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Introduction  

 

This paper focuses on Britain’s military relationship with the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(“GCC”), particularly in the realm of arms sales, since the commencement of the Arab uprisings in 

the winter of 2010-2011. The Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government of 2010-2015 

stepped up Britain’s pursuit of the sale of major weapons systems to the Gulf states, principally 

fighter jets, while the general flow of arms and ammunition continued. Evidence of human rights 

abuses and violent state responses to democratic movements, particularly in the case of Bahrain, 

were played down by Whitehall, and had no more than a superficial effect on the UK’s arms control 

policy. Britain’s commitment to support and defend the Gulf regimes from internal and external 

challenges was actively renewed, to the extent that there has recently been talk of a “Return to East 

of Suez”, partially reversing the previous withdrawal effected in 1971. This includes the construction 

of a UK naval base in Bahrain, enabling the Royal Navy to project power into the Gulf for many years 

to come. Overall, the paper will show that a key element of Britain’s response to the Arab uprisings, 

and the widespread call for democracy that they represented, was to give a major vote of strategic 

confidence to a group of states that constitute the principle bastion of conservatism and counter-

revolution in the MENA region. 

 

The paper will begin with a historical overview of Britain’s relationship with the GCC states to place 

current events in their proper context. I will then offer a brief critical examination of the small 

emerging literature on how that relationship has fared since the onset of the Arab uprisings, 

identifying the ways in which this paper will contribute towards that literature.  The next section will 

detail Britain’s arms sales and broader military relationship with the GCC states as they stood in the 

years leading up to the start of the Arab uprisings in late 2010 and early 2011, before showing how 

that relationship has developed since then. Following this, particular attention will be paid to how 

Whitehall has explained and justified its approach, post Arab uprisings, and the problems with the 

narratives it has set out. Finally, the concluding section summarises the paper’s findings, and 

identifies some areas for future research.  
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Historical background  

Origins 

In the nineteenth century, the Gulf was seen as an important buffer zone, protecting Britain’s 

possessions on the subcontinent, and the British authorities in India tasked themselves with securing 

the region1. A system of treaties was gradually created with the states of the southern Arab shore, 

making protectorates and dependencies of Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and what are now Oman and the 

United Arab Emirates2. By the early twentieth century, Lord Curzon remarked that “[i]t is a 

foundation principle of British policy that we cannot allow the growth of any rival or predominant 

political interest in the waters of the Gulf”3. Good relations were also established with the newly 

formed state of Saudi Arabia, but outright British domination did not extend that far4. 

Post-war 

By the end of the Second World War, the material and strategic importance of oil had become 

apparent to the imperial centres of Washington and London. Curtis notes that Middle Eastern oil 

was repeatedly described by Anglo-American elites as a “prize”, providing several examples: “[t]he 

oil of Saudi Arabia constitutes one of the world’s greatest prizes” (US Secretary of State Cordell Hull, 

1943); “[t]he oil in this region is the greatest single prize in all history..” (US oilman Everette Lee 

DeGolyer, 1944); “…probably the richest economic prize in the world in the field of foreign 

investment…” (US government official, 1948); “…the biggest prize in the world..” (British Prime 

Minister Harold Macmillan, 1957) (Curtis:1998:120). Writing to the US Secretary of State in 1956, 

Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd simply said “[w]e must at all costs maintain control of this oil”5. 

 

The increasing dependence of the industrial societies on oil was the reason for its status as a source 

of strategic vulnerability and therefore, by the same token, power to those who controlled it. 

“[B]etween 1950 and 1965 the share of oil in providing energy for the six Common Market countries 

went up from 10 per cent to 45 per cent”, notes Sampson6. In the immediate post-war period the 

                                                           
1
 Onley.J., “Britain’s Informal Empire in the Gulf”, Journal of Social Affairs, 22(87), 2005, p29-45 

2
 Kelly.J.B., 1968, “Britain and the Persian Gulf: 1795-1880”, 2nd ed, Oxford: Clarendon Press and Busch.B.C., 

1967, “Britain and the Persian Gulf: 1894-1914”, London: Cambridge University Press 
3
 Kent.M., 1993, “Moguls and Mandarins: Oil, Imperialism and the Middle East in British Foreign Policy, 1900-

1940”, London: Frank Cass & Co Ltd, p11 
4
 Troeller.G., 1976, “The Birth of Saudi Arabia: Britain and the Rise of the House of Sa’ud”, London: Frank Cass 

& Co Ltd, and Goldberg.J., “The Origins of British-Saudi Relations: the 1915 Anglo-Saudi Treaty Revisited”, The 
Historical Journal, 28:3, 1985, p693-703 
5
 Curtis.M., 1998, “The Great Deception: Anglo-American Power and World Order”, London: Pluto Press, p119-

120 
6
 Sampson.A., 1976, “The Seven Sisters – The Great Oil Companies and the World They Shaped”, 5th ed, 

Sevenoaks: Hodder and Stoughton, p167 
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Gulf supplied Britain with 80 per cent of its oil needs7. In addition, given that Gulf oil was traded in 

sterling, and given the major stake held by the British majors, control over oil was crucial to the 

absolute strategic priority of defending the balance of payments and the prestige and strength of 

the pound8. In the years between 1945 and 1971, Britain’s losing battle to prop up the pound ran in 

parallel to its losing battle to maintain its position in the Middle East.  

 

“[T]he British Government sought to guarantee that the Gulf states would not fall under radical 

influences and be swept away by revolutionary winds from Cairo”9, which in practice meant 

supporting autocratic rule, since the prevailing nationalist mood rendered democracy out of the 

question, from the imperialist point of view. Therefore, “the aim was to economise on defence costs 

by raising up a generation of like-minded leaders who would maintain political stability and keep the 

oil wells flowing”10. Outside of the Gulf, however, the British were gradually losing their grip on the 

rest of the region, from Egypt, to Iraq and Aden11. By 1967 it had become clear that that Britain was 

overextended on a number of fronts. The pound was devalued, the sterling area dismantled, and the 

withdrawal of Britain’s permanent presence east of Suez was announced. The latter decision met 

with severe consternation, both from the Gulf rulers who had come to rely on their imperial patron 

and from Washington, which was unwilling to take on a role that Britain had been performing not 

just to its own benefit and that of its local clients, but in the service of Western capitalism and the 

US-led imperialism more generally12.  

