferring to stick with the informal and practical channel of 

intergovernmental communication that the national carrier 

Azerbaijan Airlines’ representative office offers on the spot2. This 

rapprochement formalises an understanding that developed at the 

end of the 1980s, during the first Nagorno-Karabakh war (1988-

1994), when the Israelis supplied the Azerbaijani forces with 

surface-to-air Stinger missile launchers3. Baku’s refusal to 

formalise diplomatic links with Israel can be interpreted as 

circumspection regarding its large Iranian neighbour. But it also 

allows the characteristic ambiguity of the Israeli-Azerbaijani 

partnership to be maintained. As such in 2009 president Ilham 

Aliyev, using the metaphor of an iceberg, described the bilateral 

relationship with the Hebrew state as being “nine tenths 

submerged”4. Visiting Baku in 2012, Avigdor Lieberman, then 

Israel’s foreign minister, described his country’s relationship with 

Azerbaijan as “more important for Israel than [the then existing 

relationship] with France”5. 

 

                                                        
2 This office is in Tel-Aviv, on HaHagana Street. See Gallia Lindenstrauss, “Israeli-
Azerbaijan relationship: despite the Constraints, a Special Relationship”, Strategic 
Assessment, INSS, vol.17, N°4, January 2015, p. 69. 
3 Alexander Murison, “The Ties between Israel and Azerbaijan”, Mideast Security and 
Policy Studies, no. 110, October 2014, p. 10. 
4 Quote attributed to President Aliyev, extracted from telegrams issued by the US embassy 
in Baku and reproduced by WikiLeaks. See Gallia Lindenstrauss, “Israeli-Azerbaijan 
relationship: despite the Constraints, a Special Relationship”, art.cit., p. 69. 
5 Daniel Edelstein, “Potential Gains for Israel after Azerbaijan’s Victory in Nagorno-
Karabakh”, Justsecurity.org, 10 March, 2021. 
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Beyond the presence in Azerbaijan of an old Jewish community 

(the Tats, or mountain Jews), the Azerbaijanis and Israelis have 

developed their relationship around three pillars: their relations 

with Iran, the economy – with strategic cooperation in energy and 

military technology – and the mutual benefits in terms of their 

image they consider can be gained from their ties. In the context of 

regional geopolitical confrontations (or even global6 between Israel 

and Iran, the Hebrew state’s relationship with Azerbaijan offers it 

a strategic depth that slots into its political and military ‘three 

circles’ security strategy7. Forming Israel’s bridgehead in the 

Caucasus on the northern flank of the Islamic Republic, Azerbaijan 

has been portrayed in some analyses as a potential platform from 

which Israel could, in the event of conflict, undertake operations 

against Iran. If this hypothesis does seem exaggerated8 intelligence 

gathering operations cannot be excluded9. On Baku’s side the 

partnership with Israel helps to keep its Iranian neighbour with 

whom it has a distrustful relationship at a distance. After the 

collapse of the Soviet Union the election of the overtly pan-Turkist 

Abulfaz Elchibey as president of Azerbaijan did immense harm to 

relations with Iran : the new president had campaigned on the idea 

of a rapprochement between his country, Turkey and Israel, and 

had called upon Iranian Azeris to rise up and fight for their 

independence10. It should be borne in mind that ethnically 

                                                        
6 Reference to the Venezuelan ramifications from this confrontation, the issues linked to 
Venezuela’s supplies of Iranian oil and the alleged Israeli sabotage of tankers from Iran. 
7 This strategy implies making peripheral alliances. Read Jean-Loup Samaan, “Israël et 
l’Eurasie : le retour de la doctrine de la périphérie ?”, Géoéconomie, 2014/5, no. 72, pp. 
139-150. 
8 intelligence gathering operations cannot be excluded 
9 During the 1990s the Israelis built electronic listening and intelligence gathering stations 
along the Iran-Azerbaijan border with Baku’s consent. Emil Avdaliani, “Defying 
Geography: the Israeli-Azerbaijan Partnership”, BESA Center Perspectives Paper, no. 1, 
vol. 723, 31 August 2020, p. 3. 
10 Marat Grebennikov, “The Puzzle of a Loyal Minority: Why do Azeris Support the Iranian 
State?”, Middle East Journal, winter 2013, vol. 67, no. 1, p. 70. 
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speaking there are more Azeris in Iran (and certainly in Teheran 

alone) than there are in Azerbaijan : there are 15 million in the 

Islamic Republic as opposed to 8 million in the small republic in 

the southern Caucasus11. A “loyal minority” to central power, to 

which it has supplied many senior figures up to the highest levels 

of the Iranian state, the Iranian Azeris have been suspected of 

potentially harbouring a ‘fifth column’, all the more so because the 

Nagorno-Karabakh affair still constitutes a challenge for Iran’s 

foreign policy. 

 

Baku and Tel-Aviv have established an economic partnership 

underpinned by exchanges in two strategic areas: military-

technical cooperation and energy. In fact, Israel imports more 

than 40% of its oil from Azerbaijan, via the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 

pipeline12. Although the amount of business trade has 

diminished over the last few years, Azerbaijan’s strategic 

partnership with Israel gives it access to an arsenal of combat 

systems stuffed with cutting-edge technologies. Since 1991 Baku 

has obtained nearly $7 billion worth of Israeli military 

equipment13. If this figure seams modest for such a long period, 

it must be put into perspective : the volume of trade between 

Israel and Azerbaijan reached in 2020 nearly $200 million14, and 

in total the Hebrew state exported $8.3 billion of arms in 2020, 

which made that year the second best after 2017 ($9.2 billion) for 

Israeli arms exports15. In addition, the military-technical 

partnership between the two countries must be assessed on a 

                                                        
11 Ibid., p. 65. 
12 Israel does not publish detailed information about its energy supplies, but the figure of 
40% for oil is commonly accepted by experts. See for example Galia Lindenstrauss, art. 
cit., p. 73. 
13 Emil Avdaliani, art. cit., p. 3. 
14 Excluding oil, but including diamond imports by Israel. See Central Bureau of Statistics 
database. 
15 Israel’s military exports hit $8.3 billion in 2020, second highest-ever total”, The Times of 
Israel, 1 June 2021. 
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qualitative rating rather than a quantitative one. Azerbaijan has 

bought equipment from Israeli arms traders for the following 

reasons: to diversify and balance out arms contracts signed with 

the Russians;  to acquire and maintain qualitative superiority 

over the pro-Armenian forces entrenched in Nagorno-Karabakh 

thanks to weapons systems that incorporate ground-breaking 

technology; and to be able to defend its offshore oil and gas fields 

in the Caspian Sea against any possible intimidation from Iran, 

a threat comparable to the one Iran exerts on Israel  in the 

eastern Mediterranean16. 

 

Azerbaijani arms orders to Israel 

 

Source: SIPRI database 

 

From the information above Israel emerges as the source of the 

new Azerbaijani flotilla : over and above the 6 OPV-62 offshore 

patrol vessels ordered in 2013, in the same year Baku ordered 6 

Shaldag fast patrol vessels produced in Azerbaijan between 2015 

and 2019 in a small naval yard built by the Israelis east of Baku17. 

Another strand of the shared military-technical cooperation is 

anti-tank warfare, necessary given the number of armoured 

vehicles deployed amongst the pro-Armenian forces positioned in 

Nagorno-Karabakh. Baku has not only acquired guided  

anti-tank missile systems but also drones. The drones’ element of 

the military-technical cooperation between the two countries is 

certainly the one that is the most striking, particularly given the 

massive use of these systems in 2020. Since 2007, the year when 

the Azerbaijanis placed their first order for Aerostar observation 

                                                        
16 The signing of the Aktau Convention on 12 August 2018 by the Caspian Sea states has 
however warded off the danger that Iranian maritime claims represent for Baku. See also 
“Convention de la Caspienne : une bonne affaire pour la Russie”, RusNavy Intelligence, 24 
August 2018. 
17 SIPRI database. The OPVs are equipped with Israeli Gabriel anti-ship missiles. 
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drones with the Israeli Aeronautics Defence Systems, the armed 

forces of the little Caucasian republic have been almost entirely 

equipped with drones of Israeli manufacture. Just prior to the war 

in Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbaijan is estimated to have had almost 

120 tactical and 500 kamikaze drones available, the vast majority 

of them Israeli18. It has to be said although that there has been 

much more talk about the 50 Bayraktar TB2 drones bought from 

the Turkish company Baykar Makina than of the Israeli UAVs, 

mainly because of Ankara’s widely proclaimed and publicised 

support for Baku. As well as observation drones (Aerostar and 

Searcher, acquired in 201119) Israel has also supplied tactical 

drones (Heron 450 and 900)20 or again ‘loitering 

munitions’21 (IAI’s Harop, Elbit Systems’ SkyStriker and the 

Orbiter-1K from Aeronautics Defence Systems)22. Almost the 

whole range of Israeli drones can be found in the Azerbaijani 

armed forces.  Beyond these arms, the Israeli company Elta 

Systems has carried out digital mapping of whole of Nagorno-

Karabakh23, which gave a resulting considerable advantage to the 

Azerbaijani forces in the conduct of their operations. Thanks to the 

digital modelling of the combat environment, drones were 

responsible for nearly 90% of Armenian losses in tanks, heavy 

artillery and anti-aircraft defence systems24. Finally, during the 

active phase of the conflict, an air bridge linking the Hebrew state 

                                                        
18 Viktor Mukhakovsky, “Nebo Karabakha”, Arsenal Otetchestva, 18 January 2021. 
19 This is the same model sold by IAI to the Russians just before the Russo-Georgian war of 
August 2008. 
20 Two batches were bought, in 2008 and 2017 respectively. 
21 Or ‘consumable explosive drone’, or again ‘kamikaze drone’. 
22 Batches were acquired in 2014 for the Harop drones, and in 2016 for the two other 
systems respectively. For details of the drone contracts entered into by Azerbaijan with 
Israel, see Andreï Frolov, Anastsia Tyniankina, “Voyna novoy epokhi”, Russia in Global 
Affairs, no. 2, March - April 2021. 
23 “Baku is winning the information war thanks to Israeli contracts”, Intelligence online, 8 
December 2020. 
24 Andreï Frolov, Anastsia Tyniankina, art.cit. 
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and Azerbaijan through Turkish and Georgian airspace allowed 

ongoing supply of munitions and equipment by nearly a hundred 

cargo aircraft25. 

 

Israeli-Azerbaijani military-technical cooperation, as seen from 

Tel-Aviv, is also aimed at obtaining some margin of manoeuvre 

with regards to the growing Russian military footprint in Syria. 

Another objective is to balance the arms deliveries made by Russia 

(or that the Russians could still make) to Syria, or Iran as the case 

may be, by furnishing cutting edge weaponry to Azerbaijan, the 

enemy of one of Russia’s allies, Armenia. A similar approach had 

been adopted by Israel at the end of the 2000s with Mikhail 

Saakashvili’s Georgia, that had procured Israeli drones at the time 

and with the consequences we all know26. 

 

Turkey, a vector for Israeli interests in Azerbaijan? 

 

The conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh is at a meeting point of actors 

with competing regional interests. The convergence of Turkey and 

Israel’s point of view regarding Nagorno-Karabakh are in direct 

opposition to those of Iran and Russia, their geopolitical 

competitors in various areas in the Middle East. Whereas Iran is 

considered by Israel to be its main existential threat, Russia’s 

arrival in Syria has tended to bind Turkey a bit more into Russia’s 

military posture, extending as it does through the Black Sea from 

the Caucasus to the Levant. Israel’s freedom of action has been 

checked by the sudden emergence of Russia in its immediate 

                                                        
25 These aircraft - Boeing 747s and Il-76TD/MDs – belonged to the civil Azerbaijani airline 
Silk Way Airlines, and are also used for military transport. 
26 These drones had already been used in Tbilisi’s failed attempt to regain the control over 
the separatist provinces of North Ossetia and Abkhazia by force in August 2008. See Luc 
Mampaey, “Les pyromanes du Caucase. Les complicités du réarmement de la Géorgie”, 
Note d’analyse, GRIP, 26 September 2008. 



 

22 
 

neighbourhood in September 2015. The Russian S-400 long range 

anti-air and anti-missile systems deployed in Syria27, and more 

generally the Russian military presence on the ground, complicate 

things for the Israelis and their strikes against objectives on Syrian 

territory that are deemed as Iranian or pro-Iranian28. 

 

However, the Israelis and Turks are opposed to each other on 

several issues relating to the Eastern Mediterranean, based on 

competition for the development of offshore hydrocarbon 

resources. A founder member of the East Mediterranean Gas 

Forum launched in January 202029, Israel therefore finds itself at 

the heart of an organisation whose aims directly oppose Ankara’s 

ambitions to exploit the Levantine gas resources in areas of 

contested sovereignty off the coast of Cyprus and to redraw the 

charts of the eastern Mediterranean to its own advantage. From the 

Arabian Peninsula to the Balkans, an anti-Turk front is emerging, 

shaped by a refusal to accept Ankara’s revisionist policies in the 

Mediterranean and the Levant, illustrated by the agreement signed 

with Tripoli in November 2019 that aims to establish – contested 

– maritime frontiers between Turkey and Libya30. 

 

Within this context the reactivation of the conflict in  

Nagorno-Karabakh appears like a product of the Turkish policy of 

foreign expansionism, borne on the vector of pan-Turkism. Israel’s 

                                                        
27 The radar range of these systems covers a large area of Israeli territory, including Tel-
Aviv airport and some of the country’s main airbases. 
28 Although there is a direct communications link between the Russian airbase at 
Khmeimim and the Israeli air force’s headquarters, as well as deconfliction measures in 
the air and at sea, Israeli aircraft generally fire their missiles from Lebanese airspace or 
from over the Mediterranean Sea off the coast of the Levant. 
29 Also called EastMed, this organisation is based in Cairo and today includes Egypt, 
Jordan, Cyprus, Israel, Greece, Italy and France. The EU and the US have observer status 
while the United Arab Emirates are more or less affiliated. 
30 “Turkey signs maritime boundaries deal with Libya amid exploration row”, Reuters, 28 
November 2019. 
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contribution to the Azerbaijani victory, beyond diminishing 

Teheran’s position in the south Caucasus through weakening its 

Armenian partner, also erodes Russia’s influence insomuch as the 

Hebrew state supported the military success that has led to the 

establishment of a Turkish military bridgehead in Azerbaijan, 

under Russia’s nose. The cease-fire of 10 November, under 

Moscow’s auspices, ratifies the de facto Turkish military presence 

in the Caucasian republic31. Seen from Tel-Aviv this is a bet that 

has paid off, one that by diverting Turkish ambitions from the 

Eastern Mediterranean has channelled them towards the Turkish-

speaking regions of the Caucasus and central Asia. In other words, 

in facilitating Baku’s victory there was also an objective of 

redirecting Ankara’s geopolitical appetite towards zones where 

Israel’s vital interests were less at stake. The Turkish presence in 

the Caucasus, Israel certainly believes, should also help to alleviate 

the Turkish complex of being landlocked, which gave rise to the 

doctrine called ‘Blue Homeland’32. The victorious outcome of 

Baku’s military campaign and the establishment of a platform for 

the projection of Turkish political and military influence on the 

shores of the Caspian Sea puts pressure on the fringes of Russia 

and Iran and as such challenges the influence they had established 

at the heart of a zone that had been an isolated enclave; until the 

war Azerbaijan had relied upon an understanding with Iran for 

access to its enclave of Nakhichevan via the Islamic Republic’s 

territory. This is no longer necessary, since the agreement of 10 

November 2020 created a corridor between Azerbaijan and 

Nakhichevan, via Nagorno-Karabakh and the part still controlled 

                                                        
31 In particular the provision for a cease-fire control and surveillance centre (article 5). 
Also read Igor Delanoë, “La Russie face à la pression turque”, Observatoire franco-russe 
blog, 11 November 2020. 
32 Or Mavi Vatan. Drawn up by the navy in the 2000s, it was taken up by the Turkish 
president in 2019. Read also Aurélien Denizeau, “Mavi Vatan, la « Patrie bleue » : 
Origines, influence et limites d’une doctrine ambitieuse pour la Turquie”, Études de l’Ifri, 
April 2021. 

https://fr.obsfr.ru/analytics/blogs/12104/
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by the Armenians. Iran therefore sees itself as having been 

deprived of potential leverage on its Azerbaijani neighbour. For 

Israel, faced with growing Russian and Iranian influence in Syria 

through the 2010s, Turkey plays the role of a counterweight in this 

crisis. 

 

After the Azerbaijani reconquest of Nagorno-Karabakh, 

what’s next? 

 

Baku’s military success in the 2020 campaign in Nagorno-

Karabakh poses a challenge to the Israeli-Azerbaijani relationship, 

which is going to have to reinvent itself. For with the contentious 

plateau now almost completely under Azerbaijani control, one of 

the pillars of the bilateral relationship has been weakened. In 

addition, if Iran as already mentioned remains a source of 

permanent preoccupation for Azerbaijan, the Aktau Convention on 

the status of the Caspian Sea has however lessened its threat. The 

weakening of the first pillar risks compromising the balance of the 

second – the economic partnership. With Nagorno-Karabakh 

reconquered Baku’s need for latest generation arms will be less 

pressing and there is a risk in the medium term that arms’ sales 

will tail off. Baku should nonetheless seek to preserve its 

qualitative superiority over its Armenian adversary, especially 

given that the duration of the 10 November 2020 armistice is fixed 

in 5-year terms. On that subject, everything will depend on what 

arms Moscow chooses to transfer to Armenia to reequip its forces 

that were crushed during the 2020 conflict. The Israeli company 

IAI has declared it is quite shortly awaiting the finalisation of 

contracts amounting to $200 to $300 million with Azerbaijan33.  

