Introduction
Gulf International Forum (GIF) presents our 2019 forecast. As the new year is upon us,
please read GIF’s projections for what 2019 may bring to the Gulf region. Of course, as
predictions, such an outlook is susceptible to sudden or unforeseen occurrences that
could change regional dynamics entirely. Despite this inherent flaw in predicting future
scenarios, we used trusted resources to make what we believe to be informed predictions. Whatever may be in store for 2019, we look forward to writing, analyzing and
reporting on future events with the same level of impartiality and candor that typified
2018. In this forecast, please find outlined several of the most visible trends impacting
the region and continue reading to see how we predict the Gulf will influence these
trends.
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Trends
Political Trends
If the ageing leadership in Iran, Kuwait, or Oman passes away in 2019, the balance of power in regional
politics will be affected.
The Gulf Crisis will likely continue and the GCC will remain divided. Each of these states will likely continue
to forge new partnerships with nations outside the region.
Several GCC states are expected continue general efforts to normalize relations with Israel and Syria.
GCC states may look to increase influence in Iraq by contributing to reconstruction. Meanwhile, domestic
tension may build up between Iraq’s government and citizenry.
A Democrat-controlled House is expected to challenge Trump’s policies in the Gulf region and be keen on
investigating any conflicts of interest.

Economic Trends
Domestic economic instability will probably continue in Iran, with the JCPOA unlikely to be renegotiated.
Gulf states will continue to look eastward toward Asian economies for oil and gas exports.
In 2019 Qatar, Iraq and Kuwait may each announce more detailed information for oil and gas production
expansion plans. Due to OPEC’s production cut plan, oil prices can be expected to average $65-67 p/b, at
least through the summer.

Social Trends
Women will likely become more active in leadership positions and in the workforce; however this will
parallel a general trend of decreased freedoms of speech.
GCC leaders will continue trying to create policies that appeal to the region’s largest incoming workforce
and social demographic: the youth.
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Saudi Arabia

D

espite domestic and international displeasure
with the Kingdom’s stalled internal reforms and
controversial foreign policy, current Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman (MbS) is likely to retain his position and remain next-in-line of succession after his
eighty-two-year-old father. Should King Salman choose
to abdicate in favor of his son, MbS is likely to choose
a Crown Prince from among his cousins (and not from
his brothers) in order to mitigate the disenchantment
among the royal family that has emerged during his
reign. Internally, MbS will probably continue to isolate
powerful princes and silence any religious scholars and
activists that tout opposing views. As a result of the
Khashoggi scandal, MbS will likely make changes to his
inner circle of advisors, a process that already began in
the closing days of 2018. In another effort to recover
the Kingdom’s public image, the recent release of human
rights lawer Ibrahim al-Modaimegh could be an indication that some additional activists will be released. Additionally, MbS will continue to support economic and
entertainment policies that garner loyalty among youth,
a demographic that makes up a large portion of his base.
Economically, Saudi Arabia is likely to face challenges getting back on the track of meeting its ‘Vision 2030’ revenue-stream diversification goals. In the foreseeable future
state-spending is expected to remain the main source of
income. The Kingdom’s record 2019 budget of $296 billion
and newly introduced policies are likely not enough to incentivize substantial private sector contribution. Without
more certainty on the Kingdom’s future political and economic stability, for
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eign direct investment is also unlikely to increase. Even
still, Saudi Arabia can also be expected to expand ties
with Russia. Saudi oil production is expected to increase
in the second half of the year, with the average oil price
hovering around $65 pb. This would have very serious
negative effects on the Saudi budget. Financial reporters have estimated a wide-range of oil prices ($73-$91
pb) that would be required to close the Saudi budget
deficit. The surge of oil production in the last three
months of 2018 will probably be followed by production cuts for the first half of 2019 as part of the agreed
upon OPEC quota. MBS’s plan to privatize Aramco will
likely not take place in 2019.
On foreign policy, Saudi Arabia is likely to seek more
influence in the region, but perhaps moving away from
the adventurism that has besmirched the international
image of the Kingdom. The Saudi government will likely
make some concessions on the Yemen issue reacting to
international pressure which could result in de-escalation or even an end to its military involvement. Regardless of the result of any potential compromise between
Yemen’s warring parties, Saudi Arabia retains high
stakes in Yemeni politics. Yemen is also where we see Saudi and Emirati interests diverge. Saudi Arabia will likely increase its political support for allies in the region, including
in Egypt, to ensure their stay in power. While the Kingdom
has long advocated for the removal of Assad in Syria, the
Saudi government is expected to follow other Arab states
in restoring this fractured relationship. However, the Saudi
government may seek to use reconstruction assistance in
Syria as a bargaining chip to reduce Iranian influence.
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Iran