 

East of Suez 

The 1971 withdrawal however should more accurately be described as a draw-down, and was 

certainly not a complete evacuation or relinquishment of British influence, which would become less 

visible but still remain. The militaries and internal security forces of the new states would receive 

British assistance and advice, and Britain would remain committed to the defence of the Gulf 

regimes13. British diplomats in the Gulf warned against any push for democratic reforms prior to the 

1971 withdrawal, fearing that this would open space for Arab nationalism and undermine the local 

                                                           
7
 Rabi.U., “Britain’s ‘Special Position’ in the Gulf: Its Origins, Dynamics and Legacy”, Middle Eastern Studies, 

42:3, 2006, p356 
8
 Galpern.S.G., 2009, “Money, Oil and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944-

1971”, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
9
 Ibid 

10
 Cain.P.J. & Hopkins.A.G., 2002, “British Imperialism, 1688-2000”, Harlow: Pearson Education Limited, p631 

11
 Macris.J.R., 2010, The Politics and Security of the Gulf: Anglo-American Hegemony and the Shaping of a 

Region, Abingdon:Routledge, p113 
12

 Galpern, p268-76 
13

 Louis.W.R., “The British Withdrawal From The Gulf”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 
31:1, 2003, p101-2 
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rulers14. There was little sign that the basic anti-democratic principles of the pre-1971 era had 

changed after 1971, and the continuation of Britain’s role in the Gulf should be viewed with this in 

mind. 

 

Military bases in Bahrain and Sharjah were evacuated but maintained in Oman until 1976. British 

officers outnumbered Omani officers in the Omani military until the early 1980s and only in 1985 did 

Omanis begin to take positions of military command. British military advisers also remained in a 

number of Gulf states15. “In Kuwait…over 120 British citizens remained in the military or civil service. 

In Qatar, likewise, 20 contract personnel served in the armed forces, 13 in the police, and 76 in the 

civil service. In Oman the numbers proved even more striking, where British citizens served as 

Defence Secretary and Chief Economic Adviser, and another 172 served in “seconded” or contract 

roles in the Army, 63 in the Air Force, and 3 in the Navy. Large numbers of British citizens served in 

similar security and military positions in the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain”16. In the UAE, 

“British advisers continued to play substantial roles in military and judicial affairs” after 

independence17.  

 

Emergence of the modern relationship 

Meanwhile, throughout the 1970s, the Saudi National Guard continued to be trained by the British 

army on their duties protecting the King, while the Saudi oil minister was guarded by a team of 

former SAS personnel. “In 1973, Britain signed a £250 million deal with the Saudis to train its air 

force pilots and service its aircraft”18. Writing in 2003, Mark Curtis says that “British training of [the 

Saudi Arabian National Guard] is long-standing, going back decades”. The guard is “specifically 

designed to defend the royal family from social unrest and military coups from the regular forces”19. 

 

In the last days of the 1970-74 Conservative government and the early days of the incoming Labour 

administration, Britain and Saudi Arabia sealed what Curtis describes as “a profound economic 

alliance, the consequences of which are still evident”20. As well as investment in the British economy, 

and investment opportunities for British industry in the Gulf, Whitehall also sought a wider influx of 

surplus oil revenues in the financial system, whereby recycled petrodollars would play the same 

                                                           
14

 Macris, p161 
15

 Curtis, 1998, p144 
16

 Macris, p197 
17

 Commins.D., 2012, “The Gulf States: A Modern History”, London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, p209 
18

 Curtis.M., 2010, Secret Affairs, London: Serpent’s Tail, p120 
19

 Curtis.M., 2003, Web of Deceit: Britain’s Real Role in the World, London:Vintage, p261 
20

 Curtis.M., 2010, p115 
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stabilising function as the recently expired Bretton Woods system. In 1975, Harold Wilson was 

briefed to tell Prince Fahd that “Your country now has a major stake in Britain and you will naturally 

be closely interested in the progress of the British economy”. By that stage, the Saudis held the 

equivalent in today’s prices of around £20 billion worth of investment in the British economy, as well 

as supporting the pound by holding large proportions of their surplus funds in sterling21. In 1988, Sir 

Anthony Parsons, who had served as Ambassador to Iran and later as special advisor to the Prime 

Minister wrote: 

 

“The oil boom had transformed the Middle East into an important export market and 

source of inward investment….In 1973, before the oil boom, the Middle East accounted 

for 4.4 per cent of total British visible exports (and a roughly similar figure in invisibles). 

By 1978 this figure had risen to about 10.5 per cent and in 1986 it was running at about 

9.5 per cent. In 1981 the Middle East accounted for an estimated 15 per cent of 

overseas earnings on invisibles, such as consultancies, building and civil engineering 

contracts and tourism to Britain…making the Middle East Britain’s largest export market 

in the developing world and the third largest global market after Western Europe and 

North America”22. 

 

Nonneman quotes Parsons, describing British policy towards the Gulf in 1984 as follows:  

   

“To put it bluntly, Britain…sees the Gulf in terms of oil, finance and commerce. 

[Although self-sufficient in oil,]… we are a member of the European Community, which is 

not… We are conscious of the fact that that cumulative importance of the Gulf for the 

industrialised economies of the Western world as a whole is such that radical changes … 

would, by extension, be seriously damaging to Britain. [Hence, we have a] strong 

interest in the stability of the Gulf, that is to say in the continued existence of political 

structures which will ensure an uninterrupted supply of crude oil at stable prices, a 

rational policy of investment of surplus funds from the Gulf in the West and steady 

progress in the implementation of social and economic development programmes”23. 