 

                                                        
33 Sergueï Melnokian, “Gromkoye molchaniye: Izrail’ i voyna v Nagornom Karabakhe”, 
Analysis, Russian International Affairs Council, 12 February 2021. 
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It is worth stating that a slackening of arms orders if it were to 

come to pass would jeopardise the good performance of bilateral 

trade figures, which did not quite manage to take off over the last 

decade as the table below suggests. 

 

Development of trade between Israel and Azerbaijan, 

 2011-2020 (in millions of $US) 

 

*Excluding oil and including diamonds. Source: Central Bureau of 

Statistics, Israel. 

 

In anticipation of a probable slowing down in their bilateral trade, 

Baku is planning the opening of a commercial representative office 

in the Hebrew state in 202234. If this office were to open it could be 

seen as an intermediary stage before the opening of an Azerbaijani 

diplomatic representation in Israel. All that would remain would 

be to determine in which of the two cities – Tel-Aviv or Jerusalem 

– Baku would open its embassy. And this brings us to the third 

pillar: issues linked to the image of both countries. Establishing 

productive relations with Azerbaijan has been all the more to 

Israel’s profit because it concerns one of the rare Muslim countries 

for whom the Israel-Palestine issue does not dominate the bilateral 

agenda. In other words, the political and economic relations 

between Israel and Azerbaijan have remained impervious to all the 

crises that have affected this question. In the Hebrew state’s eyes 

this aspect of the partnership has given true added value to its 

relations with Azerbaijan and has allowed it to claim it maintains 

                                                        
34 “Azerbaijan seeks to expand bilateral trade with Israel”, Jewish News Syndicate, 22 April 
2021. 

Year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Volume of  

bilateral trade 
125.8 130 106.6 185.2 132.1 266.3 204.3 139.4 115 204.4 
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peaceful relations with a non-Arab Shiite country. For its part Baku 

hopes to take advantage of its closeness to Israel to improve its 

reputation in Washington and weaken the influence of the 

Armenian lobby35. With the signing of the Abraham Accords and 

the ongoing normalisation of relations between the Hebrew state 

and the oil monarchies of the Gulf36, the paradigm of Israeli-

Azerbaijani relations will have to change profoundly. The Hebrew 

state’s risk of isolation on the world stage is diminishing, for its 

image in the eyes of Muslim countries should become progressively 

less demonised in the medium term. The normalisation of political 

links between Israel and its enemies of yesteryear should go hand 

in hand with an opening up of their economic links and, why not, 

the delivery of Gulf oil to the Hebrew state. Put another way, Israel 

could in the future be less dependent on Azerbaijani oil than it has 

been over the last fifteen years. 

 

The quest to free Azerbaijan from its enclaved position, situated at 

the confluence of the three empires, Persian, Ottoman and 

Russian, will in all probability continue and the partnership with 

Israel will retain its importance. Israel, for its part, will probably 

continue to include Azerbaijan in its strategy of forging peripheral 

alliances against Iran. There is a risk of their relationship becoming 

asymmetrical, to Azerbaijan’s detriment. What recourses are 

available to Baku? The opening of official diplomatic relations is 

one, but there is also the need to find new means of encouraging 

bilateral trade. This is the aim of the proposed Azerbaijani 

commercial agency in Israel, should it open. Baku could also 

capitalise on the convergences of Israeli and Turkish views over 

                                                        
35 The accuracy of this calculation is of course difficult to assess. See Galia Lindenstrauss, 
art.cit., pp. 72-73. 
36 For his first foreign visit as foreign minister in Naftali Bennet’s new Israeli cabinet, Yair 
Lapid went to the United Arab Emirates at the end of June 2021. This was the first ever 
visit of an Israeli minister to the Gulf monarchy. 
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Nagorno-Karabakh and offer its services in helping to normalise 

relations between Israel and Turkey. The wounds from the Mavi 

Marmara incident in 2010 have not yet completely healed 

between Israelis and Turks37 and the confidence that had existed 

between them in the 2000s has in any case evaporated. As a 

privileged partner of both Turkey and Israel, Azerbaijan could try 

to mend the two countries’ ties who coldly ignore each other or who 

clash diplomatically every time a crisis erupts in Gaza. In any 

event, the Azerbaijani presidency has already declared, at the end 

of April 2021, that it is prepared to host a trilateral summit if 

Ankara and Tel Aviv wish it38. 

 

In summary, relations between Israel and Azerbaijan are 

dependent on a fluid extra-regional context that will necessitate a 

reformulation of their partnership, with the risk that it will 

otherwise be reduced to a fundamentally geopolitical character 

based simply on the strategic advantages it can bring both 

partners.

                                                        
37 On 31 May 2010, off the coast of Gaza, Israeli special forces boarded and inspected the 
Mavi Marmara, a ship with Turkish activists aboard who had come to support the Gazans. 
The operation caused 10 deaths among the activists and sparked a crisis between Ankara 
and Tel-Aviv. 
38 “Azerbaijan ready to host trilateral summit with Turkey, Israel”, Daily Sabbah, 26 April 
2021. 
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The great chessboard of the Mediterranean Sea – A brief 

analysis of the impacts of the people’s Republic of China 

presence in the North Africa countries  

 

Diogo Miguel Ribeiro Cardoso. Master’s student in International 

Relations at the Institute of Social and Political Sciences (ISCSP), 

University of Lisbon. Executive-Secretary at the Portuguese 

Institute of Asian Studies (ISCSP-University of Lisbon). 

 

The United States of America (USA) is increasingly retreating from 

its traditional global leadership role, especially in strategic regions 

such as Middle East and North Africa (MENA), changing part of 

their focus to the Asia Pacific region. 

The crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought this reality into 

sharp relief. While the USA struggled to deal with the pandemic at 

home, it decided to cut funding to the World Health Organization 

(WHO) and offered little international support to combat the 

global impact of COVID-19. At the other side, Europe is struggling 

with its own internal challenges, has stepped up as best it could, 

but its influence is limited. This has led to other powers houses 

such as China and Russia trying to fill the leadership vacuum on 

the world stage (Schadlow, 2021). The USA withdrawal has 

allowed competition among great powers to flourish in regions and 

sub-regions that are critical to USA interests and include long-time 

allies (NATO Strategic Direction-South [NSD-S HUB], 2021). 

Competition for spheres of influence and the rules of world order 

is increasing, and the USA and Europe are playing a secondary role 

in shaping this dynamic. 

 

This situation is progressively observed in the Southern shores of 

the Mediterranean Sea. It can manifest itself in more benign ways, 

such as increasing competition in trade and foreign investment, 

but it can also manifest itself in the fomenting of civil war by proxy 
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militias, as we see in Libya. China and Russia are playing more 

important, if very different, roles in the Middle East North Africa 

(MENA) region. China relationship with North Africa includes 

both hard and soft power elements. However, China’s role in the 

region is primarily based on diplomacy and soft power ties and it’s 

still on its early stage. Beijing’s growing relations with these 

countries focus mainly on ports, trade, financial cooperation, 

infrastructure, development, manufacturing, shipping and 

tourism, under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Russia, by other 

hand, strategically chooses the hard military power and defense 

diplomacy framework playing a more overt military and defense 

role in shaping security dynamics in the southern Mediterranean, 

particularly by fueling the proxy war in Libya and supporting 

General Khalifa Haftar (McKinley, 2021). 

 

In September 2013, President Xi Jinping announced the ‘Silk Road 

Economic Belt’ in Kazakhstan and, a month later, the ’21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road’ in Indonesia, which together would form the 

‘One Belt One Road Initiative’ (OBOR), currently known as the Belt 

and Road Initiative. This multi-continental initiative is based on 

the notions of the ancient Silk Road and its almost mythical history 

of cultural, religious, political and knowledge exchanges, as well as 

trade and friendly contacts between different peoples from China, 

Central Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa and Europe, with the objective 

of claiming a new ‘win-win’ cooperation model, in which peace and 

development must be shared along routes, improving connectivity 

through massive investments to build railway networks, airports 

and maritime ports, energy, communication and internet 

infrastructure. Since 2013, this ambitious project has raised 

attention, interest, support and concerns around the world (Shang, 

2019). 
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China has expanded its engagement, under the BRI scope, with 

countries such as Algeria, Morocco, Lybia and Egypt. China is 

establishing North Africa to play a major role in connecting Asia, 

Africa, and Europe, a key objective of the BRI. Previous analyzes of 

the BRI’s role in the MENA region have highlighted that the 

initiative is difficult to define and its exact scope is the subject of 

much debate (Ekman, 2018). Despite the oficial map of the BRI 

just mention the Egypt, a bunch of Memorandus of Understanding 

(MOU’s), were signed with every state on North Africa, showing us 

the desire of China to build big and better relations with all the 

countries on the southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. 

In 1954, China signed the Treaty of Panchsheel, where were 

codified five major principles that China still use to conduct their 

relations with other states – the Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence. These five principles are: mutual respect for the 

territorial integrity and sovereignty; mutual non-aggression; 

mutual benefit and equality; peaceful co-existing and mutual non-

interference in each other’s internal affairs (Hillman, 2020). 

Bearing that in mind, China’s relations with the MENA countries 

are shaped by the non-interference principle, among the others, in 

a huge contrast to the policies applied by the historical Western 

Partners. Similarly, to varying degrees, these countries 

increasingly view China as an alternative partner to Europe and the 

USA, leading them to expand their cooperation with Beijing not 

only in economic and cultural matters, but also in diplomacy and 

defense issues. This shows that the countries of North African are 

trying to diversify their strategic alliances in order to gain some 

bargaining power with traditional partners such as the USA and 

Europe. 

 

 It is unlikely that China will replace the West’s economic and 

political influence on North Africa in the near future, but as the 

USA continues to withdraw, Europe is losing its main security 
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partner. This means that both the USA and European Union lose 

their ability to influence security dynamics in the southern 

Mediterranean. Overall, the strategic location of these countries 

means that China’s presence will only continue to grow, especially 

in the economic sphere, while cultivating closer defense ties and 

deepening diplomatic relations. Moreover, China is presenting a 

development model that seeks to combine authoritarianism with 

economic growth – a model that is attracting considerable interest 

from regimes across the MENA region (Ghafar & Jacobs, 2020). 

Acording to all that was mentioned, the role of China in North 

Africa is likely to grow on geopolitical and economic spheres, 

creating some kind of dependence for the countries in the region 

and all around the world. 
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Tunisia: “The sick man” of political islam, or of 

democracy?  

 

Pierre Vermeren, professor of contemporary Arab and Berber 

history at La Sorbonne University, and the CNRS (French 

National Centre for National Research); researcher at the 

Institut de Recherche sur la Méditerranée Contemporaine in 

Tunis, 2020-2021. 

 

Summary 

 
Is Tunisia fated always to swim against the tide of its neighbours 

in a crisis-ridden Maghreb? After its revolution in 2011 that put an 

end to autocracy, a first in the Arab world, Tunisia turned in part 

to the Islamists of Ennahda (the party of ‘Renaissance’). It did not 

however sink into a purely Islamist regime, and in 2014 forced the 

Islamist partisans to accept a constitutional compromise that 

guaranteed public and individual liberties; again, a first in the 

region. 

 

After three democratic changes of power (2011, 2014 and 2019), 

the decision of 25 July 2021 put a sudden stop to the process of 

democratisation: without violence, and with the support of the 

population, the President of the Republic, Kais Saied, put an end 

to the disputes within parliament and government by suspending 

their powers. This state of constitutional exception was supported 

by the immense majority of the population1, exasperated for 

months by political disputes, growing corruption and the inability 

of their leaders to enforce the rights of the state, its society and its 

citizens. 

 

                                                        
1 According to a poll by Sigma Conseil and the newspaper Le Maghreb in 17 August 2021, 
President of the Republic Kais Saied led the voters’ choice (91,9%) for president. 
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The country that initiated the Arab Spring in January 2011 with the 

revolution that chased President Ben Ali from power after 23 years 

of autocratic rule, the Republic of Tunisia, since the coup in Egypt 

of July 2013, has by virtue of its institutional legality stood out as 

the exception. Everywhere else the post-revolutionary chain of 

events has led to a resumption of power by authoritarian regimes, 

civil war, or a counter revolution. Until the summer of 2021 Tunisia 

had not descended into any of these scenarios. In a country 

disillusioned by its economic and social situation, encouraged by 

all its Arab neighbours to return to autocratic rule, one can only 

remark that the country appears completely immune to these 

temptations. Tunisians are profoundly attached to freedom of 

opinion and expression, values that are not compatible with 

autocracy. 

 

From January’s historic pact to the clumsy compromise 

of August 2014 

 

To understand what is happening now we need to go back to 2014, 

the crucial year where Tunisians escaped the worst2. After two and 

a half years of a Constituent Assembly led by a Troika3, whose 

mission had been to come up with a constitution for the Second 

Republic within a year, the transition seemed imperilled. The 

president of the republic who had been elected at the end of 2011, 

Moncef Marzouki, respected because of his role as a human rights 

activist and exiled during Ben Ali’s regime, ended up by making a 

pact with the Islamists of Ennahda who dominated the 

Troika. Ennahda’s leader, Rached Ghannouchi, the head of 

Islamism in Tunisia and an active member of the international 

                                                        
2 Khadija Mohsen-Finan, Tunisie, l'apprentissage de la démocratie : 2011-2021, Paris, 
Nouveau monde Editions, 2021. 
3 A parliamentary alliance between Ennahda, and the president’s party (Congrès pour la 
République) and an old grouping of the centre left (Ettakatol). 
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Muslim Brotherhood, had created the issue by manoeuvring the 

president, a renowned conservative democrat, into what was 

judged an unnatural alliance. The president’s political advisor, Aziz 

Krichen, published a fascinating account of the president’s 

divergence in a celebrated book4. As leader of the CPR (Congress 

for the Republic), the ambitious president realised he could not be 

elected with a convincing mandate without Ennahda. 

Strengthened by the president’s Achilles heel, R. Ghannouchi was 

able to keep two irons in the fire: one for his party and its militants 

(to whom he opened the state’s doors, recruiting 150,000 of them 

into public service with no other qualification than having been 

Islamist opponents of Ben Ali); the other iron was revolutionary in 

nature, aiming as it did to impose a parliamentary regime that 

would break with the laicity of Bourguiba’s heritage. 

 

To pressurise the democrats, he allowed great leeway to his 

activists who fomented unrest in the country with their acts of 

violence and murderous attacks. Finally, to put pressure on the 

president and the parliamentary allies he needed – the constitution 

required a two-thirds majority – he relentlessly negotiated for the 

fundamentals of the Islamist party, in particular ending equality 

between Tunisian men and women. Civil society, shocked and 

repulsed by violence in the streets and by the eroding of its rights, 

organised a concerted countermovement outside parliament. 

A ‘quartet’ (composed of the UGTT trade union, UTICA, the 

employers’ federation, the society of advocates and the league of 

human rights) succeeded in extremis in January 2014 in imposing 

a constitutional compromise that respected Bourguiba’s political 

heritage. 

 

                                                        
4 Aziz Krichen, Tunisie, 2011-2017, La promesse du printemps, Paris, Éditions de La 
Sorbonne, 2018. 
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The Egyptian military coup in July 2013, led with great brutality 

against the Muslim Brotherhood who had been running the 

country, forced Ghannouchi to recognise Ennahda’s weaknesses 

and the danger of a return to repression. Thus, within six 

months, Ennahda under pressure from the quartet, accepted the 

constitutional compromise: Tunisia’s transition to democracy had 

been saved and the Second Republic was promulgated on 7 

February 2014. As the autumn legislative and presidential 

elections approached Ghannouchi realised that the winner of this 

process would be Bourguiba’s former minister Beji Caid Essebsi, 

the founder in 2012 of a secular catch-all party, Nidaa Tounes, 

formed to stand up to Ennahda. But the coming battle was not 

without serious risk, the nationalist block risking a confrontation 

with the nahdaoui block, against a background of ideological war, 

acts of violence and an economic crisis that had become structural. 

 

In August 2014, the two adversaries secretly agreed in Paris that 

after an autumn election in the prescribed form and manner, there 

would be a compromise between Nidaa Tounes, the probable 

holder of the presidency and the largest parliamentary group 

(which is what happened), and the parliament’s second largest 

group, Ennahda. Once the elections were over the two adversaries 

would form an alliance (with Ennahda’s benevolent neutrality), in 

order to avoid violence and to establish the constitutional 

compromise. Ennahda profited from this since it was assured of 

retaining its positions in the administration, part of the leadership 

of the country and the public services it had been involved in since 

2011.  The party now had the opportunity over a period of five years 

to allow the Tunisians’ anger against the violence they had suffered 

to subside, to paralyse the justice system’s proceedings against its 

activists, and to restore itself to electoral health. Ennahda had lost 

a third of its voters between 2011 and 2014. For all its declarations 

of peace, soon followed by the affirmation of its belief in 
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democracy, there was no question of Ennahda making life easy for 

a government and a president that were inheritors of the 

Bourguibism it despised. 

