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Key Judgments

Dissidents in the
Arabian Peninsula (v)

Encouraged by the overthrow of the Shah of lran, dissidents in the Arabian
Peninsula monarchics—Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United
Arab Emiratcs, and Oman—arc sccking to build their own asscts. '

Most arc beginning from relatively weak 1 Jsitions and at this stage are
. concentrating on recruitment. Some arc also trying to build their subversive

capability, with military and financial help from South Yemen and radical
Palcstinian and Lebanese leftist factions. Leftists in scveral Peninsula
countrics arc trving to broaden their appcal by adding reforms demanded by
Shia leaders to their own demands fer political liberalization. The criticisms
of existing regimes lcveled from left and right arc remarkably parallel,
particularly on the issuc of corruption. ' ' '

Scveral constraints limit dissident efforts to expand their organizations.
Most dissidcent groups arc hcadced by cxiles who have relatively small bascs
of support in their own countrics. Leftist liberation front groups, which
prolifcrated in the region through the mid-1970s, arc particularly affected
by a history of inept lcadership, government penctration and arrests,
mcmbership defections, and institutional rivalrics.

The potential threat from religiously based dissident groups now-seems
greater than any current threat from traditional leftist groups. The extent of
Shiza unrest is difficult to-cstimate, and Shia demands vary-—lcadcers
harangue the ruling familics for ungodliness and corruption, but so far have
stopped short of calling for a revolution similar to Ayatollah Khomeini's
revolution in Iran. Like the leftists, they urge political and cconomic reforms
and relcasc of all political prisoncrs, but above all they insist on the
establishment of an Islamic government bascd on closc observance of

" religious law and custom. Shia populations in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,

Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emiratcs arc heavily represented ina

varicty of organizations, both sccular and religious; some Shia leaders arc
appointees of the Ayulnlluh Khomeini and have tics lo religious ﬁgurcs 'md
mlln.mt org.mu.mons in lran,

Conscrvatwc Sunni groups, likc the Muslim Brolhc,rhood. .1lso urge the
overthrow of corrupt, non- -Islamic governments and the establishment of a
unificd Islamic state, but they appear so f.\r to bc focucmg their activitics
outside the p"mneula
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South Yemen, Iraq. Libya, the USSR, and Palestinian factions arc giving
- uid and encouragenient 1o both leftist and religious dissidents, whilc at the
same time they are trying to cxpand their own bases of operations in the

region. L

Peninsula leaders anticipate increasingly scrious difficulties in light of the
challenge posed at Mecca and the attempt by Iranian religious figures to
export their revolution. In response, peninsula states will probably move
toward closer cooperation on security matters—intclligence exchanges on
dissidents, improved military coopcration, and tightened internal security.
Each leader will also scek to refurbish his Islamic credentials and will '
probably support application of Islamic laws previously ignored.




Dissidents in the :
Arabian Peninsula (u)

The Iranian revolution has revived the hopes of -
clandestine dissident factions in the Arabian Peninsula

“that they too can organize effective opposition to the
“region's ruling fumilics. Organizazions that had been

languishing since the end of the Dhofar rebellion in
late 1975 arc showing signs of life and new interest in
forming alliances with cthnic and religious clements
once scorned as poiitically unrcliabic. At the same

- time, South Yemen and radical Palestinian factions

are cncouraging leftist dissidents to escalate their.

“attacks on the regimes while they try to widen their

own bascs of opcrations in the peninsula. The main
purpose of this study is to describe thesc organizations
rather than to estimate their chances of success or to

_ analyze the vulncrability of various peainsula govern-

ments.

‘Reporting on the various groups is sketchy, and we

cannot confidently measure the capabil:itics of many.
Most of the dissident groups appear to t¢ headed by

“exiles whose aim is to channcl discontem among Shias,
‘students, workers, and civil servants into broadly basced

opposition movbmcnls. Platforms include objectives
such as the restoration of representative government,
rclaxation of repressive sccurity laws, and relcasc of
political prisoncrs. Sccondarily, they arc trying to
rebuild a subversive capability on the peninsula ard
are secking military training and financinl support
from South Yemen and radical Palestininn and

Lebanese leftist factions. ‘:’

v Leftist Groups

A vnrictyhof leftist groups have operated in the Arabian
Peninsula during the past two decndes. Beginning in
the late 1960s, dissident organizations multiplied at a

_dizzying rate, cncouraged by the growing strength of

the leftist rebellion in Oman's Dhofar Province and by

-the British announcement in 1968 that it was with-

drawing from the small shaykhdoms on the Gulf.
Within a few years, however, most of the dissident
groups had disappeared, Some had merged to form a

single organization, the Popular Front for the Liber-
ation of Oman and the Arab Gull (PFLOAG).*
PFLOAG was intended by South Yemen, its main
supporter, to spearhend coordinated attacks on the
ruling families of the peninsula states. This strategy
failed, and in 1974 in a change of tactics, PFLOAG

