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THE GULF COOPERATION COUNCIL IN
THE REAR VIEW MIRROR AND
THE FRONT WINDSHIELD:
Navigating the Shoals of Regional
Uncertainties
By Dr. John Duke Anthony
In Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, 9 December 2018
will witness the 39th summit gathering of an
institution without peer. This writer, who is here
in the Kingdom’s capital, is scheduled to be present
as The Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, presides over the
39th Meeting of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC)’s Supreme Council, a grouping of Arab
rulers and/or their chief representatives.
The GCC was founded in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi
in May 1981 at a summit, which it was my privilege
also to attend, by the sovereigns of the half dozen
countries that line the entire length of the western
coast of the Gulf. All six are adjacent to the Islamic
Republic of Iran, their maritime neighbor. The
GCC’s six member-states are Bahrain, Kuwait,
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE).

A Grouping of Strategically
Vital States
Among the world’s 130 emerging and former
foreign dominated countries, no other grouping of
governments can be reckoned to be as powerful and
influential as the GCC. The reason? Collectively,
they control thirty percent of the planet’s proven
reserves of oil, the vital strategic commodity on
which the world’s economies rely.
It is of course true that America’s supplies of
shale oil in the past several years have made an
enormous difference in global energy production.
Indeed, their discovery and accelerated output
have catapulted the United States to the position of
the world’s largest oil producer. Even so, America
has long been the earth’s largest user, greatest
importer, and most prominent waster of oil and
gas.

COVER: The most recent Gulf Cooperation Council Heads of State Summit in Saudi Arabia took place in 2015. While it was Oman’s
turn to host and chair the summit in 2018, the Sultanate utilized a mechanization formalized in 2016 to transfer the position of
hosting and chairing to Saudi Arabia. A benefit in this is that Riyadh is where the GCC Secretariat is headquartered. Oman remains
as chair of the ministerial and sub-committee meetings of the GCC despite relinquishing the role of hosting 2018’s annual summit.
Photo: Dr. John Duke Anthony, 2015.
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GCC foreign ministers meet on the sidelines of the 10th GCC Summit in Muscat, Oman. Photo: Dr. John Duke Anthony, 1989.

There’s a compelling reason for the first two of
these observations. Without hydrocarbon fuels,
the standard of living, material wellbeing, and
the overall level of comfort of every person in
the United States would be lower. Despite this,
the rest of the world’s peoples are puzzled as to
why Americans also remain the planet’s single
loudest whiner about the prices, usage, and role of
such fuels. An abiding reason has to do with how
relatively inexpensive many fuels are in the United
States compared to other countries. Even so, this
steadily depleting natural resource continues to
be among the most important drivers of world
economic growth.
In addition, the six GCC countries include within
their midst the epicenter of prayer and pilgrimage
for the Islamic world. The faith and spiritual
devotion of the 1.7 billion Muslims’ worldwide –
nearly a fourth of humanity – is anchored here
more than any place else.
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Together, the six countries’ highest government
representatives gathered here in the Saudi
Arabian capital have rapidly become the leaders
of the world’s 22 Arab countries. The reasons
for this prominence are not hard to understand.
Much comes into focus when one considers that,
collectively and compared to the rest of the Arab
region’s 22 countries, this grouping of six of the
planet’s most important decision makers share
much if not all of the following in common:
• They govern an area that much of the media
and popular culture often hold to be one of
the most insecure and unstable on earth. Yet
any basic and honest research will reveal the
exact opposite. Among the world’s developing
nations, all of which were formerly dominated
by one or more foreign powers, it is arguably
the case that no other six contiguous countries
have been as societally secure or as stable
overall as these over the course of the past four
decades.
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• Financially, they preside over the Arab region’s
largest sovereign wealth funds and they
collectively rank as among the world’s most
generous peoples in terms of their philanthropic
activities.
• Visitors to the region in recent decades will
likely acknowledge that nowhere else among
Arab countries will one find as robust,
diversifying, modernizing, and developing a
set of societies.
• The cultural and historical institutions in this
corner of Arabia are, to wide acclaim, among
the most modern, technologically innovative,
and user-friendly as can be found in the socalled developing world.
• Though there has been much focus on the
array of vast moneys devoted to strengthening
their deterrence and defense capacities, far
less attention has been paid to the Defense
Cooperation Agreements between GCC
countries’ governments and the government
of the United States. These obligate the
signatories to consult continuously, administer
joint military exercises, conduct a broad
range of defense-related assistance, provide
education and training
for
professional
development
and
mission effectiveness,
provision
for
a
variety of equipment
positioning
and
facilities development
considerations,
and,
generally, enhance the
military infrastructure of all six GCC countries.

