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The Gulf military balance is dominated by five major factors: The Southern Gulf states, 

Iran; Iraq; outside powers like the US; and non-state actors like the various elements of 

Al Qaôida, the Mahdi militia, and various tribal forces. At present, the Southern Gulf 

states have large military resources but limited real-world effectiveness and having made 

only limited progress towards collective and integrated defense.  

Iraqôs forces remain a work in progress that will not have effective ability to operate 

independently in counterinsurgency operations before 2012. Iran may be emerging as a 

nuclear power, and has substantial assets for irregular and asymmetric warfare, but its 

conventional forces continue to age, lack effective unity and readiness, and are declining 

in overall capability.  

The US dominates the balance of Gulf military forces, along with its British ally. US land 

capabilities are, however, heavily committed to Iraq and Afghanistan. Non-state actors 

play an increasing role in shaping the security situation, but still have very limited 

conventional capability. 

The Key Factors Shaping Southern Gulf Forces 

The Iraq War, war on terrorism, and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict may have made the 

US and outside forces unpopular, but this has done little to push Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE towards finding an effective collective alternative to 

dependence on the US. All are members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), but the 

GCC remains largely a myth in war fighting, deterrence, and force development terms.  

The GCC has proposed a wide range of useful projects to improve military 

interoperability and cooperation since its founding in 1980, but its members have made 

only limited progress: 

Å The one joint combat force the GCC has created ï the GCC rapid deployment force ï has always 

been a hollow, token force. It had no clear mission after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 and 

the end of Iraq as a serious threat. It was effectively disbanded in 2005. 

Å Its members have resisted the standardization of weapons and equipment throughout the GCCôs 

existence. Nothing is changing on this front. 

Å There is little or no focus on developing truly effective, interoperable forces that are integrated or 

shaped around common missions. 

Å An air defense integration contract offers some hope for the future, but has few of the features 

needed to actually integrate land-based and fighter air defense operations in a real-world combat 

environment. 

Å Some cooperation has developed in naval exercises, and in areas like mine warfare, but Gulf 

navies and naval air operations would have little real-world effectiveness without US or British 

support. 

The Southern Gulf states have not yet adjusted their national force plans to take account 

of the disappearance of Iraq as a major regional threat, and must now further adjust their 

forces to deal with Iranôs growing missile forces and the threat it will become as a nuclear 

power. They also face the risk that the power vacuum in Iraq will become a threat of a 

different kind and/or give Iran decisive influence over a Shiôite-dominated Iraq. This 

latter risk seems to be steadily diminishing but cannot be ignored.  
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Like most rhetoric about Arab unity, the reality is very different. Most Southern Gulf 

states still have some degree of tension with their neighbors, although they do seem to 

have resolved many past border and territorial disputes. Remaining tensions include 

Qatari, Omani, and the Emirati fears of Saudi ñdominance.ò They also include Omani 

concerns over Yemen, and tensions with the UAE over the role Omani manpower should 

play in UAE forces.   

There are lingering tensions between Bahrain and Qatar, although these seem to be 

rapidly diminishing. Kuwait has its own concerns over Saudi ambitions and the 

development of oil and gas resources offshore and in the divided zone it shares with UAE 

territory. Saudi Arabia is also concerned over smuggling of arms and explosives across 

the Yemeni border and the risk Yemen could become a future threat. 

The end result is that the Southern Gulf States continue to have closer real-world military 

cooperation with the US than with each other, although the smaller Southern Gulf states 

now cooperate more closely with the US than Saudi Arabia.    

Saudi-US military cooperation was key to the quick coalition victory in the Gulf War. 

Some aspects of Saudi-US cooperation have been curtailed as a result of the events of ñ9-

11,ò and tensions over the war on terrorism. US-Saudi cooperation was much closer in 

the Iraq War in 2003, however, than is generally apparent. Saudi Arabia provided 

substantial aid to US operations and allowed US Special Forces to stage out of ArAr on 

the Iraqi border. Active US combat forces left Saudi Arabia in 2003, following the Iraq 

War, but a strong US advisory presence remains.  Saud Arabia and the US have also 

steadily improved their cooperation in counterterrorism since 9/11, and particularly since 

Saudi Arabia came under Al Qaôida attack in May 2003. 

The US has shifted the focus of its prepositioning and operations as a result of both the 

need to leave Saudi Arabia and the need to support large forces in Iraq:  

Å Kuwait provides major air and staging bases for US forces in Iraq, as well as critical port facilities. 

Å Bahrain is the base for the US 5
th
 Fleet, and a key staging point for both US naval and air 

operations. 

