
 

 

 Saudi-US relations will endure, but the two countries need to learn to deal 

with each other differently 

 

The last few days have been critical for US-Saudi relations. Incoming US president 

Joe Biden had his first telephone conversation with King Salman bin Abdulaziz during 

which he reaffirmed support for the Kingdom’s security, but also made it clear that 

human rights will be in the future front and centre in a recalibrated relationship between 

the United States and its long-time friend, partner and ally, Saudi Arabia. This should 

be welcomed by all, and is not in itself at odds with Kingdom’s own vision of the future.  

There were however first loose ends to be tied-up. The release by the US government 

of the Khashoggi report, and the imposition of sanctions against “76 Saudi individuals 

believed to have been engaged in threatening dissidents overseas, including but not 

limited to the Khashoggi killing in Istanbul in 2018”, brings some closure to a difficult 

episode. Everyone will have to learn lessons.  

The report, compiled by the Director of US National Intelligence, on the Khashoggi 

affair states that it believes Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman ordered the 

operation against Khashoggi. The evidence it provides is somewhat anecdotal, and 

the US stopped short from sanctioning the Crown Prince himself. The Saudi Foreign 

Ministry on its part said “Saudi Arabia completely rejects the negative, false and 

unacceptable assessment in the report pertaining to the Kingdom’s leadership, and 

notes that the report contained inaccurate information and conclusions.” 

Extraterritorial activity against perceived enemies or opponents is not new, and is 

certainly not the monopoly of Saudi Arabia. It is however always a messy affair, and 

more likely than not even counter-productive. Stamping down on this is a good thing. 

 

US-Saudi relations should not remain purely transactional 

US-Saudi relations have stood the test of time.  When relations were established the 

two countries were as unlike each other as any can be, yet over the years the United 

States and Saudi Arabia have found enough common interest to ensure that their 

relationship endured. This year they will celebrate the 90th anniversary of the 

establishment of diplomatic relations, and the 70th anniversary of the signing of their 

Mutual Defence Assistance Agreement. The relationship has survived largely on 

pragmatism. The US and Saudi Arabia needed each other, and they built a relationship 

to suit these needs, manifested in multiple areas of co-operation in defence and 

security, energy and finance, foreign policy and regional politics. However the 

relationship has also been evolving. It now also exists at a human level. 70,000 

Americans live and work in the Kingdom, whilst generations of Saudi professionals 

(not to mention military and security officers), spent the best years of their youth 

studying in the United States. The US is now reaching out to the Kingdom to change 

the basis of the relationship to one that is also based on values.  

In the past US-Saudi relations have been largely transactional – related to oil prices 

and the purchase of arms. Donald Trump took this type of relationship to new 



 

 

heights. It should have been clear to everyone that this was however not 

sustainable. 

It is time to put the relationship on a different basis. Huge transformational processes 

are ongoing in Saudi Arabia, inspired and led by Prince Mohammed bin Salman, as 

a result of which women are more empowered and have more rights and 

opportunities than ever; young people are starting to feel appreciated and motivated, 

and the country is building a new economic model beyond the rentier economy 

based on oil revenues. The impact of the changes goes deep into Saudi society. 

Many in the west fail to understand the enormity of the internal resistance to these 

changes among well entrenched conservative sections of the Saudi political and 

religious system, who would much rather see them reversed. 

On its part the new US administration expects from Riyadh more respect for human 

rights, and more accountability when these are violated.  More broadly the Saudi 

legal system needs to be more transparent, and accountability – regardless of status 

– ensured. It is important that the changes that have taken place over the last five 

years be consolidated, and the process of reforms accelerated. The United States, 

and the European Union, need to be partners of Saudi Arabia in this long and difficult 

journey. 

 

The importance of Saudi Arabia as a key security partner will increase. 

There are also hard security decisions to be made in the near future. The new US 

administration will need to focus its attention on the two critical challengers to the 

current world order: Russia and  China. A shift in American emphasis from the Middle 

East to East Asia has been predicted for a long time, and appears inevitable. In this 

scenario the US needs a more stable Gulf region, with Saudi Arabia playing a bigger 

role as the big brother on the Arabian peninsula, and as a counterweight to Iran. This 

will require a common approach towards Iran’s destabilising activities across the 

Middle East and beyond. 

Saudi Arabia needs to pick up the challenges presented by this changing international 

and regional context, first by showing maturity in its own judgements, secondly by 

ensuring that the pan-GCC solidarity that emerged from the Al Ula Summit last month 

is maintained , and third by expanding relations with other allies such as the EU and 

India to make sure that any American vacuum is properly filled. As the Americans 

reconfigure their military posture new regional security arrangements are likely to 

emerge, in which Saudi Arabia can play a central role.  

Riyadh should therefore not see the new approach of the Biden administration as a 

threat, but rather as an opportunity to move forward and to build a stronger, more 

enduring relationship. 
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