Parallel to these developments, stretching back to
before and throughout the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war,
the United States armed forces establishment has
slowly but surely continued to relocate to the GCC
region what has grown to become the greatest
concentration of American armed forces personnel
in any one area outside the United States. In so
doing, they have spent more hours ashore in one
of the GCC countries than anywhere else away
from America. This has been done in association
with elements of GCC countries’ armies to defeat
the militant and violent extremist Islamic State of
Iraq and the Levant group, also known as ISIS or
Daesh.

A Unique Organization
With Multifaceted
Functional Dimensions
Hence, within this region stretching from the
State of Kuwait to the Sultanate of Oman, the
summit event which is about to unfold represents
something quite unusual. Viewed up close, it is
different from what many perceive and believe to
be the case.

This year’s summit, brief as it is expected
to be, is but one year shy of a four-decade
experiment the likes of which the 22 Arab
countries in the modern era previously had
never known.
The 39th convening and hosting of GCC’s
Ministerial and Heads of State Summit means
something entirely unique for the inhabitants
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of this region. This year’s summit, brief as it
is expected to be, is but one year shy of a fourdecade experiment the likes of which the 22 Arab
countries in the modern era previously had never
known.
What is more, the GCC’s focus has hardly been
narrow. Its emphasis has been and remains
broad, deep, and diverse. Its work has ranged
and continues to span the gamut from issues of
governance and policies, the nature and extent
of political dynamics, the members’ foreign
relations, matters pertaining to deterrence and
defense, cooperation against militant and violent
extremists, and, among still other issues of joint
concern, to the nature, pace, and extent as well as
quality of economic, social, cultural, and human
resource development.
With this being the member-states’ 39th summit
meeting, the GCC, despite its limitations –

shortcomings and weaknesses that its leaders and
private sector citizenry are the first to admit – and
despite the fact that it has been under political
stress and duress for the past year and a half,
continues as before in its multifaceted functional
dimensions. Overall, it remains on balance the
most effective sub-regional organization in
modern Arab history. More than that, the internal
routine and regimens of its Secretariat-General,
a realm of reality that seldom if ever makes it
into the international news, are as robust as ever.
In short, no other Arab experiment in interstate
cooperation comes close to what the GCC has
achieved, and it has done so in one of the most
critical areas of the world.

Inside The GCC
Domestically, the GCC has frequently been
faulted for various shortcomings in terms of its

Flags of the member states fly at the 1st GCC Summit in Abu Dhabi, UAE. Photo: Dr. John Duke Anthony, 1981.

Page 4

Dr. John Duke Anthony — The Gulf Cooperation Council in the Rear View Mirror and
the Front Windshield: Navigating the Shoals of Regional Uncertainties

[Left] H.E. Abdulla Y. Bishara and [Right] HRH Prince Saud Al Faisal, Saudi Arabia’s long-serving Minister of Foreign Affairs
(1975 to 2015), at the 8th GCC Summit in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Photo: Dr. John Duke Anthony, 1987.

achievements. Critics from within the region and
further afield have leveled accusations at the
organization. They have charged that it has fallen
short of its original lofty promises. Harkening
back to the organization’s May 1981 inception,
they allege that the GCC has not lived up to many
of the aspirations enunciated by the founders. The
members themselves readily acknowledge that
they have achieved nowhere near what they set
out to accomplish more than thirty-seven years
ago.
This writer is aware of various light-hearted
attempts by the GCC’s supporters that have
sought to provide context and perspective for
the organization’s acknowledged shortcomings.
A rhetorical one is: “The number of international
organizations that have been or are devoid of
defect is tinier than minuscule.” Another is “Name
the marriages that, from start to finish, or even

ones like ours, which is going on 38 years, has
been one hundred percent successful in what the
partners set out to do.”
Yet another effort to provide context was provided
by the late Saudi Arabian Foreign Minister
HRH Prince Saud Al Faisal. He was not shy in
acknowledging that the GCC sometimes could
be accurately likened to a tortoise instead of a
hare. At a meeting at the end of a long ago GCC
summit in Riyadh, which this writer attended,
he had a twinkle in his eye when he conjured
up a perspective of how one might assess the
organization’s record up to that point. In reacting
to an attendee’s probing comment that the GCC’s
members were in his eyes overly tardy in meeting
their and their constituents’ expectations, he
responded, “It’s true that we’ve been slow to
achieve what we set out to accomplish. But we’re
from the East, and that’s our way.”
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An example of the GCC’s multifaceted functional dimensions: the GCC Heads of the Capital Market Authorities held their
17th meeting in Kuwait in October 2018. The meeting discussed integration of GCC capital markets, a memorandum of
understanding between GCC market regulators, and the committee’s joint work with GCC central bank and other monetary
institution leaders. Photo: Gulf Cooperation Council Secretariat General, 2018.

