
     Chapter 1 

 Catalogue of Persian Gulf Conflicts   

   Intrastate and interstate conflicts in the Persian Gulf have been 
numerous. Some conflicts originated centuries ago and are still 
intense in 2013. Many of the conflicts are multifaceted and inter-
related. Conflicts are both within (interstate) and between countries 
(intrastate), although their manifestation may be dissimilar or nuanced 
from country to country. The origins of conflicts are varied and are 
attributable to a host of factors, including religious, sectarian, ethnic, 
and tribal feuds; disputes over borders, water rights, and other valu-
able natural resources such as oil and natural gas; political, social, and 
economic injustice, deprivation, and discrimination; foreign interven-
tion; and past conflicts that encompass human fatalities, economic 
loss, and revenge. These disputes, in turn, lead to conflicts that take 
the form of non-armed and armed struggles and interstate and intra-
state wars, with human, social, political, economic, and environmental 
costs that span generations, are kept alive, and are likely to spawn new 
conflicts years, decades, or even centuries into the future. The vast 
majority of conflicts are not new but have a history. They evolve and 
invariably elude easy reconciliation. 

 Just consider a partial list of the open conflicts of the past 30 or 
so years in the Persian Gulf: the Iran-Iraq War; the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait; the First Persian Gulf War; the Second Persian Gulf War; sec-
tarian conflicts in Iraq; sectarian uprisings in Bahrain; sectarian dem-
onstrations in Saudi Arabia; Saudi and Kuwaiti military intervention 
in Bahrain; territorial disputes between Iran and the UAE; a nuclear 
proliferation conflict pitting Iran against the other Persian Gulf coun-
tries, with strong implications worldwide; ethnic unrest in Iran; sur-
rogate sectarian conflict in Lebanon; conflicts within the region’s 
Kurdish population and between Kurds and the central government 
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in Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey; and a sectarian conflict with ethnic 
overtones in Syria. 

 Add to this drawn-out catalogue of recent conflicts the extensive 
list of seemingly contained or “dormant” conflicts that include Iran’s 
historic claim over Bahrain, territorial disputes between Bahrain and 
Qatar, between Saudi Arabia and the UAE, between Saudi Arabia 
and Yemen, between Iraq and Kuwait, between Oman, Saudi, Arabia 
and the UAE, between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, between Oman and 
the UAE, between Iran and Iraq, and the dimension of conflicts within 
and between the eight countries of the Persian Gulf (with five of them 
small and sparsely populated—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the 
UAE) becomes almost unimaginable. Given the vast size of proven 
oil (and gas) reserves and the likelihood that much more may yet be 
discovered under the waters and under the soil of the Persian Gulf, 
oil (and gas) reserves are the ultimate prize that have been, are, and 
will be in contention for a number of years to come. And with this 
prize up for grabs, foreigners—foreign governments, corporations, 
and individuals—are also implicated! 

 In the remainder of this chapter, we briefly catalogue the interstate 
and intrastate conflicts in the region, starting with the countries of the 
GCC (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE), 
followed by Iran and Iraq. In our subsequent five chapters (chapters 2 
through 6), we analyze in more depth the origins and evolutions of 
the region’s major conflicts. In  chapter 7 , we consider the role of for-
eign powers in generating conflicts, and in  chapter 8  we examine the 
evolution and transformation of most conflicts to one that is centered 
on the control of, preferential access to, and distribution of resources. 
In  chapter 9 , we present a vision of how Islamic teachings could be 
helpful in developing a path of reconciliation toward reducing and 
eliminating conflicts, and in  chapter 10  we present a summary and our 
conclusions.  

  Bahrain 

  Sectarian and Religious Conflicts 

  Sunni-Shia Dispute  1   
 The Sunni-Shia dynamics in Bahrain is somewhat unique, because 
Shia constitute the majority of the Muslim population (approxi-
mately 65 percent) yet are subject to legal, political, and economic 
discrimination. Much like the Al-Sauds, the ruling Al-Khalifa family 
has done little historically to include and integrate Shia. With political, 
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economic, and military backing from Saudi Arabia, the Al-Khalifas 
have continued to subjugate Bahrain’s Shia since the 1920s. Conflict 
between Sunni and Shia increased after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 
brought a theocracy to power in Tehran, which in turn mobilized Shia 
throughout the Persian Gulf to protest their status and demand their 
rights. Violent protests increased in the late 1990s, when Bahrain 
“accused Iran of fermenting unrest among Shia and began arresting 
leading Shia figures.”  2   

 In 2011, with the uprisings of the “Arab Spring,” Bahraini Shia 
staged large-scale protests against the Al-Khalifas. The Bahraini gov-
ernment requested troops and police from the GCC, which dispatched 
several thousand troops to put down the uprising on March 14. The 
following day, King Hamad of Bahrain declared martial law. To the 
outcry of the international community, the Bahraini regime enacted 
a brutal crackdown on peaceful and unarmed protestors during the 
three-month state of emergency, in which over 80 were killed and 
2,900 were arrested, with many reportedly tortured.  3   As Bahraini Shia 
continue to be subjugated by their government, continued conflict is 
inevitable.  

