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ABSTRACT

In recent years, more small states have entered the arena of international mediation. While
research generally recognizes that small states can use international mediation to further their
own foreign policy goals, the implications of that notion remain understudied. Specifically in
relation to engagement with proscribed armed groups, current research is lacking. Furthermore,
most research on small-state mediation views small states as a unitary group of actors, leaving
out of consideration the differences between states. This study aims to address this research
gap by investigating the influence of foreign policy independence on engagement with
proscribed armed groups when relevant to the peace process. Through a Structured, Focused
Comparison of the mediation efforts of Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar in Yemen in the post-Arab
Spring era, this study found preliminary support for the stated hypothesis that the higher the
level of independence in a small state’s foreign policy, the more likely it is to engage with
proscribed actors. For Kuwait and Oman, their behavior in Yemen was fully in line with the
hypothesis. While Qatar showed limited engagement in Yemen despite having an independent
foreign policy, its choices were still influenced by a certain level of dependence on Saudi
Arabia.

Key words: Small-state mediation, Foreign policy independence, Proscription, Inclusivity,
Gulf states
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1. INTRODUCTION

More and more small states are stepping up to the plate of international mediation. Strikingly,
small-state mediation is by no means “small”. The prominence of small states in the ‘big
leagues’ of the mediation arena, previously dominated by large powers, challenges common
perceptions of what mediation should look like. As Jacob Bercovitch, a prominent mediation
scholar, stated: “[w]e cannot assume that mediation by small states resembles, in every aspect,
the mediation efforts of a large state” (1992, 102). As such, small-state mediation has been
shown to differ in aspects such as incentives and strategies (Slim 1992; Baxter, Jordan, and
Rubin 2018; Chong 2010; Eriksson 2015), and holds several advantages over intervention by
larger states, including their generally non-threatening nature, impartiality and relatively stable
foreign policies (Slim 1992; Hey 2003; Fraihat 2020; Chong 2010).

Simultaneous to the rise of small states in the mediation arena, the recognition that
mediation can be used as a tool for the advancement of own foreign policy goals is spreading
in academic and policy circles (e.g., Touval 2003; Akpinar 2015; Lanz 2011; Bercovitch and
Jackson 2009). Especially for small states, mediation can be an interesting tool to expand their
influence on the international stage (Chong 2010). Current research on small-state mediation
mostly focuses on the incidence and acceptance of such engagement (Chong 2010; Hong
2022b; Barakat 2014; Eriksson 2015; Fraihat 2020), yet often does not consider other important
aspects, including the implications of foreign policy objectives for mediator behavior, and
disparities between different types of states. Small states are generally viewed as a unitary
group of actors, yet not all small states make the same choices, nor are they equally effective
as mediators.

Additionally, the notion of inclusivity has not received adequate attention related to
intervention by small states. The norm of speaking to all relevant stakeholders in a conflict has
been theoretically substantiated (e.g., Hirblinger and Landau 2020; Paffenholz 2014,
Paffenholz et al. 2017; Lanz 2011), but is rather rare in practice, justifying more empirical
research. Especially when one or more relevant stakeholders have been designated as a terrorist
organization, inclusion in mediation processes becomes increasingly difficult. While scholars
have dedicated growing attention to the influence of proscription, or the act of listing an actor
as terrorist, on third-party engagement (e.g., Haspeslagh 2013; Dudouet 2010; Palmiano
Federer 2022), this has not yet been analyzed in relation to small-state mediation. More
specifically, the influence of a mediating small state’s foreign policy on engagement with

proscribed armed groups when relevant to the peace process has not yet been studied. | argue
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that foreign policy considerations are crucial, as they can significantly alter a mediator’s choice
of in- or exclusion of relevant stakeholders.

This leads me to ask the research question how does foreign policy independence
influence the engagement of small-state mediators with proscribed armed groups? |
hypothesize that small states with higher levels of independence in their foreign policy are
more likely to engage with proscribed actors. Building on existing theory, | argue that small,
independent states are more fit to engage, through the two necessary conditions for engaging
with armed groups: access and trust (Haspeslagh 2013). This hypothesis will be tested through
a Structured Focused Comparison investigating the link between foreign policy independence
and engagement with proscribed actors, considering the cases of Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar in
Yemen. As all three states were involved as mediators in Yemen in the post-Arab Spring era,
they serve as interesting cases to study variation in engagement with proscribed actors.

This study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on small-state mediation
and foreign policy, and to current research on the dynamics of inclusivity in mediation
processes. It makes two broad contributions to the field. First, it aims to make a theoretical
contribution, by bringing together two bodies of literature: on small-state mediation in light of
foreign policy, and proscription. Second, it makes an empirical contribution, by applying
existing theories on small-state mediation to a context that remains understudied. Despite their
prominence in the mediation arena, the small Gulf states have not received much attention in
research, certainly not in a comparative manner. Considering the current domination of the
global Northern perspective, with disproportionate attention for Norwegian, Swedish, and
Swiss mediation (e.g., Moolakkattu 2005; Eriksson 2015; Lanz and Mason 2012; Stokke 2012),
this study aims to make an empirical contribution by broadening the scope of existing literature
on small-state mediation. At the same time, this study aims to make a modest contribution to
the literature discussing the influence of proscription policies on third-party engagement.

Through the comparison of Kuwait, Oman and Qatar, this study found preliminary
support for the hypothesis. In line with theoretical expectations, the least independent case of
Kuwait engaged with the least actors during its mediation efforts in Yemen. Oman was found
to be the most independent of the three, and indeed engaged with the most actors, employing a
broad arsenal of engagement strategies. Qatar practices an independent foreign policy, but
showed limited engagement in Yemen. This is not directly in line with the hypothesis, yet the
lack of engagement resulted from Qatar’s troubled relationship with Saudi Arabia. Therefore,
it can be argued that the choice of (non)engagement was still tied to a certain dependence on

Saudi Arabia. The finding that more independent small states were better positioned to engage
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with proscribed armed groups when relevant to the peace process carries a multitude of
implications for the study of small-state mediation. Most broadly, it shows the importance of
considering differences between small states when studying their mediation efforts. If
mediation can be used as a tool of foreign policy, then naturally different foreign policies will
lead to different choices made during mediation processes. Additionally, the finding that
distance from proscription regimes in the form of foreign policy independence allows
mediators to speak with a broader range of relevant stakeholders, carries important

consequences for counterterrorism in general.

This study is structured in the following manner: in chapter two, | will lay out the groundwork
consisting of previous research. Building on that, I will present the theoretical framework to be
used for the empirical analysis in chapter three. Next, | will justify my methodological choices
and research design. Chapter five will be dedicated to background information on the conflict
in Yemen, individual sections discussing Kuwaiti, Omani and Qatar mediation and any
additional observations. This will be followed by a discussion of my findings in chapter six

and concluding remarks in chapter seven.
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2. PREVIOUS RESEARCH

In this chapter, I will provide an overview of the most prominent debates, insights, and
considerations in the existing body of literature concerning small-state mediation, and point

out the gaps and limitations present in current research that this study aims to address.

2.1 Definition of mediation

Many different definitions of mediation circulate the existing literature, highlighting different
aspects including the voluntary nature of a mediation process (e.g., Ramsbotham, Woodhouse,
and Miall 2016), the absence of force (e.g. Zartman and Touval 2001) or the importance of
neutrality and impartiality of the mediator (e.g., Spencer and Yang 1992). Mediation processes
do not occur in a vacuum. They are influenced by all kinds of factors, including but not limited
to the nature of conflict issues, characteristics of the disputing parties, the identity of the
mediator, and timing of the intervention (Bercovitch 2009). This explains the many definitions,
since the choice of definition often influences or is influenced by the analytical focus of
mediation research. For the purpose of this study, | adhere to a broadly applicable definition of

mediation, coined by Bercovitch, that defines mediation as:

a process of conflict management, related to but distinct from the parties’ own
negotiations, where those in conflict seek the assistance of, or accept an offer of help
from, an outsider (whether an individual, an organization, a group or a state) to change
their perceptions or behavior, and to do so without resorting to physical force or
invoking the authority of law (2009, 343).

This definition does not limit the applicability of the term, while accounting for the complicated
reality of conflict and mediation processes. In this study, | will focus on international

mediation, that is, mediation that crosses country borders.

2.2 Mediation as foreign policy

While some scholars do recognize that mediation is influenced by the political context in which
it takes place (e.g., Bercovitch and Houston 2000; Kleiboer 1996; Zartman and Touval 2001),
discussions often do not move beyond appreciating the political concerns of mediators as
‘background’ conditions affecting the process (Touval 2003, 91-92). Saadia Touval offers a

critique of the perception that state-based mediation is “an autonomous activity that is impacted
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by politics but is not part of politics” (Touval 2003, 91). Instead, international mediation should
be seen as a component of foreign policy when the mediator is a state. Akpmar makes a similar
argument and points out that during the Arab Spring, the mediation efforts of Iran, Tlrkiye and
Qatar all aligned with their foreign policy interests (Akpinar 2015). Despite the different
reasons for engagement and outcomes of mediation efforts, he argues that these examples
substantiate the claim that when a state mediates, the practice of mediation will conform to its
foreign policy objectives (Akpinar 2015, 263).

As both Touval and Akpmar stress, the importance of domestic, international and
foreign policy perceptions, considerations and objectives of the mediating state should not be
underestimated (Touval 2003; Akpinar 2015). David Lanz (2011) also recognizes the
significant effect that the foreign policy of international mediators can have on peace processes.
Upon involvement of states or international organizations in a process of mediation, they invest
political capital, and the process becomes subject to international politics. When state
mediators invest political capital, we can assume that they will “project their own interests and
values onto these processes” (Lanz 2011, 280). Bercovitch and Jackson (2009) agree, and
summarize the argument quite succinctly: in the case of state-based mediation, “mediation may
well be seen as the continuation of foreign policy by other means” (38).

While there is an increase in the recognition of mediation as a tool of foreign policy,
there is not much research that investigates the implications of that consideration. While some
individual case studies show how a state may use mediation as foreign policy (e.g., Hong
2022a; Chong 2010; Kamrava 2011), there is little to no discussion comparing different types
of (small) state foreign policies and the influence these differences may have on choices made

before, during and after the mediation process.

2.3 Small-state mediation

2.3.1 Incentives and incidence

Within the literature on small-state mediation, there is a general consensus that small states can
use mediation as a foreign policy tool, and that they may have incentives outside of pure
altruism to engage in attempts to solve conflicts outside their borders (Slim 1992; Akpinar
2015; Allouche 2005; Baxter, Jordan, and Rubin 2018; Moolakkattu 2005). These incentives
can range from improving the state’s reputation, to strengthening its position in the region or
on the international stage, advancing foreign policy objectives, or in some cases even survival
(Kamrava 2011, 540-44; Lanz 2011). While these different types of incentives hold true for
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most mediating states, they are especially true for smaller states as they generally have to be
more creative in positioning themselves in the international system (Barakat 2014).

