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Saudi Arabia's doomed gamble

Joint defense pact won't save Riyadh
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The joint defense agreement,
signed on August 7 by Saudi
Arabia, Turkey, and Pakistan, is
being presented as an import-
ant step toward a more auton-
omous regional security order.
Its central provision is straight-
forward: an armed attack
against one of the three signa-
tories will be treated as an at-
tack against all. On paper, that
resembles collective defense.
But the more consequential
question is not what the agree-
ment declares. It is whether
the three governments would
actually be willing — and able
— to act collectively when their
interests diverge.

The answer is far from obvious.
The Joint Defense Pact is better
understood not as the birth of
a Middle Eastern NATO, but as
an attempt by three very dif-
ferent powers to strengthen
their bargaining positions in
aregion where established se-
curity arrangements are under
growing strain. It may improve
military coordination and in-
crease political deterrence.
Yet it is unlikely, by itself, to
resolve the deeper security di-
lemmas that have encouraged
Riyadh to seek additional stra-
tegic partnerships.

The comparison with NATO’s
Article 5 should therefore be
treated with caution. Article 5
is embedded in a highly insti-
tutionalized alliance, supported
by decades of integrated military
planning, established command
structures, interoperability, in-
telligence sharing, and extensive
political commitments. The Joint
Defense Pact is new. Its publicly
available provisions do not yet
establish an equivalent system
for determining when collec-
tive defense is triggered, what
military assistance is obligatory,
or how a joint response would
be organized. The distinction is
important. In any alliance, credi-
bility depends not simply on de-
claring that an attack on one is
an attack on all, but on convinc-
ing potential rivals that the other
members would actually act.
This uncertainty is particular-
ly significant because the three
countries do not share identi-
cal security priorities. Saudi
Arabia is primarily concerned
with protecting the kingdom
and preserving its regional
position. Turkey is pursuing
a more autonomous foreign
policy shaped by interests ex-
tending from Syria and Iraq
to the Caucasus and the East-
ern Mediterranean. Pakistan,
meanwhile, remains heavily
focused on India and security
challenges along its western
frontier. These different priori-
ties could complicate collective
decision-making in a major cri-
sis.

Pakistan illustrates this chal-
lenge clearly. Islamabad has
strong and longstanding de-
fense ties with Riyadh, in-
cluding a history of military
cooperation and personnel de-
ployments. But close defense
relations do not necessarily

translate into an unlimited
commitment to participate in
every regional conflict. Paki-
stan must preserve strategic
flexibility, manage its rivalry
with India, and address seri-
ous security pressures along
its western border. These con-
straints give Islamabad strong
incentives to avoid commit-
ments that could pull it into an
open-ended conflict beyond its
immediate strategic priorities.
Turkey faces a different set of
constraints. Ankara and Riyadh
have moved significantly closer
in recent years, but rapproche-
ment should not be confused
with complete strategic con-
vergence. During the previ-
ous decade, the two countries
competed for influence across
parts of the Muslim world and
adopted different positions on
several regional issues. Their
current cooperation reflects
changing circumstances and
overlapping interests, rather
than the disappearance of all
underlying differences.
Turkey’s continued member-
ship in NATO further demon-
strates the multidirectional
nature of its strategic policy.
Ankara has made clear that co-
operation with new partners
does not necessarily replace
its existing alliances and rela-
tionships. The Joint Defense
Pact is therefore more plausi-
bly viewed as an instrument of
strategic diversification than
as an alternative to the broad-
er security system in which
Turkey already operates. An-
kara can deepen defense co-
operation with Riyadh and
Islamabad while maintaining
its other strategic partnerships.
This leads to the central para-
dox of the Joint Defense Pact.
If the agreement is intended to
reduce Saudi Arabia’s depen-
dence on the United States, it
does not yet accomplish that
objective. Saudi Arabia remains
deeply integrated into a secu-
rity ecosystem built around
American weapons, training,
intelligence, logistics, and
military infrastructure. Wash-
ington may no longer provide
Riyadh with the same degree
of strategic reassurance it once
did, but the United States re-
mains difficult to replace. Add-
ing new partners does not au-
tomatically produce strategic
autonomy.

Saudi Arabia’s enormous de-
fense spending makes this par-

Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman is seen during an official visit
to California, United States, on October
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adox even more striking. The
kingdom spent an estimated
$75.8 billion on its military in
2023, according to figures from
the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute, mak-
ing it the world’s fifth-largest
military spender that year. Yet
this level of expenditure has
not eliminated Riyadh’s reli-
ance on external security rela-
tionships. The underlying chal-
lenge, therefore, is not simply a
shortage of military resources.
It is the difficulty of converting
financial power and sophisti-
cated weapons systems into an
independent and sustainable
security architecture.