A

s it stands, the primary question for Iran in 2019
will be to decide if it will remain in or abandon
the JCPOA. If the EU manages to create a special
transaction channel, Tehran will likely stay within the
parameters of the deal. The Europeans appear determined to proceed with creating such a vehicle, but we
cannot predict with confidence how much it will sustain Iran’s economy. As of writing, the ability of China
and India, the other two big players, to defy US sanctions remains unclear. Iran has a lot of practice working
around US and other international sanctions and can
build a consensus by blaming the US for its problems.
Rouhani’s government will certainly come under pressure in 2019 by conservatives to end its commitment
to the JCPOA, however the final decision rests with the
Supreme Leader who so far appears persuaded that
restarting a nuclear program may cost more than it is
ultimately worth.
No one expects that 2019 will see Iran and the United
States renegotiating a new nuclear agreement. President Trump has made Iran’s removal of forces from regional proxy conflicts a non-negotiable requirement to
ease sanctions. Tehran has made it equally clear it will
not acquiesce. The sanctions and pressure on Iran are
expected to give more power to the IRGC over Iran’s
policies at the expense of Rouhani’s reformist government. The Iranian parliament will in-part be responsible for this increase in pressure by blaming Rouhani’s
cabinet ministers for the frustrations and hardships induced by the sanctions. Trump is unlikely to renew the
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eight waivers for Iranian oil exports that expire in April
2019, and if he does, it will probably be conditioned
with stipulations for recipients. Subsequently, Iran’s
2019 oil production could drop by up to a half, part of
the reason why the Riyal is expected to lose much of
its value.
As Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif boasted, Iran
has 38 years of experience living with American sanctions, and is confident Tehran will continue to find ways
in 2019 to evade the worst effects of the U.S. sanctions.
Even if the EU fails to create the special sanctions-evading vehicle, Washington has used up almost all its international credits by walking away from the JCPOA and
cannot expect any international support in broadening
the sanctions regime. However, at best the Iranian government can only alleviate part of the sanction’s impact
on the economy, which will probably continue shrinking in 2019. However, despite significant losses in 2019,
as sanctions continue to bite, Iran’s economy might begin to recover in 2020.
We expect in 2019 ordinary Iranians will continue to
suffer the most from U.S. sanctions, as we doubt that
the Rouhani government can reduce its expenditures
while the IRGC and Iran’s armed forces will feel less direct effects. Trade and domestic industry such as steel
and mining are expected to deteriorate which would
inevitably lead to layoffs at a time when the economy
and employment are retreating.
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Iran (cont.)
We expect the 2018 demonstrations by workers, teachers and traders protesting job losses and price increases will continue (if not increase) in 2019 but will not
present a serious threat to the regime’s control. The
regime will, in turn, continue to exploit US sanctions
to rally internal support. In 2019, Tehran is expected to
continue supporting its allies such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Assad regime in Syria. This is even more
likely after Assad’s victorious emergence in his nation’s
long-running eight year conflict. Iran, in coordination
with Russia, is expected to have a major role in Syria’s
reconstruction.
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, although 80
years old, does not appear to have any serious health
issues. However, his overwhelming importance in Iranian decision-making requires some discussion of how
Iran would deal with his demise. Iran has a formal and
effective process in place for such an eventuality. The
Assembly of Experts; made up of 88 clerics elected every 8 years selects a new Supreme Leader. In fact, the
Assembly could depose Khamenei and select a new Supreme Leader at any time. In the event that Khamenei
should pass in 2019, the main candidates to succeed
him would be current President Hassan Rouhani, and
the newly appointed Chairman of Expediency Discernment Assembly Sadeq Larijani.
Rouhani is a moderate cleric, member of the Assembly
of Experts and his good international reputation and relations with western leaders might qualify him to gain
the position over a conservative, a group declining in
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popularity among Iranians. Rouhani is perhaps most capable of forming a bloc of supporters from the current
members of the Assembly. However, Larijani, a conservative and one of Khamenei’s most trusted clerics in
the Islamic Republic’s governing apparatus is a strong
candidate to assume Iran’s most powerful position. For
nine years Larijani was Iran’s Chief Justice and on December 30, 2018 Khamenei appointed him as Chairman
of the Expediency Discernment Assembly, a position
that heightens his chances of succeeding Khamenei.
However, he would face a challenge to cultivate votes
in a body now controlled by moderate Mullahs who
seem more inclined to vote for Rouhani. Yet, Larijani
could use Rouhani’s supposed failure to preserve the
economic benefits of the JCPOA against him in order to
disqualify the moderate from Iran’s highest and most
powerful position.
Electing a moderate would signal a major change in Iranian policies. Initially, we would likely see more domestic change rather than foreign policy change. Electing
a conservative such as Larijani would mean a continuation of 40 years of existing domestic and foreign policies with minor changes given Larijani’s greater sophistication.
We believe Rouhani would cautiously try to reduce the
power and influence of the IRGC and the Basij, which
have become a state within a state. Initially, we would
not expect to see much change in the relationship with
the Trump administration; neither side would have an
incentive for concession.
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United Arab Emirates