Crucially, small states simply cannot rely on their ‘weight’ in the same way larger states
can. Lacking in traditional forms of ‘hard power’, small states are often dependent on using
soft power strategies to survive or advance in the international arena (Szalai 2022, 24-25). In
an analysis of small-state soft power strategies, Chong (2010) argues that smaller states can
use their “political economy potential, models of good governance and diplomatic mediation
as forms of power that defy their territorial limitations™ for what he labels “virtual enlargement”
(385-88). Especially the last activity, diplomatic mediation, has become an increasingly
popular choice of strategy among those wishing to advance their position in the international
system. Hong (2022b) recognizes this same development, and describes the act of engaging in
diplomatic mediation “as a medium of greater influence” for smaller states (416). Small states
can secure a more central position in the global networks they participate in by engaging as
reliable brokers in international conflicts. At the same time, they can showcase their
significance on the international stage (Hong 2022b; Baxter, Jordan, and Rubin 2018). The
argument here is that the act of publicly engaging as a mediator is accompanied by the universal
perception that a mediating state is a significant player internationally, granting it more
prestige. This process is thus self-reinforcing: the more status a state acquires through
presenting itself as a reliable broker, the more likely conflicting parties will be to accept the
state as a mediator, thus positioning it well to acquire even more status. James Worrall
describes this process where a state receives more status from its mediation efforts, increasing
its credibility and subsequently the ability to mediate in other international conflicts as a
“virtuous circle” (2021, 138).

2.3.2 Acceptance of small-state mediation
The consideration regarding the increase in status upon engagement in international mediation
coincidentally brings us to the next major theme concerning small-state mediation: the
acceptance of small states as mediators. Why is it that conflicting parties may choose to bring
in a small state to mediate? Scholars generally point to three main advantages of small-state
mediation that would lead parties to prefer a smaller over a larger mediating state.

First, compared to larger states, smaller states are often perceived to be less threatening
to the conflicting parties. As Chong (2010) observes, a smaller size (either geographically or

politically) “can be psychologically tactical in disarming major powers’ suspicions of the small
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state’s motives” (385). Especially in conflicts with asymmetric power dynamics, small states
can use their “strategic weakness” to their benefit, and be a useful third party for stronger and

weaker parties alike:

[F]or the powerful party, a small state can provide a face-saver to whom capitulations
can be made without threatening the public-bargaining posture of the powerful party.
For the weaker party, a smaller state can provide a sympathetic ally who can understand

what it means to negotiate from weakness (Slim 1992, 207).

Second, small-state mediators are often perceived to be more impartial than larger states (Hong
2022b; Slim 1992; Barakat 2014). Lacking muscle in the traditional sense, small states rely on
legitimacy and credibility in their mediating role (Slim 1992). As Daniel Lieberfeld (1995a)
argues, it is often the impartiality that plays an important role in granting small states credibility
as a mediator. This consideration will be expanded on further in the theoretical framework.

Finally, and related to the previously mentioned advantages, small states benefit from
a relative stability in their foreign policies. As Touval (2003) explains, great powers tend to
have myriad interests and priorities, that concern a broader variety of topics compared to small
states. Navigating these many interests and the inconsistencies between them can lead to great
difficulties in producing coherent foreign policies (Touval 2003, 94). Conversely, small states
often benefit from less decentralized political systems and generally engage in fewer activities,
rendering them more able to produce coherent and stable foreign policies (Hey 2003). Fraihat
(2020) builds on this argument and takes it even further, by stating that the superpower act of
balancing between own interests and those of the conflicting parties in combination with their
ability to direct situations in their own favor, may actually result in them “exacerbating the
conflict situation so that it serves their own interest” (Fraihat 2020, 82). Small states tend to
struggle with this less, and may thus be more ‘reliable’ third parties to parties entrapped in
already complicated contexts (Touval 2003).

These three factors, individually and coincidentally, can make small states attractive

mediators in the often highly sensitive and complicated contexts of (international) conflicts.
2.4 Inclusion in mediation processes

2.4.1 Inclusivity and proscription
While nowadays the importance of inclusivity in mediation processes is not much contested,

the topic is still the battleground for much academic debate. In recent years, the norm of
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inclusivity has received increasing attention, with many scholars studying the practical
dynamics of the in- or exclusion of actors (e.g., Lanz 2011; Hirblinger and Landau 2020;
Paffenholz 2014; Palmiano Federer 2019). Mediators and scholars alike generally conclude
that “relevant stakeholders” should be included (Palmiano Federer 2019, 30), yet in many
contexts this basic concept may cause trouble. Especially when the mediator is a state, the in-
or exclusion of actors is often a political decision (Lanz 2011, 280). As David Lanz (2011)
argues, “‘since the groups that they are working with reflect on their prestige and values on the
world stage” (276) it matters to the mediator who is invited to the table. Unsurprisingly, it is
often not uncontroversial to decide who is or is not allowed to participate in negotiations (Lanz
2011).

The controversy surrounding who to invite to the negotiation table is particularly
apparent when one or more relevant stakeholders have been identified as ‘terrorist’ by another
party. The body of literature discussing the effects of so-called proscription, the act of listing
an armed group as a terrorist organization (Haspeslagh 2013), on peace processes is ever-
growing, and addresses the changing dynamics between the fields of counterterrorism and
conflict resolution (e.g., Haspeslagh 2013; Dudouet 2010; Gross 2011; Palmiano Federer
2022). The lists created by actors including the United States (US), European Union (EU) and
the United Nations (UN) designate individuals and groups as terrorist, with consequences
including travel bans, freezing of assets, or even criminalization of engagement with these
entities (Haspeslagh 2013). The logic here is that by impeding material support and increasing
the cost of engaging in acts of terrorism, proscribed armed groups will be forced to find other,
more legitimate strategies (Chatham House 2010; Haspeslagh 2013; Matesan 2022).

Proscription has made its way into the foreign policies of many states, and the policy
of no-negotiation has become key to many counterterrorism strategies (Toros 2008). However,
despite the ongoing debate in academic and policy circles, the reality is that third parties often
do engage with actors that are on a list of designated terrorists (Palmiano Federer 2019).
Véronique Dudouet identifies five broad arguments for engaging with proscribed armed groups
(Dudouet 2010, 3—-4). Briefly summarized, they are as follows: the exclusion of powerful
stakeholders in an agreement is unlikely to lead to durable peace; engagement has been shown
to bring about cooperation and moderation in armed groups, while exclusion may foster

radicalization; engagement can allow for monitoring of human rights violations in the conflict
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area; engaging with proscribed armed groups can help uphold democratic norms,* and dialogue
does not necessarily constitute legitimization of terrorist violence and may encourage non-
violent means of conflict resolution. As practitioners in the field of conflict resolution have
made clear, not talking to proscribed armed groups can do more harm than good (Toros 2008;
Haspeslagh and Dudouet 2011).

2.4.2 Proscription and mediation dilemmas

The influence that proscription regimes can have on instances of third-party engagement and
processes of mediation in conflict has been widely studied (e.g., Toros 2008; Haspeslagh 2013;
2020; Palmiano Federer 2019). Since proscription often inhibits engagement with listed groups
(either explicitly criminalizing it such as under the US proscription regime? or indirectly
stopping third parties from engaging?®), mediation processes are affected in many different ways
(Haspeslagh 2013; Gross 2011; Dudouet 2010, 10-11). While many scholars (and
practitioners) of conflict resolution agree that proscription complicates peace-making
(Haspeslagh and Dudouet 2011; Palmiano Federer 2019; Lanz 2011), they highlight different
aspects.

For example, Sophie Haspeslagh argues that proscription affects both ‘access and
trust’, the two necessary conditions for engaging with armed groups as a third party
(Haspeslagh 2013, 195-99). According to her, proscription influences a third party’s access by
either legally prohibiting contact between mediators and armed groups, or through a “chilling
effect”. This effect is described by Véronique Dudouet (2011) as the confusion regarding the
legality or political acceptability of engagement, leading to practitioners avoiding making
contact ‘to be safe’. The ambiguity regarding a) who is on which list and b) what the
consequences of that listing are, can lead to diminished access to the armed group (Haspeslagh

2013, 196). Proscription can also influence the process of trust-building between the third party

1 E.g., the refusal to engage with democratically elected governments such as Hamas (Dudouet 2010) or the
Unified Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) (Gross 2011) can be interpreted as disrespect for election results,
potentially harming a state’s credibility when promoting democratic values.

2 Under the US Material Support Law, any engagement with Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs), including
material support, direct talks and advice, is considered a federal crime (Supreme Court of the United States
2010).

3 For example, the UN and EU lists do not explicitly prohibit engagement, and the UK list includes a rather
vague section allowing only “genuinely benign” meetings with FTOs (Haspeslagh 2013). However, as
Haspeslagh and Dudouet (2011) found, the vagueness of what is allowed within these frameworks has led to
many practitioners avoiding making contact with listed groups.
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and the armed group, by negatively affecting the perceived impartiality of a mediator
(Haspeslagh 2013, 198).

Where Haspeslagh focuses her analysis on the preconditions for third-party
engagement, Julia Palmiano Federer (2019) builds her argument from a more normative
perspective. She highlights and problematizes the ‘normative clash’ between “the norm of
exclusivity in the counterterrorism normative framework and the norm of inclusivity in the
mediation normative framework™ (Palmiano Federer 2019, 24; emphasis added). The norm of
exclusivity is expressed in proscription regimes preventing listed groups from engaging in
negotiations, while the norm of inclusivity is grounded in the logic of talking to all important
actors, regardless of “how politically or morally unsavoury they may be” (Palmiano Federer
2019, 24). The contradiction between these two norms, according to Palmiano Federer,
interferes with a mediator’s ‘normative agency’, Or itS capacity to maneuver between and
uphold different norms.

David Lanz (2011) argues that the decision of inclusion or exclusion lies at the
intersection of the practical requirements and normative dimensions of peace processes.
Practical requirements refer to whether the inclusion of a certain actor increases the odds of a
sustainable peace agreement, while normative dimensions consider the consistency of the
inclusion of an actor with the mediator’s values (Lanz 2011, 277). When these two factors
align, the decision of in- or exclusion is relatively forthright. However, Lanz argues that
difficulties come up where they challenge each other. An example of such a scenario is when
including a certain actor is crucial for the process, but challenging to defend (for example when
this individual or group is considered terrorist) (Lanz 2011, 277). In these situations, mediators
engaging (or not) with proscribed armed groups experience a ‘normative clash’ similar to what
Palmiano Federer described.

While scholars focus on different aspects regarding the in- or exclusion of proscribed
armed groups in mediation processes, the core argument remains the same: proscription
regimes complicate mediation, by limiting the ability of the mediator to engage with parties
directly involved in the conflict. The literature on proscription has received more attention in
recent years, especially considering the criticisms voiced by practitioners. However, while the
link between proscription and mediation research has been discussed at length, small-state

mediation has not yet been brought into the discussion.

10
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2.5 Research gap

As seen in the above, considering the rise in occurrence, small-state mediation has received
much attention among peace researchers. However, the existing research is limited in several
ways, revealing several gaps worthy of addressing.