- was dissolved and replaced by several semiautonomous -

national libcration fronts individually targeted against
governments in Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), and Saudi Arubiu.l:l

Other groups were seriously weakened by government

penctration and arrests, internal disputes, widesnread
defections, and incpt leadership. Saudi Arabia arrested
a large number of dissidents, including disaffected

military officers, following coup attempts in 1969 and -

1971. Baath Party chapters in Saudi Arabia and the

other peninsula states lost both members and credibil-

ity by the mid-1970s as they split along Syrian-Iraqi

~lines. Neither Baathist faction cver posed a scrious

threat to peninsula regimes. In late 1974 Qatar
arrested, dismisscd, or deported 137 government offi-

‘cials for their involvement with the PFLOAG, while

Bahrain and the UAE uncovered, with Omani assist-
ance, cxtensive networks of South Yemeniand
PFLOAG agents the following ycar. Communist
partics have ncver won popular support; their lcndcncy
to analyze peninsula problems in a European Marxist’
jargon had little meaning to citizens of the oil-rich
states or to the largely expatriate (and casily deport-
ablc) work force. Small Saudi and Kuwaiti Commu-
nist Parties still exist, but ncither is acuvc msndc their

country. |:|

® PELOAG was o combination of several small but diverse groups,
all of which had as their objective the averthrow of the Arabian
Peninsula monarchies and the elimination of foreign economic and

* political influence. Groups joining PFLOAG included the Baghdad-

backed National Democratic Front for the L.iberation of Oman and

the Arab Gulf, the Aden-backed Popular Front for the Liberation of

the Occupied Arab Gulf, the Damascus-backed Front for the
Liberation of the Eastern Arabian Peninsuln, the Kuwaiti-based
Popular Revolntionary Movement, and the Arab Nationnl Move-
ment, established by Palestinian radical leader George Habbash in .

Beirut in the Iate |0403.|:|




Coordination among leftist groups operating in the

peninsula has been minimal because of leadership

rivalrics and institutional jealousics, but this may be .

changing. Leftists in Kuwait have issued statements in

support of Bahraini political prisoners, and most '

peninsuli 1eftists have talked about cstablishing links .
“with Shia dissidents and have indicated their support .
for certain Shia goals. A continuing constraint is the :
leftists' reluctance to ally themselves organizationally

with the highly visible Shia dissidents for fear of _ e
exposing their members and organizations to infiltra- :
tion by state sccurity services and because they belicve

the Shias would refuse to support leftist political goals.

L

The Fundamcntalists'

Two types of religious-political dissident groups have

branches in the peninsula-~one représents conservas ‘ .
tive Sunni Muslim interests and predates the tranian ' :
revolution, while the other represents Shia Muslims

‘and-is probably supported by Iranian religious figurcs. ' .
Information is fragmentary on both types of organiza-

tions, and we know littic of their size, influence, or

involvement in antigovernment activitics. We have no

information on the existence of pro-Khomeini-Shia

organizations prior to the February 1979 Iranian

revolution,

“To cret , o ' 2




“as its goul the overthrow of all non-1slamic govern-

“hood is most active in Iigypt and Syria, but there are

The Muslim Brotherhood is a conservative Sunni
organization founded in 1928 by an Egyptiar
schoolteacher, Hassan al-Banna. The Brotherhood has

succession; moving the capital from Riyadh to Meccea;

“and removal of Western influcnces, such as television,

radio, and the employment of women.\

ments and the establishment of a unified Islamic state
according to the tenets of the early (Sunni) caliphate, a
more cquitable sharing of wealth, and usc of Islamic

law as the sole basis of legislation, It opposcs the spread
of Western influence in the Arab world. The Brother-

chapters in Qatar, Kuwait, and the UAE. There is no

“known chapter in Saudi Arabia, but the Saudis arc

major financial backers and provide safe haven for
Brotherhood leaders exiled from other countrics. An
offshoot and sometime rival of the Brotherhood, the
Islamic Liberation Party (ILP), has chapters in Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, and possibly the UAE. It was founded
in Jordan in thc'l9505.|

