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1. Introduction

The Delegation for relations with the Arab Peninsula (DARP) mission to Saudi Arabia took
place at a very unusual time, both for the country and regionally. At home, under the leadership
of Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has embarked on a
profound economic and social but also religious and political transformation. What is more, the
Gulf region and beyond – the entire Middle East – is experiencing serious instability, which is
making the need for dialogue between the EU and Saudi Arabia on the one hand and the EU
and the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf (GCC) on the other more pressing
than ever.

Our mission took on a special hue because it happened to take place in the wake of a series of
remarkable and totally unexpected events:

- the sweeping anti-corruption operation launched on 4 November 2017, which has spared
neither princes nor ministers. The Minister for Trade and Investment, whose name featured
on our visit programme but whom we did not meet in the end, was one of those arrested;

- also on 4 November, the surprise resignation of the Lebanese Prime Minister, Saad Hariri,
which he announced in Riyadh; The announcement by the Prime Minister, in which he
strongly criticised the takeover attempt by Hezbollah and therefore by its ally Iran,
prompted speculation as to the role of Saudi Arabia in his decision to resign that continued
until he flew to Paris on 18 November;

- on that same date, a ballistic missile fired by Yemen was intercepted by the Saudi military
not far from the airport in Riyadh; Saudi Arabia immediately condemned not only the
Houthi rebels but also Iran, which it said was contributing to the instability in the region.
Following the firing of the missile, the Saudi-led coalition has tightened the embargo against
Yemen by stepping up checks on aid at the country’s ports. Given the worsening
humanitarian situation in Yemen, that move concerned UN agencies (the WHO, Unicef, the
WFP).

Aside from the interparliamentary meeting with our Majlis al-Shura (Consultative Council)
counterparts, headed by its Vice-President, H.E. Dr Yahya al-Samaan, the delegation met with
several ministers and Saudi civil society representatives: H.E. Dr Adel al-Jubeir, Foreign
Minister, H.E.  Dr Ali al-Ghafis, Labour Minister, H.E. Dr Awwad al-Awwad, Minister for
Culture and Information. H.E. Mr al-Nasser, Vice-President of the Human Rights Commission,
the King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief Centre, the Kind Abdulaziz Centre for National
Dialogue and the MiSK Foundation.

These meetings, which were held in an atmosphere of friendship, openness and mutual respect,
are part of a long series of exchanges of increasing intensity. The mission took place shortly
after the visit by a Majlis delegation to the European Parliament on 9 October 2017, a
conference on trade and economic relations between the EU and Gulf countries on 18 October
and just before the visit of Minister al-Jubeir planned for 5 December 2017.
Since the DARP mission coincided with that of the Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI),
with which DARP shares a common core (see the detailed programme attached), this report
does not go into human rights or fundamental freedom issues, which have been addressed in
DROI’s mission report. On the other hand, our report does go into detail on the two meetings
in which we raised the key topics with the Majlis Members, topics which are particularly
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important in the current political and geopolitical climate. One was with the Foreign Minister,
who devoted more than two hours of his time to us; the other was with the Secretary General
of the GCC.

2. Talks with the Foreign Minister, Adel al-Jubeir

Our talks took place at a pivotal moment in the recent history of the kingdom, a fact that Mr al-
Jubair was well aware of. Since he had been appointed heir to the throne in June 2017,
Mohammad bin Salman (known by the moniker ‘MbS’) had sped up the reforms begun when
King Salman succeeded to the crown in January 2015. MbS had declared on 24 October, during
the previous week, at a meeting of an investors’ forum in Riyadh, the advent of a ‘moderate,
open and tolerant’ Saudi Arabia which would include the return of a moderate Islam. As the
minister pointed out, at that meeting MbS had said: ‘we are not going to spend another 30 years
of our lives coming to terms with extremist ideas. We are going to destroy those ideas now’. In
introducing the reforms, the young prince ushered in a new era in a country where 70% of the
population is younger than 30. A majority of young Saudis appeared to approve of MbS’s
dynamism and his willingness to reform society, as shown by his curbing of the Mutawa
religious police’s power and lifting of the driving ban for women1.