 

                                                           
21

 Curtis.M., 2010, p118 
22

 Parsons.A., "The Middle East", in British Foreign Policy under Thatcher, Byrd.P. (ed), (Oxford: Philip Allan 
Publishers: 1988), p81-83 
23

 Nonneman.G., "Constants and Variations in Gulf-British Relations", in Iran, Iraq and the Arab Gulf States, 
Kechichian.J.A. (ed), (Basingstoke: Palgrave: 2001), p329 
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Again, the commitment not just to London’s interests but to the related, wider interests of the 

capitalist system as a whole should be noted. The conservative order in the region needed to be 

maintained in the interests both of British and of Western imperialism more broadly. And again, 

“social and economic development” for the peoples of the region appears subordinate to those 

overriding concerns. 

 

The giant Al-Yamamah arms deal represented the pinnacle of Margaret Thatcher’s arms export 

drive, and a significant enhancing of Britain’s strategic position in the Gulf after decades on a relative 

downward trajectory. The deal became, “at an estimated £20 billion…, the largest single defence 

contract in British history. (Al-Yamamah II, signed in 1993, brought the total value to some £35 

billion…)”, with the total value of the contract including not just the sale of the aircraft and 

associated hardware but the provision of components and maintenance services over a twenty year 

period24. The deal is estimated to have sustained 30,000 jobs in Britain and a few thousand in Saudi 

Arabia over subsequent years. In total, it included,  “the supply of 120 Tornado aircraft and Hawk 

and PC-9 trainers, as well as naval equipment, construction, and a range of supply service and 

training contracts. Saudi Arabia [paid] much of the cost in oil (dealt with by British Petroleum and 

Royal Dutch-Shell)…”. As a result, it was now the UK rather than the US upon whom the Saudi Air 

Force depended25. 

 

The significance of Al-Yamamah is not, primarily, about jobs, much as this concern is foregrounded 

by politicians and BAe executives in their public statements. The true significance of the deal was the 

close and enduring relationships it forged and established at several levels of the British military-

industrial-political complex, and its counterparts in the Saudi system; from the talks between the 

most senior British ministers and Saudi royals to secure the deal, to the military and industrial 

interworking that was integral to the long term functioning of the contracts. Given the continued 

importance of the Gulf system in geopolitical terms, the deal was as strategically valuable as it was 

economically lucrative.  

Today 

Summarising British interests in the region as part of its recent review of UK relations with Saudi 

Arabia and Bahrain, the Foreign Affairs Committee observed that, "as the home of 55% of the 

world's proven oil reserves and 45% of its proven gas reserves, the Gulf is critical to global energy 

security and market stability". Also,  

                                                           
24

 Nonneman, p333-34 
25

 Curtis.M., 2003, p201 
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"Perhaps unsurprisingly, given its natural resources, the Gulf region has a combined GDP 

of £1.3 trillion and an average annual GDP growth of 5.4% over the last five years. It is 

now the UK's seventh largest export market, which the Government pointed out, was 

"larger than India, Russia and Mexico combined". In addition, the region is home to 27% 

of the world's sovereign wealth and has increased its investments in the UK over the last 

few years through high-profile ventures such as the London Bridge skyscraper The 

Shard, and the London Gateway Port Project"26. 

 

Written evidence to the Committee from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office noted that 

 

“Around one third of global oil supply originates in the Gulf. Although the UK imports 

very little directly from the region, the Gulf is still of vital importance to the stability of 

global supply and the market price at which our energy is consumed. UK gas imports 

from the Gulf have increased dramatically over recent years with around 20% of 

domestic consumption coming from the region last year. The strategic importance of the 

Gulf’s energy producers is only likely to grow as global demand increases over the 

coming decades. This will put further pressure on export routes, particularly the Strait of 

Hormuz, through which around 35% of seaborne traded oil passes”27. 

 

Therefore, although neither government is likely to say so openly, tight relationships with the GCC 

regimes, and an ability to project military power into the region, must clearly be as prized a source of 

geostrategic power and influence to Washington and London as was the case in the post-war era.  

  

The Arab uprisings 

The Arab uprisings that began in Tunisia in December 2010, and swept the region in the following 

months, manifested themselves in the GCC states most noteably in Bahrain, where major 

demonstrations – broad-based and overwhelmingly peaceful in nature – were tolerated for a time, 

and then violently crushed by Bahraini security forces, backed by a Saudi-led GCC intervention force 

tasked with protecting key installations and infrastructure28. Demonstrations on a smaller scale also 

                                                           
26

 House of Commons, Foreign Affairs Committee, 2013. The UK's relations with Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. (HC 
88, Fifth Report of Session 2013-14) - Report, Together with Formal Minutes, Oral and Written Evidence. 
London:The Stationery Office Limited, p19 
27

 Foreign Affairs Committee, Ev133 
28

 Slackman.M. & Audi.N., "Bahrain Police Use Force to Crack Down on Protests", New York Times, 16 February 
2011 http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/17/world/middleeast/17bahrain.html?pagewanted=all; Human 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/17/world/middleeast/17bahrain.html?pagewanted=all
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took place in Oman and Saudi Arabia29. In so far as these various events contstituted challenges to 

the GCC monarchies, they also constituted a threat to the established order that Britain had invested 

in over a considerable historical period. 

 

Recent literature  

 

Understandably, there is only a small, emerging literature covering the UK’s relationship with the 

GCC states in the period after December 2010. Leech and Gaskarth30 survey Britain’s response to the 

Arab uprisings across the whole of the MENA region, looking for consistent causual patterns, but 

finding a lack of coherent interests driving policy. They attribute Britain’s support for the Bahraini 

monarchy over this period more to the depth of security links than to economic ties, which are not 

of significant value, comparatively. Roberts, and Kelly and Stansfield31, discern an attempt on the 

part of the British government to renew and deepen ties in the security and military sectors with the 

various Gulf regimes, with Kelly and Stansfield focusing in particular on the UAE. Both these latter 

articles take a broadly favourable view of these trends, which Roberts regard as being essentially 

consistent with the British national interest, in economic and security terms.  