Å Qatar provides a major headquarters and air operations center, air base facilities, port facilities, 

and prepositioning facilities for a reinforced US brigade. 

Å The UAE provides extensive port facilities, ship repair facilities, and intelligence cooperation in 

dealing with Iran. 

Å Oman provides air and naval staging facilities, and prepositioning facilities at Masirah. Oman also 

cooperates closely with British forces. 

This cooperation involves far more than simply hosting US forces. A wide range of US 

advisory, training, and exercise activity takes place with Southern Gulf states, as well as 

British and sometimes French forces, at the multilateral level. The US has also tried to 

encourage the Southern Gulf states to strengthen the GCC as part of this effort. For 

example, Operation ñEagle Resolve 2005ò was a joint US-GCC cooperative exercise to 

reduce the Gulf statesô vulnerability to weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The 

operation included a series of seminars and exercises designed to promote cooperation 

between the GCC states.i In Operation óEagle Resolve 2004ô hosted by the UAE, Iran 

was depicted as a possible aggressor. 
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Military Developments in the Northern Gulf 

The virtual destruction of Iraqôs military forces and its capability to deploy or acquire 

weapons of mass destruction in 2003 has fundamentally changed the Gulf military 

balance.  Yet the longer-term trends described earlier have also had a major effect. While 

some Southern Gulf states have faced recent problems in recapitalizing their forces, these 

problems have been far more severe in the case of Iran and Iraq and have affected their 

military development far longer. 

Iraqi force development is now dependent on Coalition aid in creating a mix of regular 

military, internal security, and police forces designed to defeat an internal insurgency, 

and outside volunteers and terrorists. Iraq is dependent on US and other aid to provide its 

emerging thirteen-division arm with equipment, support, facilities, and training; and to 

create a force that can stand on its own.  

This effort cannot succeed unless Iraqôs political process succeeds in unifying the country 

and avoiding civil war. It is also so focused on internal security that it has not yet 

produced any clear Iraqi concept for developing the kind of forces that can defend against 

or deter Iraqôs neighbors. This is a serious potential problem given Iranôs ambitions, 

Turkish concern over the Kurdish issue, and Syriaôs on-again off-again willingness to 

allow infiltrators and various Islamist extremist and insurgent groups to operate on its 

soil. 

The future of Iranian force development remains unclear. One focus is deploying long-

range missiles. These include enhanced Scud-type weapons, and much longer-range, 

developmental systems. Iran is evidently deploying some Shahab-3 missiles, but it is far 

from clear what the final configuration of its long-range missiles will be, or how their 

warheads will be armed.  

Another focus is irregular or asymmetric warfare. Iran continues to develop its 

capabilities for asymmetric war both on land and at sea, as well as its ability to train and 

support potential proxies like various Iraqi militias, the Lebanese Hezbollah, and 

movements like Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad.  

Conventional modernization still lags behind the decline in conventional weaponry 

imposed by age, past combat, and wear. Iran is attempting to solve some of its force 

development problems by creating a major domestic defense industry, and designing and 

producing its own advanced weapons systems. Given Iranôs past problems in these areas, 

along with the difficulties encountered by more advanced nations like China and India, it 

is not clear how far Iran can advance along these lines. However, it has already made 

some progress. 

Iran has shown that it can obtain some advanced weapons and technology from China, 

North Korea, and Russia. It has already shown that it can use such purchases to help 

increase its capabilities for asymmetric warfare by buying systems like submarines, 

various air and anti-ship missiles, more advanced air defense missiles, and a wide range 

of other systems. It has also bought some modern aircraft and more modern tanks from 

Russia. Iran must do a great deal to overcome the limits of its largely worn and 

obsolescent conventional forces, but may be able to accomplish a great deal over time. 
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A Snapshot of Comparative Force Strength 

Conventional military strength is only one aspect of the trends in Gulf security, but it is 

important to understand how Gulf forces now compare and the mix of quantitative and 

qualitative strength that shapes national forces.  

The following figures describe military forces that history has shown may become 

involved in conflicts with little or no warning. At the same time, comparisons of the 

strength of the conventional forces, and the military build up of the various Gulf states, 

provide important insights into the strengths and weaknesses of each state, and the 

problems they face in modernizing and restructuring their forces. 

Trends in Comparative Military Manpower  

Å Figure 1 provides a comparative count of major equipment strength. The fact that Iraqôs 2,600 

main battle tanks and 316 combat aircraft are no longer part of the count illustrates just how much 

the regional balance has changed as a result of the Iraq War. At the same time, it is clear that 

weapons strength is in no way proportionate to the comparative size of arms imports ï reflecting 

the tendency to keep large amounts of obsolescent and low grade equipment in service even if it 

contributes little to military effectiveness. 