Despite these and other descriptions and criticisms
of the GCC’s overall effectiveness to date, none can
deny that there have been important successes.
Some, admittedly, have been more in the realm
of conceptual conviction and commitment than in
actual, extensive, or fully effective implementation.
Yet despite the narrow view through which some
elect to assess the organization, the GCC has
realized many very real and beneficial successes
in economic, environmental, legal, political,
security, and strategic realms. Just a few examples
of less-discussed of these are the following:
• The establishment and administering from the
GCC’s beginning in all six countries’ airports
an ID card acknowledged GCC-wide for each
and every citizen, coupled with distinctive
travel privileges between member states. This
allows GCC citizens to move from one place to
another with special ease and, where possible,
enables them to process through and largely
ignore the time-consuming passport control
procedures, customs processes, and other
Page 6

obligations required of non-GCC citizens.
This freedom of movement for GCC citizens
over time has been to the benefit of regional
economies.
• The establishment of the requisite infrastructure
and administrative system to ensure memberstates’ adherence to international “best
practices” protections for individual, corporate,
and governmental property laws. The memberstates established a GCC Patent Office some
years ago. The Office, in prominent view and
located but minutes from the organization’s
Secretariat-General, is tasked with doing what
it can to monitor, help administer, and where
necessary assist in helping to facilitate GCCwide compliance with such rights. It also seeks
the members’ respective law enforcement
agencies to indicate how best the memberstates’ bureaucracies might best acknowledge
and comply with intellectual copyright,
patent, and trademark protections with
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special reference to prevailing precepts, rules,
regulations, laws, and practices.
• The linkage of GCC countries’ electrical grids, a
critical component of members’ infrastructures
that is essential to ensuring individual comfort
and vital to member-states’ overall national
material wellbeing.
• Pan-GCC agreement regarding a common tariff
of 5 percent for most imported goods while,
in keeping with internationally-recognized
schools of thought, allowing for continuing
protections for certain enterprises. The GCC’s
economic integration efforts have been a
significant factor driving growth in intra-GCC
trade.
• Accommodation not only to the enactment
and administration by Bahrain and Oman
of Free Trade Agreements with the United
States that are designed to help accelerate
and promote provide
greater
commercial
benefits to the citizens
and
governments
of these two GCC
countries. Additionally,
underscoring
the
ongoing practice of an age-old tradition of
generosity together with an abiding sense of
shared culture, faith, and family among the
member-countries, the four better economically
endowed GCC members – Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, and the UAE – pledged to contribute
to Bahrain and Oman 10 billion dollars each
over the course a ten-year period that is still
underway.

common currency; (2) a customs union; and
(3) a pan-GCC railroad, which, when and
if it is built and operational, would stand
to revolutionize the GCC’s existing subregional economic, commercial, financial,
port management, warehousing, customs
administrations, and other infrastructures that
are linked to the citizenries’ standard of living.
There is little doubt that the railroad, once
operational, would benefit the entire GCC region.
It would, however, almost certainly benefit some
countries more than others. For example, Oman,
which lies closest to the world’s main maritime
trade routes, on one hand, and, on the other,
possibly Saudi Arabia and/or Kuwait, both of
which have closer overland road links to Europe
and other markets, with Saudi Arabia, of the two,
possessing the greater geographic advantage as it
is the sole GCC country to lie adjacent to the Red
Sea and near the Suez Canal.

Overall, the GCC remains on balance the
most effective sub-regional organization in
modern Arab history.

• Commitment to, even if as of yet the memberstates are not near fully implementing: (1) a

Given that the railroad would benefit some of the
member-states more than others, it remains to be
seen how and whether the requisite negotiations
and spirit of compromise will occur. This said,
the European Union, Association of Southeast
Asian Nations, European Free Trade Association,
North American Free Trade Agreement/United
States–Mexico–Canada Agreement, and other
intra-regional economic arrangements provide a
wealth of knowledge and insight as to what is and
might be possible. The key is strong, visionary,
and persuasive leaders who can effectively
Page 7
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[Right] The Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud with [Left] H.E. the Secretary-General of
the Gulf Cooperation Council Dr. Abdullatif bin Rashid al-Zayani at a November 2018 meeting in Riyadh.
Photo: Gulf Cooperation Council Secretariat General, 2018.

demonstrate an ability to put the benefit of all
six members, and not just advantages to one or
a few, above all else. A tough challenge, yes, but
look at the successes of those that have met and
surmounted it.