 

On this last point, as I have recently argued elsewhere32, the ‘national interest’ is a problematic 

term, obscuring the differing and often conflicting interests that exist in a society where power and 

influence are very unevenly distributed. British foreign policy is better understood as serving the 

interests of the state and those concentrations of socio-economic power best able to influence it, 

rather than a broader ‘national interest’. It is in this more focused light that we can best understand 

post-war efforts to maximise Britain’s global power, after the loss of empire, by allying itself closely 

with the United States and its management of the global capitalist political economy. This critical 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Rights Watch, "Targets of Retribution: Attacks against medics, Injured Protesters and Health Facilities", 18 July 
2011 http://www.hrw.org/reports/2011/07/18/targets-retribution-0; Amnesty International, "Middle East and 
North Africa: Year of rebellion: The state of human rights in the Middle East and North Africa", 9 January 2012, 
p32-36 https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE01/001/2012/en/  
29

 Amnesty International, 9 January 2012, p43-46 
30

 Leech.P. & Gaskarth.J., “British Foreign Policy and the Arab Spring”, Diplomacy & Statecraft, 26, 2015, p139-
160 
31

 Roberts.D.B., “British national interest in the Gulf: rediscovering a role?”, International Affairs, 90:3, 2014, 
p663-677; Kelly.S. & Stansfield.G., “Britain, the United Arab Emirates and the defence of the Gulf revisited”, 
International Affairs, 89:5, 2013, p1203-1219 
32

 Wearing.D., 2014. "Critical Perspectives on the Concept of the 'National Interest': American Imperialism, 
British Foreign Policy and the Middle East". In: Edmunds.T., Gaskarth.J. & Porter.R., (eds). British Foreign Policy 
and the National Interest: Identity, Strategy and Security, Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, Ch.6, p102-119  

http://www.hrw.org/reports/2011/07/18/targets-retribution-0
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE01/001/2012/en/
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lens can also provide a clearer and more coherent picture of London’s approach to the Gulf region 

specifically.  

 

With this in mind, we can make four points, vital to making sense of British policy in this region, 

which are not taken into account by one, two or all three of the recent articles touching on UK-GCC 

relations post-2010.  

 

First,  interest in hydrocarbons is not only to do with bilateral supply from individual states. It is also 

about supply from the entire GCC area, and the larger total flowing through the Strait of Hormuz, 

not only to the UK but to the entire global economy in which British capital has extensive 

investments and interests worldwide, and is deeply interconnected. As the Foreign Affairs 

Committee noted, "Bahrain's location in the Gulf between Saudi Arabia and Iran means that it is of 

great strategic significance in terms of energy security, as it is critical to the protection of Gulf 

shipping lanes (through which 17 million barrels of oil are shipped per day) and global energy 

supplies"33. Additionally, the vast wealth accrued by states sitting on top of these energy reserves 

constitutes a major source of outward investment in which Britain has a clear interest.  

 

Second, and following on from this, close relations with the GCC states and the capacity to project 

military power into the Gulf are therefore crucial both to US imperial power and to the British state’s 

continuing efforts, having lost its own empire, to maintain a particular ‘global role’, providing as they 

do a clear strategic advantage over international rivals.  

 

Third, notwithstanding rivalries and differences between the various GCC monarchies, the six 

regimes nevertheless constitute a particular system whereby the stability of all would be threatened 

if one were to be toppled by popular revolt. Hence the role played by the GCC ‘Peninsular Shield’ 

force in supporting the violent crackdown on pro-democracy protesters in Bahrain, where the 

‘shield’ was deployed to help protect the regime from the public. The integrity of this broader 

system, and the threat posed to it by demands for democracy, is plainly of concern to London and 

Washington. As the author and expert on Saudi Arabia, Robert Lacey, told the House of Commons 

Foreign Affairs Select Committee:  

 

“The majority of the inhabitants of Bahrain are Shia Muslims whose loyalties - social, 

religious and political - look beyond Bahrain to Iran and Iraq, Iran's massive new US- and 

                                                           
33

 Foreign Affairs Committee, p70 
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UK- liberated Shia ally. There is not a single western country, including Britain, which 

would welcome a pro-Iranian Shia government dominating Bahrain and its crucial US 

naval base. So, inasmuch as Saudi Arabia is helping to suppress the undoubted political 

rights of the undoubted Shia majority of Bahrainis, it is doing our dirty work”34. 

 

One can dispute the overly sectarian emphasis of these remarks, and note that the protests of spring 

2011 were reportedly broad based, while acknowledging that the regime’s external backers have a 

long-displayed aversion to any prospect of these states moving off in an independent direction of 

any kind, be it secular nationalist or pro-Iranian.  

 

Fourth, British support for any one of these regimes cannot therefore be taken in isolation, nor 

divorced from its wider strategic implications. Rather, it should be faced squarely as support for 

authoritarian rule in a bilateral, regional and geopolitical context. This paper will now turn to 

examining how that support has been expressed in the military sphere. 

 

British military support for the GCC: arms sales 

 

While the United States is, predictably, in a category of its own in terms of the value of arms 

supplied to the GCC states, Britain and France are the leading suppliers from the rest of the world. 

Over the latest ten years for which data are available, the United States has supplied 53% of the 

value of major arms transfers to the GCC, while Britain has supplied 13% and France 15%. Britain is 

the only state to achieve near parity with the US in respect of any individual state, in the politically 

crucial case of the Saudi kingdom, providing 34% of the value of arms supplied against 39% from the 

US. In addition, Britain is the leading supplier after the US to the smaller markets of Bahrain and 

Oman (15% and 22% respectively), but has next to no market share in terms of major transfers in 

respect of Kuwait, Qatar, or the highest spender of the last decade, the UAE.  