First, much of the existing literature focuses on the initial stages of the mediation
process: the decision of small states to engage and the acceptance of such mediation. However,
research is lacking regarding subsequent steps, including strategies and models of small-state
mediation. More specifically, having established that small states can use mediation as a part
of foreign policy, there is little to no research investigating the influence that foreign policy
may have on the choices of small states in mediation. As such, there is an apparent disconnect
between the literature on mediation as foreign policy, and mediator behavior. In-depth
knowledge of these areas will help uncover important lessons both within as well as across the
broader population of cases.

Then, current research on small-state mediation tends not to differentiate between
states, and rather applies theory to the broader category of small states. This perception of
‘small states’ as a monolithic actor, rather than individual states with their own objectives,
priorities, and available resources, inhibits the study of small-state mediation by ignoring
important characteristics that influence the choices made during mediation processes. While
individual case studies provide valuable insight into the inner workings of small-state
mediation, much knowledge can be drawn from the comparison of different models. By
breaking out of the ‘one-size-fits-all’ mold of small-state mediation, this study aims to make a
more nuanced contribution to the field. Moreover, the majority of current research focuses on
the global North, with major works often concerning Scandinavian (e.g., Ingebritsen 2006;
Moolakkattu 2005; Lieberfeld 1995; Eriksson 2015), and Swiss (e.g., Mason and Sguaitamatti
2011; Lanz and Mason 2012) mediation efforts, rarely looking beyond. By studying and
comparing several small mediating states in the Gulf, | aim to broaden the scope of current
research and make an empirical contribution to our understanding of small-state mediation.

Finally, while proscription and third-party engagement have received more attention in
recent years, there is little to no literature on the influence that a mediating state’s foreign policy
has on engagement with proscribed armed groups. | argue that this consideration is crucial, as
it can significantly alter a mediator’s choice of in-or exclusion of relevant stakeholders. By

bringing together the bodies of literature on small-state mediation, foreign policy, and

11
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proscription, and applying that knowledge in a comparative case study of different small states,

this study aims to contribute to filling these theoretical and empirical gaps from several angles.

The above leads to the following research question: how does foreign policy independence

influence the engagement of small-state mediators with proscribed armed groups?

12
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Considering what has been discussed previously, the following chapter will outline the
theoretical framework that will be used to assess the link between foreign policy independence

and engagement with proscribed armed groups.

3.1 Defining key concepts

Having defined mediation above, | will now define other key concepts to be used throughout
this study. As is common in the social sciences, the conceptual definition one chooses to adhere
to has analytical implications, and thus warrants some clarification.

First, a concept that deserves some discussion is that of a small state. In the existing
literature, opinions differ on what constitutes “smallness”. For example, one can consider
limited geographical size, population, Gross Domestic Product (GDP), military capabilities, or
geopolitical power (Chong 2010, 417). Many studies on small states gloss over this definitional
problem: after establishing a ‘perceived smallness’ they quickly move on from any conceptual
discussion (e.g., Mason 2018; Barakat 2014; Hong 2022b). A lengthy discussion of the
definition of small states is beyond the scope of this paper, but I concur with Baldacchino and
Wivel (2020) in their assessment of the need for a definition that carries the least analytical
consequences. Therefore, | adhere to their definition, revolving around two identifying
characteristics: a “limited capacity of their political, economic and administrative systems” that
is “exacerbated by power asymmetry” (Baldacchino and Wivel 2020, 7).

Second, this paper calls for a definition of proscribed armed groups. Armed groups are
understood as groups “that (1) challenge the state monopoly on coercive force; (2) operate
outside effective state control; and/or (3) are capable of preventing, blocking or endangering
humanitarian action or peace initiatives” (Ricigliano 2005; as cited in Haspeslagh 2013, 190-
91). Proscribed armed groups then, are armed groups that are officially listed as “terrorist” by
a state or other international actor.

Finally, another concept that deserves some clarification is foreign policy. There are
many schools of thought in defining foreign policy, all grounded in different assumptions, and
each with their analytical shortcomings. As such, this study adopts a broad definition that
allows for the analysis of internal and external dimensions of foreign policy. Throughout this
study, the concept of foreign policy will be defined as “a set of actions or rules governing the
actions of an independent political authority deployed in the international environment” (Morin
and Paquin 2018, 3).
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3.2 Theoretical argument and hypothesis

An assumption that lies at the base of my theoretical framework is that mediation is (part of)
foreign policy, and that therefore different foreign policies will result in different behavior of
mediators. This study agrees with Saadia Touval’s argument that international mediation
should be seen as a component of foreign policy when the mediator is a state and can thus
function as a tool to achieve certain foreign policy goals. Small states do not all have the same
foreign policy interests, therefore it is highly unlikely that they would all behave in the same
way as mediators. For example, while Norway and Algeria can both be classified as small-state
mediators, they have widely varying security concerns, historical backgrounds, values, and
most importantly: different foreign policies. To assume that their approach to mediation would
be the same risks missing crucial aspects of their mediation efforts. The assumption and

argument that underpins the rest of this theoretical framework is visualized below in Figure 1.

Mediation is foreign policy

Figure 1: Underlying assumption to the theoretical framework

As explained in the previous section, the literature on proscription dictates that those closely
associated to a proscription regime, experience difficulties in engaging with listed actors during
peace processes. Just like listing an armed group as an FTO is often politically motivated
(Matesan 2022, 180-81), when the mediator is a state, the in- or exclusion of actors is
inherently a political decision (Lanz 2011, 276). Therefore, this decision must be influenced
by the state’s foreign policy objectives.

Related to the inclusion of proscribed armed groups, Dudouet (2010) argues that the
position a state holds in the international system influences engagement (3). As such, “[t]he
decision of whether or not to engage is made primarily by assessing whether such a policy
complies with strategic national interests” (Dudouet 2010, 5). Additionally, she lists four other
criteria to be considered when deciding on an engagement strategy. Aside from the strategic

interest of the mediator, parties need to (1) consent to and be genuinely interested in searching
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for a political resolution of the conflict;* (2) be viewed as an accepted representation of their
community’s interests; (3) be able to carry and uphold a ceasefire or settlement; and (4) be
receptive to a potential change in behavior as a result of engagement (Dudouet 2010).

While the abovementioned criteria are certainly crucial when considering the
possibility of engagement with a listed actor, | argue that it misses an important aspect of this
decision: the possibility to engage. The criteria above are mostly focused on the nature and
inclination of the proscribed group, and do not consider the political circumstance in which the
mediator operates. As Touval (2003) argued, this approach risks missing crucial aspects of
mediation dynamics. While Dudouet recognizes that the political interests of state mediators
are relevant when choosing to engage, she does not address the influence of the relational aspect
of the mediator’s foreign policy on the process, and thus the available range of choices a
mediator can make. Thus, a factor that is vital to the decision of inclusion, but that is left out
of consideration here, is the freedom that a mediator holds when considering engagement with
actors that could be considered controversial in light of proscription regimes. | argue that this
factor should be considered when studying engagement with proscribed armed groups.

Furthermore, | argue that independent small states are especially well-suited to address
cases Where the relevant stakeholders in a conflict include one or more listed actors. This relates
to the two necessary conditions for engaging with armed groups as a third party, as mentioned
by Sophie Haspeslagh (2013): access and trust. Here, access to listed actors can be found in
distance from proscription regimes and thus in the independence of a small state. The condition
of trust can be found in the three factors influencing the acceptance of small-state mediators:
their non-threatening nature, impartiality, and (relatively) stable foreign policies. Specifically,
the condition of impartiality has often been brought up in connection with trust-building, which
is why | will focus on that aspect of small-state mediation in relation to the possibility of
engagement with proscribed armed groups. This broader line of reasoning has been visualized

in the diagram below.

4 Oliver Richmond (1998) offers an interesting insight into actors holding ‘devious objectives’ when engaging in
peace Processes.
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Figure 2: Independent small states and their ability to engage with proscribed armed groups

Both strands within this larger causal mechanism will be further expanded upon below.

3.2.1 Foreign policy independence and engagement with proscribed armed groups

First, I argue that a certain level of foreign policy independence leads to an increase in access
to listed armed groups. For example, as Haspeslagh and Dudouet (2011, 6) find, since Norway
and Switzerland are not members of the European Union and are therefore not tied to its
proscription regime, they can fill the mediation gap that has opened as a result of this regime.
As they are not held back by proscription in the same way as EU member states, they have
been more free to engage with relevant conflicting actors such as Hamas in Gaza, ELN in
Colombia or the LTTE in Sri Lanka (Haspeslagh 2013, 198-200). There are even examples
where they have openly taken distance from the EU regime in order to do their work as
mediators, such as Norway did in 2006, while mediating in Sri Lanka (Haspeslagh 2013, 199).
The cases of Norway and Switzerland are practical examples of how being closely affiliated to
another actor’s proscription regime can impede engagement with proscribed armed groups.
They show that there is a certain value in distance from the proscription regimes of external
actors. The proposed causal mechanism between foreign policy independence and engagement
with proscribed armed groups has been visualized in Figure 3 below. The individual steps will

be explained in the rest of this section.

Less "chilling
effect”, more Ability to
freedom to Condition of engage with
include access proscribed
relevant armed groups
stakeholders

Distance from
Foreign proscription

policy regime of
independence regional
heavyweights

Figure 3: Causal mechanism between foreign policy independence and ability to engage with proscribed armed groups
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Foreign policy independence, or the degree to which states can resist outside intervention in
their domestic or international affairs (Szalai 2022), plays an important role in the choices and
behavior of small states. Power asymmetry, as mentioned in Baldacchino and Wivel’s
classification of small states, can lead to small states having to pursue a strategy of building
alliances for security, and by extent accommodating to the policies of regional heavyweights
(Szalai 2017; 2022). Alternatively, small states may choose to pursue a strategy of opportunism
in an attempt to safeguard their autonomy, and in doing so, potentially go against security
interests of regional heavyweights (Szalai 2017). | argue that this level of (in)dependence, as it
is core to any small state’s foreign policy, can significantly influence small-state mediation
efforts. Building on the initial assumption that mediation is foreign policy, the freedom of a
mediator is impacted by the level of independence in the state’s foreign policy. A certain level
of independence in foreign policy means being less influenced by other actors’ policies, and
thus also by another state’s proscription regime. Specifically for small states, that typically rely
in some shape or form on more powerful actors in the region (Mason 2018), this distance can
be characterized by the ability to operate outside the bounds of what regional heavyweights
dictate.