 

Populists against populists in the 2019 elections 

 

This legislature and Beji Caid Essebsi’s (BCE) five-year term from 

2014-2019 were not, therefore, peaceful. The improbable political 

alliance revealed itself over the months that followed the general 

election, creating extensive confusion that impeded good 

governance. The semi-parliamentary constitution seized by 

Ghannouchi in extremis did not help to produce a clear 

governmental line. Assailed by multiple crises (economic, security, 

social), the government needed its hands free if it was to take 

drastic action. But subject as it was to an alliance that pulled it 

hither and thither, it could decide on very few things. The only 

unity was on the decision to reinforce the armed forces against 

terrorism, and to task them with the help of foreign allies, with 

taking the fight to the maquis of Mont Chaambi on the Algerian 

border, securing the Libyan border, putting an end to the deadly 

attacks aimed at ruining the tourist industry and stopping the 

haemorrhage of thousands of young Tunisians heading for Jihad 

in Syria with the support of Islamist groups and the Turks. Tunisia 

has still become the largest source of Jihadists in the world (around 

5,0005). 

 

The Islamists of the Ennahda party hated the presidential rule of 

the First Republic (1957-2011) and wanted to impose a regime that 

was assembly led (called shura in Arabic). That it did not succeed 

in doing so was due in part to President Beji Caid Essebsi who, 

although limited in his powers, still had some indirect room for 

                                                        
5 Mustapha el Haddad, L’embrigadement des jeunes pour le jihad, “le paradoxe Tunisien”, 
Arabesques Éditions, Tunis, 2021. 
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manoeuvre, for the president can name his own prime minister; 

although he in turn needs the support of parliament, and is 

therefore weakened. He was therefore incapable of restarting 

economic growth – despite quite substantial international aid – of 

battling against the strikes and go-slows that were hitting 

businesses and the administration, of pushing through the votes 

on constitutional reform that were still outstanding and of making 

the justice system work. Not only were those responsible for 

terrorist attacks not pursued because the justice system had been 

deliberately brought to a standstill, but corrupt officials and 

intriguers of the ancien régime, now with no one in charge of them, 

understood very well what they stood to gain from the situation: 

corruption grew, fortunes were made amongst the Islamists 

(notably due to the injection of Turkish, Qatari and Kuwaiti 

capital) or simply grew on the backs of a population impoverished 

by the fall of the dinar. In a few years the Tunisians lost half of their 

purchasing power, the dinar having entered a long-term process of 

devaluation. And as for the state itself, it was in debt up to the 

allowable limits for a dependant country (nearly 100% of GDP). 

 

To put a halt to this poor governance would have required the 

setting up of the independent regulatory body provided for in the 

constitution, and parliament had theoretically one year to put that 

in place. This court of arbitration never saw the light of day, not 

without giving rise to polemical arguments that sealed its 

fate: Ennahda and the president preferred this opaque situation 

that allowed for government in the shadows. BCE, 88 when he 

started his mandate, was not at the top of his game. Feeling the end 

coming, he allowed his son to try to take control of the party which 

only weakened his credibility and fractured Nidaa Tounes. Only 

one important reform was passed, the creation of communes, that 

led to the local elections of May 2018. Ennahda had read things 

correctly. Although its share of the votes continued to decline 
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(losing a second third of its 2011 votes), the party gained control of 

several local executives, including some of the most important ones 

(such as Sousse). With no interest in working to help the country 

recover – which would only have brought credit to the president 

– Ennahda waited for 2019. The elections were precipitated by 

BCE’s death on 25 July 2019. 

 

There then emerged, against a background of persistent crisis, a 

veritable dance of the populists. Three forces appeared out of the 

short electoral campaign from August to October 2019. Sheikh 

Ghannouchi, who knew the presidency was unattainable for him, 

concentrated his efforts on parliament, in line with his doctrine. In 

doing so he hoped to win on two counts: by supporting a president, 

who he could presume would be weak and conservative, and by 

becoming the largest group in parliament. 

The presidential election was between two ‘populist’ candidates: 

the billionaire television boss, Nabil Karoui, who spent the 

campaign in prison awaiting a verdict for alleged corruption; and 

an unknown assistant professor of constitutional law, Kais Saied, 

who used a poetic Arabic appropriate for arousing the emotions of 

his audiences. The latter candidate, riding on a wave of integrity, 

won the election easily with the support of young people 

and Ennahda. In parliament on the other hand, Ennahda came 

first, in front of Qalb Tounes, Nabil Karoui’s party. Rached 

Ghannouchi was elected speaker of the parliament. 

 

Three presiding officers: the source of Kais Saied’s 

institutional logjam 

 

The country was now led by three men, who presided over the three 

seats of power in Carthage, Le Bardo and the Kasbah; a sort of new 

troika that no regulatory body could oversee. Of these three 

presiding officers, the one from Carthage (the presidential palace) 
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was the most legitimate, elected by a clear majority in direct 

suffrage (72% of the votes). But in a semi-presidential system the 

new 61 year old president was far from having the final say on 

political decisions6. He had the authority to name the prime 

minister, but very quicky ran up against the opposition of the 

assembly which did not accept his first nomination, so that the new 

presidency started with a political crisis. Once the president of the 

republic had been elected it took four months for Prime Minister 

Elyes Fakhfakh to establish his government at the end of February 

2020. 

 

From the start, this second presiding officer, the Prime Minister, 

‘le chef de la Kasbah’, was the weakest of them all. Nominated by 

the president, who could sack him, he was just as dependant on 

parliament which could dismiss him, and whose approval he 

needed for his parliamentary bills. In this way the leader of the 

government (Saied nominated three in a year and a half), and even 

more so his ministers, were in a situation of political weakness; and 

the decisions that had to be made were painful. 

With the country on the verge of bankruptcy, international lenders 

insisted that imports be cut back, no more civil servants be 

employed, and the payroll be greatly reduced. These were policies 

that risked an extreme reaction in the country and that the 

government could only consider under extreme duress. In health 

matters, the Covid crisis that broke in March 2020, forced the 

imposition of drastic measures that the government was incapable 

of maintaining in the long term. With the closure of Tunisia’s 

borders having immediately ruined the tourism and transport 

industries (from spring 2020), the government had no money to 

spend on supporting workers and families struggling with 

unemployment. The upshot was that it constantly oscillated 

                                                        
6 Nizar Bahloul, Kais Ier, Président d’un bateau ivre, Tunis, Edito Éditions, 2020. 
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between the medical professionals who wanted lockdown, and the 

workforce who wanted nothing to do with lockdowns. Almost 

unable to act, the two governments of Fakhfakh (dismissed after 7 

months) et Mechichi, although continuously supported by France, 

the European Union and international lenders (other than Turkey) 

contented themselves with dealing with day-to-day matters, 

putting off things that required urgent decisions or structural 

reforms. 

Throughout this year and a half, the situation did not seem to 

displease the speaker of the parliament, R. Ghannouchi in Le 

Bardo, and his group of loyal deputies. Allied at the heart of the 

majority coalition with Qalb Tounes, the party of its former 

adversary N. Karoui, Ennahda which wished to be seen as a 

respectable party subcontracted the role of agitators to a small 

extremist parliamentary coalition that had emerged from its own 

ranks, Al Karama7. For Ghannouchi, to be the Speaker of the 

Parliament of the Republic was equivalent to a coronation, for to 

him parliament is the sole legitimate governing body. At the start 

of 2020 he believed that having got Saied elected, this new 

president without a party and who with an essentially female 

entourage appeared weak, would be under an obligation to him. 

The fact is that after a year in office, and despite the best efforts of 

the Qataris and the Turks, the President of Carthage has turned 

against those who (in part) were responsible for crowning him. 

“Commander of the armed and civilian forces” (as he stated in 

April 2021), he is not there to have his agenda dictated to him – he 

is instead there to watch over the independence of the Tunisian 

nation. 

 

                                                        
7 This party used the leader of the Free Destourian Party, the very popular MP Abir 
Moussi, the self-proclaimed inheritor of Bourguibism and strongly anti-nahdaouie, as a 
scapegoat; successively insulting, jostling and then striking her in parliament without any 
recourse being taken against them. 
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The speaker of the parliament considered the prime minister to be 

beholden to him as well, since it was he who had had him elected. 

Having got rid of the engineer E. Fakhfakh for an alleged conflict 

of interests – which also allowed him to be held responsible for the 

terrible initial lockdown of the Covid 19 pandemic – Ghannouchi 

now chose the jurist Hichem Mechichi, whom he hoped to control. 

A threesome dance now began between Carthage, the Kasbah and 

Le Bardo, whose evolutions between September 2020 and July 

2021 were reported daily in the press and on Facebook. Saied and 

Ghannouchi wrangled over the prime minister: the former forbade 

him to constitute the Court of Jurisdiction and the latter 

undermined his efforts to rectify the social and economic situation. 

Having to deal with the IMF and international lenders, the 

government’s efforts to manage the twin crises of Covid and the 

economy unravelled under the eye of its two masters; the first 

conspicuously drawing closer to the military and the people, while 

the second became ever more unpopular as it tried to reassure its 

base with financial compensations that were ignominious in the 

current climate. The impasse became total as the summer of 2021 

approached8. 

 

The convergence of crises and the disarray of Tunisians 

in the first half of 2021 

 

As summer 2021 approached Tunisia was sucked into a spiral of 

crises : powerless institutions, a stalled economic recovery (-8.8% 

in 2020, -2% in the first half of 2021) and a brick wall of debt 

approaching9. Due dates on payments of $2.5 billion in the 

                                                        
8 Under the direction of Hamadi Redissi, Mustapha el Haddad, Asma Nouira et Hafedh 
Chékir, Tunisie, la transition bloquée, Tunis, Diwen Éditions, 2021. 
9 Skander Ounaies, “En 2021, Tunisia face au mur de la dette", article published in the 
weekly "Jeune Afrique”, Tuesday 29 December 2020 on the site jeuneafrique.com, under 
the heading "Idées". 
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summer of 2021 seemed insurmountable and led to fears of 

bankruptcy following on from that of Lebanon10. For months the 

government had been reduced to finding lenders, donors, or 

simply expedients in order to pay its employees (and a number of 

payments, monthly or even quarterly salaries for civil servants and 

state contractors had not been made). In fact, the Tunisian state 

has one of the largest payrolls in the world in relation to its official 

wealth. 

 

In the view of several economists the country’s GDP is double the 

official GDP, which explains the ‘relative’ stability of a country 

whose official income would not allow the majority of its citizens 

to survive. The scale of the informal economy and of smuggling is 

such that the tax revenue is taken from a narrow base. According 

to Aziz Krichen, the private economy based on monopolies and 

imports has ended up suffocating the country11. About fifteen large 

fortunes built up since the 1970s have ended up holding the 

country’s economy to ransom, a situation aided by a political 

system powerless to tax these fortunes accordingly. 

 

There followed a veritable collapse of production and industry. 

Strikers, unions, and importers ruined the country’s production of 

phosphates and hydrocarbons that were held at a standstill until 

summer 2021, while agriculture struggled because of imports from 

Europe and Turkey. 

Since then, public opinion in Tunisia intensified against the regime 

which was perceived as being incapable of seeing to its basic needs, 

including health and education, both of which had been strong 

points of the former socialist regime of Habib Bourguiba. In 2020, 

                                                        
10 After the constitutional coup d’état of 25 July, foreign lenders and creditors allowed 
these sums to be paid, with Tunisia’s GDP estimated at around $40 billion. 
11 Aziz Krichen, La gauche et son grand récit. Comprendre l’économie rentière, Tunis, 
Mots passants, 2021. 
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6,000 young doctors left the country and since the revolution 

100,000 pupils a year have left school without any qualifications, 

which poses a dramatic threat to a small country without any major 

resources. 

In 2021, a wave of insurrection spread through the country, relayed 

by hundreds of public debates on radio or television stations, on 

social media and in society in general. Abir Moussi was the 

standard bearer for rancorous criticism of Ennahda which, 

according to opinion surveys, has placed her party in pole position 

in any future elections.  Many Tunisians have declared their 

nostalgia (verbally, at any rate) for Ben Ali’s regime – in other 

words for a strong man, feelings that the current president has 

perfectly understood. 

 

The president’s options on 25 July 2021: Maghreb’s 

Bonaparte, or de Gaulle? 

 

The pronouncement of the 25th of July only surprised those who 

were out of touch with Tunisia. For weeks, the 25th of July, the 63 

anniversary of the Republic – and two years since the death of BCE 

– had been announced on social media as a day of veritable 

uprising against Ennahda. On the evening of that day of 

gatherings, that had seen large numbers of women attending, the 

president’s decisions were given a rapturous welcome by the many 

popular demonstrations. 

 

Despite internal criticism (in particular from Ennahda and some 

constitutional experts) and external (particularly from French 

intellectuals and Islamist circles), the president’s seizure of power, 

by virtue of Article 80 of the Constitution, met with approval. The 

same applied to the banning of foreign travel and the removal and 

transfers of officials close to the Islamists, or of those who were 

infamous for their corruption. 
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Nonetheless, part of the elite began to ask questions once the legal 

threshold of one month’s special powers (as provided for in the 

constitution) had been passed: no general decision had been made, 

neither had a prime minister been nominated, nor had a date for 

new elections been announced. Speculation and rumours ran riot. 

Scheduled bank debt repayments were unexpectedly met in the 

middle of summer by lenders. But these lenders expected a return 

to constitutional legality as a follow-up. 

On 14 September 2021, President Saied suddenly became resolute 

and peremptory. Presenting himself as being in the “service of the 

Tunisian people”, he denounced the “thieves, mercenaries and 

traitors” accused of “paying money to foreign agencies to harm 

their own country”; he concluded by saying: “I will never engage 

in dialogue with such people”.  Politicians were put in their place, 

even Abir Moussi’s party which could have helped him to form a 

new majority. As far as the small Tunisian army goes, 

professionalised to a large degree, it has never become involved in 

politics. Contrary to other Arab countries it is unlikely that it will 

try to apply pressure on the president, although it will of course 

have to engage in dialogue with him. In this autumn of 2021, it is 

therefore with Kais Saied alone that the decisions as to how to 

escape the height of this crisis remain. 

 

History was in everyone’s minds. Was it necessary to finish the 

revolution in order to save it? Should there be a counter-

revolution, even if peaceful? Could it be that the president, a 

constitutionalist by profession, had gone back on his word and 

developed a taste for personal power? Without a party, who could 

he rely on to govern and what would he do when it came to making 

unpopular decisions? Amongst others, the researcher Mohamed 

Kerrou looking back into history asked the question: would Saied 

be the Bonaparte who saved the revolution by (in part) sacrificing 

liberties? Others called for a counter-revolution like the one in 
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Egypt, without the violence of the masses, thanks in part 

to Ennahda’s weakness. In everyone’s minds were the memories 

of the coup d’état of Bourguiba in 1957 which destroyed the 

monarchy to create the republic, and Ben Ali’s coup in 1987, which 

declared itself to be the liberator from Bourguiba’s 

authoritarianism, but that within two years had installed a police 

state that subjugated the population. 

 

Without any previous experience, the isolated president had to feel 

overwhelmed by the scale of the challenges, both economic and 

financial, pressures that left him uncommunicative. Then all 

speculation was cut short by the government decree of 23 

September 2021, announced by the president from Sidi Bouzid, a 

place symbolic of the revolution of 2011: although civil liberties 

were (still) in effect in the country, the president was freeing 

himself from the constitution of 2014 and arrogating full powers to 

himself, even to the extent of naming a government and ministers 

responsible only to him. He was gathering executive and legislative 

powers to himself, putting an end to representative democracy. 

Parliament had ceased to exist; this new regime would be a phase 

that was institutionally “exceptional and provisory”, but which 

disregarded the unions, political parties and intermediary bodies, 

something that could rapidly become dangerous in the context of 

Tunisia. It was “what the people want” proclaimed Saied, but the 

Bonapartiste option appears to have supplanted the Gaullist option 

of a reset of democratic systems. 

 

The Covid pandemic has calmed with the announcement of the end 

of the curfew, mining along with oil and gas production have 

restarted: but the next twelve months that are just starting for 

education, society and politics risk being explosive because 

bankruptcy is more imminent than ever and international lenders 
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will not go out of their way to help a risk taking individual who is 

isolated and has embraced personal dictat. 

Finally, as he reflects, President Saied must also consider the 

regional situation of his country, whose every action and gesture is 

under its neighbours’ attentive gaze. Since the revolution of 2011 

and the risk of Jihadist insurrection in the country – which 

materialised in the violence that cost the lives of hundreds of the 

security forces, particularly during the violent attack on Ben 

Guerdane on the Libyan border in 2016, where 11 of them were 

killed – Tunisia has been supported by Algeria. That country’s 

authorities, as a ‘sister state’, are on good terms with Tunisia and 

with its army (that it had helped to train) in 

particular. Ennahda’s influence in Tunisia’s politics, up to 25 July 

2021, was never able to prevent close cooperation. For Algiers, 

which hates instability, the essential thing is that the revolution of 

2011 had been coped with relatively calmly and that Tunisia 

remains stable, thus keeping Libya’s potentially very dangerous 

eastern border secure. 