Outside The GCC
Externally, the story has been different. The GCC
has had war and/or a foreign-influenced uprising
on its doorstep five times since its inception. The
first was the eight-year Iran-Iraq war from 1980
to 1988. The second entailed the reversal of Iraqi
aggression against Kuwait in 1990-1991. The third
armed conflict refers to the 2003 U.S.-led invasion
and occupation of Iraq, the devastating far-flung
regional and international consequences of which
remain ongoing to this day.
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The fourth instance occurred when three of the
organization’s member-states came to quell a
foreign-aided domestic insurgency in Bahrain in
2011. A fifth occasion that represented a threat
to regional insecurity and instability has been the
ongoing civil war in Yemen, which neighbors two
of the GCC states. Regarding that conflict, the GCC
countries and its current Secretary-General were
central to the enactment in 2015 of UN Security
Council Resolution 2216 that has remained the
central international legal instrument governing
the conditions by which the international
community continues to call for a ceasefire and
resolution of the issues outstanding among the
warring parties.
The GCC and the organization’s membercountries’ contributions to ending two of these
wars and containing a third have been nothing
short of monumental. In association with their
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principal allied partners, they helped lead the
internationally concerted actions that ended the
Iran-Iraq conflict, they were vital to reversing
Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait, and they have
cooperated extensively with their Great Power
partners to prevent the chaos and strife caused by
the American-concerted illegal attack against Iraq
from spreading to the GCC countries.

These are but a few of the GCC’s achievements
that seem to be so little known and appreciated by
students of international affairs. An examination
of what the GCC is and is not, and where it’s
member-states have registered success in the quest
for greater regional coordination, consultation,
and consensus, provides useful lenses through
which to view the organization. The GCC and its
members have endured innumerable challenges,
which they have often surmounted and ended,
with more to come.

Dr. John Duke Anthony is the Founding President and Chief Executive Officer of
the National Council on U.S.-Arab Relations. On June 22, 2000, on the occasion of
his first official state visit to the United States since succeeding his late father, H.M.
King Muhammad VI of Morocco knighted Dr. Anthony. The Moroccan monarch and
head of state bestowed upon Dr. Anthony the Medal of the Order of Ouissam Alaouite,
Morocco’s highest award for excellence. Dr. Anthony is the only American to have
been invited to attend each of the GCC’s Ministerial and Heads of State Summits
since the GCC’s inception in 1981.
For more information, access the National Council’s website: ncusar.org.

Originally published in the National Council on U.S.-Arab Relations’ National Council Analyses & Assessments
series (ncusar.org/aa) on December 7, 2018.
Available online at: https://ncusar.org/aa/2018/12/39th-gcc-summit-context/
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Founded in 1983, the National Council on U.S.-Arab Relations is an American
non-profit, non-governmental, educational organization dedicated to
improving American knowledge and understanding of the Arab world. The
Council has been granted public charity status in accordance with Section
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code. All contributions are tax-deductible
to the fullest extent allowed by law.

Vision
The National Council’s vision is a relationship between the United States
and its Arab partners, friends, and allies that rests on as solid and enduring
a foundation as possible. Such a foundation, viewed from both ends of the
spectrum, is one that would be characterized by strengthened and expanded
strategic, economic, political, commercial, and defense cooperation ties;
increased joint ventures; a mutuality of benefit; reciprocal respect for each
other’s heritage and values; and overall acceptance of each other’s legitimate
needs, concerns, interests, and objectives.

Mission
The National Council’s mission is educational. It seeks to enhance American
awareness, knowledge, and understanding of the Arab countries, the
Mideast, and the Islamic world. Its means for doing so encompass but
are not limited to programs for leadership development, people-to-people
exchanges, lectures, publications, an annual Arab-U.S. policymakers
conference, and the participation of American students and faculty in Arab
world study experiences. As a public service, the Council also serves as
an information clearinghouse and participant in national, state, and local
grassroots outreach to media, think tanks, and select community, civic,
educational, business, and professional associations. In these ways the
Council helps strengthen and expand the overall Arab-U.S. relationship.

