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The monograph discusses the inflow of arms in the Persian Gulf region in the
light of threat perceptions and politico-military responses of various countries in
the region. It deals with real and perceived threats to regime and systemic
security, to territorial integrity and national sovereignty, and to international
security. The study of responses includes an analysis of the arms acquisition
policy of these countries as well as the constraints faced by them in achieving
their objectives.

The large-scale induction of arms into the region, particularly in the seventies,
gave rise to fears that these arms might pose a threat to peace and security in
the Gulf area. Hence efforts were initiated to bring about some arms control
in the region. In that context, the monograph analyses the role played by
agencies like the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, as well as other
pressure groups within the United States Congress and outside it. An attempt
has been made to evaluate the degree of success achieved by these arms
control groups.

In conclusion, the monograph suggests that a favourable climate for arms
control in the region can be created only if viable alternatives can be suggested
to ensure the local regimes that their security can be adequately guaranteed by
means other than large-scale arms purchase programmes. The Iranian
revolution disproved the hypothesis that security could be ensured through
massive militarisation alone. In that context, the monograph advocates the
need to approach the question of security through regional co-operation, and
suggests the creation of a Gulf Secretariat and a Gulf Peace Force not only
as instruments of regional co-operation and security but also as an alternative
to growing dependence on expensive arms acquisition programmes by the
regional powers.

Robert O’Neill

Editor, Canberra Papers

and Head,

Strategic and Defence Studies Centre.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The Persian Gulf region has acquired geo-strategic importance not only
because it is on the cross-roads of the East and the West and the North
and the South but also because it dominates an important sector of the Indian
Ocean which has become a major arena of super power rivalry. The Gulf region
is also important in the context of its oil resources and their further rami-
fications such as the dependence of the West on the Gulf oil, the question of
recycling of petro-dollars, and the security of the oil wells and the sea-lanes in
the Gulf and beyond. The security of the Gulf is also affected by political
variables like regional and global rivalries and the linkages between the Gulf
states and foreign powers. Thus the global stresses and strains are also reflected
in the region.

All these factors have influenced the flow of arms into the Gulf region. The
induction of arms into this sensitive region has to be analysed in the light of
variables like the threat perceptions of different ruling elites, and their capacity
to acquire arms despite political, economic and technological constraints. In
the fifties and the sixties, the flow of arms was regulated because of political and
economic constraints on the regional powers, although Iran and Iraq were able
to acquire modern arms in substantial quantities. But the floodgates were
opened in the seventies and the region witnessed a massive arms transfer pro-
gramme. It also led to the influx of thousands of foreign military experts in the
region who were responsible for the training, maintenance and sometimes even
effective operation of these weapon systems.

The qualitative and quantitative increase in the transfer of arms to the Gulf
generated a new awareness, especially in the USA, for the need to control the
flow of arms into this sensitive oil rich region lest even a spark might seriously
jeopardise the vital security interests not only of the region but also of the
Western world. But, despite sporadic attempts to impose arms control in the
Gulf region, the local regimes found ways and means to overcome the contraints
imposed by arms control groups such as the Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency. Factors like the economic and political power of petro-dollars, the
dependence of the West upon Gulf oil, the systemic links between the local
ruling elites and the arms manufacturing states, as well as lack of effective



co-ordination among the arms suppliers, enabled the Gulf states not only to
brow-beat their traditional arms suppliers into supplying them with more
weapons but also to acquire weapons from alternative sources, either from
Western countries such as Britain, France and Italy or from the Soviet Union.

The Iranian revolution, however, had a major impact upon the flow of
arms into the region. It not only proved wrong the supposed correlationship
of arms and security, a major argument used to legitimise the transfer of arms,
but it also indirectly imposed a degree of arms control in the Gulf region.
Although other Gulf states have not given up their arms purchase programmes,
the quantum of arms transfer has declined considerably because of the over-
throw of the Shah and the cancellation of Iranian orders. Consequently the
number of foreign experts in the Gulf region has also decreased drastically after
1979.

Thus, despite the fact that variables like the geostrategic location of the
region, the security of oil supplies and regional and super power rivalries
continue to dominate the politics of the Gulf region, there has been no sign of
an accelerated arms acquisition programme there since early 1979. Instead,
some regional powers have begun to think in terms of a regional approach to
regional security; a concept which should be encouraged. Regional co-operation
thus generated can not only help lower regional tensions but also, by
de-emphasising the earlier concept of security through military means, even
help to bring about some degree of self-imposed arms control in the region.