  Muslim and Christian-Jewish Dispute 
 Islam is the official religion of Bahrain under its state constitution, and 
the citizen population is 99.8 percent Muslim (excluding nonnation-
als). However, the constitution also provides for freedom of religion, 
with some limits. Non-Muslims are allowed to practice their religion 
freely in private, and can, with state approval, operate public centers 
of worship. Historically, there has been little, if any, conflict between 
Muslim and non-Muslim Bahrainis. Only about 50 Jews are native 
citizens of Bahrain, and in 2005 Houda Ezra Nonoo became the first 
female Jewish member of parliament in Bahrain.  4   Alice Samaan, the 
current Bahraini ambassador to the United Kingdom, is Christian.   

  Ethnic Conflicts 

  Bahrain-Iran Dispute  5   
 Bahrain was part of the Persian Empire in the seventeenth century 
and has been subsequently ruled by the Al-Khalifas since the eigh-
teenth century. At times when the Al-Khalifas faced difficulties from 
the British, they approached Iran for assistance, and as a result Iran 
reserved a seat in parliament in the early 1900s for a representative 
from Bahrain. Given this past, “Iran has historically laid claim to the 
Bahraini Islands for both strategic and nationalistic reasons.”  6   In 
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1970, Iran agreed to a commission to ask Bahrainis what they wanted. 
The UN Commission concluded that the majority of Bahraini citizens 
demanded sovereignty, and thus Tehran was forced to relinquish its 
claim on Bahrain. 

 In the wake of the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the Al-Khalifas 
began to view Iran and the rhetoric of the ayatollahs as a threat, and 
turned to the Al-Sauds for assistance. In 1981, a group of militants 
with alleged Iranian ties attempted a failed coup d’état, which the 
Al-Khalifas unofficially viewed as an attempt by Iran to overthrow 
their government, despite the fact that Iran denied all links with the 
militants.  7   In response, the Al-Khalifas began to crack down on their 
Shia population,  8   which would lead to a number of violent confronta-
tions in the future.  9     

  Tribal Conflicts 

  Al-Khalifa and Al-Thani Dispute  10   
 In 1867, the Al-Khalifas of Bahrain fought against the Qatari Al-Thanis 
and their related tribes. The conflict was the most flagrant violation 
of the 1835 maritime truce established by the Gulf States, and was 
the only one to require British intervention. While the British had 
previously recognized Qatar as a Bahraini dependency,  11   the conflict 
resulted in the recognition of the Al-Thanis as a semi-independent 
political unit, establishing them as rulers. A treaty was signed in 
1868 forcing Bahrain to renounce claims of sovereignty over Qatar. 
This would begin a long legacy of border disputes between the two 
countries.  12     

  Territorial and Resource Conflicts 

  Bahrain-Saudi Arabia Dispute 
 In the 1940s, tensions arose between Saudi Arabia and Bahrain over 
boundary lines, oil exploration rights, and ownership of the Al Baina 
Saghir and Al Baina Kabir islands. In 1941, the Bahrain Petroleum 
Company (BAPCO) was granted exploration rights in the Fasht Abu 
Sa’fah oil field, which Saudi Arabia disputed. On February 2, 1958, 
both countries reached a boundary agreement and settled on a joint 
development area for equal revenue sharing. In addition, Bahrain 
received Al Baina Saghir and Saudi Arabia received Al Baina Kabir. 
Today, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain are close allies, and have not sparred 
over territorial rights in some time.  
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  Bahrain-Qatar Dispute 
 The dispute between Bahrain and Qatar over Al Zabarah and the 
Hawar Islands, located off the western coast of Qatar, has been one 
of the most complex and long-standing territorial disputes in the his-
tory of the modern Persian Gulf. It is also the only territorial dis-
pute between two Arab countries to be resolved by the International 
Court of Justice (ICJ). The conflict, which lasted from 1936 until its 
resolution in 2001, was centered on a territorial dispute that included 
resource deposits and their development rights.  13   The discovery of 
significant oil and gas reserves in 1980 led both countries to be more 
active in pursuing a resolution, which was aided by the creation of 
the GCC in 1981. While Bahrain wanted Saudi Arabia to mediate 
the dispute and keep it in the GCC, Qatar insisted on turning to the 
ICJ because of Bahrain’s closer relationship with Saudi Arabia. Due 
to number of roadblocks, the process took over a decade, and the 
ICJ finally reached a decision in 2001. The court granted the Hawar 
Islands and Fasht al-Jaradah to Bahrain, and gave control of Zabarah, 
Janan Islands, and Fasht al Dibal to Qatar. Both countries accepted 
the ruling, and have benefited from the exploitation of resources that 
have been discovered in their respective territories.  14     

  Political-Social-Economic Conflicts 

 Bahrain’s unique circumstances have been shaped by two key factors, 
namely, the presence of a Shia majority ruled by a Sunni minority, and 
Bahrain’s dependence on Saudi Arabia for political, military, and eco-
nomic support. Bahrain lacks the oil wealth of Kuwait, Qatar, and the 
UAE (Abu Dhabi), and thus has grown to be dependent on handouts 
from Saudi Arabia. However, this support is contingent on continued 
suppression of Shia in Bahrain, which the Al-Sauds use as a tool to 
deter potential uprisings inside the kingdom. Widespread discrimina-
tion against Shia in Bahrain has been the cause of serious conflict, 
most noticeably in the 2011 uprising.  15   While the Al-Khalifas were 
able to suppress the 2011 revolt with military and political support 
from the GCC (most notably Saudi Arabia), they have done nothing 
to address the core issues behind the revolt and continue to favor 
oppression, subjugation, and exclusion as quick solutions over dia-
logue, compromise, and inclusion. If the Al-Khalifas continue to be 
Saudi pawns and do not quickly implement meaningful reforms, fur-
ther uprisings will become inevitable and the Al-Khalifas will likely be 
overthrown.  16    
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  Foreign-Generated Conflicts 

