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The new tensions in the Gulf. A test bed of Europe-US relations 

 

The last weeks were marked by new tensions in the Gulf region and a parallel 

deterioration of US-Iran relations. Relations with regional powers are the field where the 

current administration more clearly abandoned the lines of the Obama period.               

The criticism of the 2015 nuclear deal with Teheran (JCPOA - Joint Comprehensive Plan 

Of Action) was one of Donald Trump’s battle horse during the 2016 electoral campaign1, 

remaining pivotal until the US withdrawal from the agreement (May 8, 2018) and the re-

introduction of the previously suspended economic sanctions (November 5, 2018)2. This 

decision was resented by the European Union (which was one of the promoters of JCPOA 

and is one of its main supporters), by several of member states, by Russia and China, 

which are parties in the agreement too. The adoption of secondary sanctions against third 

parties trading with Iran is another source of tension, together with the trade divergencies 

existing between the two shores of the Atlantic. On the background, there are the doubts 

of some countries on the pro-Saudi posture of the US administration, a posture that – in 

the past months – has also led to clashes between the President and Congress. 

In this perspective, Saudi-Iranian rivalry deeply affects transatlantic relations.         

The Gulf is pivotal for European energy security, not only for import (in 2017, import from 

Saudi Arabia were 6.6% of EU total while Russia accounted for 30.3, Norway for 11.4, Iraq 

for 8.2, and Kazakhstan for 7.43) but also for the impact of a regional crisis on prices.           

The Gulf Arab monarchies are also important trading partners. The GCC countries – 

Bahrein, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – accounts for 

one fifth on the European export (some 100 billion euro in 2017) while the EU is in its turn 

the main trading partner of the GCC, with trade accounting for 144 billion euro in 2017, i.e. 

15% of GCC total4. The JCPOA had a positive effect on relations with Iran too, promoting 

an increase of energy imports and a revival of trade and investment5. However, the events 

of 2018 negatively affected this scenario. Already before the re-introduction of US 

sanctions, international oil companies started leaving Iran, while export of crude and 

condensate dropped abruptly from 2.5 mb/d in 2017 to 1.0 mb/d in November 2018 and 

1.5 mb/d in February 2019, despite the temporary exemption from secondary sanctions 

that the US accorded to China, India, South Korea, Japan, Turkey, Greece and Italy6.  

There are also other fault lines. The most dynamic economies of the Arabian 

Peninsula such as Qatar and the UAE have ambitions of regional hegemony.                

The embargo placed on Doha (June 2017), the gradual decline of the GCC, and Qatar 

decision to leave OPEC (December 2018) are clear signs of this. Saudi dynamism – 

                                                           
1  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 
2  https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/programs/pages/iran.aspx. 
3  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/infographs/energy/bloc-2c.html. 
4  D.M. Tenti, Europe and the Gulf, “About Energy”, April 1, 2019, https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-

golf. shtml. 
5  See, e.g., C. Adebahr, Europe and Iran: The Economic and Commercial Dimensions of a Strained Relationship, IAI 

Paper 18/24, Istituto Affari Internazionali, Rome, December 2018. 
6  D.R. Jalilvand, Back to Square One? Iranian Energy after the Re-Imposition of US Sanctions, Oxford Energy 

Comment, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, Oxford, March 2019. 
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emphasized by the ascendency of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and the 

strengthening of its ties with the US – is frown by the other monarchies, while the volatility 

of oil prices poses them the challenge of a potentially difficult economic diversification.           

In Bahrein, socio-confessional cleavages fuel tensions between the Sunni leadership and 

the Shia majority. A similar cleavage supports – in a tangled mix of regional and ethno-

political rivalries – the war in Yemen. Finally, at global level, Russia and China are 

exploiting the US disengagement from the region, started by Barack Obama and 

apparently followed by the present administration, to enhance their influence (China also 

though the development of the “Belt and Road Initiative”, whose opportunities are openly 

coveted by several Western Indian Ocean countries7), in a process that makes the whole 

picture even more complex. 

Washington’s strategy to cope with this often unexpectedly evolving scenario sounds 

like a back to the past. Tighter ties with Saudi Arabia, started after Donald Trump’s visit in 

Riyadh in May 2017, are – together with a rapprochement to Israel to oppose the 

“coldness” of the Obama age – a pillar of this strategy. Despite the project announced 

during Trump’s visit to give birth to a “Arab NATO” seem quite far from its realization due 

to Turkey’s estrangement, relations between Washington and Riyadh have evolved, 

raising fears in part of the Congress and in several European countries. In October 2018, 

the disappearance of journalist Jamal Khashoggi (in which the CIA pointed out a possible 

Saudi involvement) opened a full-fledged rift between Capitol Hill and the White House.        