CHAPTER 2

THE INFLOW OF ARMS

The possible repercussions of the flow of arms into the Persian Gulf region has
been agitating various groups, all of which find it disturbing for different
reasons. Supporters of arms control are agitated about the possible threat to
regional security and stability and its ultimate impact upon the uninterrupted
flow of oil. Israel and its supporters worry about the augmentation of
sophisticated arms in the Arab world and its adverse effect upon the Arab-Israeli
military balance. Some are apprehensive about the chance that third-party
transfers of some of these weapons might have a destabilising influence in other
areas where the super powers and the big powers had not even anticipated it.
Others are concerned about possible American and West European involvement
in intra-regional and inter-regional conflicts, not only because of the presence of
large numbers of military advisers and technicians but also because of the close
political, economic and even military interdependence between the Western
powers and some of the oil-producing states in the region.

Undoubtedly, most of these oil-rich states are, to a large extent, dependent
upon the West, but of late there has been a perceptible shift in their relationship.
The West still remains the dominant force, but since 1973 these states have been
acquiring more and more power, both economic and political, with a resulting
assertion of their independence of action. Consequently, the shift has been from
the dominant power-dependent variable relationship to one of dominant
power-independent variable status. This becomes obvious if one compares the
relationship between Iran or Saudi Arabia and the USA, and between the
sheikhdoms and the UK in the sixties, and the new pattern that has emerged in
the seventies. The word interdependence, so often used to describe the new
relationship between the West and the oil-rich states in the Gulf, aptly underlines
this change of relationship. The OPEC policy vis-z-vis the oil-price hike, the
OAPEC (Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries) decision to use
oil as a political weapon, and the pressures generated by the recycling of
petro-dollars are indicators of the changing relationships. This interdependent
pattern also influences the arms acquisition policies of the Gulf states.

The flow of arms to a given region is governed by several factors: the
strategic importance of the area for the big andsuperpowers, the international
environment at a given time, the political and economic leverage of the countries



seeking to acquire arms, and, above all, it is influenced by the threat perception
of the ruling elite there. The threat perception itself might be influenced by
different factors such as regime and systemic security, national defence vis-4-vis
intra-regional threats, as well as regional security. There are also reasons for the
acquisition of arms that are peculiar to the Persian Gulf. Some Arab states,
_ despite their geographical distance, feel a sense of commitment, because of the
bonds of Arabism, to support other Arabs in their confrontation with Israel.
Others feel that national prestige demands not only a national flag, a national
anthem and national airlines but also an army equipped with modern,
sophisticated arms. For some of them, arms are also a demonstrable link with
their patron powers and a way of involving them in guaranteeing at least the
regime’s stability, if not systemic or national security.

Most of the regimes in the Gulf are at best oligarchic and at worst autocratic.
Since most of them have very close ties with the West, and since they control
the oil wealth of this geopolitically important region, their continuity is treated
as vitally important by Western decision-makers. The Shah of Iran was supported
till the last because the West believed that it could protect its vital interests
through him, and supply of the latest weapons became one of the symbols of
Western faith in the Shah. The same is true of Saudi Arabia. In return for a
continued flow of oil and general economic and political stability, the Saudis
expect, as an implied quid pro quo, that the USA should protect the royal
family and keep at bay the Soviet Union and the radical Arab states. The
transfer of the latest weapon systems therefore becomes a symbol of this link.
‘The F-15 is the symbol for many Saudis of the implied US security commitment
to protect the country and the royal family from stronger, potentially greedy
neighbours and foes in the region.’!

As mentioned above, one of the main reasons for the arms acquisition
programme of the states in the Gulf is regime as well as systemic security. In
most of these states the political process was never allowed to evolve into a
liberal-democratic ethos, or if it showed signs of happening the process was
thwarted. As a result, not only systemic security but even national security is
equated with regime security, and the defence requirements of the state have
been tailored to meet that ‘threat’. In the absence of constitutional methods of
bringing about a change of regime, through elections or referendum, non-
constitutional methods such as coups d’ état or insurgency and civil war have
become the norm of political change in some of these states.



The Gulf region is full of examples where regimes have changed by successful
coups or through a well-launched armed movement. In Iran, Reza Khan, who
came to power through a coup d’état used the armed forces and the gendarmerie
not only to consolidate the hold of the new dynasty but also to firmly establish
the central authority in the outlying provinces of Iran. The Saudis too used
military power not only to oust the Hashimites from the Hejaz but also to
subjugate other tribal groups in what is known as Saudi Arabia today. The
Hashimite monarchy of Iraq was overthrown by a coup d’état that was
sponsored and led by a section of the Iraqi armed forces under the leadership of
Colonel Abdul Karim Qassem. The change of regimes in Iraq since then have
been through coups rather than through elections.