Table 1 – leading sources of major arms transfers to the GCC states, 2005-201435 

Suppliers US  

Value of arms 

transferred to 

recipient (% of 

UK France Russia Total Value of 

inward 

transfers (% 

of GCC total) 

                                                           
34

 Foreign Affairs Committee, p60 
35

 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Arms Transfers Database, 
http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php  

http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php
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total) 

      

Recipients       

Saudi Arabia 3380 (39%) 2977 (34%) 513 (6%)  8621 (33%) 

Kuwait 1008 (84%) 6 (0.5%)  102 (0.8%) 1194 (5%) 

Bahrain 236 (60%) 60 (15%) 20 (5%)  392 (1%) 

Qatar 710 (72%)  116 (12%)  989 (3%) 

UAE 7365 (58%) 66 (0.5%) 2820 (22%) 670 (5%) 12607 (49%) 

Oman 1063 (52%) 459 (22%) 352 (17%)  2055 (8%) 

Overall total 

for GCC (% of 

total value of 

inward transfers) 

13762 (53%) 3502 (13%) 3821 (15%) 772 (2%) 25858 

Note: values are in are SIPRI Trend Indicator Values expressed in US$ m. at constant (1990) prices. A blank 

entry indicates that the value of deliveries is less than US$0.5m. All percentages are the author’s own 

calculations. Same note applies for the next two tables.  

 

Table 2 shows the value of major arms transfers from the UK and other leading suppliers to the UK’s 

most lucrative GCC market, Saudi Arabia. It is noteworthy that the period subsequent to the start of 

the Arab uprisings has coincided with a major increase in the value of arms supplied by the UK, 

exceeding that supplied by the US in three of the four years in question. 

Table 2 – leading sources of major arms transfers to Saudi Arabia, 2005-201436 

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total 

US 151 170 147 235 231 345 398 216 288 1199 3380 

(39%) 

UK    29 418 500 423 261 641 705 2977 

(34%) 

France 1 4 26 25 31 89 84 25 53 175 513 

(6%) 

Overall 

Total 

158 195 195 363 756 1020 1215 899 1192 2629 8621 

  

                                                           
36

 Ibid 
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Table 3 shows the importance of the GCC market to British arms exports worldwide, over the latest 

ten years for which data are available. In recent years, the GCC has accounted for a significant 

proportion of major arms transfers from the UK. Again, the period subsequent to the start of the 

Arab uprisings has coincided with a sharp increase in the absolute and relative value of major British 

arms exports to the GCC states, accounted for mostly by transfers to the Saudi kingdom. 

 

Table 3 – leading recipients of major arms transfers from the United Kingdom, including all GCC 

purchasers 2005-201437 

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total 

Saudi    29 418 500 423 261 641 705 2977 

US 180 211 256 303 295 211 177 236 76 24 1970 

India 117  164 224 112 120 140 160 120 150 1307 

Oman 25        289 145 459 

China 70 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 430 

UAE         66  66 

Bahrain  60         60 

Kuwait      3 3    6 

All GCC 

(% of 

absolute 

total) 

25 

(2%) 

60 

(6%) 

 29 

(2%) 

418 

(41%) 

503 

(45%) 

426 

(42%) 

261 

(28%) 

996 

(67%) 

850 

(50%)  

3568 

(31%) 

Absolute 

total 

1069 995 984 990 1021 1101 1010 930 1484 1704 11287 

Note: ‘Absolute total’ covers the value of major UK arms exports to all destinations worldwide, not limited to 

the small selection of leading and/or GCC purchasers shown in this table.  

 

While data published by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (“SIPRI”) allows us to 

survey a long term picture in respect of major British arms exports to the GCC in comparison with 

those from other supplier states, UK government data on the value of all export licences approved 

for military and dual-use (civilian and/or military) goods provides a more comprehensive and 

detailed overview, including as it does even the most minor of exports. Table 4 helps us to look more 

closely at the case of Bahrain, scene of the most significant uprising in the GCC countries. Again, it 

shows a rise in exports coinciding with the Arab uprisings.  

                                                           
37

 Ibid 
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Table 4 – Value of export licences approved by the British government in respect of Bahrain38 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

(Jan-Sept) 

Total 

Military £0.6m £0.6m £4.9m £2.2m £4.6m £18m 1.5m £32m 

Dual-use £4.5m £2.3m £3.9m £11m £3.4 £16m £15m £56m 

Total £5.2m £2.9m £8.8m £13m £8m £34m £16m £88m 

Note: Values are not adjusted for inflation 

 

In each of the instances shown above, the start of the increase in British exports predates the start 

of the Arab uprisings, but the overall rise in the supply of arms is undisturbed by those events in 

subsequent years. The British government’s response to the new wave of demands for democracy 

regionwide was to allow the continuation of a sharp increase in arms supplies to its key authoritarian 

allies. 

 

Qualitative detail on arms sales and promotion, before and after 2011 

The major British arms deal of the pre-Arab uprisings period was that announced in September 2007 

where by a consortium led by BAe Systems clinched a £40bn contract to supply 72 Eurofighter 

Typhoons to Saudi Arabia, along with munitions and ongoing maintenance and upgrades, in what 

was described in the press at the time as “the world's biggest defence deal”39. The deal, named Al-

Salam, was effectively the successor to Al-Yamamah, and was described by Jane’s Defence Weekly as 

signalling “the start of an enhanced strategic alliance” between Britain and Saudi Arabia40.  

 

In February 2011 David Cameron was forced to make a hastily arranged stopover in Cairo, conduct a 

walkabout in Tahrir Square, and speak of how “inspired” he was by the recent events there, before 

heading to Kuwait for a pre-arranged tour of the Gulf to promote business links, and arms deals in 

particular, which embarrassingly had coincided with the outbreak of pro-democracy protests across 

the region. A key aim of the tour was to promote the sale of Eurofighter Typhoons. Gerald Howarth, 
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a British defence minister, attended the region's largest arms fair in Abu Dhabi, where British firms 

sought buyers for rubber bullets, CS gas for crowd control, and armoured riot vans amongst other 

products. Of the 36-strong business delegation that accompanied the Prime Minister, nearly a 

quarter came from the defence and aerospace sectors41. 