 

If Algiers, a long-standing mediator in the Libyan crisis, had hoped 

for a while that Marshal Haftar would overcome Tripoli’s Islamist 

militias and throw Erdogan’s Turkish militias back into the sea, it 

has since accepted the new order under international and UN 

oversight. The    Tunisians, economically very dependent on Libya 

and due to their geography much more vulnerable, have always 

acted as mediators between the Libyan clans that share power and 

the country, without ever declaring their preferences. The presence 

on their borders of thousands of Islamist fighters transported by 

Erdogan to the north-east of the country is not taken lightly, but 

the Tunisians know they can count on Algeria, with Morocco’s 

support (both countries declared enemies, as it happens) to stand 

by them in the event of problems. Since Turkey has protested 

against the removal of Ennahda’s Islamists and the affair of 25 
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July, it is likely that Erdogan will try to get involved again in order 

to prevent the Tunisians falling into the arms of the Emiratis and 

their Arab allies. 

 

It will not have escaped the Tunisian president’s notice that the last 

elections in Morocco on 8 September 2021, allowed the Moroccan 

monarchy to separate itself from – not to say get rid of – the 

Muslim Brotherhood members of the Justice and Development 

Party in the country, and that Turkey which for all that it had been 

the JDP’s inspiration, studiously avoided any protests and indeed 

distanced itself from them. Seen objectively, after Egypt in 2013, 

the side-lining of the Muslim Brotherhood through the summer of 

2021, firstly in Tunisia and then in Morocco, has isolated Turkey 

and Qatar that little bit more at the heart of the Arab world. The 

line of Emirati monarchies allied to Egypt cannot quite extend to 

Tunisia and Algeria, if only because of the Abraham Accords which 

are an absolute casus belli for those two countries due to the 

rapprochement with Israel. For this reason, there is a kind of 

objective alliance between Algiers and Tunis – that could be 

described as loyalty to the notion of Arab nationalism – who are 

neither in one camp nor the other. The presence of an Islamist 

power close to the Turks, based in Tripoli – until further notice – 

and with ramifications linked to the Sahel and the Sahara, will 

induce both countries to display great caution. This is especially so 

as there is nothing to say that the Muslim Brotherhood have had 

their last word in Tunis – although they have certainly been greatly 

weakened – or in Algiers where the Movement of Society for Peace 

(MSP) and its allies have a following that is probably greater than 

their poor showing at the elections in June would suggest. More 

than ever, little Tunisia, wooed simultaneously by Rabat, Istanbul 

and the Libyans, but also feared by all of them because of its 

democratic fervour, has thus found itself in a dispassionate and 

paradoxical alliance with the Republic of Algeria. 
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To conclude, on 29 October 2021, President Saied ended up 

naming a prime minister, a woman as it happens; Mme Najila 

Mouden, an academic specialising in geology (modernity) and who 

comes from Kairouan (tradition). This confirmed the priority given 

to the economy. The Tunisia that likes to capture the imagination 

will be delighted that a woman unknown in public has become the 

first female Arab “prime minister”. For the president this piece of 

news will reassure feminist opinion, a movement that is very 

vigorous in Tunisia (particularly amongst his supporters), while 

pulling the carpet from under the feet of another woman, the leader 

of the Free Destourian Party, Abir Moussi, who had been hoping 

for the post and who not long ago had been quoted by the polls as 

a favourite in the event of new elections. In doing this he is also 

flattering the Democratic US administration that is very much in 

favour of the defence of women’s rights in Islamic countries.  Does 

this act presage a revolution in government, or is it only a 

smokescreen as some commentators are already claiming? Not 

everyone can be a Bourguiba. 
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What next for Iran 

  

Pierre Razoux, academic and research director at FMES, author 

of the Iran-Iraq War (Harvard University Press), winner of the 

Society for Military History’s prize for the best book of 2016. 

 

On 18 June 2021 Iran elected a new president, Ebrahim Raisi (61), 

an ultraconservative Islamic magistrate, a descendant of the 

Prophet (black turban), a middle ranking cleric who came second 

in the 2017 elections, and former head of the justice system notable 

for his engagement in the struggle against corruption, but also 

renowned as a pitiless prosecutor of government repression at the 

end of the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988). His victory in the first round 

of voting with the lowest voter turnout since the Islamic revolution 

(48%), and the highest number of spoiled votes since 1979 (13%), 

is explained by the clerics’ desire to keep hold of the reins of power, 

by the population’s apathy, punishing  Hassan Rouhani’s failure to 

keep his promises of social and economic reform, and a rejection 

of his foreign policy that staked everything on the nuclear 

agreement (JCPOA)1 that was torpedoed by Donald Trump. Since 

his election the new president has formed a team very close to both 

the supreme leader and the Revolutionary Guard (pasdarans). 

Close for a long time to those who favour autarchy and consider 

that the Islamic Republic can survive by remaining isolated, his 

recent declarations and the ministers he has named, confirmed at 

the start of September by the unicameral parliament (Majles) and 

the supreme leader, appear to indicate that he has joined those who 

advocate greater openness, believing it is only by opening up to the 

wider world that the regime can survive, at least for trade and to 

reinforce its strategic posture. Ebrahim Raisi remains nonetheless 

hostile to social reform. One thing seems sure: he enjoys the 

                                                        
1 JCPOA : Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action signed in Vienna on 14 July 2015. 
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confidence of the supreme leader, who has to think about his own 

succession; and that guarantees the president four years of 

stability. Under his leadership will the Islamic Republic turn in on 

itself or will it take advantage of a changing world to move its 

pawns? Will it succeed in finding a form of agreement with the 

United States to put an end to the nuclear crisis? Finally, will it 

succeed in avoiding China’s embrace? 

 

The Iranian clerics are hanging on to power, but for how 

long? 

 

To facilitate Ebrahim Raisi’s election, from the start the clerics and 

its supporting institutions did not hesitate to discourage or 

disqualify the most popular candidates: Mohammad Baqer 

Qalibaf, the speaker of parliament and former commander in chief 

of the pasdarans, for the conservatives; Ali Larijani for the 

moderate conservatives; Mohammad Javad Zarif, the outgoing 

foreign minister and Eshaq Jahangiri, vice-president, for the 

reformers ; and even Hassan Khomeini, grandson of the founder 

of the Islamic Republic and enfant terrible of the clerics. 

 

The process of expulsions shows how afraid the clerics were of 

losing a presidency that they had monopolised almost 

continuously for forty years. Bruised by Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s 

populist digression (2005-2013) and the avant-garde position of a 

part of the political class, aware of the fall in religious conviction 

amongst the population, the Iranian clerics combined to oust all 

those who might be tempted to stray from the dogma of velayat-e-

faqih (government by theocracy) decreed by Imam Khomeini, the 

founder of the Islamic Republic. Beyond ideological questions is 

also the question of the control of power and the extremely rich 

religious foundations; it is without doubt for this reason that the 

clerics, supported by the pasdarans, are blocking the Iranian 
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parliament’s adoption of the intergovernmental Financial Action 

Task Force’s rules on money laundering.  

 

Ebrahim Raisi’s occupancy of the presidency of the republic will 

above all allow the clerics to secure the process of choosing the next 

supreme leader to replace Ali Khamenei (82) in the shorter or 

longer term, and to ensure that the new leader will continue to 

manage the republic’s institutions in favour of the clerics. There 

are many who think the presidency of the republic is only a 

stepping stone to allow Ebrahim Raisi to accede to the position of 

supreme leader, no doubt during his term of office given Ali 

Khamenei’s age2. The clerics’ aim is to prevent the supreme 

leader’s role being replaced by a leadership council, which would 

be to the advantage of the president and the parliament at the 

expense of the supreme leader’s own authority. 

 

The population’s demands, clear-eyed as they are, do not extend to 

any hypothetical change of regime or the abandonment of its 

religious character, particularly as they recognise it has raised the 

international influence of ‘Eternal Persia’; in reality they are calling 

for an increase in personal freedoms in private and non-

institutional life. In other words, Iranian men and women want to 

behave as they wish at home, amongst friends, in their cars or in 

public places, without risking arrest or a beating. Above all the 

population expects the government to create jobs, build housing 

and manage the environmental crisis that is having a disturbing 

impact on the country (pollution, persistent drought, diminishing 

groundwater reserves, sandstorms that are accelerating the 

process of desertification); and the same applies to the Covid-

                                                        
2 Three other clerics descended from the Prophet are frequently mentioned as candidates for the post: 

Mojtaba Khamenei, the son of the present supreme leader, Ahmad Khatami (no relation to the former 
president, Mohammad Khatami) and Hassan Khomeini, grandson of Imam Khomeini (Ardavan 

Khosnood, “What will happen when Khamenei dies?”, BESA Paper, n° 1885, 14 January 2021. 
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19 health crisis.  Iran, the hardest hit country in the Middle East, 

has just experienced its fifth wave of the pandemic and is only now 

considering implementing a vaccine passport. 

 

After the deadly repression of the protests of 2009, 2017 and 2019, 

the population knew that it could not win in the streets. Everybody 

understood the cost of revolution or anarchy3. From that point on 

there started the flight of the elites. All those who could left to re-

settle themselves abroad or sent their children to continue their 

studies outside Iran. Those who remain, make the best of it, foster 

individualism and stoically await an evolution of the regime, one 

that might perhaps take place after the supreme leader’s death if 

his successor has an awareness of the transformation in society. In 

the meantime, many young people seek their escape in the 

internet, others in drugs and yet others in crime. Statistics record 

a drop in the number of marriages (down a third in five years) and 

the birth rate (1.7 children per married woman, whereas thirty 

years ago it lay between 5 and 6 children)4. 

 

One thing appears sure: if they do not manage drastically to 

improve the population’s daily life (in the economy, the fight 

against the pandemic, the environment, and societal issues) the 

clerics will no longer be able to lay the blame at the feet of the 

reformers and their credibility will be damaged for a long time to 

come, leaving the field clear to the pasdarans, to the old soldiers 

and the Islamic technocrats who have spent their careers in the 

state system. The clerics suspect instinctively that all of these 

groupings, which are much more nationalist and much less 

                                                        
3 A fortiori with the new Minister of Intelligence, Esmail Khatib, a 60-year-old radical mullah who 
is very close to the supreme leader.  
4 The population of Iran has risen to 83 million, which makes Iran the third most populous country 

in the Middle East, after Egypt and Turkey. 
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ideological, will settle things amongst themselves to take power for 

the long term, relegating the mullahs to the third rank. In Qom, 

some clerics are already recommending a return to a more quietist 

Shia Islam, like that preached by the Grand Ayatollah Sistani in 

Najaf in Iraq5. 

 

Absolute priority for the economy and the lifting of 

American sanctions  

 

The combined effects of US and EU sanctions, poor administration 

and endemic corruption6, have severely damaged the Iranian 

economy and no longer allow it to buy social peace. Even if the 

actual GDP ($585 billion) appears to have risen by 1.5 % between 

2020 and 2021 after a net contraction over the period 2018-2020, 

the macro-economic indicators are in the red: inflation at +37% ; 

an 80% rise in the price of housing in Teheran; an employment rate 

of 36% amongst the working age population; sales of barrels of oil 

that only represent 20% of export capacity (a direct effect of 

sanctions); budgetary deficit at 8% of GDP; a drop of 20% in 

currency exchanges, where the reserves are down to a third of what 

they were; a 10% drop in trade with China, -27 % with South Korea, 

-36% with Japan and -50% with India7. 

 

For all those who believe, like the clerics, that the main threat to 

the regime is internal, it has become crucial to relaunch the 

economy and to improve the population’s daily life. If official 

declarations are to be believed, the relaunching of the ‘Resistance 

Economy’ has as its first priority the lifting of economic sanctions 

which entails the new foreign minister, Hossein Amir-Abdollahian, 

                                                        
5 For a detailed view of the evolution of Iranian society, see Bernard Hourcade, “Iran: le temps des 

changements?”, Politique internationale, n° 171, p. 173-187, 2021. 
6 As testified by the many sentences pronounced by the courts, led until spring 2021 by Ebrahim 
Raisi, now president of the Islamic Republic. 
7 Brèves économiques et sectorielles de Téhéran, Direction générale du Trésor, spring 2021. 
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an experienced 56-year-old diplomat known for being resolute but 

also pragmatic, finding points of agreement with the United States. 

From Teheran’s viewpoint a nuclear agreement would go a long 

way to removing sanctions and would therefore allow the economy 

to be restarted, while also allowing bilateral negotiations on other 

subjects: the release of ‘hostages’ held in Iran and the United 

States, the adoption of mutually agreed positions on the regional 

scene, possible trade agreements followed by the return of some 

American companies to Iran. But for this to happen, Teheran and 

Washington will have to agree on the basis and the tempo of 

negotiations, and then on how any agreement they arrive at can be 

presented to their respective partners.  

 

The issue for the White House is finding a compromise that will be 

acceptable to congress, so that it does not question the result of the 

negotiations. Despite denials there are numerous signs that both 

sides are negotiating discretely through several channels (just 

recently in New York at the UN General Assembly) and that at the 

start of May 2021 they had agreed upon the broad outlines of an 

agreement as Abbas Araghchi, the then leader of the Iranian 

delegation, alluded to8.  Araghchi has since been given a new job in 

in the think tank of the Islamic Republic’s ministry for foreign 

affairs, a redeployment that illustrates the continuity of Iranian 

foreign policy. 

 

For the time being, the Iranian elites who had their fingers burnt 

by Donald Trump’s volte-face and the Biden administration’s 

seeming procrastination, are not placing any more faith in the US 

executive. Aware that their principal objective remains the return 

of Iran and the US to the JCPOA, they will only move from their set 

positions once an agreement has been reached with the American 

                                                        
8 IRIB, 2 May 2021. 
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administration on the effective lifting of a significant part of the 

sanctions that are hitting Iran. For the moment they too are 

procrastinating and watching the clock, in the hope that time is in 

their favour as the 2022 mid-term elections approach; Joe Biden 

could indeed need a success in dealing with Iran (and therefore 

accept some concessions) to compensate for the disastrous effects 

of his disordered retreat from Afghanistan. But perhaps the 

Iranian leadership is making the same error as Antony Blinken and 

Robert Malley who reckoned that the Rouhani-Zarif tandem would 

make concessions in spring 2021 in order to boast of a success 

before the Iranian presidential elections in June? The hard-line 

conservatives, certain of winning the election, had nonetheless 

made it clear that any agreement could only be ratified by the new 

team once it had been confirmed. 

 

For the moment, Americans and Iranians are raising the bidding, 

while behind the scenes they are most certainly engaged in dogged 

negotiations. The former talk of contemplating new sanctions and 

mechanisms that are designed to make their removal more 

difficult, pointing out that the window for negotiation will not 

remain open for ever; they are openly proposing a ‘Plan B’ with 

certain allies, Israel amongst them, without there necessarily being 

a military option; with the improved protection of Iran’s nuclear 

infrastructure it is more likely that any Plan B will aim more at 

strengthening sanctions, sabotage and cyber-attacks. The latter 

point out that they will negotiate at their own pace and will not 

make any decision until a significant part of the sanctions has been 

lifted9 ; to give added weight to their statements, they are 

accelerating their clear rapprochement with China, enriching 

                                                        
9 Hossein Amir-Abdollahian has mentioned the sum of “$10 billion worth of frozen assets as a sign 

of goodwill”; IRIB & I24News, 3 October 2021. 
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uranium in quantities far higher10 than those agreed with the 

JCPOA and to higher thresholds (60%), while at the same time 

limiting the International Atomic Energy Agency’s access to some 

installations, for example preventing it from changing the memory 

cards on its CCTV cameras at the Karaj nuclear site, where last 

summer there was an act of sabotage attributed to Israel. In short, 

both sides are sizing each other up and flexing their muscles. As 

things stand at present, and taking into account each side’s 

interests, it is not impossible to foresee an agreement, even if only 

partial, being made official before the end of January 2022 (in time 

for Joe Biden’s State of the Union Address), unless the Iranian 

regime were able in the meantime to obtain significant economic 

advantages from China and Russia, thus making an agreement 

with the US less urgent. This is why senior Iranian officials are 

increasing their shuttles between Beijing and Moscow11.  

 

Strengthening links with China and Asia  

 

From this point of view, Iran’s joining of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO)12 as a full member, enacted on 17 September 

2021 during the Dushanbe conference in Tajikistan, was an 

excellent piece of news for Ebrahim Raisi who was conducting his 

first foreign visit there, which in itself signifies the importance that 

Iran attaches to Asia.  There is no doubt that the United States’ 

precipitate retreat from Afghanistan has accelerated things, with 

Beijing and Moscow seeing a good opportunity to rein Iran a little 

                                                        
10 The AIEA’s report of September 2021 estimates that Iran had 2,441 kg of low enriched uranium 
available at that date, which is twelve times more than the terms of the JCPOA. 
11 The Kremlin does not hesitate to put pressure on Teheran when it believes the Iranian government 

is moving too close to Beijing; by, for example, stopping work on the Bushehr nuclear power station 
for several months after the Iran-China partnership had been agreed.  
12 The OCS groups China, Russia, India, Pakistan and the Central Asian states together; Iran had 

requested membership in 2008 but had only been granted observer status. 
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more into their camp, not least because the OCS represents a large 

market of more than 3 billion people. 