It would be a rare regime in the Gulf that had not been established by coup
d’etat or had not been threatened by one during the last two decades. It is not
surprising then that the fear of a possible coup d¥tat as a threat to regime
security has become a major factor in the threat perception of each ruling
zlite. This influences the politics of arms purchase and, more importantly, the
resulting political and diplomatic linkages. Specially recruited troops, trained by
the USA and Britain, like the Javidan of Iran, the White Army of Saudi Arabia
and the Arab Legion of Jordan were created as instruments of regime security.
But it was not enough. Assurance of big and super power support to regime
security was also sought through political, economic and military interdepend-
ence. The arms acquisition programme thus played, directly and indirectly, a
major role in assuring regime security in some of the states in the region.

The factor next in influence in the politico-military policies of the Gulf
region is the threat of insurgency. This might spring from political opposition
based on ideological grounds, as in Dhofar against the Sultan of Oman, or in
northern Iran against the regime of the Shah. Insurgency conditions can also
result from civil war following a coup d’état, as in Yemen in the sixties. It can
also be the outcome of tribalism or sub-nationalism trying to assert itself,
starting with demands for local autonomy and ending up with civil war as in
Eritria (Ethiopia) or Kurdistan (Irag). Or it can manifest itself when semi-
integrated minorities, reacting to a change of regime, begin demanding greater
autonomy, as in Iran after the 1979 revolution. Often, insurgency begins as
the result of purely local conditions, later becoming involved with intra-
regional and even outside forces, and thus projects a threat not only to the
integrity of the state but also to the security and stability of the region.

Insurgency or the threats of it therefore influence the military requirements
of a state, and to that extent has an impact on its arms acquisition policy. The



primary task of the Iraqi and the Iranian armed forces and police or gendarmerie,
especially during the inter-war period, was to curb these centrifugal forces and to
help in evolving conditions favourable to national integration. The Iranian army
and the gendarmerie under Reza Khan were used primarily to subdue various
minorities and tribes like the Kurds, the Turcomans and the Arabs. The Iraqi
army was also busy containing the Kurdish movement. The Iraqi and the
Iranian armed forces had to be large in number not only because they had to
fight the insurgents but they also had to be deployed in vast areas as visible
demonstrations of the power of the central government. The situation has not
changed much even today. There are insurgencies or threats of insurgency in
almost all the states in the Gulf region, influencing arms acquisition policies.

Another important requirement affecting arms acquisitions is the ability to
protect oneself from possible military attack from outside, or as an instrument
to further one’s own interests at the cost of others. Thus the actual or
potential zone of influence of a given state would depend not only upon the
actual politico-military capability of the state, but also upon the policies
chalked out by the ruling élite and upon the preparations made to meet the
planned target. Iran, during the last days of the Pahlavi dynasty, tried to
project its influence in a much wider arc covering an area from the Red Sea
to the Indian sub-continent and extending to Mauritius in the Indian Ocean.
This overt declaration of the potential zone of Iranian influence was also used
to rationalise and justify the acquisition of large quantities of sophisticated
weapons not only by Iran but also by others who were projecting that role for
Iran. It is possible that after the fall of the Pahlavi dynasty the Saudis might
intend to play that role, justifying arms transfers to Saudi Arabia on that count.
Hence it is important to evaluate the actual threats posed to a given state rather
than the politico-military parameters that it designs for itself so as to
rationalise an arms acquisition policy.

There is no doubt that the regimes of the Gulf might legitimately feel
threats to their territorial integrity and to vital national assets like oil. These
threats can come from neighbouring states which are hostile or can become
hostile in future. This intra-regional threat pattern can be explained in terms
of ideological, territorial or even regime disputes. For example, the Baath
socialism of Iraq and Marxism-Leninism of South Yemen on one hand and
Wahabism of Saudi Arabia or Islamic Fundamentalism of Iran can project a
mutual threat to each other based on ideological grounds. The frontier dispute
between Kuwait and Iraq or between South Yemen and Saudi Arabia could
also become a pretext for conflict. The most important intra-regional conflict
that has influenced the flow of arms to the Gulf, especially to Iran, was the