 The Al-Khalifas continue to oppress their Shia majority to maintain 
authoritarian control and to tow the Saudi policy toward Shia. As 
demonstrated in 2011, it is military and political support from Saudi 
Arabia that stands between the Al-Khalifas and a full-blown popular 
uprising and civil war. The Al-Sauds, in turn, are able to suppress their 
Shia and their general population with diplomatic and military back-
ing from the United States. Thus, if the United States were to cease 
supporting the Al-Sauds, they would in turn be unable to support the 
Al-Khalifas, who would then be held accountable for their crimes.   

  Kuwait 

  Sectarian and Religious Conflicts 

  Sunni-Shia Dispute  17   
 The Sunni House of Al-Sabbah rules Kuwait with a citizenry that 
is approximately 30–35 percent Shia. Under Kuwait’s constitution, 
Shia are allowed to worship freely. Although some Kuwaiti Shia feel 
that they face social and economic discrimination from the Sunni 
ruling majority, they have not faced the same level of discrimina-
tion as Shia in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain (much less as in Iraq under 
Saddam Hussein). During the “Arab Spring” of 2011, thousands of 
Kuwaitis protested on the grounds that the government had refused 
to recognize the citizenship and equal rights of Shia and Bedouins 
in Kuwait. After a number of widespread protests, Prime Minister 
Nasser Mohammad Al-Ahmed Al-Sabbah and his cabinet were forced 
to resign, and the emir subsequently appointed a new cabinet.  

  Muslim and Christian-Jewish Dispute 
 Islam is the official religion of Kuwait, with approximately 85 percent 
of Kuwaitis identifying themselves as Muslim. The state constitution 
provides for absolute freedom of religion, and allows for non-Muslims 
to both practice their faith and build public centers of worship. Kuwait 
has a large community (largely expatriates) of Christians (estimated at 
350,000), Hindus (estimated at 300,000), Buddhists (estimated at 
100,000), and Sikhs (estimated at 10,000).  18     

  Ethnic Conflicts 

  Kuwait-Iran Dispute  19   
 While the focus of Iranian (Persian) resentment has been against the 
Saudis, the Arab-Persian dispute has also played out in Kuwait. Along 
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with Saudi Arabia and Iraq, Kuwait entered a new era of hostility and 
competition with Iran in the wake of the 1979 Iranian Revolution. As 
a member of the GCC, Kuwait has allied itself with the other Persian 
Gulf countries, which are all Arab, against Iran. Kuwait supported 
Iraq in its war with Iran, because an Iranian victory would have had 
reverberations among Kuwait’s Shia population.  20   During the 1980s, 
Kuwait accused Iran of a number of aggressions, including an assas-
sination attempt on the emir.  21   While Kuwait-Iraq relations suffered 
bitterly in the wake of the First Persian Gulf War, Kuwait-Iran rela-
tions improved. Bilateral relations were strengthened gradually, with 
the exchange of Kuwaiti and Iranian political and economic delega-
tions leading to the signing of several economic and trade agreements. 
In February 2006, Iranian President Ahmadinejad made an official 
visit to Kuwait—the first visit by a high-ranking Iranian official in 
27 years.  22     

  Tribal Conflicts 

  Al-Sabbah–Al-Saud Dispute 
 Kuwait was founded in the eighteenth century by the Al-Sabbahs, 
who are part of the larger Anza tribe along with the Al-Khalifas 
and the Al-Jalahimas. Before the discovery and production of oil, 
Kuwait’s government structure was based on tribal traditions. 
After World War I, the expansionary policies of the British and the 
Al-Sauds began to threaten the sovereignty of the Al-Sabbahs. Eager 
to expand his territory, Abdul-Aziz Al-Saud pushed into Kuwaiti 
territories and interfered in Kuwaiti affairs. The Ikhwan, a militant 
Islamist tribe allied with the Al-Sauds, staged an attack on Kuwait on 
October 10, 1920, but the Al-Sabbahs were able to repel them with 
British support. The Al-Sauds then initiated an economic blockade, 
which forced the Kuwaitis further into the arms of the British.  23   
While Riyadh continued to dispute Kuwaiti ownership of the Qaruh 
and Umm al-Maradim Islands until 2001,  24   the two countries have 
developed a strong relationship. Saudi Arabia was quick to come to 
Kuwait’s aid during the Persian Gulf War, offering both refuge for 
displaced Kuwaitis and economic and military support. Today, Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait are allies facing what they see as the Iranian-Iraqi 
existential threat.  

