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I. Introduction: The Wrong Frame 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) started the year cautiously neutral, balancing between Washington 
and Tehran, and carefully managing exposure on both sides. Prior to the operation, Qatar, the UAE, and 
Saudi Arabia neither endorsed nor criticized the strikes, despite reporting that any preliminary consulta-
tion or coordination, where it existed, was kept to private channels. 

The GCC position was tested when Iranian missiles fell on their cities: Gulf governments condemned Iran’s 
strikes in clear and unyielding terms, but not once did they echo the U.S.-Israeli campaign. However, elite 
positions have shifted as the conflict has escalated. Reports that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man has privately urged President Trump to maintain military pressure on Iran, and Emirati Ambassador 
Yousef Al Otaiba’s op-ed calling for the campaign to succeed, suggest that at least some Gulf governments 
have quietly shifted from ambiguity to backing the campaign's outcome. It is that divide between this 
attitude and public opinion that this paper examines. 

The perspective of Gulf governments, however, is not necessarily shared by their publics, whose experi-
ence of the war thus far can be termed a “Triple Betrayal”: a series of breaches of trust by Iran, the United 
States, and the social contract that GCC governments established with their citizens. For each betrayal, 
the nature and degree of the gap between public and government perceptions point to how it might affect 
the post-war environment.  

Given the lack of publicly available opinion polling specific to the Gulf region, the analysis that follows is 
grounded in research using primary Arabic-language sources across Gulf social media platforms and press 
that are not featured in English-language coverage of this conflict. 

 

II. The Triple Betrayal 

Betrayal One: Iran Responds to Diplomacy with Missile Strikes 
In 2023, the diplomatic normalization between Saudi Arabia and Iran — brokered by China — was not a 
mere transaction among the elite. It significantly influenced public perception of threats within the Gulf 
region. After years of viewing Iran as a serious threat, the public in Gulf nations began to reassess their 
perceptions. 

Whether the Gulf rulers privately promoted or acquiesced to Operation Epic Fury at an elite level is an-
other question entirely from how their publics experienced what happened next. Whatever communica-
tion had taken place between Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) and President Donald 
Trump before the strikes apparently did not manifest in any observable public consultation or readiness, 
and so the populations of the Gulf countries experienced the onset of the conflict as sudden, waking on 
March 1 to Iranian missiles indiscriminately striking airports, ports, and energy infrastructure. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/24/us/politics/saudi-prince-iran-trump.html
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/the-u-a-e-stands-up-to-iran-ec229761?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqelXzZnexlsFXoBBFCTVSzcYqSLJkIVYPI2OT9qg78Tp9bdiys4eCE7dZ64Vi8%3D&gaa_ts=69cafc80&gaa_sig=gd6rrivxHAMWnGzUAM5-LenAvrotebzkMf240fmubKLW2cgLYDPIea45-ZTNu59uVT14Ro2Mc6Ues_Hg_g3Atg%3D%3D
https://www.fpri.org/article/2023/03/iran-saudi-normalization-a-regional-process-with-chinese-characteristics/
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Prior to Operation Epic Fury, every GCC capital explicitly guaranteed to the Iranian authorities that their 
territories would not be utilized for attacks against Iran — a stance driven less by alignment with Tehran 
than by a desire to avoid retaliation and escalation, and revealing less of a calibrated public sentiment 
than elite risk management. Despite this good-faith assurance, it was not reciprocated. 

Iran launched a higher number of ballistic missiles and drones at Gulf states within the first four days than 
it did at Israel. The specific targets included Ras Tanura, Dubai International Airport, Qatar’s Ras Laffan, 
the Fifth Fleet headquarters in Bahrain, the U.S. base Al Udeid in Doha, Al Dhafra in Abu Dhabi, and Ali Al 
Salem Air Base in Kuwait. None of these nations had initiated an attack against Iran. On this matter, both 
public and government sentiments align closely — the condemnation of Iranian attacks is widespread and 
transcends the official/public divide. 

