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Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for inviting me to speak to you, today. 

The relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iran, and the tensions it draws through Middle Eastern culture and policy, is often described as a “fault line.” The term implies that the schism between the two countries is deep, volatile, and beyond repair. In reality, though, the “fault line” between Saudi Arabia and Iran is more like an estrangement. Although tensions exist between the two nations, they have a long shared history and their relationship has the potential to grow and change. Today, Europe is keeping a close eye on Iran’s nuclear activities and its increasingly aggressive interference in other countries. In order to address the threat of the Iranian leadership, Europe must first understand the complexities of the Saudi-Iranian relationship and learn to rely on Saudi Arabia’s leadership and expertise in dealing with the Iranian regime. 
Since the time of the Islamic conquests, when conquerors from the Hijaz and Najd brought Islam to neighboring nations and empires, Persian and Arab cultures have intertwined in the flowering of Islamic arts, sciences, government, and networks of religious scholarship. In the 20th century, both Iran and Saudi Arabia found new roles as major oil producers and negotiated their status as regional leaders in the postcolonial Middle East. In many ways, Iran’s present role in the Middle East is best understood in light of its relationship with Saudi Arabia: Iran’s attempted rivalry with the Kingdom, and especially its claim to represent the international Shi’a community, is the engine driving much of its conflict with its neighbors.

Due to the Iranian leadership's promotion of Qom as the theological and jurisprudential center of Shi’a Islam, they portray themselves as the leaders of the global Shi’ite community. They attempt to ignore the very real and historic role that Arab Najaf and Karbala, in Iraq, play in Shi'a theological and juridical identity. The grand ayatollahs of these cities are the Margi's of Arab Shi'a followers. Khomeini's wilayeti-faqih is unaccepted by Ayatollah Sistani and his colleagues. However, this self-perception as the custodian of all Shi'as is reflected in the Iranian leadership's official rhetoric as well as in their  support for paramilitary forces, such as Hezbollah, that are active in a number of regional conflicts. But it is important to keep in mind that the vast majority of the world’s Muslims, nearly 90 percent, are Sunni, not Shi’ite. Even across West Asia, the region which includes the world’s only four Shia-majority countries, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Iran, and Iraq, Sunnis outnumber Shi’ites. 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, in contrast, is the birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and the Arabic language, which is he language of the holy book the Quran and which all Muslims, Shia and Sunna must learn in order to read the Quran. The Kingdom is also the site of the Two Holy Mosques in Makkah and Madina. The Kingdom is proud of its status as the cradle of Islam, a religion that has today an estimated 1.6 billion adherents. Moreover, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the physical center of Islamic practice: the Saudi government administers the Hajj, which attracts over 3 million adherents a year to Mecca and Medina from all over the world, including Iran. Iran may see itself as the leader of Shi’a Islam, but Saudi Arabia, because of its custodianship of the two Holy Mosques is the one that caters to the interests of the global Islamic community, Shi’a and Sunni alike.

Iran ranks third in global oil reserves and, like Saudi Arabia, oil plays a large role in bolstering its government operations. But Saudi Arabia still claims primacy in the oil economy. Today, it represents 24% of the combined GDP of the Middle East-North Africa (MENA) region. The Saudi stock market represents over 50% of the entire stock market capitalization of the MENA region. Saudi Aramco, the Kingdom’s national oil company, is the world’s largest producer and exporter of petroleum. It has by far the world’s largest sustained production capacity infrastructure -- about 12.5 million barrels-per-day -- and also has the world’s largest spare capacity of oil, currently estimated at over 2.5 million barrels-per-day or about 85% of global unused capacity. Saudi Arabia’s economic influence in the region is difficult to overestimate: it has invested its wealth in educational, technological and philanthropic pursuits designed to improve global dialogue; witness the King Abdallah Center for Cultural and Religious Dialogue, based in Vienna; bring peace to the troubled Middle East; witness King Abdallah's Peace Initiative between the Muslim world and Israel; and reach out to vulnerable and impoverished Muslims across the globe. 

Iran and Saudi Arabia have the potential to function as friends and colleagues in our troubled region. Unfortunately, the leadership of Iran interferes in Arab countries, heightening conflict and armed struggles. Since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, relations between the Revolutionary government and the Arab world have been rocky. After Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, the GCC and Iran were able to reach an uneasy détente. In the past few years, however, the Iranian government has taken advantage of recent disruptions in the Arab world to export the goals and ideology of the Iranian revolution. 