Mr al-Jubeir went on to set out the Vision 2030 plan, which was intended to prepare Saudi
Arabia for the post-oil era - ‘we have reserves for 100 years, but in 20 years’ time the world
will perhaps not need oil any more’ - by means of economic diversification, privatisation and
measures to attract foreign investment. Like all the other people we held talks with during our
mission, and in particular the members of the Majlis ash-Shoura, the minister emphasised the
importance of a strategy whose aim was to completely overhaul not only the economy, but also
political life and Saudi society. ‘this revolution disguised as an economic reform process is
intended to reduce the role played by the government in order to allow young people to excel’.
Contrary to what many analysts who had stuck to the outdated notion of Saudi Arabia as an
ultra-conservative society had expected, the moves to bring the religious police to heel had not
provoked uproar, because the Saudi people, who were discovering modernity and the internet,
were ready for that step. Segregation between men and women in public areas would soon be a
thing of the past, ‘even at football matches’.

At a time when ‘30 billion dollars left the country for Dubai and Bahrain every year’, another
aim of the Vision 2030 strategy was to make Saudi Arabia a much more attractive location for
investment, in order to keep money in the country and invest it in forward-looking technologies;
the new town of NEOM, which would be linked to Egypt by a bridge across the Red Sea,
symbolised this new approach.

If that vision was to become reality, it was essential to eradicate extremism and terrorism,
hence the introduction of the zero tolerance principle. Over the previous 10 years, 4 000 imams
had been removed from their posts, many others had been reprimanded and the collection of
cash donations in the vicinity of mosques had been banned.

1 As set out in the DROI mission report, the Saudi women whom we met welcomed the changes taking place;
they hoped that the lifting of the driving ban would be an important step towards the abolition of the
guardianship system whereby  every woman has a male family member as a guardian
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According to the minister, the measures taken against Qatar since June 2017 had to be seen in
that context: ‘how can we accept that Qatar should tolerate on its territory media organisations
which preach hatred and violence, terrorists on the UN list, members of the Muslim
Brotherhood and al-Qaeda who are wanted by the authorities? (...) As long ago as 2014 they
pledged to take the measures required, but they have not kept their word.’ Today the Qataris
are in denial, as we were 15 years ago, after 9/11. In the end we grasped what was really
happening’. The pressure being exerted on Qatar - ‘it is not a siege, we are not going to
invade’ was beginning to bear fruit: Doha had signed an anti-terrorism agreement with the
United States, cut back its support for radical groups in Syria and Libya and for Hamas, which
had ‘made it possible for the Palestinian Authority to return to Gaza’. In the minister’s view,
the crisis would continue for a few more months, but would ultimately be resolved favourably.
I informed the minister of my recent visit to Kuwait and Qatar and told him that I and the
European Union were prepared to offer Kuwait practical support in its mediation role.
Reminding him of the excellent nature of our relations with all the Gulf states, I expressed my
belief that closer cooperation on a solid basis among all the members of the GCC could have
only a positive impact on the region as a whole, in the Gulf and beyond. If they did not cooperate
more closely, the ongoing tensions were likely to deter investors and undermine the GCC’s
ability to play its stabilising role.

The minister then talked about the fraternal links Saudi Arabia had with Iraq1 and the
establishment, the previous week, of a high-level Coordination Council headed by King Salman
and Prime Minister al-Abadi. The opening of Saudi consulates in Erbil and Bassorah and also
in Najaf, the main centre of Shiism, was a powerful symbol: ‘whether they are Sunnis or
Shiites, all Saudis are the same’. Riyadh had called on the central and regional authorities in
Iraqi Kurdistan to cooperate under the framework of the Iraqi Constitution.

The minister opened his remarks on Syria by expressing a clear view: ‘The Russians have
won the war!’ However, ‘they might lose the peace’. Moscow did not have the resources
required to rebuild the country. For its part, Saudi Arabia would contribute only if it was
satisfied with the political process based on UN Security Council Resolution 2254. Against that
background, it was clear what Bashar al-Assad’s fate would be: either he would have to give
up power voluntarily, or he would be beaten in elections supervised by the groups supported by
Cairo and Moscow. In the minister’s view, Bashar could not hope to remain in power. Looking
ahead, therefore, Riyadh was encouraging all the opposition groups to take part in the
forthcoming meetings to relaunch the political process.

