
Gulf Insights 

March 2026No. 107
Simon

Coppieters

 
Is a Post-American Gulf Possible?



Gulf Insights Nº 107- March 2026 

2 
 

 

Is a Post-American Gulf Possible?1 

Simon Coppieters

 

The disruptive character of the 

second Trump administration’s foreign 

policy is not, in itself, a new feature of 

U.S. behaviour in the Gulf or vis-à-vis 

the GCC states. Rather, the U.S.-Israeli 

attack on Iran on 28 February 2026, and 

the regional war that followed, merely 

offered the latest and most destabilising 

reminder of a longer-standing pattern: 

Washington has repeatedly taken major 

decisions affecting Gulf security either 

without (full) GCC consultation or in 

ways that left Gulf states exposed to the 

consequences of escalation, regardless 

of whether or not they supported the 

initial move. The 2015 nuclear deal with 

Iran generated unease across much of 

the Gulf, whereas Trump’s withdrawal 

from it in 2018 was welcomed by Saudi 

Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain. Yet in 

both cases, the central point remained 

the same: decisions of fundamental 

strategic consequence were made in 

Washington, with Gulf actors left to 

absorb their regional fallout. 

That pattern has since repeated 

itself. The muted U.S. response to the 

2019 strike on Saudi oil infrastructure, 

linked to Iran, and the sense of 

insufficient reassurance after the 2022 

Houthi attacks on Abu Dhabi both fed  

 

                                                            
1 All articles published under “Gulf Insights” series have been discussed internally but they reflect the 
opinion and views of the authors, and do not reflect the views of the Center, the College of Arts and Sciences 
or Qatar University, including the terms and terminology used in this publication. 

 

doubts in the Gulf about the reliability 

and priorities of American protection. 

The apparently calibrated Iranian strike 

on Al Udeid, in Qatar, at the end of the 

June 2025 Twelve-Day War, Israel’s 

September 2025 strike in Doha, and 

now the far wider 2026 regional war, in 

which Iran has struck all GCC states 

after the 28 February U.S.-Israeli 

offensive, have only reinforced the same 

lesson: the Gulf remains deeply 

dependent on the United States for its 

security, yet also acutely vulnerable to 

the escalatory consequences of 

American (and Israeli) choices over 

which GCC capitals exercise only 

limited influence. 

 

What about increased intra-GCC 

cooperation as an alternative? 

 

Dr. Majed Al Ansari, Qatar’s 

Foreign Ministry spokesperson, has 

stressed that communication among 

GCC officials is ongoing and the current 

diplomacy is accompanied by defensive 

coordination. However, collective 

defence in the Gulf is likely to remain 

more aspirational than operational. The 

idea as such is not merely rhetorical. It 

is formally embedded in the GCC’s 2000 

Joint Defence Agreement and in the 

https://www.qu.edu.qa/en-us/research/gulfstudies-center/documents/gulf%20insight%2097-%20sk.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/gulf-arabs-silent-after-iran-interim-nuclear-deal-idUSKBN0MT2IW
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/gulf-arab-allies-hail-triumph-after-us-quits-iran-deal-idUSKBN1I93CW
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/12/missiles-used-to-attack-saudi-arabia-of-iranian-origin-un
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/middle-east-us-general-hears-concerns-about-american-commitment-2022-05-13
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-weighs-retaliation-against-us-strikes-nuclear-sites-2025-06-23
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/qatar-us-near-defence-deal-after-israeli-strike-doha-2025-09-16
https://www.qu.edu.qa/en-us/research/gulfstudies-center/documents/gulf%20insight%20101.pdf
https://www.qu.edu.qa/en-us/research/gulfstudies-center/documents/gulf%20insight%20101.pdf
https://qna.org.qa/en/news/news-details?id=advisor-to-prime-minister-says-qatar-supports-all-diplomatic-efforts-for-regional-de-escalation&date=10/03/2026
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Peninsula Shield framework. Yet these 

mechanisms have not produced a 

genuinely integrated and autonomous 

Gulf collective-defence system. 

The 1990-91 Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait brought the Gulf monarchies 

closest to a shared external security 

crisis. Yet that moment did not produce 

an autonomous GCC collective-defence 

model. Although several Gulf states 

participated in Kuwait’s liberation, they 

did so within a U.S.-led international 

coalition rather than through an 

independent GCC military architecture. 

Nor did subsequent episodes 

fundamentally alter this pattern. The 

2011 intervention in Bahrain, for 

instance, demonstrated that Gulf states 

could coordinate in support of a fellow 

monarchy facing internal unrest, but it 

did not resolve the GCC’s longer-

standing inability to translate shared 

insecurity into an integrated regional 

security system. Part of the problem was 

that the threats confronting the Gulf 

were never fully fixed or jointly defined. 

