Cairo and Riyadh, Vying for Leadership
by Ilias Kouskouvelis and Konstantinos Zarras

I

n
his
first
official trip abroad in March
2018, Saudi crown
prince Muhammad
bin Salman chose to
visit Cairo, where he
was greeted by President Abdel Fattah
Sisi as “a dear guest
in his second home,
Egypt.”1 The two agreed to enhance bilateral cooperation
Saudi crown prince Muhammad bin Salman (left) meets with Egyptian
president Abdel Fattah Sisi, Cairo, March 2018. Saudi Arabia and Egypt
across the political
have both claimed a leading regional role, and their relations have long
spectrum,
impleswung between cooperation and indirect confrontation.
menting ambitious
development projects and strengthening bilateral strategic ties. This collaborative mood notwithstanding, the two states
have yet to overcome weighty strategic and foreign policy differences that over the
past decade often marred the bilateral relationship, first and foremost: What
constitutes the gravest threat to regional stability?

1 Egypt Today (Giza), Mar. 3, 2018.
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An Oscillating Relationship
Saudi Arabia and Egypt have each
claimed a leading regional role, and their
relations have long swung between
cooperation and indirect confrontation.
During Gamal Abdel Nasser’s rule (195470), Cairo emerged as the main claimant for
regional hegemon. Saudi-Egyptian antagonism then came to the forefront and
culminated in the proxy war in Yemen
(1962-70) where the two states found
themselves fighting on opposing sides. Yet
Egypt’s defeat in the June 1967 war and
Nasser’s death in September 1970 ushered in
a thaw between the two states. Cairo gradually shifted towards the Western camp and
recognized Riyadh’s prominent role in the
Muslim world, in exchange for generous
economic support. Under Hosni Mubarak’s
rule, close relations with the desert kingdom
became one of Egypt’s foreign policy
pillars.2
The revolutionary upheavals of 2011
and the ascent of the Muslim Brotherhood to
Egypt’s leadership ended the Mubarak era’s
three-decade long modus vivendi. Despite
President Mohamed Morsi’s efforts to reassure his Arab peers that his government
would not disturb the regional order, the
Saudis were uneasy with Egypt’s political
transformation. Not only was the Brotherhood’s governance model menacing to the
monarchy, but an emerging alliance between Egypt, Qatar, and Turkey created a
powerful rival Sunni axis that threatened
Riyadh’s claim to Muslim leadership. Worse,
a rapprochement between the nascent
2 Mustafa el-Labbad, “Egypt: A ‘Regional Reference’
in the Middle East,” in Henner Fürtig, ed.,
Regional Powers in the Middle East. New
Constellations after the Arab Revolts (New
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014), pp. 81-99.
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Brotherhood-linked axis and Tehran could
not be excluded. All this contributed to
Riyadh’s formal designation of the
Brotherhood as a terrorist organization, and
its assumption of a leadership role in defending the Persian Gulf monarchies and
their regional allies in the face of the Obama
administration’s support for Islamist-backed
revolutions.3
Morsi’s overthrow by the Egyptian
army in the summer of 2013 was thus viewed
by the Saudis as a major step towards
stemming the revolutionary tide throughout
the region. They were the first to endorse
Sisi’s new regime and to extend economic
and financial support. In return, Riyadh
looked to Egyptian diplomatic and military
support, especially in containing Tehran’s
growing influence.
Egyptian-Saudi relations went into
temporary decline following King Salman’s
ascendance to the throne in 2015. The new
monarch attempted to mend fences with
Islamist figures and movements, so as to
rally them for the struggle against Iran. But
this rapprochement did not sit well with
the Egyptian regime, which was busy
suppressing the Brotherhood’s remaining
power.4 Donald Trump’s election, together
with a number of regional developments
(notably the deepening rift between Riyadh
and Doha), brought the two Sunni powers
together again. With Washington throwing
its weight behind the regional effort to
contain Tehran, Riyadh no longer needed
Qatar and Brotherhood-linked Islamist forces

3 Efraim Karsh, “Obama’s Middle East Delusions,”
Middle East Quarterly, Winter 2016.
4 H.A. Hellyer, “The New Saudi King, Egypt and the
Muslim Brotherhood,” Al-Monitor (Washington,
D.C.), Mar. 24, 2015.
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for the pursuit of this goal.5 The Saudis thus
resumed oil supplies to Egypt. With Sisi
reciprocating by actively participating in the
blockade against Doha, common opposition
to the Qatar-Turkey-Brotherhood axis has
become a crucial bond between Cairo and
Riyadh.

Diverging Views and
Conflicting Interests
During the early months of Sisi’s
rule, Cairo appeared to be firmly on the
bandwagon with Riyadh, not least given its
dependence on Saudi assistance to avoid economic collapse. But if the Saudis expected
their financial support to ensure Egypt’s
unconditional and constant compliance on
regional issues, they were to be quickly
disillusioned.
The first foreign policy dispute
revolved around the Yemeni civil war. While
Cairo deferred to Riyadh and endorsed
Yemeni president Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi
upon the Houthi conquest of Sanaa in
September 2014, it stubbornly resisted
repeated pleas to join the Saudi-led military
intervention in Yemen, contenting itself with
the dispatch of a token force.6 This
reluctance can be partly ascribed to the
lingering trauma of the earlier Yemeni civil
war (1962-70), where the Egyptian army
suffered massive losses,7 and partly to
Cairo’s refusal to compromise its traditional
leadership role in the Arab world by playing second fiddle to Riyadh. Hence, Sisi
5 Aaron David Miller and Richard Sokolsky, “Donald
Trump Has Unleashed the Saudi Arabia We
Always Wanted—and Feared,” Foreign Policy,
Nov. 10, 2017.