A

bu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed
(MbZ) will continue controlling and shaping UAE
domestic and foreign policy. Internally, the UAE
is likely to give the right to all adult Emiratis to vote in
the 2019 elections of the Federal National Council, with
increased female turnout expected. Additionally, there
will likely be more policies and elected representatives
targeting youth constituents. If official succession of
the Abu Dhabi ruler takes place in 2019, MbZ will take
the top job, but three names emerge as possible contenders for the title of Crown Prince: Foreign Minister
Abdullah bin Zayed, National Security Advisor Tahnoun
bin Zayed and the Head of State and Security, Khaled bin
Mohammed bin Zayed. Dubai’s Expo 2020 is expected
to push the Emirate’s slowing economic growth by creating more jobs and increasing the number of tourists.
Also, the UAE’s change to allow foreign investors complete ownership of UAE-based companies could boost
foreign direct investment in the UAE.
MbZ will work to continue expanding the Emirates’
influence in the region with special interest toward
nations overlooking important international maritime
routes, a key part of the country’s grand strategy.
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This move will secure the nation’s economic power and
preempts challenges mounted by regional competitors.
In Yemen, the UAE is likely to keep its presence via its
Yemeni secessionist allies (and through direct intervention) to control Aden’s seaport and the Bab al-Mandab
Strait. The UAE is also likely to strengthen its grip on
Socotra, an archipelago that in addition to being a significant east-west trade stop, has potential for future
tourist investment. This is further substantiated by Abu
Dhabi’s establishment military presence in Eritrea, Djibouti and the Horn of Africa through its military base in
A’sab Seaport. Through its alliance with the Saudi Arabia, the UAE will continue its regional support against
Islamist parties, especially the Muslim Brotherhood,
by empowering the party’s rivals. Following its recent
decision to reopen its embassy in Damascus, the UAE
is likely to facilitate normalization between other GCC
countries and Syria. In 2019 we may even see an exchange of visits between high-ranking Emirati and Syrian officials.
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Qatar

O

n foreign policy, it is highly likely that Qatar will
continue pursuing independent policies that diverge from those of its fellow GCC states. Despite the heavy economic challenges that have resulted
from the Saudi/Emirati/Bahraini-imposed blockade,
Doha’s successful adjustment to the shock has reinforced its determination to be skeptical of any concessions in resolving its issues with its neighbors. The GCC
Crisis is unlikely to be resolved, and any possible resolution from international pressure will likely be superficial, with significant disagreements remaining between
Doha and the Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, Manama trifecta. Qatar will continue to find new allies in the region that
could assist in maintaining its sovereignty. Qatar is likely to be the GCC country least interested in normalizing
relations with Assad in Syria.