In November and December 2018, the Republican-led Senate passed two bipartisan 

resolutions, the first one asking the President to terminate US support to the Saudi-led 

military campaign in Yemen, the second one stating that the Senate itself “believes Crown 

Prince Mohammad bin Salman is responsible for the murder of Jamal Khashoggi”8. In the 

first months of 2019, it passed a new resolution asking to terminate US support to the 

military campaign in Yemen (resolution that the President vetoed on April 16)9 and two 

others opposing the transfer of defence articles and services to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 

as well as to France, Spain, Britain and Italy (resolutions that the President vetoed on July 

24)10. 

This tug-of-war will probably be a long one. According to the White House, supporting 

Riyadh means containing an Iranian threat made global (in President Trump’s opinion) by 

Hillary Clinton’s and Barack Obama’s untimely openings11. On May 24, 2019, for example, 

approving a transfer of weapons to Saudi Arabia, UAE and Jordan that the Congress 

                                                           
7  J. Fulton, The Gulf between the Indo-Pacific and the Belt and Road Initiative, “Rising Powers Quarterly”, vol. 3 

(2018), no. 2, pp. 175-193. 
8  See, Osservatorio Strategico [CeMiSS], vol. 20 (2018), no. 3, pp. 53-54. 
9  S.J.Res.7 - A joint resolution to direct the removal of United States Armed Forces from hostilities in the Republic of 

Yemen that have not been authorized by Congress, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/7. 

10  S.J.Res.36 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed transfer to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Kingdom of Spain, and the Italian 
Republic of certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/36; S.J.Res.37 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the 
United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and the Republic of France of 
certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/37; 
S.J.Res.38 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland of certain defense articles and services , 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/ 116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/38. 

11 https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/
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would have later put under scrutiny, State Secretary Mike Pompeo defined the rising 

tensions with Iran as a matter of national security, remarking that «[Iranian] activity poses 

a fundamental threat to the stability of the Middle East and to American security at home 

and abroad» and that – while following the proper procedures – the transfer should have 

«occur[ed] as quickly as possible in order to deter further Iranian adventurism in the Gulf 

and throughout the Middle East»12. President Trump used the same rhetoric in vetoing the 

above-mentioned Congress resolutions, a move aimed at defending US «global 

competitivity» but also at not damaging the country’s «important relationship» and «the 

credibility of the United States as a reliable partner by signalling that we are willing to 

abandon our partners and allies at the very moment when threats to them are 

increasing»13. 

The distance from the European position is evident. On this side of the Atlantic, the 

“affaire Khashoggi” deeply affected both the public opinion and the official attitude of 

different countries. Coupled with the opposition to the war in Yemen and with the fear for 

its humanitarian impact, the event led several governments to stop their military transfers 

to Riyadh and – in some cases – to ban Saudi officials supposedly involved in Khashoggi’s 

disappearance from entering their territory. However, things are not always clear. While 

some countries adopted more or less rigid measures against Riyad (The Netherlands, 

Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Greece), the Kingdom’s most important military 

suppliers (Spain, France, Great Britain and Italy) opted for a lower profile, de facto 

continuing to honour their contracts14, although this choice sometimes led to tensions, as 

happened in mid-May, when the Saudi cargo Bahri Yanbu stopped to load shipment in 

Genoa. At EU level too, the announced will to find a common position toward Riyadh did 

not materialize into concrete moves. Beyond the stalemate that affects European 

institutions after the elections of May 23-26, the choice that some countries did to stop 

their military supplies to Riyadh is impacting on the whole production chain and leading to 

tensions among partners. For example, the moratorium on weapons sales that Germany 

adopted in late October 2018 and renewed in March 2019 until the end of September, 

                                                           
12  Trump approves $8bn Saudi weapons sale over Iran tensions, “BBC News”, May, 25, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/ 

news/world-us-canada-48404923; a partial list of the articles and services included in the twenty-two supply 
packages announced by Pompeo is in P. Zengerle, Defying Congress, Trump sets $8 billion-plus in weapons sales to 
Saudi Arabia, UAE, “Reuters”, May 24, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-
trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R; few weeks earlier, media 
emphasized the feebleness of US-Saudi military interchange despite the agreements signed by Donald Trump during 
his visit in Riyadh; see, e.g., D. Flatley - G. Carey, Saudi Arms Deal Languishes as a Rebuke of Trump and the 
Kingdom, “Bloomberg”, April 24, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-24/saudi-arms-deal-
languishes-as-a-rebuke-of-trump-and-the-kingdom. 

13  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump:_Vetoed_legislation; at the same Internet page, the links to the full statements 
accompanying presidential vetoes can be found. 

14  A. Tidey, Jamal Khashoggi: EU divided over arms sales to Saudi Arabia six months after murder, “Euronews”, April 2, 
2019, https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-
months-after-murder. However, the London Court of Appeal (Civil Division) recently ruled out the legitimacy of 
licences issued to export weapons and military equipment to Saudi Arabia for a possible use in Yemen, setting thus a 
precedent that could affect not only the future British position but also the same EU attitude. On this issue see, e.g., 
K. Beckerle - D. Minogue, U.K. Court Nixes Saudi Arms Sales – What it Means for the US and Other EU Countries, 
“Just Security”, June 24, 2019, https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-
for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries, and G. Maletta, Legal challenges to EU member states’ arms exports to Saudi 
Arabia: Current status and potential implications, SIPRI - Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
Stockholm, June 28, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-
member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential. The Full text of the judgment is at 
https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/CAAT-v-Secretary-of-State-and-Others-Open-12-June-
2019.pdf. 

https://www.bbc.com/%20news/world-us-canada-48404923
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prevents non-German firms too from selling their products to Saudi Arabia if these have 

been jointly developed with German partners and/or contain parts or components 

produced or developed by or in collaboration with German firms. 