Yemen was ‘a war we did not choose’: the minister drew attention to Saudi Arabia’s support
for the political transition implemented by means of the National Dialogue which had led to the
formation of a decentralised government. That process had been brutally interrupted by the
coup d’état carried out by the Houthi militias allied with Iran and Hezbollah. ‘We lost the
communication battle’: according to the minister, by sending false information from Sanaa to
New York the Houthis had tarnished the image of the coalition. In reality, the Houthi rebels had
no interest in a negotiated settlement, as the war enabled them to control ports such as Hodeidah,
access to fuel and 70% of state revenues.

The minister then spoke about Egypt, ‘which is more stable today than two years ago’. Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait were supporting it during the political and

1 ‘we are the same people, just like Kuwait, Qatar, etc.’
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economic transition phase and encouraging it to work with the IMF.

In Libya, Saudi Arabia was supporting the work of the United Nations Special Envoy, Ghassan
Salamé. According to the minister, although all the parties accepted the conditions
underpinning the Skhirat agreement and the principle of elections to be held in the near future,
their mutual hatred was preventing any progress. The Libyan leaders had been invited to travel
separately to Riyadh for talks designed to identify a way out of the impasse.

The minister expressed his view that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict should be ‘simple to
resolve’: in the Fahd plan, put forward as long ago as in 2002, Saudi Arabia had proposed the
right method, namely a comprehensive agreement rather than small advances on a series of
thorny issues (security, borders, Jerusalem, refugees, settlements). The economic development
of the Palestinian Territories was also a key factor.

The minister concluded by stating that, by implementing the ‘Vision 2030’ plan, Saudi Arabia
would become an even more important partner for the EU, with which it would develop closer
cooperation in many areas, including external relations. By way of an example, the minister
referred to the possibility of a partnership to foster economic growth and the fight against
terrorism in Africa.

Since the minister, in the course of his lengthy remarks, had not mentioned Iran, I asked him
about the rising tensions between Riyadh and Tehran. The minister drew attention to Iran’s
aggressive actions since the 1979 revolution, citing as examples the terrorist attacks in Khobar
in 1996 and in Riyadh in 2003. Those actions were still continuing today, with the despatching
to the Houthis of military advisers, missiles and even equipment to be used in suicide attacks
In 1997, negotiations with President Rohani, who was Intelligence Minister at the time, had led
to the withdrawal of the terrorist cells present in Saudi Arabia and to Iran reducing its subversive
activities in Bahrain. That period of détente had come to an end with Ahmadinejad’s election
in 2005, however.  At all events, in the minister’s view there were ‘no moderates in Iran’, where
President Rohani and Mr Zarif had little power. As history taught us, however, ‘every
revolution comes to an end’.

As regards the nuclear agreement, the aim should be to improve it, not cancel it; the 10-year
sunset clause should be reviewed and provision should be made for more intrusive inspections,
including at military sites.  Our delegation reiterated the European position, namely support for
the agreement and the need for open but watchful dialogue with Iran1.

In conclusion, we thanked each other for the free and frank exchange of views, the increasing
frequency of which was commensurate with the importance of our relations and the shared
challenges facing the EU and the GCC, and I told the minister that I looked forward to
welcoming him to the European Parliament on 5 December 2017.

3. Talks with Dr Abdullatif al-Zayani, Secretary-General of the GCC

1 At our meeting with members of the Majlis, the latter went even further, saying that rather than a 5+1
agreement, a 5+2 agreement (including Saudi Arabia) should have been concluded.
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The Secretary-General emphasised the importance of close cooperation between the EU and
the United States when it came to guaranteeing a safe and stable environment in the Gulf.
Unfortunately Iran, which was continuing to interfere in the domestic affairs of the Arab
countries, was destabilising the entire region. Europe was also facing growing threats, in
particular with the return from Syria and Iraq, among the many migrants arriving, of ‘foreign
fighters’, hence the need for us to join forces in the fight against terrorism, taking our cue from
the Islamic Coalition established in 2005 and led by Saudi Arabia.  Like Mr al-Jubeir, the
Secretary-General emphasised the strategic importance of the Vision 2030 plan and promoting
moderate Islam. This was a sound basis for developing cooperation between the EU and the
GCC in the fight against extremism.

The Secretary-General expressed concern at the situation in Yemen and the influence exerted
by Iran. We highlighted the need to secure a political solution quickly, because, quite apart from
the gravity of the humanitarian crisis, the conflict was taking on a regional dimension, even
beyond the Bab el-Mandeb Strait. What is more, the entrenched conflict was fostering
recruitment by ‘Islamic State’, ‘al-Qaeda in the Arab Peninsula’ and other terrorist groups.