‘The scizure in November of the Great Mosque in
Meccca, Islam's holiest shrinc, by a religiously moti-
vated dissident group underlines the threat such groups
posc to the Saudi regime. Details are sparsc, but the
group of scveral hundred well-armed dissidents report-
cdly was dissatisficd with the royal family’s political
rule, which they saw as corrupt and illegitimate, and
with Wahhabi religious lcaders, who they belicved had
deviated from the pure Islam of the Prophet. Their
demands included recognition of their leader as the
Mahdi, or messiah; a rcturn to government according
to the practices of the Prophct Muhammad; an clective

Cther peninsula regimes are most concerned over Shia -

organizations. Encouraged by the fall of the Shah and
the cstablishment in Iran of a ncar-thcocratic govern-
ment, peninsula Shia leaders are demanding that the
Sunni rulers institute political reforms aimed at
returning government and socicty to the path of
Islamic I'undamcn(a.lism. Shia lcaders—some claiming
anointment by Khomcini—berate the Sunni Arab
regimes in mosque scrmons and priviate mectings for
ungodliness, and distribute lcaflets, casscties of

speeches, and petitions demanding religious and social

rcforms.g




" External Support to '

‘to scriously challenge peninsula rulers. The form of
_passports, propaganda, and usc of diplomatic pouches

" in Iran, but there is no evidence that they have received

“as well. They arc also sceking to cxpand their own

" The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) has had

- its activitics to fundrais.._ 1d drumming up support

sclected with regime approval and arc more concerned

- particularly the UAE, Palestinians have been allowed

" peninsula disidents.

Peninsula Dissidents

Peninsula dissident organizations—both leftist and
fundamentalist—require external support if they are

assistance varics—outright military aid and advice to
the PFLO; guerrilla t»raining in special camps in lraq,
Libya, and South Yemen; offers of safe haven,

for transfer of weapons, publications, and funds.
All the Shia organizations have tics to religious leaders

money or matcrial aid from the Iranian Government.
The Shia dissident organizations could, however,
provide Tchran or individual rcligious lcaders with a
mechanism for regulating the activitics of Iranians in
the region, channeling funds to Shia dissidents, and.
pressuring Arab Sunni regitcs that Khomeini views
with disfavor. - :

Palestinian Support

Palestinian organizations—from thc morc moderate .
Fatah through the radical Popular Front for the
‘Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) of George Habbash—
have long maintained contacts with peninsula leftist
dissidents and arc now establishing links with the Shias

Qrgnnizations in the region,

offices in cach of the peninsula states since the carly
1970s. In cach state, it acts primarily as liaison
between the substantial Palestinian communitics and
the government. For the most part, the PLO confines

for Palcstinian causcs. Most local office chiefs arc -

with protecting their links to the ruling fumilics than .
with challenging the rulers. In several of the states,

considcrable lccway, and the government has looked
the other way while the PLO established training
facilitics, smuggled arms, and provided safe haven for




South Ycmen over the years has provided the most
axtensive support to leftists in the peninsula. It offers
training facilitics, safc haven, weapons, and passports
and is a conduit for Sovict aid. Its revolutionary
government has long supported the PFL.O. although
the levels of aid fluctuate according to the state of
Aden’s relations with the moderate Arab governments
in the peninsula. Aden restricts PFLO activities when
prospects for normalizing relations with Oman im-
prove and encourages Omani dissidence when it wants
to pressurc the Saudis and the Omanis. Aden clandcs-
tincly funncls arms and money for other liberation
fronts through its Embassics in Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia. In addition, Aden works through Yemeni
cxpatriate communitics scattered throughout the pe-
ninsula and attempts to infiltrate police, military, and
local administrative units. South Yemen's sponsorship
of subversion and its links to the-USSR serve to
intimidate and frighten the peninsula’s more conscrva-
tive rulcrs.l |

Outlook

Because of the sketchiness of the information on
dissident strength and activity in the Arabian Penin-
sula, it is difficult to asscss the potential threat the

organizations posc to the Sunni Arab regimes. For the _

moment, most of the groups are concentrating their
cfforts on rcorganization and recruitment and taking
few risks of exposure. Leftist dissidents are being
especially cautious. They have ma-le gestures of
support to disaffected Shias, studerits, and workers and
arc attempting to prescnt a cooperative image in order
to broaden their base of support, but they recognize an
inherent contradiction between leftist and Shia Islamic
goals. Leftist Icaders prefer to wait, belicving that time
is on their side, that the Iranian situation is inherently
unstable, and that the Khomeini-led clerical govern-
ment will be replaced by leftists who will aid the leftist

<ausc on the pcninsula.|:|

“The Shias of the peninsula also look to lran for clucs to -

future devclopments. Emboldened by the success of the
February revolution and impressed by the power of the
mullahs, peninsula religious Icaders are making a bid |




“for u political role in the Arab states lining the Gulf.
While few of the Shia clerics advocate the overthrow of
- their Sunni rulers, a great many are pressing their
~ governments for social and cconomic reforms. Their
cfforts are hampered by the lack of a coherent p()lmcul
program and by rivaliy among the Shia leuders for
recognition from Khomeini.