Saudi Arabia and Egypt have a longstanding
dispute over the Tiran and Sanafir islands at
the mouth of the Gulf of Aqaba. During King
Salman’s 2016 visit, the two parties reached
an agreement to transfer the islands from
Egypt to Saudi Arabia, which sparked
massive Egyptian protests against Sisi.

proposed at the March 2015 Sharm ashSheikh Arab League summit to form a panArab force that would defend the sovereignty
of member states, in which Egypt would
presumably play a leading role.8
Another source of Saudi-Egyptian
contention related to the transfer of the Red
Sea islands of Tiran and Sanafir, strategically
located at the mouth of the Gulf of Aqaba,
from Egypt to Saudi Arabia. During King
Salman’s visit to Cairo in April 2016, the
two parties reached an agreement on the
islands that provoked furious reactions from
the Egyptian public, which viewed the move

6 Amr Khalifa, “Egypt’s Yemen Misadventure,” AlAraby al-Jadeed (London), Sept. 10, 2015.
7 Jesse Ferris, “Egypt’s Vietnam,” Foreign Policy,
Apr. 3, 2015.
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8 “Final Communique of the 26th Arab League
Summit,” Sharm ash-Sheikh, Mar. 29, 2015.
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12 Y
Yehuda U. Blaanga, “Saudi A
Arabia’s Motivees in the
Syrian Civil War,” Middlee East Policy,, Winter
2017.
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Israeli prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu (left) meets with
Egyptian president Sisi, New York, September 2017.
Egyptian-Israeli security cooperation reached its peak after
the ousting of President Morsi while Riyadh’s warming
relations with Israel have also strengthened Egyptian-Saudi
cooperation in the face of the growing Iranian threat.

Complementary Interests
Their diverging policy conceptions
notwithstanding, Cairo and Riyadh not only
share common strategic goals, but recent
developments have opened the possibility for
overcoming differences and improving bilateral relations. Thus, for example, Moscow’s
direct military intervention in Syria has
narrowed the gap between the Saudi and the
Egyptian approaches to the conflict. By
catalyzing the decisive defeat of the rebellion, the Russians made the overthrow of
the Assad regime a moot point while their
massive military presence in Syria has
created a formidable counterweight to
Tehran’s predominance in the country. In
these circumstances, and given Sisi’s good
standing with the Assad regime, Riyadh
could see the benefits of Cairo assuming a
mediating role in Syria to constrain further
the influence of Tehran and its proxies.
Egypt had already mediated a ceasefire
between the Syrian government and rebel
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factions in east Ghouta in July 2017,
and its close relations with Moscow
puts it in an auspicious position to play
an active mediatory role in the future.13
An additional factor strengthening Egyptian-Saudi cooperation has
been Riyadh’s warming relations with
Israel in the face of the growing
Iranian threat. Both states see Tehran’s
hegemonic ambitions in similarly stark
terms, and both have followed developments in Syria and Lebanon with
considerable concern and have coordinated their efforts to delegitimize
Hezbollah and restrict its power and
influence. And while they have not yet
established diplomatic relations,
Jerusalem and Riyadh have exchanged working visits, and there are
indications of significant bilateral intelligence cooperation.14
For its part, Egyptian-Israeli security
cooperation reached its peak after the ousting
of President Morsi. Mutual trust reached
such a level that the Netanyahu government
approved the deployment of thousands of
Egyptian troops near the joint border (in
contravention of the 1979 Egyptian-Israeli
peace treaty) to defeat the Islamist
insurgency in Sinai. Establishing full control
over the peninsula is a shared EgyptianIsraeli-Saudi interest considering not only
security aspects—fighting jihadist groups
and controlling Hamas—but also planned
regional mega-projects.15 Most importantly,

13 Amr Eltohamy, “The limits of Egypt’s role in the
Syria crisis,” Al-Monitor, Aug. 9, 2017.
14 Reuters, Nov. 19, 2017.
15 “Crown Prince and Egyptian President Witness
Signing of Three Agreements, Investment
Memorandum of Understanding,” Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
Riyadh, Mar. 6, 2018.
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Al-Jazeera (Dooha), Feb. 1, 20015.
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threat, it is difficult to predict which way the
bilateral relationship between Egypt and
Saudi Arabia will go. Cairo prioritizes the
containment of Islamist groups while Riyadh
seeks to curb Tehran’s drive for regional
hegemony (and its unbridled nuclear
ambitions). In addition, Egypt is reluctant to
play a secondary role in a Saudi-led Sunni
camp. It is clear, however, that as long as
Turkey and Qatar continue to consolidate
their alliance and move closer to Iran, Riyadh
and Cairo will need each other to curb their
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rivals’ regional influence and promote their
own interests.
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