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Introduction
The Middle East Strategic Alliance (MESA)
project is one of the most important initiatives,
which has progressed simultaneously with U.S.
efforts to reduce its physical presence in overseas
regions during the Trump Administration. The
progress of the process, as well as possible reflections regarding the participants and the future,
will be discussed in this paper.

The Process Towards the Middle
East Strategic Alliance
Founded in 1945, the Arab League is considered
to be one of the historical pioneers of the MESA
structure. While the League of Arab States varies
considerably in terms of both content and scope,
MESA can be considered a significant international
forum where Arab States come together.
The structure, which was established by 6 states
and now includes 22 states, has not reached the
targeted point due to several reasons such as the
influence of first Britain and then the United
States in the region, the disagreements between
the actors and the fact that the attitude of the
states towards Israel has made its international
acceptance difficult. In 1957, the Regional
Defense Pact led by Gamal Abdel Nasser brought
together Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia.
Nasser’s pan-Arabism-centered foreign policy
vision is also perceived by countries such as
Jordan and Saudi Arabia as a threat to their sovereignty, internal dynamics, and regimes. Under
the guidance of Nasser, in 1958, Syria and Egypt
formed the empherial United Arab Republic as
a response to a crisis between Turkey and Syria.
Later on, the Republic turned into the United
Arab States with the participation of Yemen.
During the Cold War, due to the global and regional disagreements, even the co-belligerency
in the Arab-Israeli conflict have not been able to
provide a basis for a sustainable institutionalized
structure. In the last decade of the Cold War, the
Gulf’s support of Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War, and

then Egypt, Syria, and Jordan joining the Gulf
countries for the anti-Saddam coalition in the
two Gulf Wars have showed up as examples of
cooperation in the region; yet, the Arab countries
remained far from creating a permanent alliance
structure.

The Emergence of the Middle
East Strategic Alliance Idea
The provision of security and stability; the
increase in cooperation in political, economic
and security fields amongst member states; and
the need to combat influence of Iran in the
region that dates back to the Arab Spring created
the idea of “Arab NATO” or “MESA.” The concern that the popular uprisings that took place
during the revolutions of the 2011 Arab Spring
would spread to their own countries has stimulated
the idea of forming a military alliance.1 The
idea of a military alliance developed during the
Obama administration when the idea of developing
a missile shield to protect the Gulf countries
against Iran by the U.S. was voiced.2 The Arab
NATO could not be achieved with the Obama
administration’s gradual withdrawal strategy.
In March 2017, the idea of a military alliance
was repeated in Saudi Arabia, where the 45th
President of the United States Donald Trump
made his first overseas trip. At the Saudi-hosted
U.S.-Arab and Islamic Countries Summit, the
United States called on the participants to support
the struggle against Iran’s influence in the region
with the signing of the military formation to be
established by the Riyadh Declaration.3 While
the declaration did not discuss fighting Iran’s
expansionist policy, the need to start working
for an alliance that would contribute to “peace
and stability in the region and the world” was
stressed.4
This alliance, planned by the U.S., includes
Egypt, Jordan, the United States , Bahrain, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia,
Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait.5 Furthermore, this alliance structure, shaped largely around security,
orsam.org.tr
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is planned to have economic and political aspects.
The structure is intended to reduce the direct
global engagement of the United States, a desire
which emerged with the Arab Spring, been
voiced by Obama and reached a peak under the
Trump administration.
MESA is also in line with Trump’s policy of
having the Gulf countries allocate more of their
resources for their security and “pay back” the
previous U.S. investment for the Gulf Countries’
security . The alliance is designed to concentrate
on border security, asymmetric warfare, arms
smuggling, has cyber weapons in addition to
sea, air and land weapons and allows information
sharing between the members.