 

The Coalition government’s arms sales drive bore considerable fruit. In May 2012, BAe Systems won 

a £1.6bn order from Saudi Arabia for 55 Pilatus PC-21 aircraft and 22 Hawk trainer jets, both of 

which would help Saudi pilots learn to fly the Typhoons ordered in 200742. In November 2012, a 

British-Kuwaiti agreement was announced whereby the UK government would award contracts to 

British firms to provide the Kuwaiti regime with domestic security equipment, which was reportedly 

worth a potential £100m-£150m annually over seven years43. In December 2012, during a visit to 

Oman by David Cameron, BAe Systems signed a £2.5bn contract with the Muscat regime to supply 

12 Typhoon fighters and eight Hawk trainer jets, together with in-service support44. In August 2013 it 

emerged that one of the main agenda items in a Downing Street meeting between David Cameron 

and King Hamad of Bahrain was a deal for the sale of Typhoons “thought to be worth more than £1 

billion and…part of a concerted effort by Gulf countries to strengthen military ties with Britain”, the 

Telegraph reported45.  

 

Even the most strenuous sales efforts, however, were not guaranteed success. In November 2012, 

the UAE signalled interest in placing an order for the Eurofighter Typhoon from BAe Systems, as 

Cameron visited Abu Dhabi, signing a joint communique saying that Britain and the UAE would 

“establish a defence industrial partnership that involves close collaboration around Typhoon”46. In 

April 2014, Sheikh Khalifa, President of the UAE, visited London, enjoying a state lunch at Windsor 

Castle as well as meeting with the Prime Minister at Downing Street where Cameron continued 

efforts to close the sale of 60 Typhoons, and fend of French competition in the shape of Dassault's 

Rafale47. In November, Cameron was back in Dubai to push for the Typhoon deal, which was 
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reported to be worth a potential $10bn48. However, in a blow to British efforts to achieve a crucial 

breakthrough into this key market, the UAE was to call off negotiations the following month49.  

 

Other military support 

Britain’s military relationship with the GCC states is by no means limited to arms sales, but rather 

encompasses an extensive range of military cooperation whose roots can be traced back to Britain’s 

imperial heyday. A report on Anglo-American military ties with the GCC states published by the 

Financial Times (“FT”) on the eve of the invasion of Iraq in 2003 gives a snapshot of the depth, 

breadth and qualitative nature of these relationships as they stand in the modern era. Table 5 is 

reproduced from that report, which drew on information both from open sources and from 

discussions with unnamed Western diplomats and Gulf analysts.  

The FT noted that, according to those analysts, “some of whom are former officials now in the 

private sector, the scale of the military facilities made available by the Gulf states to the US and 

Britain cannot be gauged by the few bland statements that accompany official announcements of 

'access' or 'cooperation' agreements’....A careful choice of words – or, better still say Gulf analysts, 

official silence – helps conceal the depth of the rulers' long-term dependence on the US and 

Britain”50. For example, the regimes may claim that their bases cannot be used for offensive 

operations, but the FT’s sources regard this as a fiction, expedient for domestic purposes.  

One Western diplomat quoted in the report described Britain’s 1996 defence co-operation 

agreement with the UAE as "the UK's largest single commitment to the defence of a country outside 

NATO". From the other side, a "senior Gulf official" remarked that “[e]ach year we spend billions on 

defence. And each year we become more dependent on the US and the West”. 

 

The FT report continued: “US and British involvement is not confined to Gulf states' external 

defence, analysts point out. It includes the provision of equipment for internal security and 

extensive collaboration with, and training by, US and British intelligence services and law-

enforcement agencies”. Of course, the term ‘law enforcement’ implies differing degrees of 

legitimacy, and different functions depending on the extent to which a state is democratic or 

authoritarian in nature. As Shashank Joshi, Associate Fellow at the Royal United Services Institute 
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pointed out in January 2012, “[i]t would be British arms and security forces trained by British 

personnel that would do much of the killing if a ‘Saudi Spring’ ever did unfold”51. 
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British military commitments to the GCC states – a snapshot 

Table 6 – Overview of Anglo-American military ties to the GCC states on the eve of the invasion of Iraq, 200352 

 Saudi Arabia Kuwait Bahrain Qatar UAE Oman 

 US UK US UK US UK US UK US UK US UK 

Date of most recent 

agreement 

Various since 1991  2001 2002 2000-01 2000-01 2002 1993 1996 1996 2000 2001  

Base facilities/visits             

Ground forces Yes No Yes Yes No No Yes No Yes* Yes* No Yes  

Air forces Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes* Yes* Yes Yes 

Naval ships No No Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Overflight rights Yes** Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Pre-positioning of 

ground forces 

equipment 

No No Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Offensive 

operations allowed 

See note *** Yes Yes See note *** See note *** Yes Yes No  No Yes Yes 

Training or joint 

training of local 

forces 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Cost defrayal: 

payment to UK in 

event of attack on 

Iraq 

No No Yes, likely No No No No No No No No No 

* Against external attack and for training of UAE armed forces. 

** Still undecided at the time of the report was whether Saudi Arabia would allow overflights in the event of an attack on Iraq. 

*** Still undecided at the time of the report but likely Yes. Depends on UNSC resolutions. 'Southern Watch' only.
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Military cooperation subsequent to the start of the Arab uprisings 

UK-GCC military cooperation continued after the spring of 2011, deepening in some areas, to the 

point where several analysts spoke of a “Return to East of Suez”53, recalling the 1971 withdrawal 

from Britain’s role as the global power responsible for policing the Gulf. There was no suggestion 

that Britain would now replace its successor, the United States, and reprise its former role entirely, 

but clear signs were identified that a step-change would be made in the level of Britain’s 

commitment.  

