Write- Mohammed Ayoob (Profes-
sor Emeritus of International Rela-

This article is related . PR . .
tions, Michigan State Universit
to General Studies-Paper -II The Hindu & 2
(International Relations)

(" 20 Feb, 2019 )

"New Delhi should not be overly optimistic about prying Riyadh away from Islamabad."

There seems to be much exultation in New Delhi that the visit by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, or MBS, will lead to further strengthening 6f Saudi Arabia-Inidian ties, a process that had begun with
Prime Minister Narendra Modji’s visit teRiyadhgin 2016. Some of this jubilation is based on rational calcula-
tions regarding Saudi interest in expanding trade and investment in India‘and collaboration in the energy
sector. Saudi Aramco is interestéd in pagtnering with the Abu Dhabi National'Oil Company in developing an
integrated refinery and petrochemicals complex.atiRatnagiri in. Maharashtra, a $44 billion joint venture with
Indian public sector involvementiSaudi Arabia is already one of the three largest suppliers of oil to India.

However, much’ of the.euphoria is based on wishful thinking and vague statements such as Riyadh’s
declaration that India’is.one of eight countries withswhich it wants to intensify its strategic partnership in vari-
ous fields. The Indianiself-delusion is demonstrated, above all, bysthe speculation in policy-making circles in
New Delhi that the Saudi stance on Kashmir has now changed and‘itsitilt toward Pakistan“corrected.

The latter assumption is nothing more than a pipe dream*The'Saudi Foreign Minist€r’s statement in Islam-
abad during MBS’s visit that Riyadh is committed to “de-escalating™ tensions betweéen India-and Pakistan over
Kashmir must not be read as aniendorsement of the Indian stand but as<an attempt teifntervene in the dispute
rather than accept its bilateral nature.

Key reasons

New Delhi should, therefore, notibe overly optimistic that.growing-Sdudi-Indian relations in the eco-
nomic sphere will'succeed in prying Riyadh'away from Islamabad, There-arevarious reasons that lead to this
conclusion. First, Pakistan is far too important to Saudi Arabiafor interndl security reasons for Riyadh to sac-
rifice its stake in Islamabad in order to appease’New Delhi. The PakiStan Army has more than once acted as
the Saudi rulers’ praetorian guard and given the uncertain.-hold of MBS on his country, despite impressions to
the contrary, he may need the services of Pakistarii mercénaries in the near future.

Second, Afghanistan has been a point of stxategie“convergence for Pakistan and Saudi Arabia going
back to the 1980s when the Saudis used“Pakistans as.a conduit for material assistance to the Islamist forces
fighting the Soviet Union and its proxy govesnment'in Kabul. With U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and the
consequent expansion of Taliban influence very much on the cards, Pakistan’s strategic value as the Taliban’s
patron has grown exponentially. Saudi Arabia is interested in curbing Iranian influence in Afghanistan and
needs Pakistan to contain Tehran’s ability to influence events in that country after the American withdrawal
through its Tajik and Hazara allies.

The Iran angle

Iran is Saudi Arabia’s chief adversary in West Asia. The Saudi-Iranian rivalry is being played out across
the region, from Syria to Yemen. Riyadh perceives Pakistan as a major asset it can use to check the spread of
Iranian influence despite the Nawaz Sharif government’s refusal to commit Pakistani troops in the Yemen war
on behalf of the Saudi-led alliance. It sees Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan and Pakistan Army chief Gen-
eral Qamar Javed Bajwa as more amenable to Saudi persuasion. Pakistan on its part perceives MBS as a valu-
able interlocutor on its behalf with the U.S. because of his excellent rapport with U.S. President Donald Trump.
Islamabad deems this essential in light of the recent strains in U.S.-Pakistani relations over Pakistan’s
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support to terrorist groups targeting U.S. forces in Afghanistan that led to stern rebukes from Mr. Trump and
suspension of American military aid to Pakistan.

