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Of all the world’s regions, only the Middle East lacks an inclusive mecha-

nism for the promotion of regional cooperation and security.1 Europe has 

the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE); Asia the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); the Western Hemisphere 

the Organisation of American States (OAS); Africa the African Union; and 

the lack of any such system in the Middle East is striking. Why does the 

Middle East stand outside this worldwide trend? Is it in the region’s interest 

2 Moreover, the development, or 

region has had as much to do with other regional disputes or imperatives 

instances of the use

weapons against Iran and its own population, and Egypt’s use of 
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-

approach to security and cooperation will have to accept as a starting point 

Middle East’s complex and multidimensional security environment.

The idea of adopting a regional approach to enhanced cooperation and 

3

4 Most recently, at the IISS Manama Dialogue 

down to reach Middle Eastern solutions to Middle Eastern issues.5

question.6

issue, and have produced a cadre of regional experts with in-depth knowl-

ideas generated in these forums have reached the political realm, some 

to quantify.7
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The critical questions

The Middle East does have experience with cooperation and security 

with the necessary capacities and authority to act as a real security mecha-

nism for the region. 

East peace process to create an ongoing process for regional security and 

arms control, known as the Arms Control and Regional Security Working 

-

a dispute over the question of how to address Israel’s nuclear status led to 

Among its weaknesses, ACRS was never fully representative of the 

-

This is not necessarily true.8

inclusive and far-reaching cooperation and security framework for the 

Middle East. This raised numerous complex questions, including:

regional system for the Middle East?

Should the Middle East strive for a region-wide approach, or opt for 

United States, in such a system?

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
C
a
n
a
d
i
a
n
 
R
e
s
e
a
r
c
h
 
K
n
o
w
l
e
d
g
e
 
N
e
t
w
o
r
k
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
0
:
1
9
 
2
7
 
N
o
v
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
9



Peter Jones

answered in isolation.

What kind of security?

9 Whether any future regional system is 

ultimately designed to provide either type of security will 

depend on the underlying threat perceptions of the Middle 

Eastern countries that take part.10 Moreover, the experience of 

forms of security can co-exist within a given space, provided 

will emerge simultaneously in the Middle East.

If we imagine that the type of regional architecture sought for the Middle 

East is a collective defence arrangement, this would mean, in practice, an 

alliance of some sort (even if it is not called that), in which only a certain 

of what the threat was, even if regional politics and cultural norms meant 

organisation of this type in the Middle East, the Central Treaty Organisation 

CENTO 

was never 

particularly 

robust
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against aggression, though this is expressed far more weakly than it is in, 

say, the NATO Treaty.

In place of multilateral defence treaties, many Middle Eastern states have 

The United Kingdom was once the primary defence partner for many in the 

states, for example, it was originally Iraq and Iran, and is now Iran.11

If, on the other hand, the Middle East were to move toward a more coop-

-

-

12

discussions, at least initially, would likely focus on fairly traditional issues 

mechanisms for the discussion of social, economic and political issues in the 

idea of multilateral dialogue on such issues.

Interestingly, the two types of security are not mutually exclusive. In 

Europe, the OSCE and NATO co-exist, as did the OSCE’s predecessor (the 
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mechanisms (the OSCE), and maintain that their collective defence arrange-

vice versa.

Pan-regional or sub-regional?

-

East’ as requiring one approach to security and cooperation.

Turkey.13 While most would accept this intuitively, for the purposes of secu-

rity, it leaves unanswered some important questions. How, for example, 

factored in? 

regional systems, they assumed that the pan-regional approach would have 

Despite much discussion and study, however, this approach failed to 

generate any sustained traction in the period leading to the US invasion 
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14

the notion of a genuine discussion of regional cooperation and security. 

Thirdly, it seems that regional leaders across the Middle East have 

toward cooperation might require a diminution of sovereignty, which many 

thought that any discussions would raise a variety of 

sensitive social, demographic and political issues that 

open forum. 