 

In October 2012 the UK and Bahrain signed a Defence Co-operation Accord which, according to a 

ministerial statement, set out the “framework for current and aspirational defence engagement 

activity including training and capacity building in order to enhance stability of the wider region, 

supporting Bahrain's ability to counter any external aggression”54. In December 2014, the 

government announced plans to build a £15 million naval base in Bahrain, with the cost of 

construction covered by Manama and London taking responsibility for the operational costs going 

forward55. This represented a clear sign of London’s intent to project military power into the Gulf 

region for some considerable time to come. Roberts, and Kelly and Stansfield, describe a renewed 

effort to deepen military ties and cooperation in the Gulf in general, and with the UAE in particular56. 

 

In September 2013, a ten day joint training exercise was undertaken by the British Royal Air Force 

and the Royal Saudi Air Force, helping to lay the basis for any potential future joint operations57. At 

the start of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen in the spring of 2015, UK Foreign Secretary Phillip 

Hammond pledged “political….logistical and technical support” to the GCC operation, noting that 

“The UK has a strong relationship with the Saudi Air Force. We train the Saudi Air Force, a large part 

of which is equipped with British aircraft; Tornadoes and Typhoons and UK munitions”58.  

 

These moves, taken together with the major arms export drive to the GCC in recent years, add up to 

an unmistakeable and emphatic strategic vote of confidence in the six regimes. 
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Whitehall’s narrative 

 

Doubtless British ministers and officials will not want to be seen to be (and probably believe with 

sincerity that they are not) siding with anti-democratic forces and reinforcing authoritarian rule at 

this seminal moment in the region’s history. This final section engages with some official defences of 

recent British policy.  

Arms sales 

David Cameron has argued “We have one of the strictest regimes anywhere in the world for sales of 

defence equipment but we do believe that countries have a right to self-defence and we do believe 

that Britain has important defence industries that employ over 300,000 people so that sort of 

business is completely legitimate and right”59. 

 

Putting aside the questions of whether profits to British firms can legitimate the supply of arms to 

authoritarian regimes, and where else the technical skills of British workers could be usefully 

employed, Cameron’s attempt to isolate legitimate national self-defence needs is a problematic one. 

As has been demonstrated in Syria, a ruthless regime determined to preserve itself can make use of 

a wide range of weapons systems in crushing internal revolt, including fighter jets. The reported use 

of illegal and indiscriminate cluster munitions by GCC-led intervention forces in Yemen indicates how 

GCC regime air forces would likely conduct themselves in such a scenario60. 

 

Additionally, as Ayubi points out61, high military expenditure “represents an important aspect of the 

growth in the ‘body and muscle’ of the state in the Arab world”. Facilitating this process cannot be 

an apolitical act. The provision of arms on a large scale is inescapably an expression of material and 

political support for such regimes. Britain after all does not enter into Al Yamamah style contracts 

with Syria, Iran or North Korea, where the ‘self-defence’ justification clearly does not apply, in 

Whitehall’s view.  
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Arms exports licensing decisions are made on a case-by-case basis, using the Consolidated EU and 

National Arms Export Licensing Criteria, adopted in October 2000. Amongst a number of conditions, 

these prohibit export where there is a clear risk of the equipment being used for “internal 

repression” or where the export would “provoke or prolong armed conflicts or aggravate existing 

tensions or conflicts”62. However, in practice these controls are applied narrowly and incompletely, 

and often in a reactive way, after the goods have already been sold, exported and likely put into use. 

The strong policy preference appears to be to provide the arms to the greatest extent that is 

politically possible, and to invoke the controls regime as a means to avoid embarrassment about 

their potential use.  

 

In February 2011, the Guardian reported that Whitehall had launched a review of arms exports to 

Bahrain, noting that in the year leading up to the protests, Britain had licenced the sale of items that 

could be used for internal repression such as shotguns, teargas canisters, "crowd control 

ammunition", stun grenades, small arms ammunition, and submachine guns. The report stated that 

injuries to protestors were consistent with use of shotguns, including at close range, according to 

evidence seen by the journalists. British arms exports had been on the increase despite warnings 

from human rights NGOs63.  

 

The review resulted in a number of export licences being revoked, covering equipment which 

Whitehall assessed could be used for riot control by the Bahraini security forces and military64. In her 

evidence to the Foreign Affairs Committee, Rosemary Hollis, Professor of Middle East Studies at City 

University, offered the view that “the British do not want to be seen - in front of the British public, 

Human Rights Watch and all those other NGOs that are monitoring this - to be aiding and abetting 

oppression of civilian population. But it is about not being seen to be doing these things as opposed 

to expecting to change the nature of the polity in these places fundamentally”65. 

 

A year later, it emerged that British firms had continued to supply the Bahraini regime at the height 

of the 2011 crackdown. The Times quoted data published by Whitehall recording approved sales of 

military equipment valued at more than £1million including licences for gun silencers, rifles and 
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artillery66. It also emerged that the Saudi-led GCC intervention force that had entered Bahrain to 

protect key state installations and infrastructure while Bahraini forces crushed the protests had 

entered the country  in Tactica internal security vehicles sold to the Saudis by BAe Systems67. 

 

The government claims that there was nothing inappropriate in this use of British-made armoured 

vehicles. As Foreign Minister Burt put it to the Foreign Affairs Committee: 

 

“there is no connection between the work done by the Saudi authorities to protect 

certain places in Bahrain and the behaviour of Bahraini security forces subsequently. 

That the Bahraini forces were able to go off and do their job is clear, but they could have 

handled it in a completely different manner. … There is no logical connection between 

what the Saudi authorities were asked to do by the Government of Bahrain and the GCC, 

namely to come in and provide protection and do what they did-there is no connection 

between any of those vehicles and any human rights abuses. It would have been entirely 

open to the Bahraini security forces to do their job properly, so there is not the 

connection between the two”68. 

 

The question that then arises is what legitimate ‘job’ London expected the Bahraini forces to 

perform – given their function and their record – other than to violently crush what had been a 

broad-based and overwhelmingly peaceful pro-democracy movement, not unlike that which 

Cameron had been “inspired” by on his detour to Cairo. The arrival of GCC forces in British-made 

Tacticas while these events were unfolding was of course not a coincidence but an intervention in 

support of a crackdown whose purpose was clear and whose nature was predictable.  