 

 

 

 Dawood Al-Shirian — Saudi media figure, X, Feb 28 
Source: https://x.com/alshiriandawood/status/2027682065445978242 

 

 
 Abudullah Al-Shayji — Kuwaiti political analyst, X, Feb 28 
Source: https://x.com/arabq8news/status/2027730938487050669 

https://www.gcc-sg.org/en/MediaCenter/News/Pages/news2026-3-1-2.aspx
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iranian-missiles-drones-fired-gulf-countries-2026-03-10/#:%7E:text=Drones:,81%20fell%20within%20UAE%20territory
https://x.com/LucasFoxNews/status/2031758532425769199
https://x.com/alshiriandawood/status/2027682065445978242
https://x.com/arabq8news/status/2027730938487050669
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Manaf Abdullah — Kuwaiti civilian account, Feb 28 
Source: https://x.com/Kuwait_Tweets/status/2027767625917387120 

 

 

Dawood Al-Shirian — Saudi media figure, X, March 8 
Source: https://x.com/alshiriandawood/status/2030642167098614032 

 

"On the morning the war started, there was a real upset by people you spoke to that Israel and the 
US had gone for the military option. But very soon after, as Iran started to strike the UAE and other 
countries, the rage and sense of injustice really turned to Iran." 

Mina Al-Oraibi — Editor in Chief, The National (UAE) tells CNN, March 10 

 

https://x.com/Kuwait_Tweets/status/2027767625917387120
https://x.com/alshiriandawood/status/2030642167098614032
https://www.cnn.com/2026/03/10/middleeast/us-israel-war-iran-uae-cost-intl
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 Alignment of the Government and the Public: 

On Betrayal One, official government assertions and public commentators are aligned, both dispar-
aging Iranian strikes as malicious violations of sovereignty. The Ministerial Council of the GCC’s  state-
ment on March 1 and individual government communiqués closely resemble the public stance: gen-
uine shared outrage rather than controlled messaging. 

 

Betrayal Two: Washington ‘Exploited the Gulf’s Victimhood’ without Consulting 
The security framework of the GCC was built on the understanding that the United States would, at the 
very least, engage in discussions before taking any actions that could endanger Gulf nations. According to 
Gulf discourse — and consistent with the absence of any GCC-wide endorsement prior to the operation 
— Operation Epic Fury was not preceded by broad consultation across Gulf governments, though coordi-
nation appears to have occurred through limited elite channels. Qatar and Oman's mediation — their 
diplomatic efforts towards de-escalation — were completely disregarded. In the aftermath of Iranian mis-
sile attacks on Gulf cities, the region’s publics read American statements on the campaign as evidence 
that their suffering was being treated as political validation rather than as a cost that warranted pause. 

At this point, a division arises between the public’s sentiments and those of the government. Gulf states 
have been cautious in their criticism of Washington, recognizing the prominence of the security partner-
ship and evading outright confrontation. However, the public, along with unofficial commentators acting 
as their representatives, have been less restrained. 

 

 

 
Dr. AbdelRahman Al-Rashid — Saudi Professor of Economics, X, March 8 
Source: https://x.com/ARA_556/status/2030738725089792166 

https://www.gcc-sg.org/en/MediaCenter/News/Pages/news2026-3-1-2.aspx
https://www.gcc-sg.org/en/MediaCenter/News/Pages/news2026-3-1-2.aspx
https://mei.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/US-Gulf-Relations-at-a-Crossroads-Time-for-a-Recalibration.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://gulfif.org/buckle-your-seatbelts-the-u-s-national-security-strategy-and-the-coming-turbulence-in-the-gulf/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://x.com/ARA_556/status/2030738725089792166
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Nayef Al-Harbi — Saudi civilian, X, March 10  
Source: https://x.com/Naif_1_harbi/status/2031374046286266835 

 

 
 Abudullah Alsayari — Saudi civilian account, X, March 1 
Source: https://x.com/abdullahss27/status/2028146983462957490 

https://x.com/Naif_1_harbi/status/2031374046286266835
https://x.com/abdullahss27/status/2028146983462957490
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 Almukhtar Alhanani — Omani journalist, X, March 9 
Source: https://x.com/MuktarOman/status/2031032735473729724?s=20 

 

"We know full well why we are under attack, and we also know who dragged the entire region into 
this dangerous escalation without consulting those he calls his 'allies' in the region. We do not need 
your protection. All we want from you is to keep your hands off us." 

Khalaf Al Habtoor — Dubai billionaire and business tycoon (he wrote on X, before deleting the post) 
Source: https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20260310-emirati-billionaire-rebukes-us-senator-over-call-for-gulf-states-to-join-war-with-
iran 

 

"American forces will eventually pack up and leave the Middle East while Iran will remain a permanent 
neighbor. They have left Afghanistan." 