  Bedouins in Kuwait 
 The discovery and production of oil brought drastic changes to 
Kuwait’s political and social structure. Prior to oil, many tribes lived 
in the desert, and relied on nomadic herding for survival. However, 
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after the discovery of oil, nomadic tribes were forced to abandon their 
traditional way of life and integrate into the new petroleum-based 
economy. Although the naturalization decree of 1959 made it pos-
sible for Bedouins to obtain Kuwaiti citizenship,  25   some Bedouins 
in Kuwait in 2013 still do not enjoy citizenship and the legal status 
and benefits that it brings. As such, some Bedouins feel that they are 
second-class citizens in Kuwaiti society. As mentioned above, Bedouin 
protests during the “Arab Spring” resulted in the resignation of the 
prime minister.  26     

  Territorial and Resource Conflicts 

  Kuwaiti-Saudi Arabia Dispute 
 Since the 1950s, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait have disputed ownership 
of the Qaruh and Umm al-Maradim Islands and the oil-rich “Neutral 
Zone” between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. In the 
wake of the First Gulf War, both sides adopted diplomatic nego-
tiations, and in July 1995 they demarcated their borders. A Joint 
Technical Committee was also established to mitigate future disputes. 
On January 23, 2001, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia officially ratified new 
borders for the Neutral Zone that had not been addressed in the 1995 
agreement.  27    

  Kuwait-Iraq Dispute 
 Relations between Kuwait and Iraq have been undermined by the Iraqi 
claim to Kuwait, motivated chiefly by Kuwait’s significant oil reserves 
and its geographically strategic position for Iraq as it affects Iraq’s 
access to the Persian Gulf. The Iraqi claim is based on the century-
old Ottoman boundaries. The focus of the territorial dispute is two 
strategic islands of Warba and Bubiyan. In the 1960s, Iraq proposed 
an official long-term lease of the islands, but the Kuwaitis rejected 
this. Iraq sent troops to the border, and in response both the British 
and the Arab League dispatched their own forces to repel the Iraqis. 
Relations began to improve after a joint economic cooperation agree-
ment was signed in 1978, and Kuwait supported Iraq during its war 
with Iran. 

 In 1990, Saddam Hussein again claimed Kuwait, and charged that 
Kuwait had been stealing Iraq’s oil reserves through slant drilling. On 
August 2, 1990, Saddam Hussein annexed Kuwait, claiming it as Iraq’s 
nineteenth province. After the Iraqis were expelled, the UN estab-
lished a commission to resolve the boundary dispute. The commission 
demarcated the coordinates of the territorial and maritime frontiers 
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based on United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 687 
of April 3, 1991. The UN ruling held that the channels to Umm Qast 
along the Khor Abdullah Waterway lay in Kuwaiti territory, and thus 
Iraq had to cease activity within the channels. In May 1993, the UN 
Security Council formally sanctioned the international boundaries 
approved by the commission, and in 1994 Iraq officially recognized 
these boundaries. 

 However, drilling operations near Umm and Qasr and the islands 
of Warba and Bubiyan have continued to be contested, especially after 
the discovery of large oil deposits near their border. Relations have 
been mostly cordial in the twenty-first century, but tensions have peri-
odically resurfaced. On January 29, 2013, Iraq and Kuwait signed an 
agreement on the use of the Khor Abdullah Waterway.  

  Kuwait-Iran Dispute 
 In the 1960s, a dispute arose between Kuwait and Iran over the 
islands of Kharg and Failaka, located off the coast of Iran, as well as 
the Saroosh and Al-Dorra gas fields. In 1963, the National Iranian 
Oil Company (NIOC) announced its offshore expansion into the 
Al-Dorra gas field, following the ratification of a 1957 law by the 
Iranian Parliament that allowed the NIOC to perform whatever oper-
ations were necessary to refine and sell oil. Between June and October 
1965, both sides issued memorandums claiming the islands. The cen-
tral point of contention was how the median line should be drawn. 
Kuwait asserted that Failaka Island should be considered a part of its 
coastline, while Iran supported a median line, giving full consideration 
to Kharg Island. Kuwait brought Saudi Arabia into the negotiations. 
Saudi Arabia protested both Kuwaiti and Iranian exploitation in the 
area. While several rounds of trilateral negotiations ensued, an agree-
ment was never reached, and the issue remains unresolved.   

  Political-Social-Economic Conflicts 

 Kuwait has a distinctly different history than other states—while many 
other Persian Gulf leaders ascended to power by force, the Al-Sabbahs 
instead relied largely on the economic power of important merchant 
families in the sheikhdom. In part because of this history, they have 
tried sporadically to introduce participatory democracy through an 
elected parliament. In 2005, women gained the right to vote and to 
run for parliament. However, the frequent dissolution of the parlia-
ment by the emir has undermined its stability as a democratic institu-
tion. Nevertheless, Kuwait is leaps and bounds ahead of the rest of the 
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GCC in terms of political reform and participation. While some Shia 
are dissatisfied with their status in Kuwait, religious equality under 
Al-Sabbah rule has been unmatched within the GCC. In addition, 
proper management of Kuwait’s oil wealth has allowed the Al-Sabbahs 
to provide for their citizens without the degree of corruption and 
embezzlement seen in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Abu Dhabi.  

  Foreign-Generated Conflicts 

 Although the United States came to Kuwait’s aid in the First Persian 
Gulf War, its prior support of Saddam Hussein in the Iran-Iraq War 
gave Iraq the idea that it could annex Kuwait without consequence. 
When Saddam Hussein invaded Iran several years earlier, the United 
States did nothing. When he began to lose that conflict, the United 
States and Western Europeans supplied him with outlawed chemical 
weapons. Thus, Saddam Hussein expected little, if any, backlash from 
the United States. The United States only turned against Saddam 
Hussein after he threatened America’s greatest ally in the Persian 
Gulf, Saudi Arabia. If the United States had enforced the sovereignty 
and security of all states equitably, as opposed to intervening when 
its interests were threatened, Saddam Hussein would not have felt he 
could act without consequence, and he might have seriously reconsid-
ered his invasion of Kuwait.   