As mentioned before, proscription regimes, more specifically the ambiguity
surrounding them, can bring about a “chilling effect” (Dudouet 2011): even if practitioners
wish to engage with relevant stakeholders in a peace process, they may choose not to in order
to avoid possible legal or political consequences (Haspeslagh and Dudouet 2011). The further
away a mediator is from the proscription regime of regional heavyweights, then, the weaker
this “chilling effect” will be. This results in increased freedom to include and engage with
relevant stakeholders in the process of conflict resolution. In cases where proscribed armed
groups are relevant stakeholders, independent mediators thus have more access to engage with
these actors. This access, assuming the mediation norm of inclusivity of all relevant
stakeholders, does not necessarily lead to engagement with proscribed armed groups, but does
make it more likely. This ties into the point made before, regarding the possibility of
engagement. | argue that, especially for small states, the extent to which a mediating state is
restricted by a proscription regime influences the range of relevant stakeholders a mediator can

engage with, and thus affects the possibility of engagement.
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3.2.2 Smallness and engagement with proscribed armed groups

Aside from access, mediators need a certain level of trust among the armed group (and other
relevant actors) before engaging. Where small independent states get their access from their
independence, | argue that the other necessary condition for engagement with armed groups,
trust, can be found in their smallness. As mentioned in the above, small states hold three main
advantages over larger states when mediating, that contribute to their trustworthiness: their
non-threatening nature, impartiality, and relatively stable foreign policies. Especially
impartiality has been theoretically linked to the condition of trust, which is why I will focus on
that aspect in relation to the possibility of engagement with proscribed actors. It is important
to note here that small states do not necessarily have to be impartial mediators. However, as
small states often take on the role of a ‘pure’ mediator (as opposed to a ‘powerful mediator’),
characterized by not having explicit stakes in a conflict (Svensson 2007), ®> impartiality can be
seen as a key component of their strategies. The process linking smallness to the ability to

engage with proscribed armed groups through perceived impartiality has been visualized in

Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Causal mechanism between smallness and engagement with proscribed armed groups

As briefly touched upon before, smallness of mediators is often associated with perceived
impartiality of the mediator (Kamrava 2011; Hong 2022b; Worrall 2021). Aside from generally
having less interests on the global stage (Touval 2003; Hey 2003) small states tend to be
somewhat newer in the diplomatic arena, and thus carry less of the historical and military
baggage that may complicate relationships with parties involved (Hong 2022a, 768; Kamrava
2011, 543; Lieberfeld 1995, 203). This helps produce an image of an honest, reliable broker,
that is more likely to be perceived as impartial in mediation. The topic of mediator bias is
much-contested, and there is no true consensus on the dynamics of (un)biased mediation

(Kleiboer 1996). However, it is clear that for small states any legitimacy, leverage or credibility

5 While neutrality is still often an assumed key characteristic of mediators, the presence of a biased mediator
may be useful in creating durable peace, for example through more credible information provision (Kydd 2003),
or by producing higher quality peace agreements (Svensson 2009).
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they have as mediators is at least partially due to their impartiality (Lieberfeld 1995; Barakat
2014). For small mediating states, in their role as a ‘pure’ mediator, impartiality can be
considered a key component to their mediation approach.®

Through their (perceived) impartiality, small states may gain trust among conflicting
parties. For example, Haspeslagh described the impartiality of a mediator as “an essential
component of trustbuilding between third parties and armed groups” (Haspeslagh 2013, 198).
Jean Poitras (2009) also found that impartiality is one of five key factors that influence the
trust-relationship with the mediator, and more specifically, that perceived partiality can
negatively affect this trust-relationship. Similarly, Welton and Pruitt (1987) found that
disputants that sensed mediator bias that did not favor their side, were less likely to accept the
intervention of a mediator in the first place. It can be stated then that the acceptance of small
states is at least partially due to its perceived impartiality, and that this can help meet the
condition of trust.

Briefly linking this to the (in)dependence of small states, Haspeslagh (2013) argued
that mediators closely associated with proscription regimes run the risk of losing their status of
impartiality (198). The empirical example of Norway actively taking distance from the EU
proscription regime again shows the importance of impartiality for small mediators. This shows
that the two proposed causal mechanisms don’t occur in a vacuum, and that they may influence

each other.

3.2.3 Hypothesis

From the above, | derive that independent small states are well-suited to engage with proscribed
armed groups, when relevant to the mediation process. Theory suggests that they are more
well-positioned in terms of both access and trust, the necessary conditions for engaging with
armed groups. Thus, the hypothesis to be tested in the remainder of this study is stated as

follows:

H1: Small states with higher levels of independence in their foreign policy are more
likely to engage with proscribed armed groups when relevant.

6 Where ‘powerful” mediators typically use (a combination of) communication-facilitation, procedural and
directive strategies, ‘pure’ mediators tend to stick to the former two, often due to a lack of ‘hard power’
resources (Siniver 2022).
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For clarification, it is important to note that neither independence nor smallness are sufficient
conditions for the engagement with proscribed armed groups. Just because a small state would
have the opportunity and would be accepted to engage with listed actors, does not necessarily
mean it will. As mentioned in the above, the in- or exclusion of actors in mediation processes
is inherently a political (and often practical) decision when the mediator is a state and is thus
highly context-dependent. However, in this study | argue that specifically for independent
small states, the inhibitions to engage with all relevant stakeholders in a peace process are
minimalized, and therefore the likelihood of engagement would be higher than for more

dependent states.

3.3 Theoretical assumptions

| argue this under several theoretical assumptions. First, as explained in the beginning of this
chapter, | operate under the assumption that when states take on a mediating role, mediation is
(an extension of) foreign policy. Even if acting out of altruism or moral obligation, there are
still strategic benefits to be reaped from such efforts, such as improved status or reputation
(Touval 2003; Kamrava 2011).

Following from this, | assume that when mediation is in fact a tool of foreign policy,
conflict resolution is not necessarily the biggest concern for mediating states. As Touval also
argued: “effectiveness is usually a secondary consideration, subordinate to the mediating
state’s primary domestic and foreign policy concerns” (2003, 92). However, this does not mean
that states ignore the fundamentals of efficient mediation. In this study, | will largely leave the
effectiveness of small-state mediation efforts out of the discussion, and specifically focus on
the influence of foreign policy independence on engagement with proscribed armed groups.
While studying the effectiveness and outcomes of mediation efforts is indubitably important,
this study chooses to focus specifically on the earlier stages of mediation, as this is when the
choice of engagement with proscribed actors is most relevant.

A further assumption that is important for the empirical section of this study is that
when actors in a conflict have been listed as terrorists by an external actor, they will only be
engaged with during mediation when they can reasonably be considered a relevant stakeholder.
Engaging with proscribed actors has high potential costs (in terms of reputation, possible
legitimization of terrorist tactics etcetera), so | assume they will not be engaged with if they

are not integral to a durable peace.
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4. RESEARCH DESIGN

This section will explain in greater detail my chosen methodology, case selection, data

collection and operationalizations of the independent and dependent variables in this study.

4.1 Methodology

As mentioned before, there is a need to consider the differences between small states, to avoid
missing important nuances. A large-n quantitative study, while useful for producing
generalizable results (Powner 2015, 97), is not well-suited to this study for both practical and
theoretical reasons. Practically, there is not enough data available to meaningfully investigate
the relationship between my variables of interest. Theoretically, a large-n study does not allow
for much nuance, which is critical considering the broader aim of this study (Powner 2015, 95—
99). Conversely, a small-n comparative case study allows for an in-depth consideration of the
dynamics at play in cases of small-state mediation (Gerring 2007). Specifically, it allows me
to investigate the relationship between foreign policy independence (my independent variable,
or 1V) and engagement with proscribed armed groups (my dependent variable, or DV), and to
observe the nuanced ways in which different foreign policies lead to different mediator
behavior. A qualitative, small-n research design allows me to operate under a thick description
of my variables of interest, permitting a more in-depth understanding of the variables measured.

To test the explanatory value of the theory, I will conduct a Structured, Focused
Comparison (SFC). SFC is a well-named and relatively straightforward methodology, in that
it is both structured and focused. It derives its structured nature from asking the same questions
regarding the individual cases. Then, it is focused in the sense that it only considers the
elements of the cases that are relevant to the proposed theory (George and Bennett 2004). SFC
allows for a structured comparison of the values of the variables between cases, while
encouraging a thick description, capturing nuances in the empirics. This significantly enhances
the construct validity, or “ability to measure in a case the indicators that best represent the
theoretical concept we intend to measure” (Bennett 2004, 34) of this study.

It is important to note here that an SFC allows for an assessment of the link between
the IV and DV, and not necessarily the causal mechanism between them. For that, one would
need to trace the individual causal steps in the proposed mechanism (Bennett 2004, 22-24). An
initial assessment of the link between the two variables is needed before analyzing the specific
mechanism, and further analysis, while important for an in-depth understanding of the causal

mechanism, is beyond the scope of the present study.
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4.2 Case selection

4.2.1 Most-similar case selection
In small-n case studies, a strategic case selection is crucial, as it permits the drawing of
conclusions from a couple of case studies to the larger population (Gerring 2007). Considering
the purpose of this study, a most-similar case design, derived from Mill’s method of difference
(Bennett 2004, 31), is most fitting. This design involves selecting two or more cases ideally
equal or similar in all but either the DV or 1V, and imitates experimental logic (Gerring 2007,
131). By holding other potential causal explanations constant across cases, we can assume that
any relationship observed between the independent and dependent variables is not due to those
external variables (Gisselquist 2014). Therefore, by controlling for these alternative
explanations, | can effectively judge the effect of foreign policy independence on engagement
with proscribed actors.

A risk of comparative case studies is that of selection bias (Ruffa 2020). Most crucially,
this can present as confirmation bias: only selecting cases where variations on the IV and DV
are in line with the hypothesis (Bennett 2004). Such a case selection already reflects the
proposed theory, risking exaggeration of its explanatory value. This can partially be overcome
by selecting on the independent and other explanatory variables (Ruffa 2020; Gisselquist
2014). By selecting cases that show variation in the 1V (thus ensuring the inclusion of cases
that hold different values), yet are similar in other explanatory variables, without knowing
much about the DV, one can draw meaningful inferences regarding the relationship between
the variables of interest (Gerring 2007). In more specific terms, | can detect whether a change
in foreign policy independence corresponds to the theoretically expected change in engagement

with proscribed actors.

4.2.2 Gulf states as most-similar cases

To meaningfully test the link between foreign policy independence and engagement with
proscribed actors, selected cases need to hold several properties. First, the mediator needs to
classify as a small state, be active as a regional mediator and have some relationship to at least
one (regional) heavyweight. Then, at least one relevant stakeholder in the conflict must have
been listed as a terrorist group (for if none of the relevant stakeholders are listed actors, there
will by definition not be any observable engagement). Considering these selection criteria,
several interesting cases can be found in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), a group of

countries in the Persian Gulf consisting of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, and
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the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This group is specifically interesting considering the
analytical focus of this study, as it consists of one large and five smaller states. All six are
interdependent, but the five small states also have different relationships to regional
heavyweight Saudi Arabia. While some states, most notably post-Arab spring, have remained
loyal to Saudi leadership in the region, others have gradually stepped away from Saudi
dominance (Szalai 2017). In the past two decades, small Gulf states have emerged as prominent
mediators within the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, sometimes even venturing
beyond. Despite the increased prominence on the mediation stage, the Gulf states have not
received a corresponding increase of attention in academic research. Table 1 below shows most

large and medium-scale mediation efforts by the small Gulf states in the past two decades.