During the “Arab Uprisings” of 2011 and 2012, then-Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad took advantage of popular uprisings in Yemen, Bahrain, and Syria to install agent proxies across the Arab world. In 2011, when Iranian officials referred to Bahrain as the country’s “fourteenth province,” Arab countries reacted against an encroachment on Bahrain’s Sunni and Arab identity. Furthermore, the Syrian crisis has exposed the depths of the leadership of Iran’s complicity in the crimes of the Assad regime and their cooperation with non-Arab powers in the continuing loss of Syrian lives. 

The leadership of Iran’s support of Hezbollah is well-known. The paramilitary terrorist organization currently has approximately 5000 fighters stationed in Syria and is working to prop up Bashar al-Assad’s oppressive regime. Additionally, the Iranian leadership has sent hundreds of its own Revolutionary Guards to fight in Syria, where they have allied with thousands of Shi'a militias from Iraq. The Revolutionary Guard plays an alarming and underreported role in training and recruiting foreign fighters as well as connecting disparate squads together in service of the al-Assad regime. The Arab world watches in horror as the Syrian government persists in murdering its citizens. Iranian leadership's willingness to send troops and to provide arms and money to pro-regime forces, and its cooperation with Russia and China in support of al-Assad, are grave threats to Syrian lives and the well-being of the entire Middle East.

Their aggression does not extend only to their investment in Shi’ite military campaigns. Iran's nuclear ambitions have led the world community to impose very strict sanctions on it. As for Saudi Arabia’s stance on the threat of nuclear armament in its own backyard, King Abdullah has said, “As regards the Iranian issue, we call for abandoning the language of tension and escalation, and the adoption of diplomatic solutions to the issue.” The Kingdom is committed to the establishment of a zone free of weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East; as is Iran. But the leadership of Iran has continued to pursue suspicion arousing activities that belie that commitment. 

The interim agreement between the P5+1 and Iran was welcomed by Saudi Arabia and her GCC partners. However, it is still interim and until we see the terms of the final agreement, we will withhold our applause. But it is shortsighted to exclude the Gulf Cooperation Council from discussions and negotiations with Iran. As neighbors, Islamic leaders, oil producers, and Middle Eastern policymakers, the GCC should be in continuing dialogue with the West about matters of Iranian foreign policy. The Islamic community looks to the GCC and to Saudi Arabia in particular to provide counsel on issues that affect Muslim citizens: any threat that the Iranian leadership may pose to those outside its borders is of special concern to the millions of Muslims living within range of their offensive capabilities. Their interference in the Syrian crisis and in other political disruptions in the Arab world, and their attempts to bolster their nuclear regime, cannot continue unchecked. 
Europe stands to reap considerable benefits from a productive diplomatic relationship with the GCC whose experience in negotiating with Iran and its insider perspective on matters of international import are invaluable. The signing of the free trade agreement between the GCC and the EU will bolster the benefits. 
Currently, however, the West deals with Iran as if its trajectory is not inextricable with that of Saudi Arabia and the entire Arab world. It imposes and lifts sanctions and pursues its agenda without thinking of how its actions affect the political ecosystem of the Middle East. The Iranian leadership's military and economic decisions are of vital interest to the GCC and impact the members of the organization first and foremost. But the West excludes the GCC countries from negotiations with Iran. This cannot continue. The EU3 must include Saudi Arabia in the P5+1’s negotiations with Iran, and they must broaden their global perspective to address not just the Iranian leadership's nuclear threat but their ambitious and spreading military reach. Europe cannot afford to keep a narrow focus on the Iranian nuclear program without taking in the larger political landscape and widening the scope of its diplomacy. We cannot move forward without considering how the Iranian leadership's nuclear plans are part of their activities in Iraq, Syria, Bahrain, Yemen, and Lebanon, and how all those activities fit into a regional pattern that deeply affects the nations of the GCC.

Europe must welcome an Arab perspective at the negotiation table. Saudi Arabia’s cultural ties to the larger Islamic world, its role as a major oil producer, and its decades of regional and religious leadership vest it with a necessary authority in matters of Middle Eastern policy. The global community, and the West in particular, cannot hope to move forward in its negotiations with the Iranian leadership without learning from Saudi Arabia’s experience and accepting its partnership. The Kingdom extended an invitation to the Iranian foreign minister since President Rouhani was elected. However, Mr. Zarif has turned it down claiming a timing conflict with the P5+1 talks. We still look to the public statements of Iranian officials, that they want to improve relations with us, as we heard yesterday from the Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister, and wonder when will they act upon their words. 
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