The history of Saudi coali-
tion-building reinforces this
point. Riyadh has repeatedly
sought to address strategic vul-
nerabilities by building part-
nerships with other regional
and extra-regional powers.
The experience of the Yemen
war, however, demonstrated
the limits of coalition war-
fare when political objectives
are difficult to translate into
sustainable outcomes. Mili-
tary superiority alone cannot
guarantee a durable political
settlement, particularly in con-
flicts shaped by complex local
dynamics.

The Joint Defense Pact could
therefore reproduce some of
the very dependencies it seeks
to overcome. By adding new
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But strategic
differences,
competingregional
interests,and the
absence of credible
collective-defense
mechanisms could
make the pactless
anewsecurity
architecturethana
fragile hedge against
anincreasingly
uncertain Middle
East.

security partners, Saudi Arabia
can diversify its relationships,
but diversification is not the
same as independence. Turkey
and Pakistan bring significant
military and diplomatic capa-
bilities to the arrangement, but
they also have their own eco-
nomic, political, and strategic
interests. Their participation is
consequently likely to remain
conditional on how a particular
crisis affects their own national
interests.

Nor should the agreement be
interpreted as the creation of
arigid regional bloc. Both Tur-
key and Pakistan have strong
incentives to maintain broad
diplomatic and economic re-
lationships across the region.
Their strategic cultures have
traditionally emphasized flex-
ibility and balancing rather
than permanent alignment
with a single regional camp. In
a crisis, this could make medi-
ation, diplomacy, and de-esca-
lation more attractive options
than automatic military inter-
vention.

This may ultimately be the
most important political fea-
ture of the Joint Defense Pact.
It demonstrates that Saudi
Arabia is seeking greater di-
versification in its security
partnerships at a time when
confidence in traditional secu-
rity arrangements has become
more complicated. It also re-
flects a wider regional trend:
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states are increasingly seeking
multiple partnerships rather
than relying exclusively on a
single external guarantor.

Yet diversification is not the
same as a new security archi-
tecture. A genuinely regional
system would require more
than additional defense agree-
ments. It would require mech-
anisms for crisis management,
confidence-building, dialogue,
and the peaceful management
of disputes. Without such
mechanisms, new alliances can
increase the number of securi-
ty commitments without nec-
essarily addressing the sources
of regional instability.

The durability of the agree-
ment will ultimately depend
on its practical mechanisms
rather than the symbolism
surrounding its signing. Sym-
bolism, however important,
cannot substitute for institu-
tional credibility. Setting that
aside, in recent years, Saudi
Arabia’s government has im-
plemented a number of mea-
sures that have been criticized
as undermining Islamic values
under the banner of domestic
reforms.

The ultimate test of the Joint
Defense Pact will therefore
come not at the signing cere-
mony but during the first se-
rious crisis that challenges it.
Will all three governments de-
fine a threat in the same way?
Will they be prepared to bear
the political and economic
costs of collective action? And
does the agreement contain
sufficient mechanisms to pre-
vent disagreements among its
members from turning into
paralysis?

For now, these questions re-
main unanswered. The Joint
Defense Pact is significant pre-
cisely because it reflects this
uncertainty. It demonstrates
that the established regional
security architecture is under
pressure, but it does not yet
demonstrate that a coherent
alternative has emerged.

The temptation in periods of
geopolitical change is to con-
fuse the creation of an alliance
with the creation of security.
Alliances are instruments, not
solutions. They can strengthen
deterrence and increase bar-
gaining power, but they can
also create new obligations
without resolving the under-
lying disputes that generate
insecurity.

The Joint Defense Pact may
eventually become one com-
ponent of a more diversified
regional security system. But
its success will depend less on
the number of troops, aircraft,
or weapons its members can
assemble than on their abili-
ty to reconcile their different
strategic interests. Until then,
it is best understood not as a
Middle Eastern NATO, but as a
cautious and potentially fragile
experiment in regional security
hedging — one that reflects Ri-
yadh'’s search for greater stra-
tegic reassurance, but whose
long-term credibility remains
unproven. This issue is so se-
rious that many now view the
Joint Defense Pact as nothing
more than a show rather than
an action with real conse-
quences.
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Saudi Arabia-Pakistan-Turkey agreement proves it

By Steven A. Cook

Senior fellow at the

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and
Turkey signed the Joint Defense
Agreement on August 7. The
parties have not released an of-
ficial text, but reports indicate
that the three countries have
in essence agreed to a NATO
Article 5-like clause — an at-
tack on one signatory would be
considered an attack on all of
them. That security guarantee
is significant as it enjoins Saudi
Arabia and Turkey to come to
Pakistan’s defense in the event
of a war in South Asia, and pre-
sumably Saudi and Pakistani
forces would join the fight
should Israel and Turkey come
to blows in Syria or the Eastern
Mediterranean.