Country Conflict Year
Qatar Chad 2022
Mali 2022
Afghanistan (US-Taliban) 2021
Yemen 2021
Palestine 2012
Libya 2011
Djibouti - Eritrea 2010 - 2017
Sudan (Darfur) 2008
Lebanon 2008
Syria 2008
Yemen 2007 - 2010
Oman Yemen 2015 - 2023
Syria 2022
Iran - Saudi Arabia 2021
Gulf crisis (Qatar) 2017
Afghanistan (Taliban) 2017
Iran (Nuclear Deal) 2015
Yemen 2011
Iran - lraq 2010
Kuwait Gulf - Lebanon 2022
Gulf crisis (Qatar) 2014, 2017
Yemen 2016
Syria - Iraq 2011
UAE Russia - Ukraine 2022-2023
Russia - US 2022
Bahrain N/A

Table 1: Mediation efforts by the small Gulf states (Fraihat 2020; Kamrava 2011; Coates Ulrichsen 2013; Worrall 2021;
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Qatar 2023)
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4.2.3 Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar in Yemen
As can be observed in Table 1 above, out of the five small states, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar
have been particularly active as mediators, each taking on a range of high-profile conflicts.
Seeing as neither Bahrain nor the UAE have been involved in any noteworthy international
mediation efforts, they do not represent appropriate cases to study.’

Coincidentally, the cases of Kuwait, Oman and Qatar serve as suitable case studies in
a most-similar case design. As mentioned above, in this design, selected cases have to be
theoretically comparable and similar in as many aspects as possible (George and Bennett 2004).
As can be seen in Table 2, these three countries share many contextual and economic factors,
such as region (and timeframe) of activity, religion, types of conflicts, and dependency on
natural resources, that could all impact their behavior as mediators. The theoretical
comparability between these three cases allows me to keep variables that could offer some
causal explanation constant across cases, to isolate the relationship between the IV and DV.
That is to say, we can safely assume that any relationship between these two variables that
emerges from the empirical analysis will not be caused by these variables, as they are the same

or similar across the three cases (Gerring 2007, Gisselquist 2014).

Kuwait Oman Qatar
Territory (km?) 17 818 309 980 11 627
Population in millions 4.33 5.22 2.93
GDP/capita (US$) 31999 15 343 64 782
Dominant religion Islam (Sunni) Islam (Ibadi) Islam (Sunni)
Natural resources Oil/gas Oil/gas Oil/gas
Recent terrorist activity Yes, in 2015 No No
Active as mediator Yes Yes Yes
Region of mediation activity | Middle East Middle East MENA, Sahel

Type of conflicts

State-based diplomatic
rifts

State-based, diplomatic
rifts

State-based

Relationship to Saudi Arabia

Somewhat dependent | Somewhat independent | Highly independent

Table 2: Case selection (UNdata 2021; Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) 2021; Natural Resource Governance
Institute (NRGI) 2021)

To meaningfully assess the relationship between the IV and DV, it is necessary to include cases
that show some variation in the 1V (thus with dependent as well as more independent foreign

policies) in the case selection. As foreign policy independence is not dichotomous but more of

7 The UAE recently negotiated a prisoner exchange between Russia and Ukraine (Al Jazeera 2023a), but have
otherwise not been involved in significant mediation.
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an ordinal scale, including a ‘mid-way’ case adds valuable insight in explaining variation in
the DV. In an analysis of small-state foreign policy, Szalai (2017) ranked the small Gulf states
on a scale of accommodating to opportunistic, related to their foreign policy independence. As
his findings suggest that Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar respectively represent states that are
somewhat dependent, somewhat independent, and highly independent from Saudi Arabia (the
regional heavyweight in this case), they can be considered appropriate cases to attempt to
explain variation in the dependent variable. Moreover, they fit within the scope conditions of
this study, as all three states can be classified as a small state, are active as regional mediators,
engage in similar types of conflicts, and (at least some) conflicts where one or more actors have
been listed as terrorist organizations.

Comparing three Gulf states that operate in the same region and have relatively similar
country profiles, looks beyond the global Northern perspective that is dominant in existing
literature; allows for breaking out of the monolithic small-state mold; and permits comparison
while controlling for other factors. To make the theoretical comparability across cases even
more evident, | will compare the mediation efforts of the three cases in the same conflict. As
shown in Table 1, all three states were involved as third parties in Yemen, around the same
time-period (at times even simultaneously). As put forth in the theoretical framework, most
explanations related to engagement with proscribed armed groups revolve around the nature of
the armed groups themselves, and whether they are fit for engagement. However, | argue that
this is not the only relevant condition for engagement, and that the level of foreign policy
independence of the mediating state might offer some explanation regarding the engagement
of listed actors. If one compares the mediation efforts by different states in the same conflict
(preferably around the same time), the same proscribed actors will be present. The only thing
that changes then, is whether those relevant stakeholders are engaged with (and if so, to what
extent). If the relevance of proscribed groups remains the same, then the nature of the armed
group cannot be what explains (hon)engagement, and some other explanatory factor must be
considered. In the last two decades, Kuwait, Oman and Qatar have all been involved as
mediators in some capacity in the conflict in Yemen. By comparing the mediator behavior of
these three states in Yemen during the same timeframe, the same groups will be present and
active in the conflict. This allows me to observe the potential influence of foreign policy
independence on engagement with proscribed actors, while controlling for a broad range of
other factors that could influence this relationship.

Considering all the above, Kuwait, Oman and Qatar make for suitable cases to compare

in a most-similar design.
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4.2.4 Limitations of case selection

One recurring problem when using the most-similar case design in the social sciences, is that
it is extremely rare for selected cases to be identical. Almost always, some differences between
cases remain unaccounted for, which might cause isolation problems. In the cases of Kuwait,
Oman and Qatar, several potentially important differences should be mentioned.

First, out of the three countries, Kuwait is the only country that has recently experienced
a terrorist attack within its borders. In 2015, the IS suicide bombing of a Shia mosque in Kuwait
resulted in 27 deaths and some 200 wounded (Human Rights Watch 2015). This could explain
some caution when engaging with terrorist organizations as a mediator. However, | would
argue that considering the wide range of terrorist groups and tactics, this should not necessarily
prevent engagement with all actors labeled as terrorist organizations. The 2015 attack may
dampen efforts to engage with IS, or other groups that employ suicide bombings as a tactic,
but this does not necessarily have to apply to all other proscribed actors. Therefore, while |
should take possible effects of this event into account in my analysis, it does not necessarily
mean Kuwait should be excluded from my case selection.

Then, mediation is partially influenced by the resources available to the mediator
(Bercovitch and Houston 1993). Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar, while all economically developed,
differ in terms of available resources (indirectly measured above by GDP/capita). Available
financial resources may influence the engagement with actors in a peace process. Mediation is
costly, and the more actors are included, the more costly it becomes. Therefore, it can be
expected that the country with the least available resources would engage with the least actors
during mediation. Thus, in the cases of Kuwait, Oman and Qatar, the differences in available
resources may offer some explanation to why some mediators engage with more or with less
actors. As Oman has the least available resources, followed by Kuwait and then Qatar, one
would expect Kuwait to engage with more actors than Oman. However, this runs counter to
my hypothesis, as | expect Kuwait to engage the least, followed by Oman and then Qatar.
According to Gerring (2007), differences between cases are acceptable when they oppose the
proposed hypothesis (133).

4.2.5 Internal, external and construct validity

Mediation is, by its very nature, context-dependent: any process is influenced by a wide variety
of factors, including (geo)political context, and the nature of the conflict. Findings from small-
n case studies may therefore not be directly applicable to all other cases. Considering this, it is

important to discuss the internal, external and construct validity related to the case selection.
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Internal validity refers to the extent to which I can claim a causal relationship between my
independent and dependent variables (Gerring 2007, 217). Through the case selection justified
above, | can hold many explanatory factors constant across cases, thus isolating the variables
of interest. | have selected three states that are similar in profile, time period, region and other
contextual factors, and also mediated in the same conflict (thus engaging (or not) with the same
actors), which should result in high internal validity (George and Bennett 2004).

External validity stipulates the extent to which conclusions from this study can be
generalized to the broader population of cases (Gerring 2007, 217). Only studying mediation
efforts by Gulf countries potentially limits the generalizability of any findings to small states
operating in different contexts. However, most small mediating states find themselves in
similar contexts with respect to regional heavyweights influencing their freedom in mediation.
Therefore, findings regarding the link between foreign policy independence and engagement
with proscribed actors should still be applicable to other cases.

Finally, construct validity refers to “the ability to measure in a case the indicators that
best represent the theoretical concept we intend to measure” (Bennett 2004, 34). As mentioned
before, the method of SFC allows for a thick description of my variables, resulting in high
construct validity. By highlighting and measuring the variables from multiple different angles,
| can capture nuances in the empirics that allow for more nuanced conclusions. This

simultaneously further enhances the internal validity of this study.

4.3 Operationalization of variables
Before diving into the empirical analysis of the three cases, the method of SFC requires a clear
empirical framework guiding the analysis. In the next two sections, | will share how I

operationalize and measure my independent and dependent variables.

4.3.1 Operationalization of the independent variable

Foreign policy independence, previously defined as the degree to which states can resist outside
intervention in their domestic or international affairs (Szalai 2022), can be empirically observed
as the alignment of foreign policy with the interests of a regional heavyweight. As foreign
policy is a broad concept, | have identified two areas of alignment most relevant to the research
question: security (including counterterrorism) alignment, and economic dependency,
corresponding to the guiding questions in Table 3. As alignment risks oversimplification when
measured as a dichotomous variable, | will rank foreign policy independence on an ordinal

scale. The values it can take on are (1) Highly dependent; (2) Somewhat dependent;
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(3) Somewhat independent; and (4) Highly independent. For a state to receive the status of (1)
Highly dependent, it needs to rank highly on both subcategories of foreign policy
independence. On the opposite side of the spectrum, a state will receive the value (4) Highly

independent if it ranks low on both categories.

Guiding questions Indicators

1) To what extent does the state’s foreign a. Military alliances and joint
policy align with the security operations
interests of the regional heavyweight? b. Counterterrorism cooperation
c. Public statements of support

d. Diplomatic rifts

2) To what extent is the state e. Strategic economic interests
economically dependent on the f. Trade flows
regional heavyweight?

Table 3: Indicators for the independent variable

The broader questions have been translated into observable indicators, each requiring more
descriptive rather than yes-or-no answers. Regarding alignment on security issues, indicators
(a.) and (b.) represent direct military or counterterrorism indicators, while (c.) and (d.) focus
on presentations of public diplomacy. Indicators (e.) and (f.) measure the extent to which a
state is economically dependent on the regional heavyweight. Economic dependence is an
important factor in foreign policy decisions (and thus by extent, the decisions made in a
mediation process). While the former set of indicators measure expressions of independence,
the latter offer more context to these decisions. As Szalai (2017) argued, economic
interdependencies such as shared resources or trade flows can partially explain the foreign
policy decisions of small states (10). Therefore, economic dependence will be measured
through strategic economic interests (such as shared natural resources and joint management

of trade routes), and trade flows between the two countries.

4.3.2 Operationalization of the dependent variable

To measure engagement with proscribed groups, one needs to consider the different types of
engagement available to the mediator. Sophie Haspeslagh highlights that in the context of
engaging with listed actors, it is especially crucial to consider the range of possibilities
available to the mediator (2013, 191). Like the IV, engagement with proscribed actors does not

warrant a simple yes-or-no answer but lies on a scale. By considering multiple dimensions, |
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create a more detailed picture of the nature of engagement, allowing for a thicker description
of the DV, translatable into higher construct validity.