Socially, the Qatari government may give additional
rights to certain groups of expatriates including easier naturalization or other benefits. Doha may also announce concrete plans and dates for the holding of the
Consultative Assembly’s inaugural election, in which
the constitution mandates 30 of 45 members of the Assembly be popularly elected.

Thanks to its giant soft power and media apparatus,
Qatar will likely continue attempts to earn international support by promoting itself as an attractive Gulf state
ally with balanced positions. Qatar will continue to take
part in an ideological battle over the regional role of different forms of political Islam vs. secular dictatorships.
Economically, Qatar will continue to find partnerships
and trade options independent of its GCC neighbors,
further alleviating the economic consequences of the
yet-to-be-lifted blockade. Significant portions of Qatar’s budget will be directed to building infrastructure
for the 2022 World Cup. In light of the Doha’s OPEC
exit, the government will further expand in the natural
gas sector.
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Iraq

F

inal composition of Iraq’s new government is expected in early 2019 and will reduce political tensions. Parts of the economy are expected to recover
in 2019, and economic growth will probably reach 4% as
both global oil price and Iraq’s oil production are expected to rise. Oil production is set increase to around 5 million bpd after the reopening of the Kirkuk pipeline and
development of new oil fields. However, unemployment
is likely to remain a challenge for both the government
and population writ large, particularly among youth.
Politically, disputes between rival parties are expected to continue, possibly impeding PM Abdul Mehdi’s
proposed government work schedule and simultaneously increasing tension between society and government. Concurrently, reconstruction is expected to
commence in 2019. However, projects and provincial
efforts will be plagued by political competition for
funding. Iraq’s south will demand priority and has the
clout to back it up. Delays will postpone the return of
displaced populations to their places of origin, mainly in the city of Mosul. Also, Muqtada Alsadr likely will
pressure the PM to deliver on his promise to produce
tangible improvements in Iraq’s economy in 2019. In
the event of disagreements with the PM or other parties, Alsadr could amplify his position and increase his
popularity by calling for protests, as he did in 2015.
The US-led international coalition against ISIS will probably continue its operations in Iraq.
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Also, even with the vastly improved security situation, continued attacks by the terrorist organization
are likely to occur. In a further complication, U.S.
withdrawal from Syria could entangle Iraq in the Syrian conflict. In case of ISIS resurgence in Syria as a result of U.S. withdrawal, Iraq will probably intervene
directly in Syria to stop spillover into its territories.
In 2019, both the PM and President are expected to
continue their attempts to distance Baghdad from the
Tehran-Washington dispute. Simultaneously, we expect
Washington, Tehran and many GCC states to ramp up
their efforts to increase influence over Iraq’s new political landscape. Each of these nations will tempt Baghdad
in exchange for contributions to Iraq’s reconstruction
fund, foreign investments and electricity needs. However, Baghdad will retain some leverage over Iran, which
needs Iraqi markets to ease the effects of American sanctions. This leverage is symbiotic, as Iraq needs trade with
Iran to sustain an important part of its economy. Countering this will be Iran’s upper-hand over bilateral trade
and influence over Popular Mobilization Units, potentially forcing Baghdad to prefer Tehran’s support over Washington. Regardless, in 2019 the richer GCC states offer
the best available option for the recovering nation to
increase bilateral economic relations and investments.
Kuwait in particular will have the strongest incentive to
support economic stability in Iraq, which will probably
be translated through increased investment in Iraq, especially in the south.
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Kuwait

T

he Kuwaiti Emir will continue his efforts to bridge
the gap between conflicting GCC states. If the 88
year old Emir should abdicate in 2019, eighty year
old Kuwaiti Crown Prince Nawaf Al-Ahmed Al-Sabah
will likely succeed his brother. However, the increasing
attention shown to the Emir’s son and Defense Minister
Nasser Al-Sabah (70yrs) shows that he too should not
be overlooked. Despite the heated regional conflict, Kuwait will seek to maintain balanced relationships mainly with Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq. While it is expected
that Kuwait will take advanced steps to protect its sovereignty, the Emir will make sure that his nation does
not get into direct conflict with any other countries in
the region. At the same time, due to international and
economic pressure, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are likely
to reach some sort of a deal on the Divided Zone oil
field in order to resume production. Kuwait is expected to increasingly find new ways of strengthening security cooperation with new regional and international
powers, including those outside of the GCC. Like many
others, Kuwait will double-down on a strategy of looking eastward to pursue economic cooperation with east
and southeast Asian nations.
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Bahrain