 

Reform 

More broadly, in response to criticism of its support for the Gulf regimes in light of their poor human 

rights record and failure to democratise, the British government tends to claim that the regimes 

themselves are agents of moderation and sustainable reform, and that continued friendly 

engagement is the key to encouraging them further down this path. This has been particularly true 

in respect of Bahrain since the events of 2011, where the London-Manama relationship has come 

under particular scrutiny. The Whitehall line has essentially been that, while aspects of the 2011 

crackdown against protestors were clearly regrettable, the regime has faced up to those problems, 
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identified where reforms need to be made, and is now making good progress in addressing these 

issues, though more needs to be done. The other aspect of the government line is to praise the 

King’s ‘National Dialogue’ as the only mechanism available to resolve what is portrayed as primarily 

an issue of social division, rather than one of an authoritarian regime resisting popular demands for 

democracy. However, the Whitehall narrative is sharply at odds with the assessment of more 

detached observers at the world’s leading human rights NGOs.  

 

A report by Amnesty International published in November 201269, a year after the regime’s 

announcement of its reform programme, described the official pledges as a “pretence” which had 

effectively been “shelved” while the crackdown that began in the spring of 2011 continued. Amnesty 

accused London and Washington of  “satisfying themselves with the narrative of reform while 

ignoring the reality of repression”, and of failing to match their periodic expressions of concern “with 

any meaningful actions or consequences”.  

 

In January 2014, Human Rights Watch reported that Bahrain had actually “regressed further in key 

areas” of human rights over the previous year, documenting continued repression and credible 

reports of torture in detention70. The NGO’s deputy Middle East and North Africa director, remarked 

that “Official talk of reform is a joke at a time when peaceful critics of the government are labelled 

terrorists and kept in jail”71. Also that month, commenting on the Duke of York’s official visit to 

Bahrain to promote British business, Amnesty International commented that the regime had “long 

ago reneged on promises to reform, and the country is now trapped in an endless circuit of protest-

clampdown, further protest-further clampdown…., [with] protesters - including children - given very 

long prison sentences"72.  

 

Nonetheless, a few weeks earlier, the British Ambassador in Manama had told the Bahrain British 

Business Forum that 2013 had been “a very good year for the UK/Bahrain bilateral relationship, 

[which] has a great future”73. When David Cameron welcomed King Hamad to Downing Street in 

August 2013, his spokesman announced that the Prime Minister had “encouraged His Majesty to 
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continue to demonstrate substantive progress in all areas” of reform (emphasis added)74. Remarks 

such as these indicate that the health of the UK-Bahrain relationship is not connected to the 

trajectory of the regime’s human rights record, be it positive or negative. Indeed, looking at the GCC 

states as a whole over the recent period in which British arms sales have increased, the NGO 

Freedom House has recorded either stagnation or, in the cases of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, UAE and 

Kuwait, a regression in terms of political rights and civil liberties75.  

 

Returning to Bahrain, Whitehall has described the regime’s “National Dialogue”, as “the only way to 

promote peace and stability” and urged “all sides to remain engaged in the process”76. However, 

Human Rights Watch describes the National Dialogue as “deeply flawed”, noting that all but nine of 

the 27 participating groups are linked to the government77. The fact that peaceful dissidents 

continue to be arrested and jailed78, and that prominent political prisoners are serving lengthy prison 

sentences up to and including life terms79, raises question marks both over the regime’s interest in 

meaningful dialogue and, inescapably, of the British government’s. 

 

As Jane Kinninmont of Chatham House commented in oral evidence to the Foreign Affairs 

Committee, “[a]ll the Gulf Governments would say that they are committed to a process of gradual 

reform but it is a convenient word, beloved of elites because it is vague, relativistic and has no 

deadlines attached”80. To the extent that Whitehall desires a degree of reform in the Gulf, this 

appears to be in the hope that such measures would result in shoring up the established order in the 

GCC, rather than transforming it. This would certainly be consistent with British policy going back 

decades, if not centuries. Foreign Minister Alistair Burt indicated as much when he told the Foreign 

Affairs Committee, “we think that the best chance for stability in Bahrain lies through the successful 

national dialogue process by Bahrainis, which will seek their own political settlement, which is highly 
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likely to encompass the Al Khalifa leadership and the structure of Bahrain” [emphasis added]81. As 

Hollis observed in her evidence to the Committee, “you do not remove a dictatorship by gradual 

reform...dictators do not generally happily release one power after another”82. 

 

Conclusions  

 

Sustaining authoritarian rule in the Gulf has long been, and continues to be, a priority of the British 

government. Given the enormous strategic value of the region’s hydrocarbon reserves, and the 

interconnected nature of the six GCC regimes that Britain has helped to sustain for many decades, 

any challenge to one or more of the monarchies, democratic or otherwise, constitutes a potential 

threat to British interests (properly understood as being distinct from, and not necessarily 

overlapping with, the interests of the British public). This goes some way toward explaining why 

Britain’s response to the Arab uprisings, in respect of the GCC states, was to continue a sharp 

increase in arms supplies, deepen military cooperation in what amounted to a major, long-term vote 

of strategic confidence in the regimes, and to play down abuses and talk up insubstantial ‘reform’ 

and ‘dialogue’ in the case of Bahrain.  

 

There exists ample room for further, complementary research in these areas, focusing on events 

post December 2010 in the wider MENA region. In particular, the relationship between British policy 

and complex (often conflicting) GCC efforts to co-opt, contain or crush the various challenges to the 

status quo in a number of countries is something that merits close investigation. Also of interest is 

any complementarity between British economic policy, specifically the preference for neoliberal 

reforms, and the role of Gulf capital in buttressing the conservative regional order. Such inquiries 

might also be guided, as this paper has been, by an holistic, critical sense of the British state’s 

interests in maintaining a certain political economy and security architecture in the region that is 

fundamentally at odds with the demands for “bread, freedom and social justice” that were raised 

across the Arab majority world in the winter of 2010-2011. 
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