Iran, Iraq, Yemen, and other Arab 

political forces were all viewed at 

different times as sources of danger; 

however, these concerns did not 

coalesce into a more coherent and 

autonomous common defence 

framework. Moreover, intra-GCC 

tensions should not be discounted. The 

recent Saudi-Emirati spat over Yemen 

may be temporarily subdued. However, 

it could re-emerge in the post-conflict 

period as a spoiler to any renewed push 

for Gulf security integration. 

Additionally, further rounds of 

confrontation among Israel, Iran, and 

the United States appear plausible. 

Tehran has now demonstrated a 

willingness to operationalise the Strait of 

Hormuz and to strike GCC states 

directly as part of a broader war of 

(economic) attrition, thereby holding not 

only the Gulf, but also a significant part 

of the global economy, hostage to 

disruption. In that sense, the Strait of 

Hormuz is not merely a Gulf security 

issue, but a strategic vulnerability of 

international consequence. For the GCC 

states, however, this also reinforces a 

familiar reality: their reliance on external 

security partners, be it for protection of 

strategic infrastructure or, in this case, 

critical sea lanes is likely to endure. 

 

What about China or Russia as an 

alternative? 

 

Any possible GCC move toward 

overt or covert engagement with China 

and Russia should not be overstated. 

Given Gulf states’ continuing reliance on 

U.S. and European weapons systems, 

training, maintenance, and 

interoperability, such outreach should 

be understood as political signalling, 

and not as a genuine effort to deepen 

ties, nor pursue strategic partnerships, 

with Moscow or Beijing.  

China has indeed broadened 

security ties with Gulf partners such as 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait, 

while maintaining its only overseas 

military base in Djibouti. However, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/persian-gulf/gulf-goes-backward?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20Lasting%20Wounds%20of%20the%20War%20in%20Ukraine&utm_content=20260318&utm_term=A
https://www.inss.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/No.-2115.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/how-does-saudi-arabia-see-war-iran
https://gulfif.org/the-gccs-dilemma-bound-by-washington-exposed-by-iran/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/03/19/iran-war-trump-gulf-israel-islamic-republic/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%20Picks%20-%2003192026&utm_term=editors_picks
https://www.thinkchina.sg/politics/beijings-quiet-advance-how-china-and-saudi-arabia-are-deepening-defence-ties
https://www.reuters.com/world/china-uae-ready-trade-defence-security-experiences-2024-06-02/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3320295/china-and-kuwait-pledge-closer-military-ties-joint-ammunition-plant-opening-nears
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selective defence cooperation is not the 

same thing as being willing to assume a 

wider strategic role in Gulf security. 

Beijing continues to favour influence 

without entanglement, leaving the 

burdens and costs of deterrence and 

regional defence to the U.S. Its conduct 

during the current war has only 

reinforced that point. Although China 

has called for de-escalation and 

opposes attacks on all states in the Gulf, 

it has shown neither the political will nor 

the operational readiness to assume 

responsibilities comparable to those 

long carried by Washington. More 

importantly, nor is there much to any 

evidence that GCC states expect Beijing 

to assume one. Hence China’s regional 

role is currently set to most likely remain 

limited and transactional. 

Regarding Russia, one can 

reasonably question the country’s 

credibility as a security partner. Russia 

once demonstrated in Syria, in 2015, 

that it could intervene decisively to 

preserve an ally. However, since its full-

scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 

Moscow has appeared far less able, or 

willing, to support embattled partners. 

The clearest treaty-based example is 

Armenia. The Russia-led CSTO failed to 

provide meaningful protection in 2022 

during Yerevan’s conflict with Baku. 

Even in Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023, 

where Russia had peacekeepers on the 

ground, Moscow did not prevent 

Azerbaijan’s offensive or the collapse of 

the enclave. Nor did the Kremlin save 

Assad in the lead up to the fall of his 

regime in 2024, beyond granting him 

asylum in Moscow. More recently, 

Russia did little beyond protesting, when 

the U.S. abducted Venezuelan 

President Maduro in early 2026.  

Iran offers another clear example 

in place: despite the 20-year 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

signed between Moscow and Tehran on 

17 January 2025, Russia has stopped 

short of acting like a treaty-bound ally, 

also because the agreement contains 

no mutual defence clause. For Gulf 

states weighing external security 

partners, that record hardly inspires 

confidence in the Russian Federation as 

a dependable alternative to Washington. 