Bader Al Saif — Professor of History at Kuwait University tells CNN 

 
Khaled Safi —Arab GCC resident 
Source: https://x.com/KhaledSafi/status/2030775988045361313 

https://x.com/MuktarOman/status/2031032735473729724?s=20
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20260310-emirati-billionaire-rebukes-us-senator-over-call-for-gulf-states-to-join-war-with-iran
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20260310-emirati-billionaire-rebukes-us-senator-over-call-for-gulf-states-to-join-war-with-iran
https://edition.cnn.com/2026/03/12/middleeast/trump-gulf-allies-resisting-iran-war-intl
https://x.com/KhaledSafi/status/2030775988045361313
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 Divergence of the Government and the Public: 

Considering recent events, there has been a clear discrepancy between the diplomatic stances of 
Gulf governments towards Washington and the more critical views expressed by public commenta-
tors within the region. This divergence highlights the political tension arising from the differences 
between public sentiment and official statements, particularly regarding the perceived lack of con-
sultation by the U.S. in certain matters. 

 

Betrayal Three: The Strike on the Gulf’s Global Identity  
The third act of betrayal is currently largely overlooked, not due to the lack of evidence but because the 
framing was wrong. This is not, fundamentally, a story about a shattered social contract between Gulf 
monarchs and their people. It is a story of what Iran decided to target — and what those targets symbolize. 

Iran’s response to Operation Epic Fury was not a traditional military response. A conventional response 
would have targeted American military bases — Al Udeid, Al Dhafra, Ali Al Salem, and the Fifth Fleet head-
quarters in Bahrain. Those targets were hit, but they weren’t the epicenter of Iran’s campaign. What Iran 
struck, systematically and at scale, were the physical emblems of Gulf modernity: Dubai International Air-
port, the world’s busiest passenger hub; Jebel Ali Port, which is the largest container port in the Middle 
East; QatarEnergy facilities at Ras Laffan, which powers Qatar’s emergence as a global energy power; Ru-
wais industrial complex; Amazon Web Services (AWS) data centers in the UAE. As the Baker Institute put 
it succinctly, Iran’s strikes were undoing years of effort to de-risk the region and jeopardizing the unique 
selling points and business models that underpinned the Gulf states’ global ascent. The Conversation ex-
panded on that, adding that Iran’s attacks had transcended military facilities and hit squarely the sectors 
— travel, tourism, energy, sporting events — that planted the region so definitively on the global map. 

It appears that Iran has deliberately aimed to disrupt this compact. Iranian state media commentators 
explicitly cited Kuwait's trajectory pre-1990—once a thriving hub that never fully recovered—as a model 
to follow. The message embedded in the target selection was legible to Gulf publics even if it was not 
spelled out: what you have built can be unmade. As Badr Jafar, a prominent Emirati businessman, wrote 
in the Wall Street Journal amid the conflict: “Iran was not merely attacking Gulf infrastructure — it was 
attacking the idea of the UAE itself, the proposition that an open, modern, trade-oriented Gulf state 
could exist and thrive in this region.” That framing — the strikes as an attack on a model, not just on 
buildings — is precisely what Gulf publics absorbed. 