 

It’s through this economic prism that the strategic partnership 

with China, announced with a fanfare of publicity on 27 March 

2021 but in reality negotiated more than five years ago13, and the 

formalisation of which was accelerated after Donald Trump’s 

withdrawal from the JCPOA should be interpreted. The 

partnership, agreed for 25 years, which complements those linking 

Beijing to Saudi Arabia (2006 and 2016) and to the United Arab 

Emirates (2012, 2018 and 2021), in fact only constitutes a general 

framework for future cooperation between China and Iran; it does 

not include any detailed figures, as Zhao Lijian, spokesman for the 

Chinese foreign minister, declared 14. Officially it deals with 

political and military questions, the fight against terrorism and the 

economy in a general sense. Many Iranian experts acknowledge 

that it means large deliveries of oil to China at cut-price rates, along 

with Chinese investment in industry, technological research, and 

transport infrastructure15. Iran happens to be at the intersection of 

several ‘silk roads’ coming from the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula 

and the Mediterranean, which increases its geostrategic value in 

the eyes of the Chinese leadership. Rumours16 of $400 billion of 

Chinese investments in exchange for a reduction of 33% 

(compared to market prices) in sales of Iranian oil to China, but 

also the presence of 5,000 Chinese troops in Iran with a view to the 

construction of a future Chinese naval base in the Straights of 

Hormuz, were swiftly disputed by the Iranian and Chinese 

                                                        
13 It was President Xi Jinping who first brought up a partnership during a state visit to Teheran in 
January 2016; thereafter there were several projects and many rumours about its extent, and the 

military and strategic compensations to China’s advantage. 
14 IRIB, 28 March 2021. 
15 In summer 2021, direct Chinese investments in Iran amounted to $3 billion according to the 

Chinese business secretary. 
16 First mentioned on 3 September 2019 in the magazine Petroleum Economist. 
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authorities17. Several senior Iranian politicians (Mohammad Baqer 

Qalibaf, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Ali Motahari) stepped forward 

to say that the Islamic Republic would never sell itself to a foreign 

power and would never tolerate the presence of foreign military 

bases on its territory, disallowed in any event by Article 146 of the 

Iranian Constitution. Besides which, the temporary presence of 

Russian bombers and supply aircraft at the Hamadan air base 

during strikes against IS in 2016 had already caused a political 

scandal and the return of the aircraft to Russia. 

 

For the immense majority of Iranians who consider the 

independence of their country to be the cornerstone of the Islamic 

Republic’s foreign policy, there can be no question of becoming 

subservient to China or Russia. There are many who welcome 

Chinese investment enthusiastically insofar as it brings cash into 

the state’s coffers through the sales of oil (China remains Iran’s 

principal customer18), as long as they themselves can continue to 

buy western consumer goods (especially American, Japanese and 

South Korean – with the implication that Chinese goods are 

excluded), and can remain in charge of their businesses (in 

particular those controlled by the Iranian Revolutionary Guard 

Corps and the religious foundations) and as long as the Chinese 

presence doesn’t become too onerous. From this point of view the 

setting up by China of around ten bitcoin ‘mines’ in Iran between 

2020-2021 has stirred up frustration, not only because they 

require tens of thousands of computers which are then removed 

from traditional economic activities but also because they take over 

a significant part of the electricity resources of the south-east of 

                                                        
17 These rumours were also disputed by well-informed US think tanks, such as the Wilson Center and 
the International Crisis Group. 
18 On the eve of the conclusion of the strategic partnership Iran was discretely selling 1 million barrels 

of oil a day to China (Direction générale du Trésor, France, 31 March 2021). 
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Iran where they are based19. Those who are arguing for a nuclear 

capability also fear that China, as Russia, is firmly set against it.  

However several experts close to sources in authority state that 

‘Iran has the means to keep China at a distance if necessary’, 

underlining that ‘the Chinese will have a great deal of difficulty in 

establishing themselves in Iran because they don’t really 

understand the country, any more than they understand West Asia 

(Iran’s ‘Middle East’ )20. One thing appears certain: the strategic 

partnership with China has become a divisive subject in Iran, even 

if the new President Raisi has declared that “promoting 

cooperation with China is one of the Iranian government’s 

priorities. Iran supports the one-China principle and appreciates 

the cooperation of the Chinese government which has sold millions 

of doses of vaccine to Iran to help it fight the spread of the 

coronavirus21.” The Iranian press remains indeed very divided over 

the effectiveness of the Sinopharm vaccine. 

 

Three other Asian countries are at the centre of Iran’s economic 

preoccupations: Japan, South Korea and India. Over the course of 

decades Iran has developed very strong trading links with these 

three markets, but the threat of American financial sanctions has 

had the effect of stopping their imports of oil (reducing them, in 

India’s case) and freezing capital. Teheran is therefore trying to 

regain the latter, whether by negotiation or duress.  As such the 

South Korean prime minister had to travel to Iran on 11 April 2021 

                                                        
19 https://observers.france24.com/en/middle-east/20210203-in-iran-power-outages-reveal-the-

secret-business-of-chinese-bitcoin-farms ; some experts estimate that these mines are absorbing 2 to 
3% of Iran’s national consumption of electricity, even if Iran is probably receiving some of the 

bitcoins in exchange. Others argue that Chinese hackers, handled by Beijing, have several times 

passed themselves off as Iranian hackers (MIT Technology Review, 10 August 2021). 
20 Remarks made to the author by several Iranian experts met in Teheran and Paris since 2018. 
21 IRIB, 18 August 2021. Iran is still the country that has suffered the most Coronavirus deaths in the 

Middle East (quite certainly more than 100,000, amongst them several members of the regime). Iran 
has developed three vaccines (CovBarekat, Fakhravac & Noura) that complement those delivered 

initially by China and Russia, and then by some Asian and European countries, amongst them Italy. 

https://observers.france24.com/en/middle-east/20210203-in-iran-power-outages-reveal-the-secret-business-of-chinese-bitcoin-farms
https://observers.france24.com/en/middle-east/20210203-in-iran-power-outages-reveal-the-secret-business-of-chinese-bitcoin-farms
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to negotiate the release of a tanker ‘immobilised’ in Bandar Abbas, 

in exchange for restitution of part of the Iranian funds frozen in 

Seoul, while the Japanese foreign minister travelled to Teheran on 

22 August 2021 to discuss the freeing of Iranian assets frozen in 

Japan.  

 

Relations are more straightforward with India which sees in Iran 

an ally in Pakistan’s back yard and a trading partner worth 

cultivating, but above all a supplier of high-quality oil. Both 

countries are linked through a partnership in the future port hub 

in Chabahar (Iran) on the coast of the Indian Ocean, that should 

allow India to be supplied with oil on a long-term basis – but which 

will be in direct competition with the hub of Gwadar built by China 

in Pakistan, nor far from the Iranian border. For the moment, Iran 

has not pursued the project in order to avoid Beijing’s ire. But to 

show the Chinese government that it does not intend to put all of 

its eggs in one basket, the Iranian government has not hesitated to 

organise naval exercises in the Gulf of Oman with the Indian and 

Russian navies, prompting annoyance on the part of the Chinese 

authorities (as in autumn 2020 when the Chinese navy cancelled 

its participation after it discovered that the Indian navy had been 

invited). 

 

The Europeans are not absent from the Iranian agenda either, as 

Hossein Amir-Abdollahian’s messages convey: “Europe, by 

adopting moderate positions, should try to play a constructive role 

. . .   Relations between Iran and Europe have their own rationale 

and should not be tied to negotiations with the United States; they 

will not be limited to the three European members of the JCPOA 

but will be directed to all the member states of Europe22.” Indeed, 

                                                        
22 IRIB & AFP, 1st and 22 September 2021. 
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the Iranian foreign minister has met almost all of his European 

opposite numbers in New York, making it clear to them his desire 

to construct partnerships in the economy and the environment23.  

President Emmanuel Macron’s participation in the Baghdad 

conference of 28 August 2021 to  consider the future of Iraq, 

France’s wish to take part in any initiatives for regional 

cooperation and also its engagement in managing the Lebanese 

crisis, seems to have revived a positive dynamic with Teheran, as 

the long telephone calls between Presidents Macron and Raisi 

during September 2021 and the visit to Paris on 30 September by 

Saïd Khatibzadeh, spokesman for the Iranian foreign minister, 

bear testimony. The Iranian authorities have made it clear that 

they wish to cooperate with France on Iraq, Lebanon and 

Afghanistan, while also coordinating more closely their efforts to 

combat Islamic State 24. There is no doubt that America’s attitude, 

judged by the French to be negative in certain areas (Lebanon, 

Afghanistan, Europe, Australia), combined with the arrival in 

Teheran of a new and apparently pragmatic team, has persuaded 

President Macron that it is time to renew links with his Iranian 

counterpart. It is to be hoped that this positive spirit will lead to 

the release of the two French hostages (Fariba Adelkhah and 

Benjamin Brière) detained in Iran.  

 

Priority for the neighbourhood  

 

On the geopolitical plane, moving beyond the rhetoric of the ‘axis 

of resistance’ against the United States (Great Satan) and Israel 

(Little Satan), the new president and his new foreign minister 

regard managing their immediate neighbourhood as a priority, one 

                                                        
23 Michel Makinsky, “En cas de levée des sanctions en Iran, quelles transactions bancaires et 

commerciales pour l’Europe ?”, La Tribune, 27 July 2021. 
24 These are messages that have never stopped being passed to the French authorities since 2016, over 
the course of numerous informal discussions in Teheran and Paris, and in which the writer 

participated. 
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which causes them some concerns but also offers genuine 

opportunities. Ebrahim Raisi’s remarks at the 76th UN General 

Assembly appear clear: “Iran desires cooperation and large scale 

political and economic convergence with the world…Teheran will 

give an appropriate and pragmatic reply to any positive moves….I 

am looking for effective interaction with all our neighbours and 

extend the hand of friendship to them25.” For him, it is a question 

of consolidating a position that has become favourable again after 

Donald Trump’s erratic politics, which neither contained Israel’s 

impulses nor reassured America’s regional allies, despite the 

elimination of General Soleimani in January 2020 and the 

negotiation of the Abraham Accords between Israel, the United 

Arab Emirates and Bahrain the following summer. The wide-

ranging demonstrations of force carried out by Iran in 2019-2020 

without provoking any reaction from the US, followed by Joe 

Biden’s election to the White House – the latter having reengaged 

in dialogue with Teheran and placed Qatar back in the centre of 

regional affairs – have convinced Saudi Arabia and the UAE to 

renew dialogue with Iran26. Symbolically, a member of the Saudi 

royal family was present at the swearing in of President Raisi in 

Teheran. As Hossein Amir-Abdollahian indicates, “Discussions 

between Iran et Saudi Arabia are taking place under the best 

possible conditions; several sessions of discussions have taken 

place in Baghdad; messages have been passed between both sides, 

including those on regional issues, and should allow for the 

establishment of stable and long-lasting relationships within a 

framework that respects our mutual interests27”. It is probable that 

Teheran, which still has strong influence in Yemen and Bahrain, as 

the mass demonstrations in Manama on the opening of the Israeli 

embassy demonstrate, has proposed to Riyad that it will ‘manage’ 

                                                        
25 AFP, 21 September 2021. 
26 Armin Arefi, “Pourquoi l’Arabie saoudite et Iran renouent en secret”, Le Point, 19 April 2021. 
27 IRIB & FARS News, 4 October 2021. 
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the Houthis in Yemen, in exchange for Saudi ‘neutrality’ in 

Lebanon and Iraq, and the normalisation of relations between the 

Arab monarchies and Bashar al-Assad’s Syrian regime.  

 

In the rest of the Persian Gulf, Teheran maintains good relations 

with the Sultanate of Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait, three monarchies 

of the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf, who 

have often played the role of intermediaries with the rest of the 

Arab world. Only the United Arab Emirates remain a concern, but 

they know that they cannot directly oppose Iran if they wish Expo 

2020 in Dubai to run smoothly. Above all, they know that Beijing, 

the key economic partner for their economic diversity, will not 

tolerate any increase in tensions around the Straights of Hormuz, 

through which transit huge quantities of oil bound for China. 

In the Middle East, Iranian interests can be summarised as having 

the following objectives: 1) reinforcing Iranian influence along the 

Iraq-Syria-Lebanon continuum, in order to protect their Iraqi and 

Syrian allies and to install a land corridor to the Mediterranean (to 

provide support for Hezbollah and deter Israel, and to diversify 

export routes for hydrocarbons); 2) chasing the US army out of 

Iraq, and then reducing the American military presence in the 

region (which does not conflict with  the aim of trading with the 

US); 3) preventing any Israeli presence in a country close to Iran, 

in particular the UAE and Azerbaijan; 4) convincing the 

monarchies of the Persian Gulf to join Iran in an inclusive security 

framework based on the principle of non-aggression; 5) preventing 

the creation of an  independent Kurdistan while still militating for 

the creation of a Palestinian state. To this end the pasdarans have 

multiplied their strikes on Iraq, targeting the rear areas of the 

armed Kurdish groups (of the PDKI) who are hostile to the Iranian 

regime.  
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At the start of autumn 2021, it is nonetheless Afghanistan that 

constitutes the primary concern for the Iranian government, as its 

special place in the Iranian press demonstrates.  The Taliban 

victory in Kabul, declared enemies of Shia Iran, has in fact opened 

a new security and military ‘eastern front’ which has captured 

Teheran’s attention and as such reduced its capacity to pressurise 

the US in Iraq and to confront Israel elsewhere.  For outwith the 

theological dispute between a Shia state and a Sunni, jihadist, 

movement with close links to Al-Qaeda, relations between Iran and 

Afghanistan are impacted negatively by three sensitive matters: 

first of all the million Afghan refugees from the Hazara Shia 

minority, frozen out by the Afghan authorities and  persecuted by 

the Taliban, whose long-term presence in  Iran fuels the frustration 

of many Iranians, even if they constitute a cheap workforce and a 

reservoir of forces for Shia militias engaged in Iraq, Syria, and 

Yemen; then there are the problems of sharing the freshwater from 

the rivers and groundwater reserves on the borders of a region that 

is badly affected by droughts; and finally the use of Iranian 

territory by drug traffickers who export massive amounts of 

Afghan heroin to Turkey, the Caucasus, Iraq and Baluchistan, and 

in the process cascading it onto some of Iran’s youth. There are 

frequent violent clashes between the Afghan drug barons and 

Iran’s border guards and regular army.  

 

Certainly the American withdrawal from Afghanistan, exploited by 

the Iranian regime for propaganda purposes, does lead to a 

decrease of American military power and is damaging to 

Washington’s credibility in the region, but it has allowed the US 

army to extract itself from an exposed position and also reduce its 

vulnerability to any retaliatory strikes coming from Iran; and it is 

the same logic that is pressing Joe Biden to negotiate a gradual 

withdrawal of the last American troops from Iraq, in the knowledge 

that at any moment the pasdarans could exploit the Shia militias, 
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in particular the Hachd al-Chaabi, to harass them. The American 

withdrawal has put pressure on Iran which now has to negotiate 

with the Taliban without any assets in its hand. Having 

unsuccessfully tried to support the armed opposition to the 

Taliban, the Iranians are now trying to persuade the latter to opt 

for an inclusive style of government that will make place for all the 

constituent parts of the Afghan peoples and persecute none of the 

(implying the Shia Hazara minority); it has to be said that their 

message has not been heeded. It is therefore probable that the 

Iranian armed forces are preparing, if necessary, to intervene in 

Afghanistan to secure a buffer zone along the border as had been 

anticipated before the US intervention in 2001. This focus on their 

eastern border makes Iran’s relations with Pakistan (that Iran has 

always distrusted) more difficult, with the Baluch minority 

scattered between Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

 

Since the autumn 2020 war in Karabakh, relations have also been 

tense with neighbouring Azerbaijan, accused of cooperating closely 

with Israel both militarily and strategically28 but also of 

cooperating with Turkey in threatening the land communication 

line that links Iran to Russia via the Southern Caucasus and the 

Latchin corridor. Between 25 and 28 September 2021, Iran 

conducted exercise ‘Conquerors of the Khyber’ on the Azeri border, 

mobilising more than 10,000 soldiers and hundreds of guns and 

armoured vehicles. The aim was to remind President Ilham Aliyev 

that the Iranian government will not tolerate the presence of 

Syrian jihadists manipulated by Ankara and Baku on its border, 

any more than it will tolerate an Israeli military presence. Iranian 

annoyance is all the keener because two years ago the Turkish 

President Erdogan increased nationalist provocation of Iran by 

asserting the Turkish-speaking character of greater Azerbaijan, 

                                                        
28 Igor Delanoë, “Israel-Azerbaijan: an alliance in search of renewal”, FMES, July 2021; https://fmes-

france.org/israel-azerbaijan-an-alliance-in-search-of-renewal/. 

https://fmes-france.org/israel-azerbaijan-an-alliance-in-search-of-renewal/
https://fmes-france.org/israel-azerbaijan-an-alliance-in-search-of-renewal/
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which includes the north-eastern sector of Iran. Since then, 

President Aliyev appears to have sent out signals that he is open to 

lowering tensions with Teheran. 