15 Most proponents of this idea 

course of action would not necessarily yield early or dramatic results. It 

must take account of Israel in some way.16

17

The Arab–Israeli 

issue could not 

simply be taken 

o� the table
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Peter Jones

system in the wake of the American invasion of Iraq supported collective 

which would exclude Iran.18 Others advanced the idea of an inclusive, coop-
19 Thus, even within the supposedly 

-

and perhaps trying to generate policy impetus in Washington, went so far 

they don’t work’.20

regional network. 

The unpopularity of the United States across the Middle East gives reason 
21

approach. A group of regional experts, myself among them, who met several 

arrangements’, concluded:
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levels and in what manner. Some issues, such as those related to weapons 

22

This is the notion that, within the framework of an overall set of regional 

-

-

international terrorism. 

The role of outside powers

Another unresolved question concerns the proper role of states outside the 

region. Indeed, should outside powers have any role? These are questions 

that have given rise to some strong opinions. Hardliners in the Iranian gov-

ernment, for example, argue that all outside forces must leave the region 
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to regional security will require an intimate network of collective defence 

selected regional states.23

that any regional security architecture in the Middle East will have several 

United States and certain regional countries. (The recent musings of US 

24)

-

level of any Middle Eastern security architecture according to the needs and 

desires of those involved. It is, for example, likely that the United States 

-

China will also play an increasing role here. 
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-
25

-

ronmental cooperation. 

to outsider participation could take, in which regional states make up the 

inner core of the system, with various other countries and international 

the states of the Middle East would lead in the creation of any such system, 

-

ments were given proper due.

-

ity required to play the leading role in any regional system. Thus, we may 

expect that at least some outside powers will also play a facilitative role in 

the region’s states to avail themselves of this assistance without surrender-

ing leadership over their future.

The Arab–Israeli peace process

-

if ever. 
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-

icalisation of youth across the region. The development of a cooperative 

One key may lie in the notion that a new approach to regional security 

could assist the peace process indirectly. The growing importance of Hamas 

-

would support the goal of enhancing moderate forces 

and strengthening states as the primary actors on the 

region, a more formal security system could make the 

It is worth noting that in no other region did the 

-

dispute with any other, though residents of the Middle East sometimes 

Cold War rivalries in Europe when they argue that their own rivalries cannot 

Eastern Europe, the existence of huge peacetime armies and the deploy-

A new approach 

to regional 

security could 

assist the peace 

process indirectly
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ment of thousands of nuclear weapons were not used as a pretext to refuse 

Cold War were not used as a pretext to refuse to engage in the process 

which would eventually lead to ASEAN; they made regional leaders more 

determined to do so. Other regions have had similar experiences.

This is not to equate the Middle East with Europe, Asia, or any other 

other regions have experienced war, occupation, proliferation and a host of 

-

discussions over wider questions and to mollify those within their own pop-

regional structures which are required to deal with the political, security, 

economic, social and environmental challenges they now face is weakening 

seek to overthrow the existing regional order.

Looking ahead

Without question, the creation of a regional security system in the Middle 

Where appropriate, some Middle Eastern countries, along with certain 
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this does not mean that an inclusive, cooperative security system cannot 

enhanced each other. Similarly, there is no reason to think that pan-regional 

approaches when considering the region’s security future.

The key may lie in recognising that the development of such systems 

uncontroversial ones. 

of issues. This would require the creation of an ongoing track-two process 

26 Such a system might 

-

relatively low-risk environment.27

-

of critical issues. Such a track could not make or enforce decisions. Only 
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-

sense of where the region needs to go, even if the map to get there is not yet 

-

agreed, of course. What is required now is high-level recognition that this 

type of regional arrangement is a necessary component of the Middle East’s 

response to what has happened in Iraq and to wider regional trends, and a 

-

allow for ongoing dialogue over security issues. As the experience of other 

stand in the way of regional institutional development. Indeed, in other 

parts of the world, the creation of cooperative systems was seen as critical in 

managing, and ultimately helping to resolve, the central dispute.
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