In Zartman and Faure’s book, several scholars investigate the possible types of
engagement with listed actors in a mediation process (Zartman and Faure 2011). Broadly
summarized, they can be categorized as back-channel, direct, or indirect involvement. Back-
channel involvement is the most informal type of engagement. This can include exploratory
talks, for example to evaluate the group’s preparedness to negotiate (Haspeslagh 2013). Direct
involvement entails more formal engagement, most often with the party present at the
negotiation table (Zartman and Faure 2011; Haspeslagh 2013). Finally, indirect involvement
can encompass involving an actor not directly at the table but consulting with them, or by
talking with a proxy (Dudouet 2010).8 These dimensions lead to the three guiding questions
and indicators presented in Table 4. Using these questions and indicators, | can assess if there

was engagement in the first place, and if so: what that looked like.

Guiding questions Indicators

1) To what extent was there back- a. Backchannel talks
channel involvement with proscribed b. Informal/exploratory meetings
groups in the mediation process?

2) To what extent were proscribed Presence at negotiation table
groups directly involved in the d. Direct support
mediation process?

o

3) To what extent were proscribed Consultations
groups indirectly involved in the f. Negotiations by proxy
mediation process?

a

Table 4: Indicators for the dependent variable

One mediation effort can (and often does) include multiple types of involvement, at different
times or simultaneously. Therefore, | consider the three broad categories of engagement, as
well as the option of no engagement. The three guiding questions have again been translated
into observable indicators. For back-channel involvement, | will consider observations of back-
channel engagement, such as (a.) talks or (b.) informal and/or exploratory meetings. Direct
engagement will be measured by (c.) official presence at the negotiation table, as well as (d.)

offering direct support to a listed group. Indirect involvement will be measured through (e.)

8 For example, in the sensitive context of negotiations on the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland, the
political party of the Sinn Fein was engaged with, instead of directly engaging the IRA (Dudouet 2010).
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consultations and (f.) proxy negotiations. Considering these indicators, mediation efforts can
be classified as having seen (1) No engagement; (2) Limited engagement; (3) Moderate

engagement or (4) High level of engagement.

4.4 Collection of material, time frame and structure of analysis

To conduct the empirical analysis, | will collect data from a wide range of sources including
newspaper articles, non-governmental organization (NGO) reports, policy documents, and
academic research. To ensure comparability, a similar amount and range of sources must be
available for each case. If not, information (in)availability may skew my results. Therefore,
significant attention will be paid to selecting comparable sources for each case. News articles
will be selected directly through news outlets or the Factiva database.

Since most of my data will be collected from secondary sources, there is a limitation of
objectivity. For example, governments have an incentive to paint a more positive picture of
their mediation efforts, while news articles may suffer from sensationalism. | will address this
by triangulating where possible, confirming information from multiple sources. Another
potential limitation is material availability: since mediation often takes place in highly sensitive
contexts, data collection predominantly relies on public information. Even after conflicts have
ended, not all information regarding the process will be available to the public. This is
particularly relevant when assessing informal involvement types, as they are often more
secretive in nature (Haspeslagh 2013). For example, there may be instances where there was
de facto informal engagement with a listed actor that has not led to more formal engagement
and kept ‘under the covers’. In these cases, I might assess this effort as having seen no
engagement at all. This is important to consider when drawing conclusions, as it risks skewing
results. To verify unclear findings, and to further help triangulate information, I will conduct
an expert interview with a prominent scholar in the field, dr. Ibrahim Fraihat, who holds broad
knowledge on mediation, with a regional focus on the Gulf. Since the purpose of this interview
was not collection of data and did not carry any risks such as re-traumatization of victims,
ethical considerations are minimal if not non-existent. Further, this study does not carry any
apparent ethical consequences, as data collection relies on secondary sources, and outcomes
and broader implications of the present study do not risk any potential harm.

Regarding the time frame, | will focus on post-Arab spring mediation efforts for both
practical and theoretical reasons. Practically, while some of the Gulf states have mediated since

the 1970s, they became truly active in the late 2000s. Post-Arab Spring mediation efforts have
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been well-documented, allowing for a more meaningful comparison across cases.
Theoretically, in the period after the Arab spring, the smaller Gulf states started to act either
more or less independent from Saudi Arabia (Szalai 2017). When testing the influence of
foreign policy independence on engagement with proscribed actors, it is essential that there is
some clear, observable difference in foreign policy independence between the cases. To
adequately assess foreign policy independence, | will also consider the historical context and
the years leading up to the Arab Spring, as these factors affected bilateral and regional relations

in the post-Arab Spring period.
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5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

This chapter will be dedicated to presenting the empirical results. First, a brief background to
the conflict in Yemen will be provided. Then, individual sections will be dedicated to
presenting findings on the dependent and independent variables for each case. This will be

followed by a brief account of additional observations.

5.1 Background to the conflict in Yemen

5.1.1 Conflict context

In the last two decades, the Republic of Yemen has experienced much unrest, with years of
fighting leading to one of the most severe humanitarian emergencies in the world (OCHA
2022). While many factors have contributed to the development of the current crisis, the
conflict escalated heavily following the Arab Spring of 2011. When mass protests forced long-
reigning president Ali Abdullah Saleh to step down, his vice-president Abd Rabbuh Mansour
Hadi took over his office to head a transitional government (UCDP 2021). When Hadi
prolonged his presidency in 2014, he was met with fierce critique from a Zaydi Shi’ite
movement named Ansarallah (Supporters of God), more commonly known as the Houthis
(Fraihat 2016). Ansarallah has been engaged in conflict with the government of Yemen
intermittently since the early 2000s. Now with support from former president Saleh, Ansarallah
proceeded to overtake the capital city of Sanaa in September 2014, overthrowing Hadi.
Fighting between Ansarallah and the Forces of Hadi ensued and has continued ever since
(UCDP 2021). The conflict soon became internationalized when Saudi Arabia launched a
military intervention against Ansarallah, heading an international coalition of Arab countries.®
Additionally, while Iran has always denied involvement, Ansarallah is often viewed as being
funded and supported by the Iranian government. For example, the Iranian Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps — Quds Force (IRGC-QF) and Iran-backed Hezbollah have both
been reported to deliver on-the-ground support to Ansarallah (Jones et al. 2021). Because of
this involvement, the conflict in Yemen is widely perceived as a broader proxy war between
Saudi Arabia and Iran. Simultaneously, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the
Yemeni chapter of Islamic State (IS) have both attempted to exploit the unrest in Yemen to

establish strongholds in the country. In the south of Yemen, the Southern Transitional Council

° The international coalition, also known by its code-name ‘Operation Decisive Storm’, initially consisted of
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Sudan, Morocco, the UAE, Jordan, Kuwait, Senegal, Qatar, and Bahrain (UCDP 2021).
However, many countries have ceased their support in recent years.
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(STC) has been active as a separatist movement since 2017. These other non-state actors have
clashed with the Forces of Hadi and Ansarallah alike (UCDP 2021). In 2022, Hadi was replaced
by an eight-member Presidential Leadership Council (PLC), handpicked by Riyadh, mandated
to negotiate a political solution to the conflict (ICG 2022a).

5.1.2 Relevant stakeholders in Yemen

As is clear from the above, many internal and external actors have a stake in the development
and outcome of the ongoing conflict in Yemen. Some actors could be considered relevant
stakeholders in the sense that they could undermine durable peace if excluded from peace
efforts. Before analyzing the mediation efforts by Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar, | will briefly list
the most active and relevant actors in the post-Arab spring era. The list, presented in Table 5,
is not exhaustive, but shows the most influential parties to the conflict. Additionally, it shows

which actors have been listed as terrorist organizations by Saudi Arabia (SA).

Actor Nature/objective External support Proscription status
Forces of Hadi Collection of actors supporting Supported by Saudi-led Not proscribed
Hadi in retaking control of Yemen | coalition
Ansarallah’® Zaydi movement aiming to remain | Alleged support by Iran Designated by
in control of Yemeni government sall
Saudi Arabia Aims to defeat Ansarallah Saudi-led coalition, and Not proscribed
(and coalition) other international allies
STC Aims to form an independent state | Supported by UAE (through | Not proscribed
in the south of Yemen, active since | National Resistance Forces)
2017
AQAP and IS Both aim to establish (separate) Supported by broader Al- Designated by SA
Islamic Emirates in Yemen Qaeda and IS networks
Al-Islah Political party in Yemen, associated | Muslim Brotherhood2 (Designated by
with the Muslim Brotherhood (Designated by SA) UAE)

IRGC-QF and (Alleged) military and operational Iran, allegedly supporting Designated by SA
Hezbollah support for Ansarallah Ansarallah

Table 5: Relevant stakeholders in Yemen (UCDP 2021)

10 At the time of writing, Ansarallah has control over the capital city Sana’a and is thus considered the
government of Yemen, as per UCDP definitions. However, the Saudi-backed leadership is still the
internationally recognized government. To avoid confusion, | will therefore refer to Ansarallah and other actors
by their names rather than ‘the government’ in the rest of this paper.

11 Ansarallah has been designated as a terrorist organization since the beginning of the war, and has been calling
for other actors to do so as well (including the US and the Arab League) (SPA 2022).

12 The MB itself is not an armed group, but more of an ideological organization. However, it has been involved
in armed struggle.
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Over the years, many efforts have been made to return the country to peace, but none have
succeeded. Due to the nature of the conflict, and the number of stakeholders, academics and
NGOs including the International Crisis Group (ICG) have argued that any peace deal should
stretch beyond Ansarallah and the internationally recognized government. For durable peace
in Yemen, other relevant stakeholders should also be included (Dogan Akkas 2021; ICG 2022).

5.2 Case | — Kuwait

5.2.1 Background to Kuwaiti mediation

The State of Kuwait has a long history of engaging in mediation in the Middle East. With a
history of territorial claims over Kuwaiti terrain, most notably by Saudi Arabia and Iraq, its
leaders turned to diplomacy and building protective partnerships to ensure its integrity
(DeLozier 2020; Coates Ulrichsen 2021b). Considering its relatively unstable neighborhood,
the state carved out a regional outlook in its foreign policy (Coates Ulrichsen 2021b; Fraihat
2020). Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah, as Foreign Minister and later Emir, saw a need for
regional cooperation, and to this effect also played a large part in the conception of the GCC
in 1981. In addition to mediation, Kuwait has also placed significant emphasis on calming the
region through humanitarian action (DeLozier 2020). Through the provision of foreign aid and
numerous disaster relief campaigns across the region and beyond, Kuwait has been recognized

as an “international humanitarian center” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kuwait 2023).

5.2.2 Kuwaiti foreign policy

Kuwaiti foreign policy, according to its Ministry of Foreign Affairs, is characterized by a
dedication to maintain “international peace and security”, to strengthen the GCC and other
“Arab-Arab cooperation and solidarity” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kuwait 2023). One of the
main national security priorities of Kuwait is to uphold stability of the GCC. As Hamdi and
Salman argued, “Kuwait still sees the GCC, under the leading role of Saudi Arabia, as the
centerpiece of its foreign and security policy” (2020, 137). This was also the prime reason for
Kuwait to mediate in both the 2014 and 2017 Gulf crises, as a split in the GCC directly threatens
Kuwait’s national security (Kabalan 2018; Coates Ulrichsen 2021b). Without a united GCC,
Kuwait’s position regarding countries including Iran and lraq is immediately weakened
(Fraihat 2020).
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Alignment with Saudi foreign policy and security interests

In the interest of keeping regional cooperation strong and stable, Kuwait has generally been
more accommodating to Saudi leadership in the region (Szalai 2017). In general, its actions
tend not to go directly against Saudi security interests.