These commitments were
tested only 48 hours after the
signing ceremony when An-
sarullah (or the Houthis) fired on
a Saudi Aramco oil refinery in
the southwestern city of Jazan.
Although Saudi Arabia has been
under consistent fire from the
Houthis since July 13, Saudi
leaders did not call on their
new partners for help. Perhaps
this is because they do not be-
lieve the Houthi threat is grave.
But what is more likely is that,
despite the bold announcement
of a new security pact, Saudi
leaders did not believe that
Turkish and Pakistani leaders
were eager to join the fight on
the Arabian Peninsula.

This does not diminish the Joint
Defense Agreement because its
importance does not lie in its
security guarantees. Rather, it
reflects a change underway in
the Middle East’s regional order
— one that reduces the United
States’ decades-long leadership
role.

Since the 1970s, the United
States has nurtured and led
a regional order that has in-
cluded Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan,
Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, the United Arab Emir-
ates (UAE), and (de facto) Israel.
Other countries, such as Oman
and Kuwait, also played unique
roles in this regional archi-
tecture. These relationships
made it relatively easier and
less expensive for Washington
to pursue its core interests in
the Middle East — preventing
threats to the free flow of oil,
helping to ensure Israeli securi-
ty, and blocking any country or
combination of countries from
challenging American primacy
in the region.

The United States was gen-
erally successful in achieving
these goals, even accounting
for some notable setbacks like
the Arab oil embargo in 1973
and the Iranian Islamic Revo-
lution in 1979, which toppled
a friendly authoritarian. After
the brief disruption of the glob-
al oil market and the deep re-
cession it caused in the 1970s,
oil was never effectively weap-
onized again, Israel’s safety was
largely assured, and the United
States remained the guarantor
of regional security. All of this
would have been harder — and
cost significantly more resourc-
es — without the help of Wash-

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
(L), Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman (c), and Pakistani Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif pose after signing a joint
defense agreement in Saudi Arabia on
August 7, 2026.
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ington’s regional partners.

The high-water mark of this
regional order was perhaps
35 years ago, when the United
States assembled a coalition
to defend Saudi Arabia and
restore Kuwait’s sovereignty
after Iraq’s invasion and occu-
pation of Kuwait. More recent-
ly, the order has been under
stress due to the US invasion
of Iraq in 2003, US support for
protesters during the so-called
Arab Spring, the United States’
unwillingness to take signifi-
cant action to overthrow the
regime of Syrian president
Bashar al-Assad, Washing-
ton’s tepid-at-best support for
Saudi Arabia’s intervention in
Yemen’s civil war, President
Donald Trump’s unwillingness
to come to Saudi Arabia’s di-
rect defense after Iran attacked
oil facilities in the Kingdom in
2019, and Israel’s campaign in
the Gaza Strip after the Octo-
ber 7, 2023, attacks. All have
placed pressure on this region-
al order.

After inconclusive wars in Af-
ghanistan and Irag, the debate
within the US policy communi-
ty — to which Middle Eastern
leaders pay close attention —
centered on the questions of
withdrawal and retrenchment
from the region. The idea that
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the Middle East was no longer
important coincided with the
notion that ensuring the flow
of energy resources from the
region was rapidly becoming
a thing of the past. One version
of this argument noted the sig-
nificant increase in domestic oil
and gas production, prompting
some to suggest that a United
States that no longer relied on
Middle Eastern energy resourc-
es could walk away from the re-
gion. Another line of reasoning
posited, rather simplistically,
that protecting the region’s oil
fields was unnecessary as the
transition to alternative ener-
gy resources proceeded. The
first argument conveniently
ignored the fact that the energy
markets are global and threats
to it in one part of the world
would still affect US consum-
ers. The second claim vastly
underplayed the difficulty of
decarbonizing the energy sys-
tem and society more broadly.