Also, reports that Moscow may have 

shared intelligence and military 

technology with Tehran to aid targeting 

of U.S. assets in the Middle East, 

combined with Iranian strikes on both 

U.S. and non-U.S. targets in GCC 

states, do little to strengthen Russia’s 

case as a credible and desirable 

security partner. In fact, Ukraine has 

emerged as a more useful ad hoc 

security partner. Ukrainian teams are 

already present in Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

and the UAE, helping those states 

defend against Iranian Shahed-type 

drone attacks. In this context, President 

Zelensky visited most recently in the 

Gulf region. During that tour, Ukraine 

signed defence cooperation 

agreements with Qatar, Saudi Arabia 

and the United Arab Emirates.  

  

 

https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-does-not-agree-with-attacks-gulf-countries-says-foreign-ministry-2026-03-11/
https://agsi.org/analysis/why-the-gulf-arab-states-matter-so-much-but-decide-so-little/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russia/limits-russian-power?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20Stunning%20Failure%20of%20Iranian%20Deterrence&utm_content=20260319&utm_term=A
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2024/03/04/the-collective-security-treaty-organization-a-lifeless-shambling-alliance/
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2023/10/long-standing-ties-between-armenia-and-russia-are-fraying-fast
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/2070902/
https://mecouncil.org/publication/strategic-transactionalism-the-iran-russia-partnership/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2026/03/06/russia-iran-intelligence-us-targets/
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia-is-sharing-satellite-imagery-and-drone-technology-with-iran-0dd95e49
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia-is-sharing-satellite-imagery-and-drone-technology-with-iran-0dd95e49
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/ukraine-sends-drone-experts-three-countries-middle-east-zelenskiy-says-2026-03-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/ukraine-uae-agree-cooperate-defence-zelenskiy-says-2026-03-28
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The current war underwrites the Gulf’s 

future need of the U.S. 

 

 The ostentatious push for regime 

change in Iran has unfolded without 

much indication that Washington or Tel 

Aviv has a credible plan to achieve it, 

besides inflicting maximum destruction. 

Although the U.S.-Israeli air campaign is 

vast in both scope and reach, and 

significantly degrades Iranian military 

and non-military infrastructure as well as 

elements of the state’s coercive 

capacity, it is unlikely to produce regime 

change, especially in the absence of a 

ground component. Any attempt to 

introduce such an element, whether 

through U.S. boots-on-the-ground or 

through the mobilisation of ethnic 

minority armed groups such as Kurdish 

or Baluchi factions, or the triggering of 

another popular uprising during or after 

the military campaign, would carry 

profound uncertainty regarding both its 

operationalisation as well as eventual 

outcome. Rather than bringing about 

any apparent orderly transition in 

Tehran, it would more likely generate 

additional heightened instability inside 

Iran and across its immediate 

neighbourhood. For the GCC states, 

such a scenario would mean an even 

more volatile and unpredictable 

environment. 

Likewise, the latest round of war 

against Iran may strengthen those in 

Tehran who argue for crossing the 

nuclear threshold. More immediate 

dangers for the Gulf, however, may lie in 

a broader spectrum of spillover effects. 

A severely weakened or internally 

destabilised Iran could become not only 

more radical and vengeance-driven, but 

also a source of intensified maritime 

disruption, proxy activity, cyber 

pressure, and border insecurity. For the 

GCC monarchies, the menace is 

therefore not the risk of an eventual 

Iranian bomb, but the prospect of a 

wider and more disorderly regional 

threat environment. That, in turn, gives 

them strong reason to preserve the U.S. 

security umbrella while also investing 

more seriously in their own resilience 

across air and missile defence, maritime 

security, cybersecurity, and border 

protection. 

 

The U.S. remains irreplaceable 

 

 The GCC is not about to cast off 

its U.S. security umbrella anytime soon, 

least of all in the post-bellum phase of 

the ongoing Israel-U.S. war against Iran. 