الـرؤيـة
رؤيـــة املجلـــس الوطني هي العالقة بـــن الواليات املتحـــدة ورشكائها العـــرب ،األصدقاء ،والحلفاء املبنية عىل أســـاس
صلـــب ودائم بقـــدر اإلمكان .هـــذا األســـاس ،يُنظر إليه كرؤية مشـــركة مـــن كال الطرفـــن والتي تٌعرب عـــن تقوية
وتوســـيع روابط التعاون اإلســـراتيجي  ،االقتصادي ،الســـيايس ،التجاري ،و الدفاعي ،زيادة املشـــاريع املشـــركة ،تبادل
املنافع ،اإلحـــرام املتبادل للرتاث وقيـــم اآلخر ،والقبول الـــكيل لإلحتياجات الرشعية ،الهمـــوم ،اإلهتاممات ،واألهداف.

الرسالـة
رســـالة املجلـــس الوطني رســـالة تعليمية .حيث يســـعى املجلس لتعزيز وعــــي و معرفة و فهم األمـــريك لدول العامل
العريب ،الرشق األوســـط والعامل اإلســـامي .ووســـائله لذلك تشـــمل التايل (ولكن ال تقترص عىل ما هـــو مذكور) برامج
تطويـــر املهـــارات القيادية و التبادل بني الشـــعوب او األشـــخاص و املحـــارضات واإلصدارات واملؤمتر الســـنوي لصناع
القـــرار العريب األمرييك و مشـــاركة أعضـــاء هيئة التدريس والطالب األمريكيني يف دراســـة الوطن العـــريب .وفيام يخص
الخدمـــة العامة يعمـــل املجلس كجهة رافـــدة للمعلومات ومشـــارك يف نرش الوعـــي عىل املســـتوى القومي واملحيل
عرب وســـائل اإلعالم واملراكز الفكرية و منظـــات املجتمع املدين واملجتمعـــات التعليمية ،التجاريـــة ،واملهنية املختارة.
وبهـــذة الطريقة يقوم املجلس يف املســـاعدة عىل تعزيز وتوســـيع العالقـــات العربية األمريكية بشـــكل عام.

اللمحة التعريفية
املجلـــس الوطني للعالقـــات العربية  -األمريكيـــة منظمة أمريكية تعليميـــة غري ربحية و غري حكومية ،تأسســـت عام
 ، 1983وهـــي مكرســـة لتحســـن معرفة وفهـــم األمريكان للعـــامل العريب  .وقد ُمنـــح املجلس صفـــة املنظمة الخريية
العامـــة وفقاً للـــادة ( 501ج) ( )3من قانون اإليـــرادات الداخلية .حيث وأن جميع املســـاهامت معفاة من الرضائب
إىل أقىص حد يســـمح بـــه القانون.
من خـــال مكاتبها يف واشـــنطن العاصمـــة ،وعن طريـــق خريجي برامجهـــا التعليميـــة املنترشيـــن يف جميع أنحاء
الواليـــات املتحدة ،يعمل املجلس الوطني مع املنظامت الشـــقيقة لتشـــارك املصادر وتحقيق أقىص قـــدر من الفعالية.
ولتحقيـــق هـــذه الغاية ،فقد اضطلع املجلـــس بدورا ً قيادياً يف عقـــد إجتامعات دورية لعرشات من رؤوســـاء منظامت
العالقـــات العربية والواليات املتحدة املكرســـة لتبادل املعلومات ومناقشـــة االســـراتيجيات ،تجنـــب ازدواجية الجهود،
وتحديـــد ومتابعة الفرص ألكرب قـــدر من التعاون بـــن املنظامت.
املجلـــس الوطنـــي ليس منظمـــة عضويـــة .داعميها يف املقـــام األول هم مـــن أصحاب األعـــال الخرييـــة  ،األفراد ،
واملؤسســـات يف الواليـــات املتحـــدة والعامل العريب ممن إســـتضافت او شـــاركت يف إحـــدى او أكرث برامـــج املجلس.
مشـــاركتهم مـــع املجلس الوطنـــي غالباً ما تبـــدأ مع فعالية او نشـــاط معني ومن ثـــم بعد ذلك ،تنمـــو العالقة ،عىل
أســـاس تلك الخربة إىل عالقة أوســـع و دامئة تقـــوم عىل اإللتزام املشـــرك لرؤية املجلس ومهامه .و مـــن خالل املتابعة
مـــع خريجي برامـــج املجلس ،امليرسين ،املضّ يفـــن ،والجهات الراعيـــة ،واألصدقاء ،والداعمني  ،والتواصل املســـتمر مع
اآلخريـــن يرفع املجلس بشـــكل ثابت عدد األشـــخاص الذين هـــم أكرث إطالعاً وأكرث نشـــاطاً و دعامً للحـــوار الوطني
حول العالقات العربيـــة األمريكية.
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