In terms of military alliances and operations, Kuwait was initially part of the Saudi-led
military coalition in Yemen. Its participation in ‘Operation Decisive Storm’ can partially be
explained by a desire to “reaffirm its allegiance to Saudi Arabia”, and to limit Ansarallah’s
influence in the region (Cafiero 2020). However, it must be noted that Kuwait only supported
the coalition from a distance, and not within Yemen. In 2018, Kuwait joined a military drill
with the ultimate goal of improving military collaboration of Arab nations, ‘Arab Shield 1°,
along with Egypt, Jordan, Bahrain, the UAE and Saudi Arabia (Shaul 2019).

Regarding counterterrorism, Kuwait is tied to Saudi Arabia through the GCC
mechanisms. Additionally, it was an original member in the Saudi-initiated Islamic Military
Counter Terrorism Coalition (IMCTC) founded in 2015. Notably, some view this alliance as a
Saudi effort to ascertain dominance in the region, as no Shia-dominated states such as Iran and
Syria are included (Browning and Irish 2015; euronews 2015).

Furthermore, Kuwait repeatedly offers statements of support to Saudi Arabia. For

3

example, Kuwait recently expressed its “unequivocal and complete solidarity with Saudi
Arabia” in regards to an OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries) decision
to limit production of oil, while also praising “its role in protecting GCC interests, and peace
and security to the world” (KUNA 2022). In response to clashes in Saudi Arabia’s Jazan region,
Sheikh al-Sabah stressed that “any attack on the sovereignty of Saudi Arabia is an aggression
against Kuwait” (SPA 2019). Another example is Kuwait’s response to the Saudi Arabia-Iran
crisis in 2016. When Saudi Arabia cut diplomatic ties with Iran after the storming of the Saudi
embassy in Tehran, Kuwait recalled its ambassador in support of Saudi Arabia (Al Jazeera
2016a).

In this same vein, Kuwait has not recently been involved in any major diplomatic rifts
with Saudi Arabia. In times of crisis, Kuwait tends to either side with Saudi Arabia, or, as in
the GCC crises, position itself as an impartial mediator (Hamdi and Salman 2020). However,
while other states such as Bahrain support Saudi Arabia unequivocally, Kuwait sometimes
diverges from this general trend. As Kuwait is dedicated to diplomatic solutions to crises, it
does not always conform to Saudi Arabia’s military responses or support its goal of hegemony
in the region. Examples are Kuwait’s refusal to implement the GCC’s 2002 security agreement,

as well as the 2014 Internal Security Pact, afraid that ratification would “become the first step
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toward a confederation resembling Saudi’s interests” (Hamdi and Salman 2020, 138). At times,
Kuwait even publicly supports Iran, for example by refusing to “serve as a base for an attack
on Iranian nuclear facilities” (Guzansky 2015, 113). However, although Kuwait and Iran
sometimes show mutual support through public announcements and bilateral treaties, the GCC

still functions as Kuwait’s main security guarantee (Hamdi and Salman 2020).

Economic dependence on Saudi Arabia

Economically, Kuwait is moderately dependent on Saudi Arabia. Most crucially, the two
countries share the al-Khafji field, an oil field in the Neutral Zone (Szalai 2017).1® Seeing as
petroleum constitutes 95% of Kuwait’s exports, and makes up about 50% of its GDP, this oil
field is crucial for the national economy (International Trade Administration 2022). Aside from
the shared oil field, Kuwait Gulf Oil Company and Saudi Aramco recently agreed on the joint
development of the Durra gas field off the coast of the Neutral Zone (Reuters 2022).
Considering the importance of natural resource exports for Kuwait’s economy and, by extent,
stability, continued cooperation with Saudi Arabia is crucial. While the two have generally
good relations, and have mechanisms in place to prevent disputes regarding the Neutral Zone,
Kuwait is careful not to upset Saudi Arabia too much (Al-Saif 2021). For example, between
2014 and 2019, oil production was stopped due to a disagreement between the two countries
regarding the border area, showing the vulnerability of Kuwaiti-Saudi relations.

Trade flows between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are generally strong. Both countries
import and export large amounts of raw materials and basic life necessities to each other (OEC
2021). However, Kuwait does not rely on Saudi Arabia completely, as it exports more to
countries including China, Vietnam and Iran, and is not completely dependent on Saudi imports
(Szalai 2017; OEC 2021).

Classification of foreign policy independence
Considering the above, Kuwait can be classified as somewhat dependent on Saudi Arabia.
While the state also makes an effort to build friendly relations with Iran, the main source of

security for Kuwait is still the GCC with Saudi Arabia at its head.

13 The Neutral Zone is a border area between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, that was declared neutral in the 1920s to
appease the Bedouins. After natural resources were discovered, the two countries decided on sharing the area
and any economic benefits. While officially the area no longer exists, natural resource extraction still follows
bilateral agreements (Al-Saif 2021).
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5.2.3 Engagement with listed actors

With a history of mediating in Yemen, Kuwait has been involved in the conflict since the
outbreak of the war, albeit rather passively (Cafiero 2020). Despite being involved in the Saudi-
led coalition and contributing weaponry, they saw a negotiated settlement as the only solution
for durable peace in the country (Cafiero 2020). Kuwait’s main engagement as a peace broker
in Yemen was the 2016 peace talks, where Kuwait hosted several months of UN-sponsored
talks with the ultimate goal of bringing peace to Yemen. Aside from facilitating talks and
attempting to solve the conflict politically, Kuwait spends considerable resources on
humanitarian aid in Yemen (WHO 2019).

Back-channel engagement
The 2016 Kuwait Peace Talks were reportedly preceded by informal, secret consultations with
Ansarallah for security purposes (Baron 2016a). Aside from this effort, there are no reports of

other instances of back-channel engagement.

Direct engagement

From the 21t of April to the 6 of August 2016, representatives of Hadi’s government,
Ansarallah and former president Saleh’s General People’s Congress were gathered in Kuwait
City (KUNA 2016; Ghobari 2016). Under the auspices of UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail
Ould Cheikh Ahmed, the parties were brought together to come to an agreement based on UN
Security Council resolution 2216 (OSESGY 2016). At this point in time, Saudi Arabia had
already designated Ansarallah as a terrorist militia, and can thus be considered a proscribed
actor (SPA 2015). During the 2016 Peace Talks, Kuwait was directly involved with Ansarallah.
While the UN set up and initially brought the parties to the table, Kuwait played a large part in
making the talks themselves possible. Therefore, its role during these so-called ‘consultations’
was mainly facilitative. Special Envoy Ould Cheikh Ahmed took the lead in the negotiations,
setting the agenda and actively leading the talks (though mainly taking on a communicative
role) (International Crisis Group 2016). With both sides of the conflict boycotting the talks at
times, the Kuwaitis were primarily occupied with getting the parties to return to the table. On
several occasions, Emir Al-Sabah personally stepped in to urge the parties “to work to
overcome the obstacles” through private talks (AW 2016b). Kuwait’s most active engagement
came towards the end, when the Emir announced a 15-day deadline for the parties to reach an

agreement (Baron 2016b). Having put substantial effort into enabling the talks, the Kuwaitis
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were afraid they were not heading in the right direction and adopted a firmer stance.
Unfortunately, this move was not successful, and the talks ended after almost three months (Al
Jazeera 2016b).

After the unsuccessful talks in 2016, Kuwait directly engaged with Ansarallah once
more in 2018. In December of 2018, representatives of the Forces of Hadi and Ansarallah
gathered in Sweden for another attempt at a peace agreement. Kuwait was rather literally
instrumental in getting the actors to Stockholm, as the parties were flown to Stockholm escorted
by Kuwait’s ambassador to Yemen on a Kuwaiti aircraft (KUNA 2018; Edroos 2018). Again,

Kuwait adopted a facilitative role, and did not actively participate in the talks themselves.

Indirect engagement
During Kuwait’s mediation efforts in Yemen, there is no record of external consultations or

negotiations by proxy with other proscribed actors.

No engagement

Aside from the three factions representing Hadi, Saleh and Ansarallah, no other relevant
stakeholders were involved in the 2016 Kuwait Peace Talks. As April Longley Alley, Senior
Analyst for the ICG, stated regarding the set-up of the talks: “[n]either faction represents all of
the different interests that matter inside Yemen” (ICG 2016). Moreover, while at the time the
STC had not officially been formed yet, other active actors from the south were excluded from
this round of talks (Palik and Rustad 2019). Moreover, there is no sign that during and before
hosting these talks, there was any engagement with other proscribed actors including AQAP,
IS, IRGC-QF or Hezbollah. While al-Islah itself is not considered a terrorist organization, it’s
patron, the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), is designated by Saudi Arabia (Reuters 2014).

However, Kuwait did not ostensibly engage with any of these actors.

Classification of engagement
Taken together, Kuwaiti efforts only included Ansarallah, and no other (proxy) proscribed
actors. Its direct engagement with Ansarallah on multiple occasions leads to Kuwait’s efforts

being classified as limited engagement.
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5.3 Case Il — Oman

5.3.1 Background to Omani mediation

For decades, the Sultanate of Oman has upheld a policy of being “friends to all and enemies to
none” (Worrall 2021, 135). Many a time, the Sultanate has been described as ‘the Switzerland
of Arabia’ due to its peaceful tendencies and general neutrality (Worrall 2021). Its regionally
unique approach to foreign policy partly stems from a history of conflict, most recently the
Dhofar insurgency (UCDP 2021). Up until then, Oman had been a mostly inward-looking state.
When Sultan Qaboos bin Said rose to power in 1970, Omani foreign policy shifted to adopt a
regional focus, dedicated to establish and uphold “good relations with all its neighbours”
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs Oman 2023). This balancing between all parties, dubbed by some
as ‘omanibalancing’ (Ardemagni 2015), is accompanied by key values such as non-interference
in domestic affairs and non-aggression (Baabood and Baabood 2020). As the majority of
Omanis follow Ibadi Islam, Ibadi values play a large role in Oman’s foreign policy and
mediation efforts. For example, it has been argued that the concept of kitman (concealment)
has played an important part in shaping Omani diplomacy, by emphasizing values including
deep listening and neutrality (Al-Mangoush, forthcoming).

In line with this, international mediation quickly became one of the pillars of Omani
foreign policy. Through the promotion of dialogue and the peaceful resolution of conflicts,
Oman wishes to ensure stability in the region, thus improving its own security (Baabood and
Baabood 2020; Echague 2015). Omani mediation efforts tend to adopt a discreet profile and
peace processes are generally kept away from the public eye, a characteristic that some have
argued contributes to their effectiveness (Echague 2015; Karatas 2022; Al-Mangoush,
forthcoming). This ‘quiet diplomacy’ lies at the core of Omani mediation, and has been crucial

in building a reputation as a trustworthy mediator for the state (Baabood 2017b; Worrall 2021).