The economic damage made the argument concrete. QatarEnergy CEO Saad al-Kaabi confirmed that Ira-
nian strikes wiped out 17 percent of Qatar's LNG capacity for up to five years, with an estimated $20 bil-
lion in lost annual revenue. The world's largest gas-to-liquids plant, Pearl GTL, was damaged. A three-
phase LNG expansion that would have added six new trains by 2027 is now delayed indefinitely. TIME 
observed that Gulf Arab states had invested heavily in building a carefully curated image as havens of 
stability and prosperity in an unstable Middle East — and that the Iranian attacks and their viral imagery 
of flames rising from hotels, airports, and ports had foregrounded a certain brittleness, threatening that 
sense of security and prosperity in ways that would outlast the conflict itself. The Middle East Council on 
Global Affairs concluded that the war had irreversibly shaken the region's image, exposing a deep-
seated fragility beneath the facade of the Gulf's rapid economic transformation. 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/worlds-busiest-airport-dubai-international-plunged-into-chaos-by-drone-strike/
https://www.thedailybeast.com/worlds-busiest-airport-dubai-international-plunged-into-chaos-by-drone-strike/
https://www.tradewindsnews.com/ports/iranian-missile-strike-shuts-down-middle-east-s-largest-container-port/2-1-1951921
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/3/2/qatarenergy-worlds-largest-lng-firm-halts-production-after-iran-attacks
https://www.msn.com/en-ae/news/other/fire-contained-at-ruwais-industrial-complex-following-drone-strike-on-tuesday/ar-AA1YDCkt
https://www.msn.com/en-ae/news/other/fire-contained-at-ruwais-industrial-complex-following-drone-strike-on-tuesday/ar-AA1YDCkt
https://apnews.com/article/amazon-aws-data-center-uae-iran-bahrain-71066b0a822c4cfd88b61e3fe79af917
https://www.bakerinstitute.org/research/irans-targeting-airport-ports-and-hotels-reaction-us-strikes-has-forced-gulf-nations-front
https://theconversation.com/targeting-of-energy-facilities-turned-iran-war-into-worst-case-scenario-for-gulf-states-278730
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/irans-ayatollahs-attack-the-idea-of-the-u-a-e-46e08f08
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/iran-attack-damage-wipes-out-17-qatars-lng-capacity-three-five-years-qatarenergy-2026-03-19/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/shells-pearl-gtl-facility-qatar-stops-production-after-attacks-2026-03-19/#:%7E:text=LONDON%2C%20March%2019%20(Reuters),in%20Pearl%20GTL%20in%20Qatar.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-03-09/qatar-said-to-push-lng-expansion-to-2027-after-iran-drone-attack
https://time.com/article/2026/03/11/war-trump-iran-gulf-oil-gas-economy/
https://mecouncil.org/publication/limits-gulf-neutrality-us-israel-iran-war/#:%7E:text=Amid%20escalating%20Iranian%20pressure%20on,drawn%20into%20a%20wider%20confrontation.
https://mecouncil.org/publication/limits-gulf-neutrality-us-israel-iran-war/#:%7E:text=Amid%20escalating%20Iranian%20pressure%20on,drawn%20into%20a%20wider%20confrontation.
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Gulf publics registered this not as abstract economic damage but as an attack on something they named 
as theirs. The dominant register was not fear — it was a specific kind of outrage at the target's symbol-
ism. 

 

 

Ebtesam Al-Ketbi—President and Founder of the Emirates Policy Center, March 15 

Source: https://x.com/ainawy9/status/2033359240962982143  

 

 

Anwar Gargash—UAE Presidential Adviser, X, March 28 

Source: https://x.com/AnwarGargash/status/2037798623296270756 

 

https://x.com/ainawy9/status/2033359240962982143
https://x.com/AnwarGargash/status/2037798623296270756
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  Alignment of the Government and the Public (with Caveat): 

Both sides — governments and the public — recognize that Iranian targeting of development infra-
structure is intentional and strategic. The Gargash tweet shows the caveat: even at the official level, 
the durability of what has been built is clearly understood to rest upon a political outcome, not 
merely a military one. That seam — between the government’s continuity message and its private 
acknowledgment of structural risk — is, in itself, a finding that will shape policy long after this conflict 
has ended. 

 

III. Strategic Implications for United States Policy 
Gulf governments will still have ample motivations to sustain security ties with the United States. But the 
Triple Betrayal has changed the domestic political environment in which those relationships function. 
Three implications follow. 

First, the notion that U.S. basing arrangements can be maintained as strictly intergovernmental decisions, 
decoupled from public sentiment, is now uncertain. 

Second, public ire in the Gulf toward Iran does not necessarily mean support for the U.S.-Israel campaign, 
presenting a challenge that is less about the future of their cooperation with the United States and per-
haps more about the visibility of that cooperation. 

Third, Gulf governments have gained a kind of dual moral leverage over each of Iran and the United States 
— but that leverage is also increasingly conditioned by, and confined within, domestic political pressures. 

 

GCC Public Outrage Towards Iran Does Not Equate Endorsement of Coalition 
Gulf public frustration towards Iran does not translate into endorsement of the U.S.-Israel campaign — 
yet it also does not entirely hold back elite actions. Public discourse across the GCC reflects a populace 
hesitant to pick sides in the conflict but critical of Iranian attacks. Recent reports suggest that some leaders 
in Gulf nations, particularly in Saudi Arabia, have quietly approved of ongoing military pressure on Iran. 

This divergence demonstrates a two-fold pattern: public restraint paired with selective elite support. Gulf 
states are not unwilling to support the campaign, but they increasingly cannot do so openly. Gulf citizens, 
although feeling wronged by Iran, are unlikely to accept being openly dragged into a campaign they per-
ceive as indifferent to their safety by the United States.  