  Oman 

  Sectarian and Religious Conflicts 

  Sunni-Shia Dispute  28   
 Ibadism, a sect separate from Sunni and Shia denominations, is 
the official religion of Oman—with approximately 75 percent of 
Omanis considering themselves Ibadists.  29   Believed to be an offshoot 
of the earliest schools of Islam, the Khawarij-Ibadi movement was 
founded 60 years after the death of the Prophet Mohammad. The 
Ibadis, however, deny any significant connection to the Khawarij, and 
instead consider themselves descendants of Jabir bin Zaid, one of the 
Prophet’s main disciples. Ibadism possesses several doctrinal differ-
ences from both Sunni and Shia schools. For instance, it rejects the 
concept of primogeniture succession and asserts that an elected imam 
should instead designate his successor. Many Sunnis regard Ibadism as 
a heretical form of Islam, which accounts in part for Oman’s historical 
isolation from other Arab states. Sunnis constitute the second-largest 
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religious denomination in Oman, while Shia account for only a small 
segment of the population, that is, approximately 10 percent.  

  Muslim and Christian/Jewish Dispute 
 The basic law of Oman prohibits religious discrimination and pro-
vides freedom to practice any religious rites, as long as doing so does 
not disrupt public order. The government has historically respected 
this right, but within defined parameters that have placed limitations 
on it in practice. Group worship is forbidden in private homes, and 
only religious establishments that have received proper licensing from 
the Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs may hold group 
worship in preapproved areas. Although small, there are recognized 
Hindu, Christian, and Sikh communities in major urban areas, largely 
in Muscat.   

  Ethnic Conflicts 

  Oman-Iran Dispute 
 Before the overthrow of the shah, Oman and Iran enjoyed a close 
relationship, with Iran sending troops and advisors to help the sultan 
put down a dangerous rebellion. Unlike the majority of its Persian 
Gulf neighbors, Oman maintained its close diplomatic, economic, and 
military ties with Iran after the 1979 Revolution. Oman “has a tradi-
tion of cooperation with Iran dating back to the Shah’s regime, and 
Oman has always been less alarmed by the perceived threat from Iran 
than have the other Gulf states.”  30   Oman upheld diplomatic relations 
with both sides during the Iran-Iraq War, and hosted secret peace 
talks during the conflict. Iran-Oman relations were damaged briefly 
during the Persian Gulf War when Iran began to attack tankers and 
placed antiship missile launchers along the Strait of Hormuz separat-
ing the two countries.  31   However, the two countries have since rees-
tablished ties and have recently conducted a number of joint naval 
exercises in the waterway.  32   In 2012, Iran and Oman signed an initial 
contract for the export of Iranian oil to Oman through an undersea 
gas pipeline.  33     

  Tribal Conflicts 

  Sultanate-Imamate Dispute 
 Historically, two groups have fought for control of Oman—the 
incumbent Sultanate and the Ibadite imam-led tribes of the Nizwa 
region. In 1920, control was officially split under the Treaty of Seeb, 
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which recognized the sultan’s rule over the Muscat and other coastal 
regions and granted the imam in Nizwa control of the interior areas. 
However, when oil was discovered in 1954 in the area under the 
imam’s control, the sultan abrogated the treaty and claimed sover-
eignty over all of Oman. Over the next two decades both sides fought 
for control, with the British and Iranians supporting the sultan and 
the Arab rulers (particularly the Al-Sauds) supporting the imam. In 
1964, a rebellion erupted in the Dhofar region that threatened the 
rule of Sultan Said bin Taimur. In 1970, Sultan Qaboos deposed 
his father, offered amnesty to political opponents, and with British, 
Iranian, and Jordanian support crushed rebels who refused to follow 
suit. In addition to general amnesty, Sultan Qaboos implemented a 
number of development reforms that helped to mitigate social and 
tribal conflict in Oman.   

  Territorial and Resource Conflicts 

  Oman-Saudi Arabia-UAE Dispute 
 Since the nineteenth century, the Al-Buraimi Oasis, located on the 
eastern border of the UAE and Oman, has been home to tribes from 
Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Abu Dhabi, with the result that each country 
has laid claims to it. When these countries began to sell oil concessions 
in the early 1930s, it became apparent that neither territorial bound-
aries nor sovereignty had been established over the region.  34   In 1974, 
there was an agreement that granted Saudi Arabia additional terri-
tory in return for recognition of the UAE’s sovereignty in the region 
around the Buraimi Oasis.  35   Although an additional dispute arose in 
1990 between Saudi Arabia and Oman, borders were finally demar-
cated in 1995, and no significant tensions have arisen since then. 

 In addition to the Al-Buraimi Oasis, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the 
UAE have sparred over the Al Duwaima Island, one of many small 
islands off the western coast of Yemen. In April 1992, Oman and the 
UAE agreed to open their borders to facilitate transit and trade, and 
later in 2000 resolved a decades-old dispute of the boundary sector 
between Umm al Zamul and Eastern Uqaydat. In 2003, there was 
another border agreement covering Eastern Uqaydat and Darah, set-
tling the final border delineation between the two countries.  