Adding to the dissonance of the
2010s was the unpredictabil-
ity of the United States, which
came in two related varieties.
Reflecting the political polar-
ization of the United States,
significant and abrupt shifts
became a theme of US policy
in the region. In 2015, presi-
dent Barack Obama agreed to
the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (jcpoa) with Iran. His
successor, Donald Trump, ab-
rogated the nuclear agreement
three years later after initially
exploring ways to get back into
the JCPOA. The United States
promoted democracy in the
region, then did not, before
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trying again after the Arab up-
risings, and finally giving up on
it. A values-forward approach
to the region then followed,
but this was abandoned when
president Joe Biden discovered
he needed Egypt’s help in Gaza
in 2021 and Saudi Arabia’s
flexibility on oil production in
2022. Regional leaders could
once count on continuity in US
foreign policy, but over the last
few decades, they have been
forced to contend with policy
based on “anything but what
the previous president did,” re-
gardless of its wisdom.
Trump’s style of diplomacy,
which relies on what his gut
tells him and keeping his op-
tions open, has compounded US
unpredictability. As a result, in
the ongoing conflict with Iran,
the United States has toggled
between force, threats of force,
and negotiation. Washington’s
regional partners often have
no advance warning of Trump’s
twists and turns and have paid
a high price in the form of Iran’s
willingness to target them in re-
sponse to US actions. Trump’s
apparent impulsiveness has
now left some in the region to
wonder whether they will be
left in the lurch to face an em-
powered Iran on their own.
There were moments when
it seemed that the old, US-led
order could be strengthened

US President Donald Trump (c) waves
after stepping off Air Force One at Palm
Beach International Airport in West Palm
Beach, Florida, on March 27, 2026.
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These commitments
weretested only
48hoursafterthe
signing ceremony
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the Houthis)fired
onaSaudiAramco
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southwestern city
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SaudiArabia
hasbeenunder
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fromthe Houthis
since July 13, Saudi
leadersdid not
callontheirnew
partnersforhelp.
Whatis more likely
isthat, despitethe
boldannouncement
ofanewsecurity
pact,Saudileaders
did notbelieve

that Turkishand
Pakistanileaders
were eagertojoin
thefightonthe
Arabian Peninsula.

and developed. The Abraham
Accords, the 2020 normal-
ization agreements between
Israel and Bahrain, Morocco,
and the UAE, suggested a way
forward. That agreement pro-
duced a “minilateral” of the
United States, India, Israel, and
the UAE that, in turn, spurred
the idea for the India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corri-
dor (IMEC) combined with the
(unrealized) Israel-Saudi Arabia
normalization. Altogether, this
held out the prospect for in-
stitutionalizing much of what
the United States had been en-
couraging its regional partners
to do over the previous four
decades. Hamas’s attack on
Israel, Saudi-Emirati tensions
over Israel, Sudan, and Yemen,
and the war between the Unit-
ed States, Israel, and Iran frac-
tured the region, however.
Fast forward to today, and the
Saudis, who have clearly be-
come concerned about the
reliability of the United States,
are now looking for other op-
tions — i.e., the Joint Defense
Agreement. It is not important
that the Turks and Pakistanis
are unable to bring the kind of
military power to bear that the
United States possesses. The
Saudis and their new security
partners are seeking a new or-
der that allows them, not Wash-
ington, to shape the region.
For Pakistan and Turkey —
both US partners who never-
theless chafe at the exercise
of the United States’ power in
their parts of the world — the
Joint Defense Agreement en-
hances their influence in the
Persian Gulf at the expense of
their own adversaries: India
and Israel, respectively. Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan also has an ideological
commitment to this new secu-
rity pact, given the long-stand-
ing Turkish Islamist interest in
a “Muslim NATO”. The Saudis
and Turks have also gone fur-
ther, proposing a redirection of
the rail link that is part of IMEC.
Instead of running from Jordan
to Israel and then linking to
Europe via Cyprus and Greece,
goods would bypass Israel and
continue from Saudi Arabia
through Jordan and north to
Syria and finally Turkey before
being transshipped to the Eu-
ropeans.

The US-aligned regional order
could now become a Middle
East with two blocs: the coun-
tries that remained committed
to the Abraham Accords and its
alternative, the Joint Defense
Agreement. Previously, region-
al rivalries and disputes were
contained because leaders pri-
oritized their relations with the
United States, which was the tie
that bound the regional order.
Now, with the Pakistanis, Sau-
dis, and Turks moving forward
with a vision that competes
directly with the Abraham Ac-
cords, that no longer seems to
be the case.

This is a major change, and it
is hard to overstate its signif-
icance. After five decades, it is
no longer possible to talk about
a US-led order in the Middle
East.

The article was first published by
the Council on Foreign Relations.