Motivations behind the Idea of
Establishing MESA
Considering the structure is called MESA or
“Arab NATO”, some basic motivations are noteworthy. One motivation is to combat the power
of opponents such as Iran and Turkey. The desire
to combat the influence of Iran and Turkey has
been compounded by the rupture between Qatar,
and Saudi Arabia and UAE, and the fierce rivalry
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for influence in Syria and Yemen between the
two actors is another motivation for an Arab
NATO.
From Trump’s perspective, such a structure
could reduce the entanglement of the U.S. According to Trump, the states in the Middle East
should be able to combat the Iranian threat and
other problems without American troops. On
the other hand, the Arab NATO was not formed
just to satisfy the U.S.’s desire to stay away
from the region. With the rapid U.S. military
build-up in Europe and the Asia-Pacific, it is
thought that countries with vast hydrocarbon
resources such as Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait,
and Qatar should ensure their own security
through collective security. Collective security
is considered significant by the U.S. not only
because of regional security but also due to safe
transportation of Gulf energy to the West.
Given Iran’s proposed bases in the Straits of
Hormuz, Bab-el-Mandeb, and the Horn of Africa
are considered along with the Iranian threat of
closing the Strait of Hormuz in the face of a
possible step by the U.S. administration to
prevent Iranian oil exports, the interests of coun-
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tries that meet their energy needs from these
straits are in danger.6 The risk regarding oil
supply security poses a global threat rather than
a problem between the two countries.7 Stopping
oil shipments from these straits will cause oil
prices to rise to a record high in the global
market and economic crises in many countries.8
For this reason, as a deterrent to Iran, the “Arab
NATO” represents the interests of the international
community beyond the interests of the regional
countries.
According to U.S. Deputy Secretary of State
Tim Lenderking, the main objectives of the alliance will be Iran, cybersecurity, the prevention
of attacks towards infrastructure and to find coordinated solutions to the conflicts in Syria and
Yemen. The U.S. aims to form a structure that
“can work in coordination with the U.S.” In addition, because the structure will be under American leadership and control, the purchase of
weapons from Europe, Russia and China will be
restricted, and an increase in the purchase of
American weapons stands out as a crucial motivation for the U.S. to shape MESA.

The primary goal of the
alliance called “Arab NATO” is
to stop Iran from gaining
regional hegemony. Iran's
growing military and political
influence in the Arab countries
have long disturbed the Gulf
countries.

Goals of the Alliance
The primary goal of the alliance called “Arab
NATO” is to stop Iran from gaining regional
hegemony. Iran’s growing military and political
influence in the Arab countries have long disturbed

the Gulf countries. Following the agreement between Iran and the five permanent members of
the UN Security Council and Germany (5 + 1)
in the negotiations on Iran’s nuclear program,
the Gulf countries felt insecure against Iran. The
U.S. wants to show through the “Arab NATO”
plan that it supports the security of the Gulf
countries and will aid them if an alliance is established.
Another aim of America’s for the structure is to
reduce the burden of both NATO and the U.S. in
the region. In a period when the U.S. shows its
displeasure with the support of its European
partners in NATO, MESA may be considered as
a structure that will support NATO in the region.
Although the statement that the U.S. will withdraw
from Syria in the recent period is seen as a
triumph of the Axis of Resistance by some analysts, it can also be a move to integrate the
“Arab NATO” into the regional politics.
When the region is analyzed, benefiting from
the fragile structure of the region, the U.S. may
be asserted to try to consolidate the NATO
project, the European part of which has weakened,
through a new military organization in a period
when the tension between Israel and Iran has increased, the proxy wars between Iran and Saudi
Arabia are continuing, and the Arab countries
are divided. On the other hand, one of the important differences between NATO and MESA,
which is planned to support NATO, is that the
latter lacks a collective defense mechanism such
as the already mentioned Article 5 of NATO
which holds that the attack on a member is considered to be directed at all the members, and
they shall conduct every required action to help
the attacked member or members.9
The U.S.’s “Arab NATO” plan shows America’s
discomfort with the relationship between the
Arab states and Russia. Whereas Turkey-Russia
and Iran-Russia partnerships come to the forefront
in the regional political, economic and military
partnerships with Russia, the cooperation between
the Gulf countries and Russia should not be fororsam.org.tr
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gotten. In spite of the U.S. pressure, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar and Egypt are continuing to negotiate with Russia for the purchase of S-400 surface-to-air missiles.10 The Russia policies of
Gulf countries is an example of the Gulf countries’
tendencies to diversify their relations with more
international actors in the political, economic
and military fields. When “Arab NATO” is regarded as a military alliance based on U.S.
weapons and defense structure, members of
MESA will have to reduce military cooperation
with Russia significantly. However, it is not
garuanteed that Arab countries will accept to
change all their defense systems and have a
common one.