  Oman-Yemen Dispute 
 During the early 1970s, relations between Oman and the neighboring 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen) deteriorated 
following the Dhofar Rebellion, which South Yemen supported.  36   
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Several violent confrontations ensued over the partially undefined 
border between Oman and South Yemen. Following the unification 
of North and South Yemen in 1978–1980, a joint Omani-Yemeni 
committee was established to demarcate final borders between the 
two states. In May 1997, the committee finalized its recommenda-
tions and the two countries agreed to construct a major road along 
the new border to facilitate trade and transit.   

  Political-Social-Economic Conflicts 

 In Oman, all legislative, executive, and judiciary power ultimately rests 
in the hands of the sultan. While such a concentration of power tends 
to breed injustice and reinforce discrimination and oppression, Oman 
has maintained a better human rights track record than most other 
countries in region. After crushing the Dhofar rebels in the 1970s, 
the sultan made a meaningful effort to balance national, regional, and 
ethnic interests, and has not discriminated against any single group. In 
2010, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) ranked 
Oman first out of 135 countries in terms of human development 
improvement since 1970.  37   Unlike most of its Persian Gulf neighbors, 
Oman does not have significant oil wealth and must quickly adopt 
new economic policies and programs to develop its private sector.  

  Foreign-Generated Conflicts 

 Western intervention has played a major role in the formation of 
modern-day Oman. British support allowed the sultan to defeat the 
Dhofar rebels and take control of Oman’s interior. Oman and the 
United Kingdom remain close allies. In 2012, Oman awarded British 
Aerospace Corporation, BAE Systems, a £2.5 billion contract for 20 
fighter jets.  38   

 Oman also has a close relationship with the United States dating 
back some two hundred years, with American merchant ships trading 
in Omani ports as early as 1790. Oman and the United States signed 
a “treaty of friendship and navigation” in 1833, and officially estab-
lished diplomatic ties in 1972.  39   The two states entered a military 
cooperation agreement in 1980, which was renewed in 2010. Oman 
is of strategic importance to the United States, because it is located 
on a key naval choke point, sharing the Straits of Hormuz with Iran. 
Roughly 40 percent of the world’s oil exports pass through the Straits 
of Hormuz. But Oman’s foreign ties are still closely connected with 
the United Kingdom.   
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  Qatar 

  Sectarian and Religious Conflicts 

  Sunni-Shia Dispute  40   
 The Al-Thani family has ruled Qatar as an absolute hereditary emirate 
since the mid-nineteenth century. Sunni Islam is the official state reli-
gion, with approximately 77 percent of Qataris identifying themselves 
as Sunnis.  41   Sunni law also provides the basis for the state’s crimi-
nal and civil legislation. Like the Al-Sauds, the Al-Thanis promote 
Wahhabi Islam. Shia Muslims constitute less than 5 percent of the 
population, and Christians constitute less than 10 percent. Shia are 
technically allowed to freely practice their faith under the constitu-
tion, although in practice the government places some restrictions on 
public worship.  

  Muslim and Christian-Jewish Dispute 
 Qatar’s constitution provides for freedom of association, public assem-
bly, and worship in accordance with the “requirements of public order 
and morality.” Religious groups must register with the government 
for legal recognition and to receive land grants for the construction 
of houses of worship. Conversion to another religion from Islam is 
considered apostasy, and is a capital offense under Qatar’s criminal 
code. Foreign missionaries are not allowed in Qatar—any individual 
caught proselytizing on behalf of a non-Islamic group or society may 
be sentenced for up to ten years in prison. Both Muslims and non-
Muslims are tried under the same judicial system, which is based on 
Sunni legal practice.   

  Ethnic Conflicts 

  Qatar-Iran Dispute  42   
 Unlike most fellow GCC member states, Qatar has historically main-
tained close ties with Iran. They share a number of oil and gas agree-
ments both within and outside of OPEC—together, the two states 
control the South Pars (or North Dome to Qatar) gas field, the larg-
est natural gas field in the world. Unlike Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
Qatar refrained from directly criticizing Iran’s alleged interference 
during Bahrain’s 2011 Shia uprising.  43   However, Qatar’s close rela-
tionship with the United States has been a major point of conten-
tion between Qatar and Iran. Qatar shares a number of economic and 
security agreements with the United States, and hosts the US Central 
Command’s Forward Headquarters in Doha.  44     
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  Tribal Conflicts 

  Bani Utub-Bani Tamim Dispute 
 In the mid-eighteenth century, the Bani Utub tribe settled near 
Zubara, a highly contested region in western Qatar. Over the next 
several decades, the Bani Utubs struggled against the Al-Sauds and 
the Al-Khalifas for control over Zubara, until forces from Muscat 
(Oman) eventually destroyed the city in the early nineteenth cen-
tury. This led to the rise of a new leader, Sheikh Muhammad bin 
Thani of the Bani Tamim tribe, who established a new sheikhdom 
based in Doha. He built his realm on the basis of tribal allegiances, 
forming close bonds with regional tribal leaders as well as with the 
Al-Sauds. These tribal allegiances played a large role in the forma-
tion of the state’s political system, and remain at the core of modern 
Qatari society.   