Thus, any alignment that occurs will likely remain discreet, conducted through behind-the-scenes chan-
nels and shielded from public scrutiny politically. For Washington, the test lies not in whether Gulf allies 
will enhance cooperation but in making that collaboration transparent to the public without crossing a 
threshold of domestic political consequences that Gulf governments may struggle to manage. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/saudi-arabias-crown-prince-pushing-trump-to-keep-fighting-iran-put-boots-on-the-ground-report/
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The Foundation of the ‘Rights of Basing’ Under Strain 
U.S. defense strategy has traditionally assumed that basing in the Gulf was too critical to be left simply to 
the whims of public opinion and remained squarely within the intergovernmental sphere, allowing GCC 
states to be reliably counted as partners. That perception has always been limited. Saudi Arabia’s decision 
in 2003 to request that U.S. forces depart Prince Sultan Air Base, in part as a result of domestic political 
pressure after the Iraq war, showed how public sentiment can intrude on basing arrangements under 
conditions of sustained tension. 

Operation Epic Fury signifies a shift from episodic constraints to a more structural impact. The Triple Be-
trayal has not only added layers of complexity to negotiations with Gulf governments but has also dis-
mantled the previous public consensus that once allowed these governments to host U.S. forces without 
facing public backlash. A Gulf leader navigating a populace that has witnessed Iranian missiles falling as 
American planes pass overhead must consider a different political landscape compared to one who has 
remained untouched by such events. Washington should be cautious not to conflate what Gulf govern-
ments privately agree to with what they can sustain domestically. This limitation goes beyond the scope 
of basing agreements to encompass the visibility of security cooperation itself — Gulf governments are 
increasingly inclined to separate operational coordination from public approval. The gap between these 
two spheres has widened and may persist even if a ceasefire is established. 

 

Gulf States Possess Dual Moral Leverage—and Are Aware of It 
Like never before in the U.S.-Gulf relationship, the governments in the Gulf region can now claim genuine 
popular moral authority against both external powers simultaneously, not only as a constraint on their 
own policy choices, but as a source of leverage in how those choices are negotiated. 

Regarding Iran, the moral authority is upfront and well-documented. Gulf governments have garnered 
public support, received commitments to non-belligerency that were later violated, and engaged in a 
three-year effort towards normalization, which was met with missile attacks. The public shares this out-
rage without reservations, providing GCC states with a legitimate foundation to demand accountability 
from Tehran—the demand for reparations, diplomatic consequences, and a renegotiated security pos-
ture—without appearing to take sides in the broader conflict.  

In dealing with Washington, Gulf leaders have indirect leverage alongside significant repercussions. The 
mechanism isn’t abstract disapproval — it’s domestic political cost rendered legible to an American inter-
locutor. Gulf governments can now reasonably state, in any negotiation covering the use of their bases, 
airspace, and intelligence sharing or postwar security architecture: our publics watched Iranian missiles 
strike their airports and ports while American planes flew through our airspace, and they are asking why. 
The domestic tolerance that previously enabled Gulf governments to host U.S. forces quietly, expand op-
erational cooperation invisibly, and take the political cost of being close to American military power in 
their stride — that same tolerance carries a price tag now that it did not before. The domestic political 
cost of openly cooperating with Washington has become too much for Gulf governments to quietly ab-
sorb. This shift does not indicate a breakdown in U.S.-Gulf alignment, but rather a gradual reassessment 
of how this arrangement manifests, as the divergence between public opinion and government actions 
becomes increasingly difficult to sustain without introspection. 

The repercussions are specific. In the immediate future, Gulf governments will decouple operational co-
operation from public recognition — sharing intelligence and allowing overflight but stopping short of any 
arrangement that ties their hands or requires them to be in public view doing so. In the medium term, 
they will ask for even more in exchange for less visibility: expanded defense guarantees, technology 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2003/8/27/us-military-vacates-last-saudi-base?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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transfers, economic concessions. For years, Washington has viewed Gulf basing as an elite transaction 
shielded from popular sentiment. That assumption is no longer safe. 

The outcome is not rupture but rather structural repricing. Gulf leaders are not threatening to kick Amer-
ican forces out. What they are doing is more enduring: Making Washington understand that maintaining 
the relationship will take proactive spending rather than a passive assumption. 

In the short run, policy functions on elite decisions. In the medium term, it rides the waves of public psy-
chology. What the voices captured in this paper collectively reveal is not a temporary spike of grievance 
that can be worn away over time when the ceasefire holds. It is an enormous change in the extent to 
which Gulf publics believe external powers can be depended on. Whether the most consequential inter-
national security partnerships in the Middle East emerge from this war with their underpinnings still intact 
— or quietly, irretrievably hollowed out — depends on how Washington responds to that gap. 
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