Å Figure 2 shows the historical trend in military manpower.  It is clear that Iran and Iraq have long 

had far larger forces than those of the Southern Gulf states. Once again, the elimination of Iraq 

makes a critical difference. Iran continues to have far more military manpower than Saudi Arabia, 

but the effectiveness of this manpower is severely limited by the problems in Iranôs pool of 

military equipment. 

Å Figure 3 provides a similar comparison, but with the actual manpower numbers for each country. 

It is clear that Saudi manpower has increased sharply relative to that of Iran over time, and that the 

Southern Gulf states have the cumulative manpower to support effective collective defense. In 

practice, however, coordination and interoperability remains extremely limited, robbing the 

smaller Gulf States of much of their potential military effectiveness. 

Å Figure 4 shows military manpower by service. It illustrates a relatively heavy emphasis on air 

force and air defense manpower for most countries, and naval manning too small to support 

effective navies without extensive foreign civilian support. If the data on land forces are compared 

to the later figures on land force equipment, it is also clear that the manpower pool of most smaller 

Southern Gulf countries is too limited to properly crew and support the pool of weaponry in their 

land forces.  

Trends Affecting Land Forces 

Figures 5 through 11 display the trends in armor, tanks, and artillery.  

Å Figure 5 shows that Iran and Iraq had a far larger pool of equipment than their recent arms 

imports could possibly maintain and modernize.  It is also again clear how much the destruction of 

Iraqôs forces have affected the conventional balance. 

Å Figure 6 shows that the trends in medium and high quality tanks are radically different from those 

in the previous figure, and that Saudi numbers have near parity with Iran (whose tanks are 

generally still sharply inferior to those of Saudi Arabia and the tanks in most of the smaller 

Southern Gulf states). 

Å Figure 7 shows that Iran does not have anything like the number of other armored fighting 

vehicles necessary to support its strength in main battle tanks, and how much the destruction of 

Iraqôs land forces have changed this aspect of the balance. In general, the smaller Southern Gulf 

states have also developed a good balance of tanks and other armored vehicles. 
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Å Figure 8 shows the distribution of current holdings of other armored vehicles by kind. It reflects a 

lack of armored mobility in Iranôs forces. At the same time, it is clear that each  of the Southern 

Gulf states have developed a different force mix with little regard to interoperability. 

Å Figure 9 compares artillery strength. Iranôs massive build up of such weapons during the Iran-Iraq 

War is still a major factor in the Gulf balance. This is the area where Iran has its greatest lead over 

the Southern Gulf states. It is also clear, however, that almost all of the Iranian lead is in towed 

weapons, and its artillery maneuver strength is severely limited. 

Å Figure 10 and Figure 11 show the comparative strength of multiple rocket launchers.  Once 

again, Iran has a major lead. Yemen also has comparatively large numbers of such weapons. 

Multiple rocket launchers provide a partial substitute for air power and can deliver large amounts 

of area fire, although generally with limited accuracy. 

Trends Affecting Air and Air Defense Forces 

Figures 12 through 18 display data on combat aircraft, armed helicopters, and electronic 

warfare aircraft.  

Å Figure 12 shows total operational combat air strength. Iran has slowly built up much of the 

strength it lost after the fall of the Shah and in the Iran-Iraq War. The Iraqi Air Force lost roughly 

half of its strength during the Gulf War in 1991, and effectively ceased to exist in 2003. Saudi 

Arabia has good strength figures, but limited training, readiness, and sustainability. The UAE has 

good numbers for a country its size, but limited real-world effectiveness. The Yemeni air force 

lost much of its forces because of civil war and funding reasons. 

Å Figure 13 compares total fixed wing and armed helicopter strength. The growing importance of 

armed helicopters in the Southern Gulf is apparent. The Iranian holdings are largely worn and 

obsolescent and the Iraqi armed helicopter forces no longer exist. 

Å Figure 14 shows Saudi Arabiaôs advantage over Iran in terms of high quality aircraft. At the same 

time, it again shows the lack of standardization and the interoperability problems of the Southern 

Gulf states. 

Å Figure 15 reflects the limited emphasis on reconnaissance aircraft capability in the Gulf region, 

and the limitations to situation awareness and targeting. The problems for the southern Gulf States 

will, however, be of limited importance if they operate in a coalition with the US. 