  Territorial and Resource Conflicts 

  Qatar-Saudi Arabia Dispute 
 Qatar’s shared border with Saudi Arabia has been the focal point of 
a number of border disputes. The disputed territory is a small region 
of desert near the boarder with the UAE (approximately 15 miles). 
Although Qatar and Saudi Arabia signed a border agreement in 
1965 and a bilateral security agreement in 1982, unaddressed details 
resulted in further conflict over the disputed region. Several violent 
border clashes occurred in the 1990s, resulting in series of diplomatic 
disputes between Qatar and Saudi Arabia. However, after a series of 
negotiations, both governments signed a new agreement on March 
21, 2000, establishing new boundaries. The legacy of “roller-coaster 
like diplomatic relations between these two energy-rich neighbors” 
suggests that further territorial disputes will arise.  45    

   Qatar-Bahrain Dispute   46    
  Qatar-Abu Dhabi Dispute 

 Historically, Qatar and Abu Dhabi disputed maritime boundary lines 
and sovereign rights over the islands located between the two coun-
tries, as well as the Al-Bunduq oil field. On March 20, 1969, Qatar and 
Abu Dhabi signed an agreement that created equal sharing rights of the 
disputed areas. The agreement also stipulated that the Al-Bunduq field 
was to be developed by the Abu Dhabi Marina Areas Company and 
its profits would be split equally between the governments of the two 
countries.   
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  Political-Social-Economic Conflicts 

 In 2011, Forbes ranked Qatar the world’s wealthiest nation, with the 
highest GDP per capita (approximately $88,000) in the world. The 
Al-Thanis have more than enough oil wealth to provide for all their 
citizens and for future generations of Qataris, provided the wealth is 
properly allocated and is not mismanaged. Qatar has taken a more pro-
active approach toward developing its non-oil sectors than many of its 
GCC counterparts, “luring multinational financial firms to the country, 
as well as satellite campuses of U.S. universities.”  47   According to the 
UN, Qatar has the highest human development in the Arab world.  48    

  Foreign-Generated Conflicts 

 Qatar has maintained a close economic, diplomatic, and security rela-
tionship with the United States since the mid-twentieth century, and 
the two countries are major trading partners, particularly in hydrocar-
bons and petrochemicals. Qatar, like most other GCC countries, has 
pegged its currency to the US dollar.  49   In 1992, the United States 
established a permanent Central Command base in Doha, creating a 
strong military partnership between the two countries.  50   Qatar is of 
strategic importance to the United States, as it provides a military base 
and is the largest exporter of liquid natural gas in the world, with its 
third-largest deposits of natural gas.   

  Saudi Arabia 

  Sectarian and Religious Conflicts 

  Sunni-Shia Dispute 
 The subjugation and discrimination against Saudi Shia has been sys-
tematic under the Al-Sauds and the Wahhabi religious establishment 
since the kingdom’s founding in 1932. This sectarian divide has 
manifested itself in many ways, ranging from various forms of legal 
discrimination to violent insurgency and terrorism. Although Shia 
constitute less than 15 percent of the Saudi population, the majority 
of Saudi Shia reside in the oil-rich Eastern Province, which has added 
economic and political dimensions to the conflict.  51   Saudi Arabia has 
also played a role in suppressing Shia uprisings in neighboring states 
(see Bahrain uprising), which in turn has exacerbated tensions with 
Shia-dominated Iran (see Saudi Arabia-Iran Dispute). Iran has long 
been considered the leader of the Shia movement in the Persian Gulf, 
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which, since the 1979 Iranian Revolution, has posed a direct threat to 
the stability and legitimacy of the Al-Saud monarchy. Inspired by the 
events in Iran, Saudi Shia staged mass uprisings and civil disobedience 
in the Eastern Province in 1979, which resulted in the deaths of more 
than 20 people at the hands of Saudi security forces.  52   

 Although King Fahd (and later King Abdullah) took steps to ease 
Sunni-Shia tensions by establishing the National Dialogue, such 
efforts are perceived as being largely superficial and have done little in 
terms of d é tente. In 2011, as the “Arab Spring” spawned large-scale 
protests in Bahrain, Shia in the Eastern Province once again staged 
demonstrations protesting their second-class status. As a response, 
the Saudi state issued a ban on all marches and protests, and sent 
over 10,000 security personnel to the Eastern Province to put down 
the uprising.  53   Thus, while the Al-Sauds claim to be making great 
strides in improving the relationship between Saudi Sunni and Shia, 
anti-Shiism remains widespread and will likely again erupt in violent 
confrontations in the future.   