The Secretary-General endorsed that analysis: the mistake made after 2003 with Iraq, which
had become a refuge for terrorist groups, should not be repeated. He then recalled the origins
of the conflict: the GCC’s 2001 initiative to organise the political transition had been successful.
The National Dialogue had led to the preparation of a draft Constitution. It was the coup d’état
carried out by the Houthis which had derailed the process, following which the legitimate
government had sought assistance from the United Nations, the Arab League and the GCC. The
joint efforts were continuing on four levels:

1) political; the UN Special Envoy, Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, was doing excellent work;

2) military; the intervention by the coalition on the basis of UN Security Council Resolution
2216 (2015) was intended to exercise the requisite pressure on the Houthi militias. The aim
was specifically to cut the supply lines for the provision of weapons, including missiles, by
Iran; in view of the problems in implementing the current Security Council resolution, a
new one might be required;

3) humanitarian; the King Salman Foundation was doing remarkable work and had halted the
spread of the cholera epidemic1;

4) reconstruction; as long ago as in 2015, Saudi Arabia had drawn up a strategy for the
reconstruction of the country which provided for assistance and the incorporation of Yemen
into the GCC.

As regards Qatar, I made the same remarks to the Secretary-General as I had to the Foreign
Minister. I also expressed the hope that the GCC Summit scheduled for 5 December 2017 would
take place. Dr al-Zayani endorsed my remarks. No decision on the summit had yet been taken.
Expressing his appreciation for the EU’s support for Kuwait’s mediation efforts, the Secretary-
General took the view that a solution should be found in the GCC.

1 During the mission, the delegation met the chair and the senior members of the King Salman Foundation at
the same time as the delegation from the DROI subcommittee (details in that delegation’s own report).
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The Secretary-General wound up his remarks by reiterating the importance of closer EU-GCC
cooperation in a whole series of areas. With a combined GDP of USD 1 600 billion in 2017,
the GCC countries had the resources to cope with the drop in the price of oil, unemployment
(9.2% of the active population) and the preparations for the transition which was now necessary.
Against that backdrop, economic, commercial and technological cooperation would be
mutually beneficial. In addition to the need to combat terrorism and radicalisation, we agreed
on the scope for cooperation between the EU and the GCC in the areas of irregular migration
and the fight against human trafficking and educational and cultural exchanges.

4. Suggested follow-up:

 Our mission to Riyadh took place at the same time as that by the DROI subcommittee,
which gave rise to some confusion on the part of our Saudi hosts.

 Our mission coincided with the visit by Commissioner Christos Stylianides, who was in
Riyadh for a high-level conference with representatives of the United Nations and Saudi
Arabia. Given the considerable resources at the disposal of the King Salman Foundation
and the role it plays in providing humanitarian assistance, the Committee on Development
(DEVE) could invite the Secretary-General of the Foundation, together with Commissioner
Stylianides, for an exchange of views on humanitarian cooperation in Yemen and other
countries, in particular in Africa.

 At the same time as our mission, the Delegations for Relations with Israel (DIL) and for
Relations with the Mashreq countries (DMAS) travelled to Israel and Lebanon respectively.
In Beirut, the DMAS delegation was the last foreign delegation to meet Prime Minister
Hariri before he announced his resignation. In the light of the rapid chain of events affecting
the region as a whole, it would make sense to organise in the near future, if possible ahead
of the 5 December 2017 meeting with Mr al-Jubeir, an exchange of views in the Committee
on Foreign Affairs (AFET) so that our respective delegations (DARP, DIR, DIL, DMAS)
can give an account of their missions and discuss developments in the Middle East and the
role which the EU can play if fostering regional stability.

 Particular attention should be paid to the growing tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran
and their dangerous implications for a number of regional theatres, first and foremost
Lebanon, Syria and Yemen. In that connection, the assessments and conclusions set out in
our report should be shared with the Delegation for Relations with Iran (DIR) prior to its
mission to Tehran from 25 to 28 November 2017. When the delegation returns we should
compare experiences and viewpoints. Our collective thinking can then be brought to the
attention of the Vice-President/High Representative Federica Mogherini and assist with the
preparation of the AFET Committee’s planned mission to Saudi Arabia and Iran in February
2018.