The consequences of this state of things go beyond the specific case. As it has been 

noted: «For Europe’s defence industry, Germany’s move raises a deeper concern. Some 

executives fear that the cross-border partnerships that have helped the industry thrive in 

the face of limited national budgets and develop sovereign state-of-the art kit like the 

Typhoon, could be undermined […] Future partnerships could be at risk. There are plans 

to develop a European drone and Germany and France, through Airbus and Dassault, 

have teamed up to develop a new fighter aircraft, the future combat air system (FCAS). 

Another project, to jointly develop and build a Franco-German main ground combat system 

(MGCS), could also be at risk»15. The situation raises also the issue of who is responsible 

for export decisions in case of multinational project, an issue that – until now – has not 

been properly dealt with, and whose solution seems problematic – at least in the short time 

– due to the different national positions. For example, as a concession to the French and 

British government, when the German moratorium was renewed, Berlin agreed on a nine-

months grace period for the already signed exportation authorisations regarding systems 

jointly developed with EU partners, but this is just a temporary stopgap  

Other doubts emerge when it comes to Iran. Following the re-activation of the US 

sanctions, France, Germany and Britain (E3), European partners of the JCPOA, 

announced their will to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), i.e. a financial instrument 

that, avoiding the use of dollar in trade relations, could circumvent the US measures 

affecting subjects trading with Teheran. After a long and troubled process, on June 28 the 

official start of the SPV (INSTEX - Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges) was 

announced in Vienna, but the number of transitions is still limited. In any case, 

independently from the results that INSTEX will be able to reach at commercial level 

(some analysts are quite sceptical about its effectiveness16), it seems that the political aim 

for which it was conceived – to reassure Iran of the European commitment to the JCPOA -

- has not been attained. The Iranian decision to resume enriching uranium (after a 

moratorium) – being or not a de facto exit from the JCPOA17 – is a sign of the problems 

the Europe faces to propose itself as a credible partner and to oppose in an effective way 

the “maximum pressure” strategy adopted by the United States. Moreover, if the US 

strategy should – «surprisingly»18 – pave the way to a real dialogue between Teheran and 

Washington, the risk is a further marginalization of the European Union, this time on an 

issue like the JCPOA that has been – until now – its main diplomatic success and that 

INTEX should have protected from a potential US threat. 

                                                           
15 S. Pfeifer - D. Keohane - T. Buck, European defence industry wrongfooted by Saudi weapons ban, “Financial Times”, 

June 2, 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/5ba35bd2-7e23-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560. 
16 See section two in this same issue. 
17 On the different interpretations of the Iranian decision see A. Taylor, What Iran’s uranium enrichment increase 

actually means, “The Washington Post”, July 8, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2019/07/02/future-
iranian-nuclear-deal-could-hinge-one-key-detail/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.e55ab6f04219. 

18 F. Kempe, There are surprising signs that Trump’s maximum pressure on Iran could lead to talks, “NCBC”, July 27, 
2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/07/26/there-are-surprising-signs-that-trumps-maximum-pressure-on-iran-could-
lead-to-talks.html. 
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In this perspective, the tensions of the Gulf region become – once more – a test bed 

for US-Europe relations. However, today, two elements complicate the picture. The first is 

the above-mentioned stalemate of European institutions, following the vote for the new 

European parliament; a stalemate that limits both autonomy and credibility of EU external 

action. The second one is the approaching of the 2020 presidential elections in the US, 

which affects the country’s decisions and led the administration to stiffen its positions and 

to emphasize the differences with the Congress. Due to these elements, the political 

trajectories on the two sides of the Atlantic seem thus destined to diverge in the future too. 

The decision of the most part of the European countries not to adhere to the US-envisaged 

naval mission to protect the maritime traffic in the Strait of Hormuz (Operation Sentinel) 

and to set up a parallel mission, not farmed into the “maximum pressure” strategy, is only 

one example in this sense. The idea of a “parallel” mission was strongly supported by the 

former British Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt who – despite some reservations – was able 

to rally around it the French and German governments. However, after the fall of the May 

cabinet (July 28, 2019), Hunt’s successor, Dominic Raab, seems more attuned to 

Washington’s positions, a change that casts a bad light on the feasibility of an “EU only” 

mission19. 

                                                           
19  R. Sanchez, Europeans stall on mission to protect tankers in Gulf after Raab calls for joint patrols with US, “The 

Telegraph”, July 27, 2019, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/07/27/europeans-stall-mission-protect-tankers-
gulf-raab-calls-joint. 