Å Figure 16 shows that Saudi Arabia has a monopoly of airborne warning and control systems, and 

that its AWACS aircraft give it a major advantage in battle management, some forms of 

intelligence collection and air force maritime patrol capability. 

Å Figure 17 shows the balance of combat helicopters. Saudi Arabia has been relatively slow to build 

up its forces, but those of Iran are worn and obsolescent and Iraqôs forces have effectively ceased 

to exist.  

Å Figure 18 shows that Saudi Arabia has the only modern mix of advanced land-based defenses in 

the Gulf. Iran has extensive assets, but many are obsolete or obsolescent, and they are poorly 

netted and vulnerable to electronic warfare. Iraq effectively no longer has any such assets. The 

smaller Southern Gulf states have a wide mix of assets, purchased with little attention to 

interoperability and which generally would have limited effectiveness because of a lack of 

effective long-range sensors, battle management systems training and readiness, and strategic 

depth. 

Trends Affecting Naval Forces 

Figure 19 to Figure 23 compare various aspects of naval strength.  Iran is the only 

significant Gulf Navy. Saudi Arabia has significant total ship strength, and better and 

more modern ships, but limited readiness and proficiency. The lack of interoperability, 
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specialization, and orientation around key missions leaves most Southern Gulf navies 

with only limited ability to cooperate. So does a lack of effective airborne surveillance, 

modern mine warfare ships, and ASW capabilities. 

Remaining Hollow at Great Cost 

It is clear from both arms transfer and military expenditure data that Iran cannot hope to 

keep pace with the Southern Gulf states in terms of resources. Iraqôs spending is only 

now beginning to reflect major self-financing, but it will be a half decade or more before 

Iraq can begin to develop a self-defense capability that might be able to meet a serious 

challenge from any of its neighbors. There is no current prospect that it can again become 

a major conventional power in the next decade. 

The vast Southern Gulf superiority in military spending and arms imports, however, 

comes at very high cost without providing the unity and focus on integrated defense and 

key missions necessary to create effective forces, deterrence, or balance warfighting 

capabilities. The Southern Gulf states spend immense amounts on their military forces 

and arms purchases.  

¶ Figure 24 reflects a shift in the nature of the Gulf military build-up that began to emerge before 

the Iranôs defeat in the Iran-Iraq War, and Iraqôs defeat in the Gulf War, but which has accelerated 

ever since. The Southern Gulf leads the regional arms race that the Northern Gulf states began.  

¶ Figure 24 also shows that Saudi Arabia has by far been the largest spender in the Gulf, although 

several small Southern Gulf states ï notably the UAE, Kuwait and Oman ï have been very large 

spenders in proportion to their size.  

¶ As Figure 25 shows, in some years one or more of the small Southern Gulf states have nearly 

equaled the expenditures of much larger Northern Gulf states. Figure 25 contrasts with the higher 

levels of military expenditures shown Figure 24, in that military spending overall has been either 

consistent or in light decline as a percentage of GNP in GCC States, Iran, Iraq and Yemen over the 

1989-2007 period. 

¶ Figure 26 shows the cumulative arms imports of Gulf States over the 1984-1999 period. Saudi 

Arabia is the largest arms importer in the Gulf, with higher levels than the other Gulf States, Iran, 

Iraq and Yemen combined. Kuwait and the UAE also received non-negligible arms levels, but 

there was a relatively high degree of fluctuation of import levels across this period throughout the 

GCC. Iraq has made negligible arms imports in the post-Gulf War period, and Iran has been 

unsuccessful in securing high levels of imports in the 1990s. 

¶ Figure 27 touches on the data in Figure 26 and shows comparative Gulf arms agreements and 

deliveries from 1988 to 2006. Here too we see its higher levels of deliveries and orders, however, 

we see Saudi Arabia gradually declining in recent years and the UAE making major new imports. 

As is the case with military expenditures, the Southern Gulf states have massively outspent the 

Northern Gulf states. For Iran, this is partly a matter of choice and partly a matter of economic 

weakness. For Iraq, it has been forced upon Iraq by a UN arms embargo from September 1990 to 

the fall of Saddam Hussein in March 2003, and by its massive defeat in the US-led invasion that 

drove Hussein from power.  

¶ Figure 28 shows that the US is the major arms supplier for most of the Gulf States, although 

major Western European suppliers have recently begun to plan an increasing role in supplying 

Saudi, Emirati and Omani armed forces. As mentioned earlier, Iraq is now mainly dependent upon 

US support to increase its force capabilities, and Iran is the sole primary recipient of arms supplies 

from Russia. Other Gulf States have chosen to include Russian arms imports as part of a broader 

force mix of systems from the US and Europe. 
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The practical problem for the Southern Gulf states is that they have not transformed their 

spending into forces whose effectiveness is proportionate to their cost. The potential 

desirability of regional cooperation, standardization and interoperability, and training and 

organization for joint operations on a GCC-wide level is obvious. 