Risks and Limitations
However, the risks and/or limitations of the
structure are quite high. There are risks that
come with a structure that incorporates countries
with different military, economic and religious
dynamics.
Political Dimension
Firstly, while the actors in such a structure have
national interest-oriented conflicts and they differ
from each other in security-oriented and sovereignty sharing issues even in the process of European integration for more than 50 years constitutes substantial problems, the problem of
how such a structure can be established and operated among actors which are currently in
frozen/covered conflicts and regional rivalry reveals itself. The first issue with the political dimension regards structure. This issue is in part
due to interest-oriented conflict which have been
frozen and reveals rivalry.
A second important issue is how will the structure
regulate its relations with Israel. Egypt and Saudi
Arabia tend to have closer relations with Israel
in the near term, and Israel is also aimed to be
integrated into the structure indirectly through
information sharing. However, relations will be
based on this tripartite will risk rivalrly between
the actors in the MESA and between other
Analysis No:226

regional actors, as well as Arab governments
and their citizens.
A structure in which Israel is also involved may
encounter serious opposition within the region
and cause a deeper rupture between the regional
actors. For this reason, the structure represents a
general interest beyond the interests of the Gulf
and other regional countries as a deterrent force
to eliminate the Iranian threat.
On the other hand, there are serious disagreements
regarding Iran within the MESA. The perception
of the Iranian threat varies between the members.
Today, while Saudi Arabia considers Iran as the
primary threat in the region, Qatar, Oman,
Kuwait, and Jordan do not fully adopt this idea.
Oman is a country that maintains good relations
with Iran, as opposed to other countries in the
region and Jordan sees Israel’s expansionist
policy in the West Bank and East Jerusalem as a
greater threat to its internal security compared
to Iran.11 The increasing Palestinian population
because of Israel’s expansionist policies plays
an important role in this attitude of Jordan.
Kuwait maintains a more moderate stance on
Iran. Kuwait also did not join the U.S.-Arab and
Islamic Countries Summit which brought together
the opponents of Iran in 2017, and in early 2017,
Kuwait tried to play be a mediator in the crisis
between the Gulf countries and Iran.12 Qatar has
faced a diplomatic crisis in the Gulf region in
recent years due to its close relations with Iran.
In this concept, how successful the “Arab NATO”,
which focuses on the Iranian threat and aims to
have close relations with Israel, is unknown.

The less hostile stance of
Kuwait and Oman towards
Iransuggests that will be
disagreements even on the Iran,
which is the main enemy.
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Third, the isolation of Qatar among 8 MESA
members other than the U.S., namely Kuwait,
Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Oman, UAE,
Jordan, and Egypt has emerged even before
MESA was entrenched in the regional fabric.
The MESA organization may be perceived as a
threat by other important regional countries such
as Iran, Turkey, and Qatar.Tensions with those
three countries brings about crucial problems
for the creation and functioning of the MESA’s
structure. Egypt’s reaction to Saudi leadership
of the organization is another problem for the
MESA. If Qatar does not take part in the
structure, which due to the Gulf Crisis is likely,
the rupture in the Gulf might deepen, and the
U.S. might have to consider the tension that
would deepen its relations with Qatar in such an
equation.
The less hostile stance of Kuwait and Oman towards Iransuggests that will be disagreements