 

Turkey remains inescapable for Iran. Beyond their confessional 

differences (Sunni for the former, Shia for the latter) and their 

rivalries in the Southern Caucasus, Iraq and Syria, their leaders, 

motivated by a strong revanchist nationalism (particularly with 

regard to the United States) are aware of being the heirs of two 

empires that once governed part of the region. They know that a 

confrontation between them would be futile and would only serve 

their adversaries’ ends. Beyond that they are both motivated by the 

same attachment to political Islam and the republican model. For 

this reason, they consider themselves as rivals of Saudi Arabia, but 

also of Russia, which they seek to contain. For good or for ill, they 

work together in the framework of the Astana talks that allow them 

to negotiate with the Kremlin.  

 

As for Israel, it remains a convenient foil while awaiting the death 

of Ali Khamenei, who is fundamentally hostile to the Jewish 

state29. Since Joe Biden’s arrival, the signing of the strategic pact 

with China, and Naftali Bennett’s election in Israel (who is less of 

an ideologist than his predecessor) the confrontation between Iran 

and Israel has continued on several fronts but in a subtler manner: 

cyber, maritime, proxies, terror attacks and targeted 

assassinations. While it is still alive in Syria, the confrontation has 

moved from the Persian Gulf to the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea and 

the Eastern Mediterranean, allowing the United States and China 

to avoid becoming embroiled in an air/sea conflict for the security 

– or interdiction – of the flow of tankers passing through the 

Straits of Hormuz.  

                                                        
29 Pierre Razoux, “Iran-Israël : les meilleurs ennemis du monde ?”, Politique internationale, n° 158, 

p. 193-208, 2018. 
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Even if some Israeli experts are calling for a strike on the Iranian 

nuclear programme before Teheran can avail itself of a nuclear 

military capability30, those responsible for Israeli security know 

that such a strike would be counterproductive yet without being 

completely effective, no matter the delivery systems used including 

the F-35 stealth fighters delivered by the United States31. In Israel 

as in Iran, the pragmatists know that one day or another, they must 

start speaking to discuss the future of the region.  

 

Nuclar military capability as the ultimate negotiating 

tool?  

 

In the meantime, Iran is looking to modernise its military arsenal, 

now obsolete32 with the exception of its armed drones33, ground to 

air missiles, ballistic missiles and its capacity for cyber-attacks 

which all allow it to offer some kind of deterrence to its adversaries. 

There can be no doubt that Iranian representatives are shuttling 

between Moscow and Beijing to obtain the most modern weapons 

that suit their needs at the best price, although their military has a 

preference for Russian weapons34.  

 

One thing appears sure: given its recent history and the trauma of 

the Iran-Iraq war that is still alive in its leaders’ minds, almost all 

of whom went through it, the Islamic Republic is determined to be 

                                                        
30 Mordechai Kedar, “Dismantle Iran Now”, BESA Paper, n°2113, 4 August 2021. 
31 Conversations held by the author with Israeli experts and researchers who prefer to remain 

anonymous.  
32 Iran’s aircraft and warships, as well as its armoured vehicles and tactical missiles all date from the 

time of the Shah or the Iran-Iraq war in their design at least, for the majority of them have been 

modernised. Other than some equipment delivered by the USSR at the start of the 1990’s, Iran’s 
military arsenal is therefore nearly 50 years old, whereas the Israelis, Americans and Emiratis all 

have the latest generation of weaponry.  
33 Dave Makichuk, “Iran’s new drone has a 7,000 km range”, Asia Times, 1 July 2021. 
34 Rear Admiral Hossein Khanzadi, “Iran-Russia military cooperation decisive in global situation”, 

FARS News, 27 July 2021. 
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in a position where it can deter enemies and neighbours alike. To 

achieve this there are two possibilities. The first, conventional and 

asymmetric, relies on strata of regional influence: buffer states that 

allow enemies to be kept at a distance (the famous ‘axis of 

resistance), ‘proxy’ militias under Iranian influence, and an arsenal 

of drones and ballistic missiles that represent its long distance 

strike capability, for its strike aircraft and other offensive delivery 

systems have hardly any operational value anymore; this 

asymmetric strategy should allow time to replace them with the 

modern equipment that Teheran is having great difficulty in 

acquiring at the moment. This is the official path that makes sense 

to the majority of strategists – including those of the West – who 

affirm that Iran is succeeding in remaining ‘deterrent’ without 

needing nuclear weapons, as the absence of any American, Saudi 

or Emirati reaction to the various incidents and provocations of the 

last two years demonstrates. This asymmetric path entails a 

clandestine struggle with Israel, one that is destined to last for as 

long as both countries refuse to accept some form of mutual 

deterrence.  

 

Iran’s second possible route consists of betting on a ‘non-

conventional’ deterrence, working on the hypothesis that the 

international community, with the United States, Israel and the 

oil-kingdoms of the Gulf leading, will deny it the tools it needs for 

its strategy of asymmetric deterrence, in particular ballistic 

missiles and its regional influence by means of proxies. For the 

moment, Iran’s official position regarding nuclear weapons has not 

changed as Ebrahim Raisi referred to: “Iran is a member of the 

Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). […] It 

is Iran’s policy to consider the production and stockage of nuclear 

weapons as forbidden on the basis of the supreme leader’s religious 

decree, and nuclear weapons have no place in our defence strategy 

or our policy of deterrence. Israel, as a regime that is in possession 
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of nuclear warheads is in no position to comment on Iran’s 

peaceful nuclear programme35.” Those who follow this line believe 

that the setting up and production of nuclear weapons would be 

too expensive for the Islamic Republic, both financially and in 

terms of sanctions and diplomatic isolation.  

 

There are nonetheless voices, amongst those who favour force as 

against negotiation, who believe that the regime is above all under 

threat from outside and who claim that it is in Iran’s interest to 

furnish itself with a credible nuclear military capability, properly 

tested in underground facilities in the country’s desert regions. 

This capability would not necessarily mean crossing the step of 

declaring the possession of a nuclear bomb. Iran would thus 

establish itself as a threshold state, posing the dilemma as to 

whether or not it should remain in the NPT. These voices claim that 

North Korea’s leader has saved his regime and has managed to 

establish a dialogue with Washington by publicising his nuclear 

military capability. They also underline the risks for Iran if the 

fundamentalists in Pakistan come to power, in the knowledge that 

that country has a sizeable nuclear arsenal. Finally, they believe 

that Iran’s entry to the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation will 

allow it to compensate for the economic and diplomatic costs of 

such a threshold strategy.  

 

In between these two positions, it is probable that a growing 

number of advisors believe that it is without doubt useful to 

continue along the line of creating a nuclear military capability for 

three reasons: to put pressure on the United States and the 

members of the UN Permanent Security Council at a moment when 

negotiations on the nuclear agreement are entering a decisive 

phase; to obtain economic compensations in exchange for freezing 

                                                        
35 AFP (21 September 2021) & France 24 (30 September 2021).  
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a nuclear programme judged sufficiently mature to produce a 

nuclear weapon; to facilitate the acquisition of the latest generation 

of conventional weapons (aircraft, tanks, warships, submarines, 

tactical missiles) in exchange for relinquishing the bomb. These 

same advisors could even be tempted to think that at the end of the 

day, if the international community continues to procrastinate on 

this thorny matter, Iran could end up by obtaining the full palette 

of deterrence: asymmetric, conventional, and nuclear. 
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Strategic perspectives for the Sultanate of Oman Post-

Qaboos 

 

 

Chloé Jamet, associate member of the the Mediterranean and 

Middle East Strategic Monitoring Centre (OS2MO) 

 

On 10 January 2020, Qaboos bin Said left Oman orphaned: after 

half of century of uninterrupted reign over the sultanate on the 

southern shores of the Arabian Peninsula he was succeeded on the 

throne by the new sultan, his cousin Haitham bin Tariq (65). 

Qaboos left the new sultan a country that had achieved modernity 

in record time thanks to the exploitation of its hydrocarbon 

resources and which was able to create a place for itself at the heart 

of the region thanks to a singular foreign policy of neutrality, 

earning it the nickname of the ‘Switzerland of the Middle East’.  

While still spending a lot of money on defence the Sultanate of 

Oman has made its mark thanks to its diplomatic policy of peaceful 

co-existence between countries, of dialogue and of non-

interference in its neighbours’ affairs. In his first speech, which was 

attended by Boris Johnson, Mohammad Javad Zarif, Mohammed 

Ben Zayed and Tamim al Thani, the new sultan declared that he 

wanted to continue the effective foreign policy of neutrality that 

had been put in place by his late cousin1.  

 

During the fifty years of his reign Qaboos succeeded in 

modernising his country, which under his father had still lived by 

the codes of the 19th century.  Today Oman is one of the most 

developed countries in the region (HDI of 0.83 in 2013). This 

exceptional development allowed Qaboos to rule the country as an 

                                                        
1 https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2020/01/13/apres-la-mort-du-sultan-d-

oman-une-transition-in -douceur_6025692_3210.html  

https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2020/01/13/apres-la-mort-du-sultan-d-oman-une-transition-en-douceur_6025692_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2020/01/13/apres-la-mort-du-sultan-d-oman-une-transition-en-douceur_6025692_3210.html
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autocrat (he was simultaneously head of state, prime minister, and 

minister of defence, the interior and finance) only allowing the 

Omani people a minor participation in political life. His reign 

ended with the conclusion of the ‘Vision 2020’ development plan 

that he had initiated, but whose objectives had not all been 

achieved.  As things stand, even if the country has improved its 

indicators, there still remain some challenges that the new sultan 

will have to address. 

 

At the dawn of Sultan Haitham’s reign, a leader more specialised 

in economic than military questions, the future ending of oil 

income raises question marks about the country’s stability: Oman’s 

major challenge therefore consists of successfully transiting the 

post-hydrocarbon era that has been precipitated by the need for 

environmental change. To the fall in the price of a barrel of oil 

caused by Saudi Arabia’s trade war, subsequently aggravated by 

the Covid pandemic, must be added Oman’s very limited reserves 

in comparison to its neighbours. The Omani oil reserves, estimated 

to be only 5.5 billion barrels (compared to Saudi Arabia’s 320 

billion) will be exhausted in 15 years; and its natural gas reserves 

will be exhausted in 18 years2. The recent attacks on shipping in 

the Gulf of Oman, a critical pinch point shared by the sultanate 

with Iran, only add to the uncertainty over income from 

hydrocarbons. To this existing situation must be added debt that 

has exploded in recent years, rising from 5% of GDP in 2014 to 81% 

in 2020, caused by variations in the price of oil: these have had a 

significant impact on the Omani economy which relies more than 

70% on hydrocarbons and their derivatives3.  

 

 

                                                        
2 According to figures in the BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2020. 
3 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/01/13/one-year-into-his-
reign-omans-sultan-must-renegotiate-the-social-contract-and-prioritize-diversification/ 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/01/13/one-year-into-his-reign-omans-sultan-must-renegotiate-the-social-contract-and-prioritize-diversification/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/01/13/one-year-into-his-reign-omans-sultan-must-renegotiate-the-social-contract-and-prioritize-diversification/


 

73 
 

Therefore, one of the first objectives laid out in the new ‘Vision 

2040’ is the diversification of the economy into petrochemicals, 

tourism, semi-conductors, renewable energy, robotics and the 

exploitation of raw materials (mining for copper, gold, zinc, 

manganese, and ‘rare earth’ materials).  

 

Another pressing concern is finding a solution to the 

unemployment (49% in 2018), that is having a serious impact on 

young people while opportunities for employment in public service 

are diminishing. Despite an enforced retirement of older civil 

servants and a policy of ‘Omanisation’ of jobs in the sultanate, the 

government’s efforts are coming up against a disconnect between 

the education and training of young Omanis and the requirements 

of business, along with the rational preference of a good number of 

employers for foreign workers, the majority of whom come from 

Asia under the system of kafalah (sponsorship)4. Ten years after 

the demonstrations of the Arab Spring that also affected Oman, 

reducing unemployment amongst the young has become a 

pressing matter for the new sultan: in 2019 and 2021 there were 

new demonstrations in several of the country’s cities against 

certain austerity measures, in particulier the removal of some 

subsidies and the introduction of VAT (sales tax) for the first time 

in the country’s history.5  

 

These matters of internal politics should not be ignored when it 

comes to analysing the new sultan’s foreign policy: the post-oil 

world and the pressing need for economic development permeate 

Omani foreign policy. A year and a half after Sultan Haitham’s 

coronation, Oman is managing to preserve the diplomatic ethos 

that has been at the root of its success for half a century. 

 

                                                        
4 https://agsiw.org/omans-protesters-seek-jobs-and-reform/  
5 https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/84671  

https://agsiw.org/omans-protesters-seek-jobs-and-reform/
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/84671
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Relations with neighbours in the Gulf Cooperation 

Council  

 

Omani foreign policy is first and foremost structured around the 

issues relating to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), an 

organisation the country has been a member of since its foundation 

in 1981. Even if Oman is an active member, Sultan Qaboos had 

always been a restraining influence on a too rapid expansion of the 

GCC’s powers (often driven by Saudi Arabia, particularly in 

relation to financial matters) so as to preserve Omani 

independence and sovereignty. The United Arab Emirates and 

Saudi Arabia therefore remain Oman’s two most important 

economic partners. 

 

Qaboos nonetheless worked to keep his ambitious Saudi neighbour 

at a distance, despite the important trade links between the two 

states: Saudi Arabia invested $210 million in the Omani port of 

Duqm (pronounced ‘Doqum’) in 2018. The visible rapprochement 

between the two monarchies represents the first strategic 

reorientation since Haitham’s accession to power.  In this way, the 

new sultan’s first foreign visit was to Saudi Arabia in July 2021, in 

particular to discuss Yemen and a strengthened economic 

partnership between Riyad and Muscat. During this historic visit 

Haitham was accompanied by several ministers (the ministers of 

defence, internal security, foreign affairs, trade and industry, 

communications, and investment). Several new economic 

agreements were signed and a coordinating council for the two 

countries was approved. The old project of building a road and 

railway line between both states was raised once again; this new 

communications axis would allow trade in the Arabian Peninsula 

to develop by opening a route from Saudi Arabia to the Indian 

Ocean and also permeating the Omani economy with Saudi 
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products.6 This economic rapprochement, above all linked in with 

Saudi economic support for its eastern neighbour, nonetheless 

raises strategic questions because Muscat and Riyad disagree on a 

number of things, in particular on  Yemen and Iran; Oman has 

been in the habit of using its relations with Saudi Arabia’s 

opponents to limit Riyad’s influence. Will Saudi aid therefore be 

conditional on a diplomatic realignment in these two regional 

concerns?  

 

Relations between Oman and the United Arab Emirates are 

somewhat strained too. The sultanate has two enclaves in Emirati 

territory (the peninsula of Musandam and the city of Madha) that 

give rise to territorial differences. To add to that, in 2011 and again 

in 2019, Muscat revealed that it had broken up Emirati spy rings 

that had been gathering intelligence on Oman’s relations with Iran 

and the question of the Omani succession.  Beyond that, Abu Dhabi 

is more and more active in the region and would like to see Oman 

more in alignment with its own postures7.  Although they are major 

economic partners, the Emiratis are also competitors of Oman in 

the fields of energy and transport: the development of windfarm 

projects and the international port at Duqm cast a shadow over 

Abu Dhabi and Dubai (the port of Jabal Ali). Despite these 

difficulties, both states are showing evidence of pragmatism and 

are cooperating on a number of issues. 

 

Will the rapprochement between Muscat and Riyad continue to 

deepen the fault line between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates a little more? Some experts believe it is Saudi Arabia that 

is changing its strategy on alliances, seeing in Oman a bridge to its 

                                                        
6 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/11/omans-sultan-visits-saudi-arabia-on-first-
overseas-trip  
7 https://www.mei.edu/publications/omans-regional-role-time-challenge-and-change  

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/11/omans-sultan-visits-saudi-arabia-on-first-overseas-trip
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/11/omans-sultan-visits-saudi-arabia-on-first-overseas-trip
https://www.mei.edu/publications/omans-regional-role-time-challenge-and-change
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main regional competitor, Iran8. Muscat will surely seek to 

preserve the balanced posture that has always been its own, but the 

urgent needs of economic support may alter Oman’s strategic 

balance over the coming years, which would have consequences 

within the GCC: the 600 km (375 miles) road linking Saudi Arabia 

and Oman will have a negative impact on the United Arab Emirates 

which has up to now provided the route for trade. 9 

 

As far as the smaller states of the GCC are concerned, Oman moved 

particularly close to Qatar during the blockade imposed on the 

latter, and which Oman refused to sign up to, in fact playing the 

mediator’s role that culminated in the Declaration of Al-Ula in 

January 2021. During the blockade Omani exports to Qatar 

doubled and Qatari imports increased five-fold. In addition, 

Oman’s air and sea traffic increased thanks to Qatari investment, 

helping to transform the country into a true regional hub. Beyond 

the economic benefits it is also important to emphasise the 

rapprochement of both countries at a strategic level: during the 

summer of 2021 both chiefs of staff paid each other visits. Both 

states have traditionally refused to become Riyad’s vassals and 

have important relationships with Teheran, which explains their 

convergence of interests.10  In the longer term, relations between 

Muscat and Doha should become stronger, making Qatar an 

important ally of Oman’s compared to Bahrain and Kuwait which 

nevertheless remain important economic partners of the sultanate. 