  Ethnic and Tribal Conflicts 

  Saudi Arabia-Iran Dispute  54   
 Arab-Iranian tensions date back to the seventh century AD, when 
Arab caliphates conquered Persia and ousted the ruling Zoroastrian 
Sassanid Dynasty. While Islam eventually became the dominant reli-
gion in the region, Persians have historically maintained their own 
language and culture independent from those of their Arab con-
querors. Thus, there is and has historically been a deep-seated ten-
sion between Iranians and Arabs. Although Saudi Arabia and Iran 
bickered over territorial claims in the mid-twentieth century,  55   rela-
tions were relatively cordial between them until the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution.  56   In the years following the revolution, Saudi-Iranian 
relations deteriorated, as both countries possess aspirations for 
Islamic leadership, and differing visions of regional order. Khomeini’s 
religious rhetoric challenged the very foundation of the Saudi state 
as well as the legitimacy of the House of Saud. In response, Saudi 
Arabia has propagated its conservative form of Wahhabi Islam to 
combat Iran’s Shia resurgence. The countries have become combat-
ants “engaged in bitter competition for the role of the Islamic state 
par excellence.”  57   While Saudi Arabia and Iran have never engaged 
in formal conflict, a number of incidents have occurred that have 
further strained relations. 
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 On November 20, 1979, a group of armed insurgents seized the 
Al-Masjid al-Haram mosque in Mecca, the holiest site in Islam. Led 
by Juhayman al-Otaibi and Mohammed Abdullah al-Qahtani—who 
claimed to be the Madhi (redeemer of Islam)—the insurgents sought 
to protest alleged “religious laxity” in Saudi Arabia and called on 
Muslims to follow Qahtani.  58   Hundreds of pilgrims at the annual 
hajj were held hostage for over two weeks until Pakistani and Saudi 
security forces retook the mosque. Several hundred combatants were 
killed on both sides during the siege. Following the incident, Saudi 
Arabia implemented stricter enforcement of the Islamic code (Sharia 
law). 

 On July 23, 1987, Iranian Hojjat al-Islam Mehdi Qarrubi, leader 
of Iranian pilgrims participating in the hajj, incited a massive rally in 
Medina that erupted into a violent confrontation between the pil-
grims and Saudi police. Subsequently, Iranians staged protests in 
front of the Holy Mosque in Mecca to attack “so-called American 
Islam and propagate . . . anti-U.S. views.”  59   On July 31, 1987, a vio-
lent clash between Shia pilgrims and Saudi security forces during the 
hajj resulted in the deaths of over 400 pilgrims (mostly Iranian) and 
85 Saudi police.  60   The details of the incident are still in dispute—
Iranian officials maintain that the Saudis fired on the protestors with-
out provocation, while the Saudis insist that its security forces did 
not fire a single shot, and that all casualties were caused by the riot 
and ensuing stampede. Consequently, Iranians sacked the Kuwaiti 
and Saudi embassies in Tehran. Although this was by far the deadliest 
clash between Shia pilgrims and Saudi security forces, such confron-
tations have not been historically uncommon. The massacre further 
exacerbated tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran, and the Saudis 
officially cut diplomatic ties with Iran the following year. Although 
diplomatic ties were later reestablished in 1991, tensions between the 
two states would continue to rise, and would erupt in violence in sev-
eral future instances.  61    

  Al-Saud–Al-Rasheed Dispute 
 The Al-Sauds and the Al-Rasheeds competed for control of Saudi 
Arabia. While the Al-Sauds controlled much of the region in the eigh-
teenth century, they were later ousted by the Ottomans and took refuge 
in neighboring Kuwait. During this time, the Al-Rasheeds took control 
of much of the former Saudi territory. However, in 1902, Abdul-Aziz 
Al-Saud and his followers captured Riyadh and killed the Al-Rasheed 
ruler. After several further conquests, Abdul-Aziz declared himself 
king in 1932. Although the Al-Sauds and Al-Rasheeds are perhaps 
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the two most historically significant tribes, they are by no means the 
only ones—“among the most important tribes in the Kingdom have 
been the ‘Anza, Harb, Utaybah, Al Murrah, Shammar, Mutayr, and 
Qahtan,’ to name perhaps the seven largest in terms of members.”  62   
The emphasis on tribal identity also adds dynamics to interstate rela-
tions, as these tribes are not constrained by the legal boundaries of 
their states—the Al Murrahs, for example, constituted a large portion 
of Qatar’s ethnic population, and thus were seen as citizens of both 
states until their expulsion by the emir.  63   Saudi Arabia remains a tribal 
society at its core, although growing pressures for modernization and 
liberalization within the country pose new threats.   

  Territorial and Resource Conflicts 

  Farsi–Al-Arabia Islands Dispute  64   
 On October 24, 1968, the Shah of Iran and King Faisal of Saudi Arabia 
mitigated a long-standing territorial issue between their respective 
nations. The governments signed a “new border agreement . . . [which] 
gave both Iran and Saudi Arabia equal access to offshore oil fields in 
the Persian Gulf, and settled the dispute over the Islands of Farsi and 
Al-Arabia, which were put under the control of Iran and Saudi Arabia 
respectively.”  65   The agreement represented a newfound decorum 
between the two countries. However, their relationship would soon 
sour in the years following the Iranian Revolution.  66    

   Saudi Arabia-Qatar Dispute   67    
  Saudi Arabia-Yemen Dispute 

 Throughout the twenty-first century, Saudi Arabia and Yemen had 
been in conflict over a variety of border regions and islands in the Red 
Sea. In 1934, after a series of border incidents, Saudi Arabia declared 
war. The Saudis were defeated and forced to relinquish their territorial 
gains. Relations remained relatively stable until 1990, when a rivalry 
once again emerged over disputed territories with large oil reserves. 
Saudi Arabia claimed that oil companies drilling in the region were 
violating international boundaries, while Yemen affirmed its sover-
eignty. Clashes continued throughout the 1990s until Saudi Arabia 
and Yemen, determined to prevent further military conflict, signed 
an agreement resolving their territorial disputes on June 12, 2000.  68   
Construction of a 47-mile concrete and barbed wire barrier separating 
the two states began in 2003, but was later halted because the Yemini 
government claimed it violated the 2000 agreement. Further border 
dispute will likely arise in the near future.  