The preceding discussion points in a 

clear direction. Intra-GCC defence 

cooperation remains too limited and 

politically fragmented to provide an 

autonomous substitute. China and 

Russia, for different reasons, do not 

offer credible alternatives as external 

security guarantors. Meanwhile, the 

prospect of a weakened, more 

disorderly, or more radical Iran only 

reinforces Gulf threat perceptions rather 

than easing them. For all the frustration 

Gulf states may harbour toward 

Washington, the United States remains 

https://gulfif.org/three-calculations-one-war-inside-the-minds-of-the-united-states-israel-and-iran/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/iran/how-raise-odds-regime-change-iran?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20Lasting%20Wounds%20of%20the%20War%20in%20Ukraine&utm_content=20260318&utm_term=A
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/iran-war-news-updates-2026/card/trump-says-he-told-kurdish-forces-to-stay-out-of-the-war-LhbZYcEJcvmM3JDMDauQ?msockid=08371d68887b6115240d08d589f06017
https://www.qu.edu.qa/en-us/research/gulfstudies-center/documents/gulf%20insight%20104.pdf
https://www.qu.edu.qa/en-us/research/gulfstudies-center/documents/gulf%20insight%20104.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/iran/stunning-failure-iranian-deterrence?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20Stunning%20Failure%20of%20Iranian%20Deterrence&utm_content=20260319&utm_term=A
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the indispensable backbone of the 

regional security order. For the 

foreseeable future, the answer to the 

question posed here therefore remains 

no: what lies ahead is not a post-

American Gulf, but at most a more 

layered Gulf security order still anchored 

in U.S. power. Within that order, GCC 

states may continue to pursue limited 

diversification of their security 

partnerships, but plausibly with 

European NATO members and other 

established U.S.-aligned partners. 

Thus, recent military assistance 

to the Gulf does not point to the 

emergence of an alternative security 

umbrella, but to an incremental 

consolidation of a more layered, U.S.-

anchored one. The UAE already fields 

multiple non-U.S. air-defence systems, 

including Israeli and South Korean 

platforms. Since the outbreak of the war, 

Australia has deployed a highly 

advanced airborne early warning and 

control aircraft and supplied air-to-air 

missiles to the UAE. The United 

Kingdom has reinforced Qatar with 

additional Typhoon jets, as part of the 

joint UK-Qatar Typhoon Squadron, that 

are also actively contributing to the 

defence of additional GCC states, 

including Bahrain. France has deployed 

Rafale jets in support of the defence of 

UAE airspace, while Italy has indicated 

its readiness to provide air-defence 

assistance to Gulf states under attack.  

Türkiye appears to present a 

contrast. Although it remains an 

important defence partner for Qatar, and 

its military presence was a pivotal 

deterrent at the outbreak of the Gulf 

Crisis in 2017, there has, at least so far, 

been little to no public indication that the 

Turkish military contingent present in 

Qatar has played a meaningful 

operational role in defending Doha 

against Iranian missile and drone 

attacks, whether during the June 2025 

12-Day War or in the current round of 

hostilities. However, this should not be 

read too quickly as evidence of Turkish 

passivity, since the deployment in Qatar 

was not originally conceived primarily as 

a dedicated response to missile and 

drone threats. 

Taken together, these 

developments do not indicate that the 

GCC is moving beyond the U.S. security 

umbrella. Instead, they point to a 

gradual thickening of a wider U.S.-plus 

security architecture in which secondary 

actors, these being NATO allies and 

NATO partner countries, such as South 

Korea, Australia, and Ukraine, 

contribute to reinforce specific 

operational elements while Washington 

remains the indispensable backbone of 

the regional security order. In that 

respect, it is notable that Kuwait, 

Bahrain, Qatar, and the UAE all 

participate in NATO’s Istanbul 

Cooperation Initiative, giving this 

evolution a modest institutional anchor 

beyond ad hoc military cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/persian-gulf/gulf-goes-backward?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20Lasting%20Wounds%20of%20the%20War%20in%20Ukraine&utm_content=20260318&utm_term=A
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2026-03/iran-and-gaza-conflicts-teach-gulf-states-hard-power-lesson?utm_source=Chatham%20House&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=15413602_CH%20-%20CH%20Newsletter%20Members%20and%20Non-Members%20-%2020.03.26&utm_content=twt-iran-gaza-gulf-states-title&dm_i=1S3M,96D7M,5LBTAZ,12GSSL,1,0,0,0
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2026/03/defending-the-skies-of-the-arab-gulf-states
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/australia-send-missiles-uae-deploy-military-surveillance-aircraft-2026-03-09
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/uk-sending-four-extra-typhoon-jets-qatar-pm-starmer-says-2026-03-05
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/uk-sending-four-extra-typhoon-jets-qatar-pm-starmer-says-2026-03-05
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uk-tells-bahrain-its-jets-can-provide-extra-defensive-cover-against-iranian-2026-03-06
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20260303-france-deploys-fighter-jets-over-uae-to-protect-its-military-bases
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/iran-us-israel-conflict-2026/card/italy-s-parliament-approves-air-defense-support-for-gulf-countries-OJeNGiJctzGs7JEb4lzf
https://www.inss.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/No.-2110.pdf
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