For the moment therefore, Oman is succeeding in maintaining its 

security in the region by continuing its traditional neutrality vis-à-

                                                        
8 https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/monde/bloomberg-la-visite-du-sultan-doman-est-un-indice-
sur-le-changement-dalliances-de-riyad-analyse/2305720  
9 https://www.iris-france.org/159098-redistribution-des-cartes-dans-la-region-du-golfe-
sur-fond-de-rivalites-entre-larabie-saoudite-et-les-emirats-arabes-unis/  
10 https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/bdc-snapshots-neutral-oman-is-clear-winner-of-
gulf-crisis-and-resolution/  

https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/monde/bloomberg-la-visite-du-sultan-doman-est-un-indice-sur-le-changement-dalliances-de-riyad-analyse/2305720
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/monde/bloomberg-la-visite-du-sultan-doman-est-un-indice-sur-le-changement-dalliances-de-riyad-analyse/2305720
https://www.iris-france.org/159098-redistribution-des-cartes-dans-la-region-du-golfe-sur-fond-de-rivalites-entre-larabie-saoudite-et-les-emirats-arabes-unis/
https://www.iris-france.org/159098-redistribution-des-cartes-dans-la-region-du-golfe-sur-fond-de-rivalites-entre-larabie-saoudite-et-les-emirats-arabes-unis/
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/bdc-snapshots-neutral-oman-is-clear-winner-of-gulf-crisis-and-resolution/
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/bdc-snapshots-neutral-oman-is-clear-winner-of-gulf-crisis-and-resolution/
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vis its neighbours and continues to be seen as a useful mediator in 

the different crises that perturb its neighbourhood.  

 

Oman in the eye of the cyclone 

 

Four areas in particular are occupying the Omani government’s 

attention: Iran, Yemen, Syria and Israel-Palestine. 

 

Since the 1970s Oman has elected not to fall out with Iran as 

certain of its neighbours have done. Both countries have always 

respected each other’s sovereignty and today Muscat is one of 

Teheran’s principal partners, something that is all the more 

paradoxical since Oman hosts American bases on its territory. 

After America’s unilateral withdrawal from the Vienna Accords 

tensions over the question of Iran’s nuclear capability have 

resurfaced. With Joe Biden’s election there is the possibility of a 

new JCPOA, and Oman will no doubt seek to position itself as the 

preferred interface between Washington and Teheran to facilitate 

negotiations. Thus, following a telephone call between Ebrahim 

Raïssi and the sultan, the Omani foreign minister Badr al-Busaidi 

was received in Iran in August 2021 by the new Iranian president. 

It is noteworthy that Oman has refused to take sides in any of the 

numerous incidents that have taken place near its coasts, and that 

Iran appears responsible for, in order to preserve its relations with 

the current regime. Nevertheless, a multiplication of incidents in 

the Straits of Hormuz could handicap Oman which is trying to 

become independent of the straits by developing the ports of Duqm 

and Salalah that open out directly onto the Indian Ocean. Iranian-

Omani cooperation has however not been free of obstacles: due to 

American sanctions Iranian investments in Oman have been slow 

to materialise. The underground pipeline project, 1,400 km (850 

miles) between Iran and India that passes through Oman has been 

at a standstill for many years, although the minister for oil and gas, 
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Mohammed al-Rumhy, announced in January 2021 that Oman 

intends to import Iranian gas as soon as the JCPOA has been 

reinstated, allowing Iran to use 25% of the sultanate’s gas plants.11 

In the dynamic of Oman’s rapprochement with Saudi Arabia, 

Yemen is an important card in Sultan Haitham’s hand. The 

government is close to the Houthi rebels, some of whom have taken 

refuge in Oman (notably Mohamed Abdel Salam, the group’s 

spokesman). In fact, Muscat would like to preserve its influence in 

Marah province, neighbouring Yemen. The sultanate has often 

been accused by Riyad of tolerating deliveries of arms coming from 

Iran through its territory12, an indulgence that constitutes a not 

insignificant means of pressure from Muscat on the Houthis. If 

Yemen has been a source of tension between the two capitals since 

2015, discussions around the end of hostilities are once again 

helping Oman to present itself as the preferred neutral mediator in 

any future negotiations, helping to reduce tensions in the 

peninsula. In this way Muscat is strengthening its place in the 

community of nations particularly in Washington’s eyes.  Sultan 

Haitham, following Qaboos’ footsteps, should be able to present 

himself as the deliverer of the newfound peace in Yemen13.  

 

The same strategy applied to Syria: Oman refused to take part in 

sanctions against Damascus or to undertake any military 

participation in the conflict. The sultanate was the first country to 

reopen its diplomatic mission in Damascus in January 2020, and 

the only Gulf state to congratulate Bashar al-Assad on his re-

election in May 2021. By doing so, Haitham chose to follow the 

diplomatic line of his predecessor, prioritising dialogue with all 

actors and encouraging Damascus’ return to the Arab League. In 

                                                        
11 https://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/Middle-East/Oman-Is-Vital-To-Iran-And-Chinas-
Energy-Agenda.html  
12 Charité omanaise pour le Yémen, Sebastian Castelier & Quentin Müller, le Monde 
Diplomatique. 
13 https://sanaacenter.org/publications/analysis/14390  

https://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/Middle-East/Oman-Is-Vital-To-Iran-And-Chinas-Energy-Agenda.html
https://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/Middle-East/Oman-Is-Vital-To-Iran-And-Chinas-Energy-Agenda.html
https://sanaacenter.org/publications/analysis/14390
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the framework of Syria’s upcoming reconstruction this strategic 

choice relies not just on seeing Syria as a potential market for 

Omani products, but also for Oman to contribute to the resolution 

of a strategic confrontation that has involved the world’s major 

powers. The sultanate can in this way hope to become an important 

humanitarian actor and a neutral mediator between the Syrian 

regime and the United States, the Europeans, Russia, China, 

Turkey and the other members of the GCC.14 

 

Finally, the continuation of the foreign policy inherited from 

Qaboos can be seen in the approach to Israeli-Palestinian issues. 

Wishing to retain its own decision-making capacity in order to 

preserve a delicate balance, Oman refused to sign the Abraham 

Accords. In 2019, Muscat announced its intention to open an 

embassy in the West Bank, a project that has however yet to 

materialise. Nonetheless these decisions do not put jeopardise the 

friendly relationships that the country has been able to establish 

with both the Palestinians and the Israelis: in 2018, Benjamin 

Netanyahu travelled to Muscat. In June 2021, both foreign 

ministers discussed regional issues on the phone. Oman already 

runs a desalination plant used by both Arabs and Israelis. Even 

during the periods of Intifada both countries maintained discreet 

links. The foreign minister, Badr al-Busaidi, frequently states that 

Oman is happy with its current relations with Israel, while at the 

same time repeating his country’s attachment to a two-state 

solution, with East Jerusalem as its capital. In fact, a relationship 

with Israel that was too open would risk damaging Iranian-Omani 

relations, that are viewed as essential in Muscat’s and Teheran’s 

eyes. Any normalising of relations with great ceremony, something 

that could bring economic advantages to Oman, is therefore 

                                                        
14 https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83486  

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83486
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unlikely for the moment since all sides benefit from the current 

status quo.15 

 

Economic diplomacy to help ‘Vision 2040’ 

 
The new sultan’s arrival on the throne has coincided with the 

economy’s accelerating needs for diversification. In consequence, 

Oman has had to intensify its efforts in economic diplomacy to 

increase its trade links and investments in the private sector, 

particularly in those areas not connected to oil. This strategy forms 

a direct part of the sultanate’s ‘Vision 2040’ project that aims to 

make Oman into a commercial and tourist hub. Oman could be 

tempted to follow the example of the United Arab Emirates and 

create futuristic and extravagant tourist complexes like those of 

Dubai, or alternatively decide to remain once more with Qaboos’ 

strategy that consists of preserving Omani heritage and the 

authentic character of the sultanate; if the official documents 

establishing the country’s tourist strategy are to be believed, the 

second solution could be the preferred one, turning Oman into a 

top end destination.   

 

The sultanate’s investment efforts can be seen on the east coast of 

Africa. In the Zanzibar archipelago, Oman has signed an 

agreement with Tanzania for the development of ports (for 

container ships, tankers, fishing vessels, as well as a naval 

dockyard). If there is little information available about the project 

for the moment, it nonetheless confirms the strong links between 

Muscat and its former trading post, since Oman sees Zanzibar as 

its gateway into the African continent. The sultanate is the third 

largest investor in the area after the United States and Kenya16.  

                                                        
15 https://www.mei.edu/publications/oman-plays-it-safe-israel  
16 De Zanzibar à Oman, la douloureuse mémoire des exilés (orientxxi.info)  

https://www.mei.edu/publications/oman-plays-it-safe-israel
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/de-zanzibar-a-oman-la-douloureuse-memoire-des-exiles,3445
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It also declared during a forum with Ethiopia in May 2021 that it 

intended to develop its trade with the country. 

 

Oman is also turning towards Asia: India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and 

Bangladesh are vital trading partners. India historically had strong 

links with Oman: as well as being Oman’s fourth largest supplier of 

imported goods, it is the second largest export destination for non-

oil Omani products ($67 billion of trade per annum). 800,000 

Indians live in Oman and 12,000 of their compatriots visit the 

country each year; there are many Indo-Omani joint-ventures 

working together in pharmaceuticals and energy. Old military 

allies due to their shared strategic interests, their cooperation was 

strengthened in 2018 during a visit to Muscat by the Indian prime 

minister when both countries signed security treaties (dealing in 

particular with the fight against piracy in the Gulf of Aden). A 

pipeline project linking Iran with India, via Oman, has been on the 

books since 1985. Currently concentrated on defence matters 

(India has negotiated military access to the port of Duqm), Indo-

Omani cooperation should continue to develop, making India one 

of Oman’s most important partners. 

 

There is one thing however that risks causing tension between 

Oman and some of its partners in Asia: the policy of Omanisation 

of jobs in the sultanate. In fact, before the pandemic, a significant 

part of the foreign workforce in Oman was made up of 44% of 

Indians, 33% of Bangladeshis and 17% of Pakistanis (78% of the 

country’s labour force coming from abroad, or 40% of the total 

population)17. Their jobs, a source of indirect revenue for their 

countries of origin, have been threatened by the implementation of 

more drastic measures aimed at tackling unemployment amongst 

                                                        
17 2020 Yearbook of Statistics. 
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the young in Oman. More than 200,000 foreign workers have since 

left Oman. 

 

Oman is also seeking to develop partnerships with other countries, 

such as Russia, Malta, South Korea, Egypt, Brazil, Germany or the 

Netherlands. The three last are amongst the largest direct investors 

in Oman. The sultanate enjoys a growing trade dynamic with Brazil 

and the Arab states18. As regards Russia, the alignment of  

geo-strategical postures on regional issues allows for good 

relations between the two countries, as was demonstrated by the 

visit of the Russian director of foreign intelligence services in 

February 2020, one month after the inauguration of the new 

sultan. That said, trade between the two countries ($143 million in 

2018) remains weak in comparison to other Gulf states.19 

 

Oman at the centre of Chinese-US rivalries  

 

Beyond the rivalries that shape the Gulf, Oman, through its 

geographical position at the edge of the Indian Ocean finds itself at 

the heart of the power struggle between China and the United 

States, who are both investing in Omani ports.  

 

China has invested in the industrial park of Duqm, a strategic 

position for future new routes for its Belt and Roads Initiative 

(BRI), allowing them to avoid the Straits of Hormuz. The future 

hub is planned around heavy and light industry, a refinery, an 

international airport, and tourist complexes. Beijing has promised 

$10.7 billion over a period of 10 years. For the moment, six Chinese 

companies are planning to build factories for a total expenditure of 

                                                        
18 https://www.omanobserver.om/article/18155/Opinion/growth-in-brazilian-trade-
relations-with-arab-world  
19 https://www.mei.edu/publications/growing-strength-russian-omani-ties. 

https://www.omanobserver.om/article/18155/Opinion/growth-in-brazilian-trade-relations-with-arab-world
https://www.omanobserver.om/article/18155/Opinion/growth-in-brazilian-trade-relations-with-arab-world
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$3 billion, and then to refine oil imported by China on site20. 

Beijing has also started investing in other ports in the country (al 

Sohar and Sur) which will allow them to free themselves from the 

Straits of Hormuz as well. Taking advantage of the Omani 

government’s policy of privatisation to reduce the country’s debt, 

China, through the state-owned corporation State Grid, bought a 

49% share in the Oman Electricity Transmission Company in 

December 2019 for a billion dollars.21 In 2016, the Omani 

government had already borrowed $3.6 billion from Chinese 

financial institutions. It should be noted that China is also the 

destination for 85% of Oman’s oil exports and that it is very 

interested in the sultanate’s gas resources. A few months after the 

visit of Foreign Minister Wang Yi, the Omani tourism minister 

opened a tourist agency in China to promote the huge influx of 

Chinese tourists in the sultanate22. These massive investments 

already seem to have had an impact on Oman’s foreign policy, for 

it was one of the 53 countries that supported China when it 

implemented its national security law in Hong Kong.  

 

Already with a military presence on the island of Masirah, in 

Thumrait and near Muscat Seeb airport, in 2019 the United States 

signed a long-term agreement allowing access for their 7th fleet to 

the ports of Duqm and Salalah. The former is also capable of 

docking an aircraft carrier and nuclear submarines that could 

easily thereafter deploy to the Arabian Sea. To counteract Chinese 

influence, the US is also looking to enhance its economic 

position23. But the Trump presidency that neglected Oman in 

                                                        
20 https://orientxxi.info/magazine/a-oman-un-port-strategique-pour-contourner-le-
detroit-d-ormuz,3115  
21 https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/12/sell-off-oman-privatization-
mideast.html  
22 https://timesofoman.com/article/104953-sultanate-opens-tourism-representation-
office-in-china 
23 https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/Why-The-US-Is-Desperate-To-Secure-
Influence-In-Oman.html  

https://orientxxi.info/magazine/a-oman-un-port-strategique-pour-contourner-le-detroit-d-ormuz,3115
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/a-oman-un-port-strategique-pour-contourner-le-detroit-d-ormuz,3115
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/12/sell-off-oman-privatization-mideast.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/12/sell-off-oman-privatization-mideast.html
https://timesofoman.com/article/104953-sultanate-opens-tourism-representation-office-in-china
https://timesofoman.com/article/104953-sultanate-opens-tourism-representation-office-in-china
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/Why-The-US-Is-Desperate-To-Secure-Influence-In-Oman.html
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/Why-The-US-Is-Desperate-To-Secure-Influence-In-Oman.html
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favour of the Emirates and Saudi Arabia dented relations between 

the two countries, damage that the new democrat administration 

is struggling to repair.  

 

A Sino-US standoff would have major consequences for all these 

investments. Oman, whose ties with the US strengthened in the 

1980s, could also be a focal point for Chinese ambitions. The port 

of Duqm, where the Chinese are investing but where the 

Americans, British and Indians have warships stationed (thereby 

preventing the establishment of any Chinese base) has therefore 

become a strategically important square on the chessboard of the 

Indian Ocean.24 Muscat’s game therefore consists of maintaining a 

complex balancing act between the two major powers, while still 

profiting from their capacity for investment.25 

 

The sultanate has close links with the United Kingdom, the former 

colonial power that helped Qaboos in the overthrow of his father in 

1970. Despite a decrease in the British military presence, Oman 

still hosts three British intelligence gathering bases as well as a 

naval base. In 2018 both countries signed security treaties that 

allow British ships to access the port of   Duqm and in 2020, the 

British Ministry of Defence announced that it would invest €25 

million to enlarge its naval base. The UK is also a serious 

competitor of the US’ in arms exports, particularly in aircraft 

(Typhoon fighters and helicopters), while still remaining an 

important investor in hydrocarbons through British Petroleum. 

The personal links between the Omani leadership and its former 

colonial power should also be noted: Haitham is a member of the 

Anglo-Omani Society, studied at the University of Oxford and then 

worked at the Omani embassy in London, just as Foreign Minister 

                                                        
24 https://www.inss.org.il/publication/a-port-rush-competition-for-control-of-trade-
routes/  
25 https://www.mei.edu/publications/coming-us-china-cold-war-view-gulf 

https://www.inss.org.il/publication/a-port-rush-competition-for-control-of-trade-routes/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/a-port-rush-competition-for-control-of-trade-routes/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/coming-us-china-cold-war-view-gulf
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Badr Al Busaidi did. There is no doubt that after Brexit, the British 

are ready to do battle to regain some of the ground lost to the 

Americans. 

 

In the midst of these struggles for influence, the European Union 

(EU) is finding it hard to secure a place for itself. Its only 

diplomatic links with Muscat are through the European delegation 

to the Gulf Cooperation Council, thus depriving itself of a direct 

strategic dialogue with what is nonetheless a crucial regional 

actor26. European presence in Oman is evidenced in oil companies 

such as Italy’s Eni and France’s Total which are developing 

reserves of hydrocarbons. For Oman, the European Union is more 

a reservoir of well-to-do tourists.  