even on the Iran, which is the main enemy.
There will also be questions regarding the military
structure : Which power will contribute and to
what degree, how will the logistics structure of
the organization be established, which countries
will be accepted as the base, what amount of
sovereignty will each party have, and how will
the financial flow be ensured to maintain the
structure.
Military Dimension
Cooperation has not been successful in Middle
East after 1945.The Arab countries have hindered
each other’s efforts in dealing with the ArabIsraeli War, the occupation of Lebanon, the IranIraq War, the invasion of Iraq and the Syrian
Civil War,. According to Gaub, one of the most
essential elements for a collective defense/security
alliance is the state of trust between member
states.13 Considering the past crises, trust did
not exist in the Middle East until now.

orsam.org.tr
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Another significant issue regarding the “Arab
NATO” is the applicability of the operability
principle. The eight countries planning to take
part in the Alliancehave different defense systems.
The land-bases systems of the Arab NATO members come from many countries, while the air
forces consist of mainly Western aircracft and
the naval assets are mainly American and French.

implemented as early as possible, it will take
many years for member countries to reach a
certain standardization, combat readiness, and
joint operational capability.
Russia may lose markets in the the Middle East
with the rise of U.S. influence in the region if
MESA is created. Given the current arms sales
dynamics, it is expected that the position of the
U.S., which ranks first in the arms exporters list
for the region, will be further strengthened. According to SIPRI data, between 2014-2018, Saudi
Arabia, the country that imports the most arms
in the Middle East, has imported 68% of its
weapons from the U.S.

In the case of the realization of the Middle East
Strategic Alliance, one of the important points
to discuss is the need to redesign the existing
military capabilities and the equipment the countries are using to carry out joint operations.
Indeed, that the command-control and communication infrastructure the countries will use are
compatible with one another is pretty much important for the possible operations along with
the fact that the ammunition used by the countries
in the alliance have the same calibre. The possible
shortcomings in command-control and communication network during the conduct of a joint
operation will have heavy consequences on the
battlefield. Even if the MESA alliance has been

Seven out of the eight countries involved in
MESA are amongst the top 40 arms importers
between 2014-2018. The three countries from
where they import weapons most are as follows:
According to the data in Table 1, four of the
seven countries preferred the U.S. as their primary
dealer and none of them preferred Russia as

Countries from where arms are
imported 2014-2018

Biggest Arms
Importers

Rank on the List
of the Biggest
Arms Importers

1

2

3

Saudi Arabia

1

USA (%68)

United Kingdom
(%16)

France (%4,3)

Egypt

3

France (%37)

Russia (%30)

USA (%19)

United Arab
Emirates

7

USA (%64)

Fransa (%10)

Turkey (%7,8)

Qatar

14

USA (%65)

Germany (%15)

France (%7,4)

Oman

18

United Kingdom
(%39)

USA (%30)

Norway (%8,5)

Kuwait

29

USA (%87)

Russia (%3,4)

Switzerland
(%2,9)

Jordan

31

Netherlands
(%37)

USA (%30)

Italy (%5,8)

Table-1: MENA countries in the list of the top 40 arms importers 14
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their primary dealer. Four of these countries
preferred the U.S. and Russia in the second
place, while only one of them preferred the U.S.
in the third place. Due to the standardization required in case of the emergence of such an
alliance, it will be inevitable that the needs of
the alliance will be dominated by the U.S.
According to the SIPRI data between the years
2014-2018, 54% of Middle Eastern arms imports
were from the United States, 9.6% from Russia
and 8.6% from France.15 With MESA’s establishment, it may be inevitable that Russia will
experience a fewer sales to the Middle East.
While the countries outside the alliance are the
main target markets of the Russian defense industry, the relations with prospect members,
which already have Russian weapons in their
inventory, may continue at the secondary level.
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar are negotiating
with Russia to purchase the S-400 air defense
systems.16 The security problems of integrating
a non-Western weapon into a Western-sourced
defense system does not enable an “Arab NATO”
idea based on the Western-sourced weapons systems. To put such an idea into practice, alliance
countries will have to change all their defense
systems that are incompatible with each other.
Existing military experience and capabilities of
the mentioned countries and how effective such
a structure may be is an problem for MESA.
The military capacity of a structure to be led by
the Gulf, which has a high defense spending
level and the “legionary” troops rather than the
experience of fighting, is controversial; however,
the internal and external political choices of
Egypt shaped by Sisi in the post-Arab Spring
period may lead to a split among the members
of MESA. How effectively the existing military
capabilities of the alliance can be used both
against Iran and against different threats is
another unresolved question. It is important for
the alliance to decide whether it will be a force
for an all-out war or for interventions that will