_ Peninsula leaders have been slow to respond to the new.

dissidence. Traditionally, the oil-ricn states have used
the'r waalth to co-opt the political opposition. They
have been lax in applving security measures and
willing to overlook arms smuggling activitics by
dissidents. They have ocen especially tolerant of

" Palestinian.groups. There arc signs, however, that this
tolerance has reached its limits and that the peninsula
states intend more stringent mcasures to counter the
insurgency threat:

« Representatives of Saudi-Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain,
Qatar, the UAE, and Oman met in Taif ia mid-
October and reportedly agreed to cxchange intelli-

- gence.on subversive activitics in the area, improve
military cooperation, and make an “cxtraordinary™

- ¢ffort to improve relations with Iran.

o Kuwait and Bahrain are closcly monitoring the
activitics of Shia and lcftist dissidents. In the past

- several months, both countries have put restrictions
on public gatherings, closed some Shia meeting
houses, and increased sccurity patrols. In Scptember,
‘Kuwait arrested the son of Iranian-born Shia reli--

~ gious lcader Shaykh Abbas al-Mihri, stripped the
family of its Kuwaiti citizenship, and deported it to
Iran. Shia dissident lcader al-Akri remzans under
arrest in Bahrain, while Shaykh. Mukammad Hadi
al Mudarrasi was deported from the UAE and

-

op™

Bahrain. Arrests and deportations of Shia leaders '
beeause of their outspoken criticism of the ruling.

familics serve as a warning to other Shia and leftist
spokesmen to keep their comments and political
activitics within “reasonable™ limits. Mihri and
Mudarrasi were both representatives of K homeini,
and their deportations undertined Kuwaiti and Bahe
raini apprehensions about lranian attempts to export
the rcvolulion across the Gulf. :

* Saudi Arabia, concerned dboul efforts by Iran to.
~export its revolution and stir up the 125,000 Shias in
the kingdom, cracked down on Iranian agitators
visiting the kingdom for the Hajj. the annual Muslim
pilgrimage to Mccca. Saudi officials, who reportedly
had information that Palestinian pilgrims were
involved with the Iranians in demonstrations against
the Al Saud family, protested the politicization of the
Hajj to Iranian authorities and ordered all Iranian
pilgrims to lcave the country immediately, Paradox-
ically, the Saudis are also cooperating more clusc.ly
with Iraq in the sccurity ficld.

As a result of the attempted takeover of the Great
Mosque in Mccca, Saudi officials will now require
secuvity persontel to be present in mosques during
Friday praycrs, will permit only officially authorized |
imams or their representatives to cpcak and will
ntcns:fy monitoring of student groups.

UAE sccurity. oiTicials have alerted military, p«.hcc
and intelligence personnel to tighten security at ports
of entry and cspecially in Ras al-Khaymah, where '
UAE officials are concernied abort arms smuzgling
into Iranian Khuzistan, Baluchistan, and Oman. -

.Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, and Dubm nave banned the
sale of alcohotic beverages in most public placcs. a
pohibition long sought by the Sdudl\

Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, and Kuwait arc
cutting back on their hiring of Palcestinian teachers
and arc moving Palestinian skilled workers in the oil
and other key industrics 1o less sénsitive jobs.

Kuwait and Bahrain are giving praference to hiring

non-Arab forcigners for specific jobs and durations.
. to reduce the numbers of forcigners who stay in the

country. o '
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o Kuwait and Bahrain arc talking about reopening
their national asscmblies, and Kuwait has formed a
committee to revise its constitution. Although nci-

_ ther country is expected to widen the political
franchisc—limited to native-born malc citizens—or
agrec to any new power-sharing arrangements, it is

. f o ~ possible Shias will reccive more government atten-
tion. | '
. © External events have obviously aided attempts by Gulf

dissidents to-rebuild their strength. The revolution in
Iran, Arab rejection of the Camp David Accords, the
‘deterioration of US influence because of its role in
arranging those accords, the isolation of Egypt, the -
demonstration of Soviet military power in Afghanistan
and political power in South Yemen, and the weaken-
ing of the Saudi Arabiun Government by all these, plus
the takeover of the Great Mosque in Mecca by Saudi

» dissidents; have all rcinforced the view that the smaller

. ~ Gulf states arc more vulnerable to political ~

. destabilization. Gulf lcaders at least see the dangers,

! but it remains questionable whether their response will .

be more innovative than simple repression. ‘:I
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