 

France, which has an embassy in Muscat, does not appear to have 

been able to create strong political links with the new sultan and 

his administration: since Haitham’s inauguration only one treaty, 

dealing with military cooperation, has been signed and there have 

been no meetings at ministerial level. All the same, economically 

speaking, Paris remains an actor of the first order as demonstrated 

by the choice of the French company SME Lorient-Keroman to 

contribute to developing the hub of Duqm, even if in 2019 France 

was only the sultanate’s 25th largest trading partner, well behind 

the UK, Germany and Italy.27 Faced with the pressing need for 

university education for the current generation of young Omanis, 

an educational partnership with France, which is known for its 

contribution to the education of the region’s elites, would be 

particularly useful to Oman and would strengthen Franco-Omani 

links. 

 

                                                        
26 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/the_european_union_and_the_gcc_in .pdf  
 
27 https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/oman/relations-bilaterales/  

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/the_european_union_and_the_gcc_en.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/oman/relations-bilaterales/
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Within the context of geopolitical standoffs, Oman’s challenge is to 

preserve its neutrality, its sovereignty and its strategic autonomy, 

diplomatically as well as economically. Only a successful economic 

restructuring will allow the sultanate to avoid being dependant on 

another power. The diplomatic doctrine put in place by Sultan 

Qaboos that has borne fruit for so long should continue to support 

his successor in a strategic setting that is ever more competitive. 
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The AUKUS security pact: aligning Australia’s strategy 

with America’s geopolitical vision  

 

Arnaud Peyronnet, FMES associate member of the Strategic 

Monitoring Centre for the Mediterranean and the Middle East 

(OS2MO) 

 

Australia’s complete alignment with the United States  

 

On 17 September 2021 Australia officially moved beyond the status 

of an ally of the United States to that of a strategic partner, through 

the creation of the AUKUS security pact (Australia, UK, US), 

established on a long-term military and technological programme 

agreed between the three countries112. The announcement, which 

de facto broke Australia’s contract to buy French made 

submarines, is above all a geostrategic initiative that over the next 

decades aims to counteract Chinese activism in the Pacific. 

Australian security concerns regarding Chinese activity in the 

region have in any case been growing. Denouncements of Chinese 

interference in Australian politics, Beijing’s influence in 

universities and accusations of Chinese spying and cyberattacks, 

along with the Australian demand for an international enquiry into 

the origins of the Covid-19 pandemic, are becoming more and more 

insistent. Economically, the Chinese technology manufacturer 

Huawei has been excluded from the Australian 5G network while 

agreements reached between Australian provinces and China have 

been rescinded sine die by Canberra on account of the threat to the 

national interest113. Beyond these economic tensions, China’s 

                                                        
112 This agreement will “link Australia, the United States and the United Kingdom together 
for generations”, according to a statement that referenced “the common history of these 
maritime democracies”. Joe Biden said: “This is about investing in our greatest source of 
strength — our alliances — and updating them to better meet the threats of today and 
tomorrow.” RFI, 16/09/2021. 
113 Opex360, 12/05/2021. 
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activities in the South China Sea and with regards to Taiwan have 

led Australia to harden its position vis-à-vis Beijing and to move 

closer to Taipei. This attitude has been very poorly received by the 

Chinese authorities who have responded through the media, 

saying that “if Australia were to take part in a war in the Straits of 

Taiwan, China would in that case have to plan reprisals against 

Australia”114. 

 

Australia was already a close ally of the United States, with which 

it co-founded Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) that also 

includes Japan and India. Both countries are also linked by ANZUS 

(Australia, New Zealand, United States Security Treaty), signed in 

1951 and that provided the basis for the deployment of Australian 

soldiers alongside American forces in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan 

and Iraq. The new AUKUS strategic agreement is therefore nothing 

fundamentally new, even if Australia will from now on be more 

tightly integrated into America’s sphere of influence. Any military 

intervention by the United States against China will probably 

involve Australian forces. If this alignment is seen by Canberra as 

a means of dissuading Beijing from carrying out hostile acts on its 

territory115, it also constitutes a significant loss of sovereignty for 

the country which will become completely dependent on the 

United States for its military equipment and for strategic decisions 

in the Indo-Pacific zone. 

 

Beyond the controversial acquisition of eight nuclear attack 

submarines through its allies in the AUKUS pact 116, the agreement 

                                                        
114 Global Times quoted in Opex 360, 12/05/2021. 
115 La Tribune, 18/09/2021. 
116 The new agreement also allows Australia to temporarily lease British or US submarines 
in order to develop Australian expertise in nuclear propulsion. Australia will become the 7th 
country in the world to have such submarines. The United States had until now only shared 
this technology with the British, under a treaty signed 1958 in the middle of the Cold War 
with the USSR. 
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also plans for the purchase of Tomahawk cruise missiles117 for its 

Hobart class destroyers, the acquisition of Joint Air-to-Surface 

Standoff Missiles (Extended Range), of Long-Range Anti-Ship 

Missiles (range: 900 kms/570 miles) for its F-18 and F-35 aircraft 

that have already been bought, or are in the process of being 

bought, from  the United   States. 

 

Finally, AUKUS provides for the setting up of shared cyber, anti-

submarine warfare and artificial intelligence capacities, the 

development of quantum and hypersonic missile technologies, 

along with the creation on Australian territory of a production line 

of precision munitions (a project valued at more than 1 billion 

dollars). It is worth noting that the American industrial complex 

Boeing has deviated from its principle of ‘Made in America’ for the 

production line of its new military drone, Loyal Wingman, which 

will be assembled in Australia, currently the only international 

client for this model118. Australia has therefore firmly decided on 

following the American path.  

 

On 18 October 2021 this fundamental direction continued with 

American authorisation for the sale of E/A-18 Growler electronic 

warfare aircraft and MH-60R helicopters to Australia, the latter 

replacing the NH-90 helicopters ordered from the European 

consortium, NH Industries. The Australian minister of defence had 

already indicated in January 2021 that he wished to procure 

Apache attack helicopters to replace the Airbus Tiger helicopters 

currently in service119. Australian dependence on US equipment is 

therefore becoming structural.  

 

                                                        
117 Naval News, 17/09/2021. 
118 Les Echos, 23/09/2021. 
119 Opex360 11/10/2021. 
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The acquisition of such means, backed by a security agreement 

with a world superpower, could propel Australia to the status of a 

first rank geopolitical power, a veritable linchpin of the  

Indo-Pacific. This new status would present Australia with new 

challenges and would certainly lead to increased intervention on 

its northern borders, as far as the South China Sea (see map), in 

support of America’s policy of containing Beijing. Australia is in 

fact ideally situated at the junction of the Pacific and Indian 

oceans. It constitutes a geophysical barrier to Chinese influence 

and an essential support base for US forces in the Pacific. If 

Chinese activism in South-East Asia has been seen for a long time 

by Canberra as a threat liable to destabilise the countries around 

its northern borders (in particular Indonesia and the Philippines), 

it has also become a way of tying the United States into the defence 

of its own territory. 

 

Strengthening the defence of the northern maritime 

border   

 

For the last few years, the Australian government has been placing 

an emphasis on the acquisition of long-range military capabilities, 

in particular through the 2020 Defence Strategic Update which 

planned for the purchase of missiles, and of space and cybernetic 

capacities120. The new means allowed for by AUKUS, particularly 

nuclear submarines, are a part of this framework, extending 

Australia’s defence capabilities by 2040 into expeditionary forces 

with an oceanic reach. 

 

The Indo-Pacific continuum has been particularly present in 

Australian geostrategic thinking since 2013, concerned about 

Chinese military expansion along the trade routes leading to 

                                                        
120 Ibid. 



 

91 
 

Australia. To become a key actor in the Indo-Pacific, Australia has 

to fill the strategic void currently to its north in order not to leave 

that to China. To this end, over the last few years it has begun a 

vast development programme of its naval capabilities in order to 

become a leading regional maritime power. This equipment 

programme costing €60 billion includes the construction of 12 

corvettes (OPV-80 class, deliverable from 2022), 9 multi-role 

frigates (deliverable from 2029) supported by two refuelling ships. 

In the meantime, the Collins class submarines and the 8 ANZAC 

class frigates will be modernised and see their service life extended 

to keep them operational until 2027, or 2040 for the submarines. 

Australia has also developed its amphibious capabilities with 2 

modern LHD helicopter carriers (equipped for the moment with  

F-35B fighters and V-22 Ospreys) and an LSD capable of projecting 

forces into the Pacific and Indian oceans in collaboration with 

units of the US Marines. The objective is to dispose of sufficient 

means to enable operations in a non-permissive archipelago 

environment. Australia is also going to acquire six maritime 

surveillance drones (MQ-4 Triton type) to complement the 12 P-8 

maritime patrol aircraft that have already been ordered from the 

US aerospace industry. The Royal Australian Navy already has 3 

modern Hobart class air warfare destroyers designed to establish a 

protective A2/AD perimeter in the north of Australia.  

 

To improve its forward defence, Australia has joined with the 

United States   to develop the naval base with its deep-water port 

at Lombrum in Papua New Guinea (Manus Island). Since 2017 an 

Australian force has deployed to Asia every year (Operation Pacific 

Endeavour) in order to familiarise itself with the local 

environment. The Royal Australian Air Force bases have also been 

modernised in order to allow the deployment of the RAAF’s future 

F-35s as well as American aircraft. For their part the United States   

have deployed troops from the US Marine Corps to Darwin in the 
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north of Australia since 2011, with bilateral agreements allowing 

for a maximum of 2,500 US military personnel in the sector should 

they be needed. 

 

The United Kingdom’s return to the Pacific  

 

By joining the strategic AUKUS agreement, the United Kingdom 

has significantly strengthened its posture in the Pacific, 

complementing its existing military presence in the Sultanate of 

Brunei121. Adding the United Kingdom to the AUKUS agreement 

is a manifestation of the Global Britain strategy promoted by Boris 

Johnson since the country’s departure from the European Union 

and revitalises London’s special relationship with Washington. 

 

British links with Australia based above all on the Commonwealth, 

despite an Australian relationship with the monarchy that has not 

always been straightforward, had already been given a boost in 

recent years with the sale of 9 Type 31 frigates to Canberra. The 

announcement that 8 nuclear submarines would be delivered to 

Australia as part of the AUKUS agreement could extend this state 

of affairs, for at the very moment of the announcement the United 

Kingdom had just entrusted concept and design work for its future 

programme of nuclear attack submarines to its national industry 

(BAE Systems)122. It is therefore possible that the United 

Kingdom hopes to involve Australia in the development of its 

submarines, thus ensuring significant economies of scale (as with 

the Type 31 frigates) and guaranteeing the survival of the 

                                                        
121 London has an infantry battalion and a detachment of the Royal Air Force in this rich 
oil sultanate, that has been independent since 1984. 
122 British SSNR programme (Submersible Ship Nuclear Replacement), Ouest France 
18/09/2021. 
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programme123. London would therefore, in time, have a first-rate 

support base in the island continent allowing it to extend its 

influence in Pacific, something it has been lacking since the loss of 

Hong Kong.  

 

This switch of the United Kingdom’s interest to the Pacific was 

demonstrated by London’s decision to base a unit of the Royal 

Marines (Littoral Response Group) and two offshore patrol vessels 

permanently in the region (July 2021)124, at the very time the 

Queen Elizabeth carrier strike group had just been deployed there. 

Back in 2018 the former minister of defence, Gavin Williamson, 

had announced that the United Kingdom had to establish closer 

relations with Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Brunei and 

Japan125.  Since summer 2018 the Royal Navy has been 

conducting FONOPS126 cruises in the South China Sea and the 

Straits of Taiwan127, while in 2019 one of its frigates took part in 

the United Nations’ sanctions enforcement patrols against North 

Korea. In fact, since summer 2018 the Royal Navy has maintained 

an almost permanent naval presence in Asia.  

 

This renewal of interest by the United Kingdom in the Pacific has 

of course to be seen in the concept of the Great Power Competition 

between the United   States   and China. In aligning itself with the 

                                                        
123 In the short term this alliance nonetheless represents a risk for the Royal Navy’s already 
limited resources, especially if Canberra decides to lease a British nuclear submarine (Astute 
class, or in the best option a Trafalgar class boat, recently retired from service) for training 
and exercise purposes. 
124 Opex360, 21/07/2021. 
125 A delicate rapprochement is in place with Japan, with Typhoon aircraft even being 
deployed on exercises with the Japanese air force, while an industrial partnership with 
Japan could be possible for the development of Tempest, the future fighter aircraft. 
Opex360, 29/09/2021. 
126 Freedom of Navigation Operations. 
127 A British warship sailed through the Straits of Taiwan on 27 September. This was the first 
such occurrence since 2008, Le Figaro, 27/09/2021. 
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US’s strategic preoccupations London is trying to become 

America’s best ally again and is congratulating itself on the renewal 

of the special relationship it believes it has with Washington. The 

rise in power of Britain’s aircraft carrier component has certainly 

contributed to this, with the British aircraft carriers regularly 

embarking US F-35B aircraft128. The British admiralty has even 

indicated that British aircraft carriers will in time be 

interchangeable with American carriers, thus demonstrating a 

wish for total interoperability.   

 

Reaction to the power blocks and uncertainty within 

ASEAN 

 

With the AUKUS agreement, President Biden hoped to solidify 

American alliances in the Asia-Pacific zone in order to resist 

Chinese naval expansionism. This objective emerged shortly after 

studies showed that the Chinese navy was quantitively about to 

overtake the US Navy, something that caused a major upheaval 

amongst US strategists.  AUKUS has therefore established a 

system of power blocks within the context of a new Cold War 

between the two world superpowers, as illustrated by the delivery 

of nuclear propelled warships to a third state. In this way, AUKUS 

has thus become the geopolitical centre of gravity for a regional 

military deterrence aimed at Beijing. Canberra could be 

Washington’s ally of choice on the southern flank of a US operation 

aimed at defending, or even retaking Taiwan. Taipei has for that 

matter welcomed the pact, at a moment when tensions with China 

have reached a new level of seriousness129.  

                                                        
128 These composed more than half of the air component (8 British F-35Bs and 10 USMC F-
35Bs) embarked on the Queen Elizabeth during her recent deployment, demonstrating 
Britain’s relative dependence on American resources, USNI, 29/04/2021. 
129 Bearing in mind the incursion into Taiwan’s air defence space of nearly 150 Chinese 
warplanes at the start of October 2021. Washington Post, 06/10/2021. 
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A Chinese diplomatic spokesperson decried an “extremely 

irresponsible” purchase that would intensify “the arms race” and 

seriously undermine “regional peace and stability”130. The Chinese 

state daily Global Times spoke of the risks of an arms war in the 

Pacific, specifying that “Australian soldiers would be the first to be 

killed” in the event of a Chinese counterattack131. But the theatre 

for a potential military confrontation remains the arc of 

archipelagos in South-East Asia, in particular Malaysia, Indonesia 

and the Philippines. 

 

Malaysia expressed its concerns after the announcement of the 

new pact, stating it was worried about a regional arms race that it 

did not want to be dragged into132. Indonesia declared it was deeply 

“concerned about the growth of an arms race and the projection of 

power within the region” as well as by the persistent tensions in the 

region133. The agreement also displeased New Zealand which has 

rejected any use of nuclear fuels since1985, stating that any of 

Australia’s future submarines would no longer be welcome. Only 

the Philippines welcomed the treaty, which according to their 

foreign minister134 would allow for a balance of forces in the South 

China Sea thanks to Australia’s new capacity for projection that 

would allow for rapid intervention while awaiting US 

reinforcements.  

 

Most ASEAN countries, that value their centrality and their non-

alignment, are therefore uneasy with this new Anglo-Saxon treaty. 

Beyond the fact of having to choose between the power blocks and 

potentially finding themselves at the epicentre of a conflict 

                                                        
130 AFP, 17/09/2021. 
131 BBC, 17/09/2021. 
132 Reuters, 18/09/21. 
133 Jakarta Post, quoted in Courrier International, 20/09/2021. 
134 South China Morning Post, 06/10/2021. 
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between the major powers135, these countries find themselves 

technologically outclassed. In this way South Korea which is 

developing a submarine to deliver cruise missiles, could find itself, 

like Canberra, tempted by nuclear vessels136 supplied by its 

American ally. China could be tempted to supply this technology to 

its allies while also significantly increasing the number of its own 

nuclear attack submarines in the region. The possibility of seeing 

the Pacific and Indian oceans crisscrossed by the various powers’ 

nuclear submarines is now very real. 

 

* * * 

 

The AUKUS treaty therefore represents a veritable geopolitical 

rupture that has brought the Western Pacific into a confrontation 

of opposing power blocks not seen since the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Aligning itself with US policies has made Australia into a 

key state in the Indo-Pacific, able to provide through its future 

force projection capabilities the security required for civilian and 

military sea traffic while still remaining a major rear base area for 

any American effort against China. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
135 Something not seen since the withdrawal of US troops from Vietnam in the 1970s. 
136 Antoine Bondaz, Fondation pour la recherche stratégique (FRS), Le Monde 17/09/2021. 
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