participate in international coalitions through a
more limited number of troops.
The differences in Civil-Military Relations within
individual MESA members is another major
issue that needs to be resolved.While the army
maintains its supra-political position in Egypt,
the military culture in the Gulf Countries is designed to secure the dynasty rather than the
country.
The military industrial capabilities of the countries
which will take part in the MESA are limited.
Although countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
and the UAE have military industries, their lack
of human resources complicate their own efforts.
Their current export figures are low. Iran’s ability
in engineering makes it one step ahead of the
“Arab NATO.” Even though Iran’s military industry was established many years ago with the
support of Western countries and weathered the
U.S. embargo for many years, it has managed to
further its existing capacity.17 However, it would
not be realistic to expect such a human resource
capacity in the short term from the Gulf States
acting with petro-dollar capital.
A nuclear arms race may begin in the Middle
East with the actualization of the “Arab NATO”.
The establishment of a modern army that would
compete against such an alliance in the conventional sense would be difficult for Iran considering
its current economic and technical capacity.
However, MESA may cause Iran to accelerate
its ongoing nuclear program. At a time when
Saudi Arabia is also in the pursuit of nuclear energy, MESA will destabilize the fragile security
atmosphere in the Middle East. Another possibility
is that Iran will mobilize the Shia population
that has spread across the Middle Eastern countries
and create new issues. In this case, MESA faces
a threatening geography that is also complex.
This situation will require MESA to direct itself
towards various threats from the very beginning
and will make it a non-functional structure from
the first day.
orsam.org.tr
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Conclusion
The “Arab NATO” or MESA structure might
experience tension between its members and
with the region, possibly have different definitions
of national interests, may be far from giving
long-term confidence in regime stability, and
may not have the practice of sharing sovereignty,
as well as acting under a regional umbrella,
migtht create a more threatening perception of
security, as well as a dilemma of securitization
instead of stability, plus trust in a period when
the region needs both a rapid return to security
dilemma as well as possible problems in restructuring efforts.
It is possible that actors both in and out of the
alliance will think that the structure is serving
the interests of the United States and Saudi
Arabia and this will further disagreements within
the alliance. All these reservations and limitations
may be effective in keeping the Arab Joint
Military Power, which was established in 2015
between the Arab League countries, only on paper.
In terms of the United States, the initiative is
expected to alleviate the military and financial

Analysis No:226

burden on the United States in the short-term,
but in the long-term it may face the increasing
influence of other actors in the region if more
tension, conflict and power gap. In addition, the
U.S. support for regimes such as the al-Saud
Dynasty in Saudi Arabia and the Sisi regime in
Egypt will bring up allegations of hypocrisy regarding authoritarian regimes and its adherence
to democracy, and global criticism may be
directed to the US.
As for Turkey, along with their objections raised
in recent months about rumors that the “Arab
NATO” may deploy its troops in the predicted
safe zone, it may lead to a serious fracture and
polarization in the Middle East. Although it
cannot be disproven, such a structure with the
potential of encountering Turkey will receive a
negative reaction in terms of regional competition.
Considering the existing constraints, MESA
should not be open to Russian and Chinese influence due to its internal dynamics and regional
balances. The wide range of needs in the region,
from security to infrastructure investments,
should be met. For this reason, it seems quite
difficult for the alliance to be effectively established and turned into a functioning organization
in a short-term, let alone its sustainability.
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