 In practice, each of the southern Gulf States pursued its own path in creating military 

forces, often emphasizing the purchase of modern major weapons systems that were 

perceived to provide prestige and a ñglitter factorò in terms of regional status. Rivalries 

and past tensions between the Southern Gulf states prevented serious efforts at 

developing joint capabilities and interoperability. At the same time, a number of states 

limited their military efforts because of the fear of coups. The end result was that the 

Southern Gulf states largely preferred de facto dependence on US and British power 

projection forces over effective regional and national military efforts. 
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Figure 1: Major Measures of Key Combat Equipment Strength in 2008 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources, and the IISS Military Balance, various editions.. 
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Figure 2: Comparative Trends in Gulf Total Active Military Manpower: 1979-2008 
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Figure 3: Total Active Military Manpower in All Gulf Forces 1993-2008 
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Figure 4: Total Gulf Military Manpower by Service in  2008 
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Figure 5: Total Gulf Operational Armored Fighting Vehicles in 2008 
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Figure 6: Medium to High Quality Main Battle Tanks By Type in 2008 
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Figure 7: Total Operational Other Armored Vehicles (Lt. Tanks, LAVs, AIFVs, 

APCs, Recce) in Gulf Forces 1993-2008 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 



Cordesman: Conventional Armed Forces in the Gulf       6/23/08 Page 16 
 

Figure 8:  Gulf Other Armored Fighting Vehicles (OAFVs) by Category in 2008 
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Figure 9: Total Operational Self-Propelled and Towed Tube Artillery and Multiple 

Rocket Launchers in Gulf Forces 1993-2008 

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

Iran Iraq Saudi

Bahrain Kuwait Oman

Qatar UAE Yemen

Iran 900 1,405 3,224 3,284 3,284 3,196 3,196 3,196 3,196

Iraq 3,500 1,450 2,200 2,300 2,300 2,300 ? ? ?

Saudi 365 320 568 390 288 288 868 868 868

Bahrain 22 22 107 93 48 48 69 69 69

Kuwait 72 29 68 95 95 122 218 218 218

Oman 75 66 109 126 132 132 233 233 233

Qatar 14 22 44 44 44 44 89 89 89

UAE 97 182 289 343 343 343 501 501 501

Yemen 427 1,042 702 695 499 499 1,167 1,167 1,167

1990 1993 2000 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Note: Iranian totals exclude mortars and include active forces in the Revolutionary Guards. Saudi totals include active 

National Guard. Omani totals include Royal Household Guard. 

 

Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 10: Total Operational Gulf Artillery Weapons in 2008 
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Note: Iranian totals include active forces in the Revolutionary Guards. Saudi totals include active National Guard. 

Omani totals include Royal Household Guard. 

 

Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 11: Gulf Inventory of Multiple Rocket Launchers by Caliber in 2008 
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Note: Iranian totals include active forces in the Revolutionary Guards. Saudi totals include active National Guard. 

Omani totals include Royal Household Guard. Iraq has a total of approximately 200 Multiple-Rocket Launchers. 

 

Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 12: Total Operational Combat Aircraft in All Gulf Forces 1993-2008 

(Does not include stored or unarmed electronic warfare, recce or trainer aircraft) 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 13: Total Gulf Holdings of Combat Aircraft in 2008 
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Note: Only armed or combat-capable fixed wing combat aircraft are counted, not other trainers or aircraft. Note: 

Yemen has an additional 5 MiG-29S/UB on order. Iraq totals are for March 2003, before the Iraq War. 

 

Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 14: Gulf High and Medium Quality Fixed Wing Fighter, Fighter Attack, 

Attack, Strike, and Multi -Role Combat Aircraft By Type in 2008 

(Totals do not include combat-capable recce but does include OCUs and Hawk combat-capable trainers) 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from various sources and IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 15: Gulf Reconnaissance Aircraft in 2008 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 
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Figure 16: Sensor, AWACS, C4I, EW and ELINT Aircraft in 2008 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from IISS, The Military Balance, various editions.  
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Figure 17: Gulf Attack, Anti -Ship and ASW Helicopters in 2008 
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Source: Adapted by Anthony H. Cordesman from IISS, The Military Balance, various editions. 