 The meeting on 5 December with the Mr al-Jubeir will provide an opportunity to take stock
of recent developments. In particular, care should be taken to ensure that the European
Union and its Member States, on the one hand, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and its
allies, on the other, deploy all their resources in an effort to preserve the unity, stability,
sovereignty and security of Lebanon and the Lebanese people. The DMAS, DIR and DARP
delegations could also devote a joint meeting to that topic.

 In carrying out his Vision 2030 plan, the Crown Prince is driving a ‘revolutionary’
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transformation, in the words of Mr al-Jubeir. By putting together a study and a hearing on
that plan, the AFET Committee and the Subcommittee on Trade (INTA) could do some
useful work into the objectives, devices and impact of that policy, including for relations
between Saudi Arabia and the European Union.

 The DARP secretariat will contact the GCC secretariat to support structured exchanges
between the GCC and the EP committees which work on the topics raised during our
meeting with the Secretary-General: Counterterrorism and anti-radicalisation (Committee
on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) and the Special Committee on
Terrorism); irregular migration and the fight against human trafficking (LIBE Committee);
trade and investment (INTA Subcommittee); educational and cultural exchanges
(Committee on Culture and Education - CULT).

 The DARP, which regularly receives delegations from the Saudi and Qatari Majlis, is
determined to continue and step up exchanges with our two partners and support Kuwait’s
mediation efforts to resolve the crisis which has split the GCC and is weakening the Gulf
region as a whole.
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Annex I
DELEGATION FOR RELATIONS WITH THE ARAB PENINSULA

13th EU-Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Inter-Parliamentary Meeting

Riyadh, 28-31 October 2017

DRAFT PROGRAMME

Saturday 28 October 2017

Individual arrivals of the Members of the Delegation of the European Parliament to Riyadh
Airport

Check in at Hotel Marriott Courtyard

Sunday 29 October 2017 Riyadh

10.00 Briefing by H.E. Mr Michele CERVONE, Head of the EU Delegation to the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (DARP & DROI)

11.30 Meeting with the Assistant Chairman of Shura Council H.E Dr. Yahya Al-
Sammaan (DARP & DROI)

12.00 Meeting with Friendship and Human Rights Committees and other
committees (DARP & DROI) followed by lunch

14.00 Press interviews at Shura Council

19.00 Reception at EU Delegation

Monday 30 October 2017 Riyadh

09.00 Meeting with H.E. Dr Ali Al Ghafees, Minister of Labour (DARP and
DROI)

11.00 Meeting with GCC Secretary General Dr. Abdullatif Al-Zayani (DARP)

13.30 Meeting at King Salman Centre for Humanitarian Aid and Relief (DARP
& DROI)

15.00 Meeting with Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr Adel Al-Jubeir (DARP &
DROI)
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18.00 Visit to King Abdul-Aziz Centre for National Dialogue

Tuesday 31 October 2017 Riyadh

09.00 Visit to MISK Foundation

10.30 Meeting with the Minister of Culture & Information Dr Awwad Al-
Awwad (DARP and DROI)

13.00 Meeting with the Vice-Chairman of Human Rights Commission, H.E. Mr
Al-Nasser (DARP and DROI)

Individual departures of members of the EP Delegation
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Annexe II

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
DELEGATION FOR RELATIONS WITH THE ARAB PENINSULA

13TH EP/SAUDI ARABIA INTER-PARLIAMENTARY MEETING

28-31 OCTOBER 2017

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS

Members (4) Group Country
Mrs Michèle ALLIOT-MARIE, Chair EPP France
Mrs Henna VIRKKUNEN EPP Finland
Mr Wajid KHAN S&D United Kingdom
Mrs Barbara KAPPEL ENF Austria

EPP European People's Party in the European Parliament
S&D Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists & Democrats in the European Parliament
ENF Europe of Nations and Freedom

Staff DG EXPO (2)
Mr François MASSOULIE Head of unit, Euromed & Middle East unit
Mrs Nicole DEVOS Assistant, Euromed & Middle East unit

Political groups (3)
Mr Gabor TOROK Political group advisor, EPP
Mr Eldar MAMEDOV* Political group advisor, S&D
Mr Dietmar HOLZFEIND Political group advisor, ENF

Interpreters (4)
Mrs Melpomeni KONSTANTINIDI FR booth, Team leader
Mrs Camille MERCIER-SANDERS FR booth
Mr Mouhcine EL GUEDIMI AR booth
Mr Peter STRAUSS EN booth

* also on the list of DROI participants