B

ahrain is expected to continue repressing any
opposition from its majority Shia population by
taking hard positions against opponents and dissidents, including imprisonment and the revocation of
citizenship. Bahraini women are expected to have a
larger role in the society especially after Fawziya Zaynal was elected Parliament Speaker with the support
of the King’s wife. Bahrain’s economic challenges are
serious, and the nation will continue to rely on economic support from its wealthier GCC neighbors. The
UAE is likely to increase financial support to both the
government and different Bahraini groups to strengthen its influence and challenge the powerful Bahraini
Prime Minister. The Value Added Tax (VAT) that will be
applicable on some sectors beginning in January 2019
is not expected to alleviate the nation’s economic burdens. However, GDP is expected to grow by 2.1%. With
no real diversification of the state’s revenues or rationalization of spending, Bahrain’s economic challenges
are likely to remain serious. For all intents and purposes
Bahrain will continue to have a foreign policy reflecting
its powerful neighbor, Saudi Arabia. The small Kingdom
will likely serve as testing waters for Saudi Arabia as the
latter navigates untraditional alliances. One example of
this might be to use Bahrain to test a more public rapprochement with Israel.
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Oman

O

man faces important international and domestic challenges in 2019. The Sultanate’s main
uncertainty arises from concerns about the
succession to the 78 year old Sultan Qaboos, who, as
one of the longest serving heads of state in the world,
has consolidated immense domestic powers. There is
no clarity about Qaboos’ successor or his policy, but
the most likely name is the Sultan’s Special Representative As’ad bin Tariq bin Taimour. This prediction stems
from the increasing role of As’ad in the Sultanate after
he was named PM Deputy for International Relations
in March 2017. The advent of a post-Qaboos era will
institute a major shift in regional balance.
Omani women are expected to have a greater role in
society and the decision-making process in order to
achieve the Sultan’s policy of female-empowerment.
Oman’s economic growth is expected to accelerate by
2.5%. The consolidation of oil companies into one body
has improved the chances for Oman to ramp up its oil
production and we may see a stronger market for Omani oil and GDP growth in 2019.

However, Oman is likely to take more assertive steps
to protect its national security against the growing ambitions of regional powers in the GCC. In order to do
so, the Sultanate is likely to provide support and assistance to the people of Yemen’s Mahra governorate
with which Oman shares a western border and strong
historical, traditional and social ties. Oman will seek to
counter the Emirates’ increasing influence over that
territory. With continuing disputes between Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Oman is likely to increase cooperation
with other nations to counteract threats from the two
Gulf states with which it shares most of its borders. The
Sultanate is likely to play mediation roles in the Arab-Israeli conflict, especially in light of PM Netanyahu’s visit
to Oman, and in the US-Iran conflict.

Oman will continue to foster a neutral and open foreign
policy that avoids direct clashes with any regional or international actor.