Moreover, Pakistan’s relations with Iran, never easy, have hit a new low following the recent terror-
ist attack in the Sistan-Baluchistan Province that killed 27 Revolutionary Guards. Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Khamenei pointed the finger at “the spying agencies of some regional and trans-regional countries”, an obvious
reference to Pakistan and the U.S. The commander of the IRGC said, “The government of Pakistan must pay
the price of harbouring these terrorist groups and this price will undoubtedly be very high?”

As Pakistan’s relations with Iran deteriorate, it is likely to move further into the Saudi orbit. Increasing
Sunni fundamentalism, bordering on Wahhabism, in Pakistan also makes it a natural ideological ally of Saudi
Arabia and an ideological foe of Shia Iran.

Aid bailout

Saudi economic largesse matters greatly to Pakistan, which is in dire economic straits and has been
forced to turn to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for loans that are bound to come with strict condi-
tionalities. Over and above the $6 billion already promised by Saudi Arabia, MBS has promised a further $20
billion in Saudi investment in Pakistan. A large part is earmarked for investment in the construction of an oil
refinery in Gwadar on the Makran coast, which is being developed as a strategic port by China and features
prominently in the China-Pakistan Economic Corrider(€PEC)-plan.

In the context of this strategic and eeohomi€ mexus between Satrdi Arabia and Pakistan, it will be un-
wise for New Delhi to seriously believe that itiWill be able to wean Saudi ‘Arabia away from Pakistan. India
should take advantage of any benefit that a¢erues fromIndia’s economic relations with Saudi Arabia but should
not pin much hope on Riyadh.in the political-strategic sphere.
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Why in the discussion?

o Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi
Arabia is on a two-day visit to India, during
which time India will raise the issue of
Pakistan-sponsored terrorism.

o At the same time, both the countries will
also discuss about the improvement in
defense relations, in which joint naval
exercises in included.

o During this visit, 5 MoUs will be signed
between India and Saudi Arabia.

s Apart from trade and investment, in
this visit special focus will be on the
strengthening of bilateral strategic

N\

The agreement has also been signed on

sharing the broadcast between Prasar Bharti

and Saudi Arabia.

In the area of the International Solar

Alliance, the two countries have been signed.

main point

o Foreign Ministry' sources say Prince Salman's
visit to India is very important and India
is going to be the eighth strategic partner
country of its ally, Saudi Arabia.

= Between Saudi Arabia and India, there is a
bilateral trade of US $ 27.48 billion.

o In comparison to 2016-17, it increased by
ten percent last year.

o During the year 2017-18, the annual

trade between the two countries was

1.95 lakh crore.

o

o

relations. o Saudiis the fourth largest economic partner
Agreement? of India.
o India and Saudi Arabia have signed a deal * ° India currently buys 17 percent of oil and
on energy. 32 percent of gas of its requrement from

Saudi Arabia.

o Both countries are keen to increase joint
alliances in areas such as food security,
infrastructure, renewable energy and
fertilizer. Y,

s MoU has been signed between India-Saudi
Arabia in the tourism sector.

s Agreement between India and Saudi Arabia
has been extended to further trade.
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Expected Questions (Mains Exams) P

Expected Questions (Prelims Exams)

1. Consider the following statements- Q. What type of role could be played by Saudi.

¢ 1. An Integrated refinery and petrochemical E Arabia to resolve the tension originated®
) complex is being developed in Ratnagiri, ¢ between India and Pakistan. Analyze. [
1 Maharashtra by the joint partnership of o (250 Words):
] Saudi Aramco and Abu Dhabi National E .
] Oil company. . [
« 2. Gwadar port of Pakistan is situated on .
1 the Makran coast. . [
. Which of the above statements is/are E .
1 correct? . 1
° (@ Only1 . [
< (b) Only2 . .
' (c) Both1and?2 0 [
. (d) Neither 1 nor 2 . I
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( Note: Answer of Prelims Expected Question given on 19 Feb. is 1(a) )
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