2019 GIF’s Annual Forecast

11

Yemen

D

espite the military and political complexity of
the ongoing war in Yemen, the dueling parties
may soon be ready to make more concessions.
International pressure to relieve the war’s humanitarian disaster provides a strong motivation to reduce hostilities and/or ease the blockade. Still, different interpretations of the agreements concluded in Sweden this
past December pose significant challenges that could
plague the expected round of negotiations in early
2019. Regardless, it is likely that the parties will meet
again for further negotiations. Any potential deal between the Yemeni parties is likely to keep the Muslim
Brotherhood-aligned Islah party, the Iran-aligned Ansar
Allah (Houthis), and to a lesser extent Saleh’s General
People’s Congress, as the main parties running what
will continue to be a polarized country. This mixture of
opposing political parties and interests will keep Yemen
a failed state even if the country is able to unite under a
singular transitional government. In spite of increased
calls for independence, it is unlikely that Southern Yemen will secede in 2019. Al-Qaeda and other terrorist
groups in Yemen are likely to remain active as they have
gained power and sheer territory during the three-plus
years of war. The advantageous expansion of these
groups will remain a security concern for the region
and the international community. Despite the slight
recent recovery, Yemeni currency is likely to fluctuate,
causing high inflation for Yemen’s citizenry.
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The Gulf & U.S.
Congress
Although the Senate was successful in invoking the War
Powers Resolution barring US participation in the Yemen war, the House failed to follow suit in the 115th
Congress. This may be an outcome pleasing to those in
favor of the bill, as a delay until the 116th Congress will
concur with the formal takeover of the House by Democrats, many of whom eagerly look forward to checking
President Trump while, (perhaps more importantly) reasserting Congressional authority in matters of foreign
affairs.
The incoming record number of women in the new
Congress (many of whom campaigned on a platform
that their experiences as women and as mothers would
influence their legislative priorities), should see reports
of humanitarian disasters in places such as Yemen fall
on more sympathetic ears. Given Saudi Arabia’s recent
media targeting of Congresswomen-elect Ilhan Omar
(D-MN05) and Rashida Tlaib (D-MI13) for their past
criticisms of the Kingdom’s actions, Riyadh indicates it
recognizes the threat that the 116th Congress new diversity could pose.

Investigations
2019 could also see a culmination of Special Prosecutor
Robert Mueller’s investigation into Russian meddling in the
2016 election. Mueller’s inquiries into Gulf Cooperation
Council ties to members of the Trump administration and
family have entered the public domain. Many anticipate
that Mueller’s final report could implicate nationals from Gulf
nations in business and politics involving President Trump.
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The Gulf & U.S. (cont.)
At the very least his conclusions could indicate questionable collaboration with the Trump administration,
family and organization. If the report implicates Emirati or Saudi nationals or officials it will add fuel to
Congressional efforts to end what is perceived to be a
questionable relationship between certain GCC States
and President Trump. If the outcome of Mueller’s
investigation ultimately cripples President Trump’s
ability to conduct his unique foreign policy, some GCC
nations (particularly Saudi Arabia) could lose the benefits of their special relationship.
Independent of Mueller’s formal investigation, newly
empowered House Democrats with powerful committee chairmanships will use disgust toward Saudi Arabia and Donald Trump in order to investigate financial
connections between the two. Incoming Democratic
chairs of the House Intelligence (Adam Schiff CA28),
Armed Services (Adam Smith WA09), Foreign Affairs
(Eliot Engel NY16) and Ways & Means (Richard Neal
MA01) committees have indicated that they will use
their respective perches to seek out such connections.
Assumed Speaker Nancy Pelosi appears on board with
investigations into the flow of money between Trump
and Saudi Arabia. Recent actions however indicate
that Pelosi will proceed more cautiously toward formal censures of Saudi Arabia than some in her caucus
seem to want.
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2020 Presidential Campaigns
A new dynamic for the Khashoggi affair will be the beginnings of the 2020 Democratic Primary campaign.
Expect the first prospective Presidential candidates to
begin declaring their candidacies as early as January,
a field that could balloon up to 30 come springtime.
Among the group of prospective candidates who could
potentially steer the discussion toward Gulf-related
foreign policy issues includes Senator Bernie Sanders
(D-VT) Senator Chris Murphy (D-CN) and Representative Tulsi Gabbard (D-HI02), each of whom has been
incredibly vocal on the topic. The only major declared
candidate as of this writing is Senator Elizabeth Warren
(D-MA). Although not known for her foreign policy interest, the Senator will certainly push for a progressive
approach to Gulf issues. If US-Saudi relations become
a central issue on the progressive left, expect prominent candidates to compete with one another in order
to see who can win the mantle of most critical of Saudi
Arabia.
Of course, there remains the possibility that the President will face a challenger from within the Republican
party such as Governor John Kasich (R-OH) or retiring
Senators Bob Corker (R-TN) and Jeff Flake (R-AZ), or
even Ambassador Nikki Haley. That the latter contradicted the administration’s position on Saudi Arabia
(before even leaving office) could be an indication that
Haley is looking to distance herself from the foreign
policy decisions of the administration with which she is
closely associated.
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