5.3.2 Omani foreign policy

In following the approach of “maintaining cordial relations with all, irrespective of ideological
or political differences” (Echague 2015, 2) , the Sultanate practices a balancing act between
two large powers in the Middle East: Saudi Arabia and Iran. This policy of strategic hedging,
or acting in accordance with “national interests while not openly antagonizing the dominant
actors when facing a security dilemma” (Hamdi and Salman 2020, 129) makes Oman
somewhat of an ‘outlier’ in the Gulf region (Echague 2015; Baabood 2017a). As one of the

only countries that has been able to uphold strong relations with both Saudi Arabia and Iran,
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the Sultanate managed to “become a trusted go-between for other states, thus carving a more

secure and independent niche in an otherwise contested system” (Worrall 2021, 141).

Alignment with Saudi foreign policy and security interests

Oman’s strategic hedging policy becomes particularly apparent when considering its alignment
with Saudi Arabia’s interests. Despite the common comparison of Oman to Switzerland, the
former is not necessarily neutral in the sense of the latter. Oman is de facto involved in a broad
web of alliances and arrangements, offering it various levels of security (Worrall 2021).

On security issues, Saudi Arabia and Oman are mostly connected through the GCC.
For example, both states are part of the Peninsula Shield Force,** and several GCC-wide
agreements such as the 2009 Common Defense Policy and the 2014 Internal Security pact
(Hamdi and Salman 2020; Echagie 2015). At the same time, Oman and Iran also hold regular
joint military drills, and uphold multiple bilateral security pacts (Hamdi and Salman 2020).
One of the most obvious displays of Oman’s military independence is its refusal to participate
in the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen, as the only member of the GCC. With non-interference as
one of its core principles, Muscat refuses to engage in military interventions abroad and opts
for peaceful conflict resolution (Baabood 2021).

Oman generally approves of regional counterterrorism missions, and aside from being
involved in the GCC counterterrorism committee, also permits usage of its army bases and
facilities (Baabood 2021). Though Oman refused to join the Saudi-led IMCTC at its inception,
the Sultanate did join about a year later (Reuters 2016b).1> Despite its engagement in multiple
counterterrorism alliances, Oman rejects any involvement in operations beyond its own border
(Baabood 2021).

As key to its balancing policy, Oman offers regular statements in support of other states,
but is careful not to take sides too much. In 2021, Saudi Arabia and Oman issued a joint
statement underlining their commitment to mutual cooperation and the establishment of a
Saudi-Omani Coordination Council to improve bilateral relations (SPA 2021). Meanwhile,
Oman often publicly breaks GCC consensus. For example, during the Iran-lraq war, Muscat

did not state support for Iraq like the other GCC states and asserted its neutral position

14 The Peninsula Shield Force is the GCC’s military wing, that carries the goal of deterring and countering any
military attacks against a GCC member state.

15 Oman’s belated entry into the IMCTC as the only GCC member caused suspicion that Muscat only joined in
an attempt to mitigate concerns within the GCC regarding Oman and Iran’s warming relationship (Cafiero and
Karasik 2017).
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(Baabood 2017b). Another example is the 2016 diplomatic crisis between Iran and Saudi
Arabia, when Oman was the only GCC country in the region that did not withdraw its
ambassador from Tehran in support of Riyadh (AW 2016).

Oman’s successful hedging strategy and skillful diplomacy has led to an absence of
diplomatic rifts. While Oman regularly opposes Saudi policy, breaks GCC consensus or
capitalizes on its good relationship with Iran, Oman has not recently been subject to any major

diplomatic crises.

Economic dependence on Saudi Arabia

Even though Sultan Qaboos has put much effort into diversifying Oman’s economy, Oman is
still highly dependent on its oil and gas exports (Baabood 2017a). However, its natural resource
reserves are limited, and in combination with other economic challenges, this forms significant
complications for Oman’s economy. Therefore, an explanation for Oman’s independent
foreign policy, as Abdullah Baabood argued, could be that “Oman’s limited economic
capabilities have led it to pursue a diplomatic behavior that would not impact its economy
negatively” (2017a, 113).

Perhaps most importantly, Oman’s strategic location on the Strait of Hormuz influences
much of its foreign and economic policy decisions. The Strait is an important passage route for
oil tankers, and with Iran controlling the other half, Oman has an interest in keeping up good
relations with Tehran. For example, Baabood (2017a) argued that Sultan Qaboos’ wish not to
destabilize Oman’s economy was a prime reason to declare nonalignment as a response to the
Iran-Irag war. Any hit to Oman-Iran relations could have affected the passing of oil ships
through the Strait of Hormuz (Baabood 2017a). That, in combination with the recent
coordination regarding shared natural resource fields between Tehran and Muscat, could
explain much of Oman’s hedging and aversion towards intense opposition between Riyadh and
Tehran. Oman and Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, share few economic interests or natural
resources. While there is some coordination in terms of energy and upholding stability of the
petroleum markets (SPA 2021), Oman is more reliant on Iran economically. In terms of trade,
Oman has also been turned more towards Iran in recent years (Szalai 2017). As such, Muscat

lacks substantial economic ties to the Saudi economy.
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Classification of foreign policy independence

Taking into account Oman’s continued pursuit of a strategic hedging policy, as well as its
economic independence from Saudi Arabia, Oman’s foreign policy can be classified as highly
independent. While in other sectors, Oman may be more closely aligned with Saudi Arabia,

the Sultanate follows a highly independent policy on matters of security and economics.

5.3.3 Engagement with listed actors

Oman, as Yemen’s direct neighbor, has been involved as a mediator since the start of the
conflict in 2015 (Baabood 2021). Its cordial ties to a multitude of relevant stakeholders and
history of conflict resolution in Yemen have permitted the Sultanate “to facilitate negotiations
in a manner few other countries are able or willing to realise” (Baabood 2021, 2). Oman’s
mediation in Yemen can be roughly divided into three phases. First, as the only GCC member
that did not participate in Operation Decisive Storm, Oman showed its dedication to a peaceful
solution by offering a seven-point peace deal that stipulated a political transition (Nasser 2023;
Baabood 2021). The second phase of Omani engagement constitutes covert, unofficial talks as
well as informal contact with the conflicting parties and other relevant stakeholders (Nasser
2023). In the third phase of engagement, Oman moved on to more public endeavors, engaging
in direct talks with relevant stakeholders (Yaakoubi 2022).

Back-channel engagement

Back-channel, or informal engagement appears to be somewhat of an Omani niche. As
mentioned before, Omani diplomats are known for their skillful execution of ‘quiet diplomacy’,
keeping many of their efforts away from the public eye. In Yemen, the majority of Muscat’s
engagements with relevant stakeholders has been covert, especially in the first five years of the
war. For example, Oman’s proposal of the seven-point peace deal was followed by secret talks
between representatives of the US and Ansarallah, discussing the contents of the deal in Muscat
(Cafiero and Wagner 2015). During the same period, Oman negotiated multiple hostage
releases with Ansarallah from 2015 onwards (Worrall 2021). Moreover, Oman is the only
mediator that has consistently involved Iran in its efforts, for example by hosting a secret
meeting between Ansarallah and the Iranian Foreign Minister in 2015 (Baabood and Baabood
2020). In general, Oman quickly positioned itself as a vital intermediary in the conflict. As
Abdullah Baabood describes Omani involvement: “[a]s Saudi Arabia has no official ties with

Iran or the Houthis, Oman served as a critical backchannel for communication between the
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warring sides, providing a neutral venue for negotiations to take place” (Baabood 2021, 6).
Since Saudi Arabia had designated Ansarallah, Oman was able to “convey messages and host
discreet meetings between adversaries reluctant or unable to communicate directly or publicly
with one another” (Coates Ulrichsen 2020a). Over time, Oman was able to build good relations
with Saudi allies in Yemen due to its discreet handling of disputes, and strengthened its position
as a ‘diplomatic bridge’ between the warring parties (Baabood 2021), a process that Worrall
(2021) referred to as a “virtuous circle” (138). On the side of Ansarallah, Oman also built a
trusting relationship, to the point where many Ansarallah leaders have relocated to the
neighboring country (Baabood and Baabood 2020; Cafiero 2021). Due to its neutrality and
non-participation in the military intervention, Muscat was trusted as a host for exiled
Ansarallah commanders, as well as Yemeni refugees and wounded soldiers from all sides of
the conflict (Dogan Akkas 2021). Starting in 2019, Oman organized virtual back-channel talks
between Saudi Arabia and Ansarallah, focused on solving specific disputes such as reopening
the Sana’a international airport (Coates Ulrichsen 2020a).

Aside from Ansarallah, Saudi Arabia and the Forces of Hadi, Muscat has made an effort
to engage with a broad array of domestic actors in Yemen, such as representatives of the STC,
al-Islah, and the General People’s Congress, as well as international actors, such as the UAE,
Iran, the US, some EU member states and the UN (Nasser 2023; Baabood 2021). In dealing
with these actors, Oman has specifically requested these representatives to keep these
engagements under the covers to increase the chance of a fruitful peace process, “since Oman
sees that undue publicity in the process as potentially counterproductive” (Nasser 2023).

Additionally, rumors have emerged that an Omani delegation met with Hezbollah in
Beirut, to discuss their withdrawal from Yemen (Naharnet Newsdesk 2023). Moreover, during
the Arab Spring, Oman negotiated the liberation of several French humanitarian staff-members
held captive by AQAP (Worrall 2021). In the following years, Oman effectively negotiated
multiple hostage releases with AQAP, seemingly having “opened up a diplomatic channel”
with the group (Erich 2015). In 2017, Omani diplomats negotiated the release of Indian priest
Tom Uzhunnalil from IS captivity in Yemen (Reuters 2017).

Direct engagement
Despite the initial tendency to engage in covert talks, Oman has in recent years undertaken
more public, direct efforts at brokering peace. Starting in 2022, Oman has hosted and actively

mediated direct peace talks between Saudi Arabia and Ansarallah, starting with online talks
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with the potential of progressing into in-person meetings in Muscat (Nasser 2023; Yaakoubi
2022). Oman was a crucial channel in helping the UN broker a ceasefire in April 2022, and has
since held talks between the two main warring parties, in parallel to the UN-led process (ICG
2022a; Yaakoubi 2022). Building on the momentum of this ceasefire, and the creation of the
PLC as a serious signal by the Saudis of their dedication to a political solution of the conflict,
the Omanis have become more vocal in their desire for an end to the conflict. For example, in
July of 2022, Omani Foreign Minister Badr Albusaidi called for an “inclusive national
government that does not leave out anyone”, referring to the inclusion of Ansarallah as a
political party (AW 2022). This is a significant shift from Muscat’s previous, more discreet
and impartial stance. In April of 2023, Oman openly mediated between the two main parties in
Sana’a, which UN Special Envoy Hans Grundberg has described as “the closest Yemen has
been to real progress towards lasting peace” (Al Jazeera 2023b). This newest round of talks has
also been spurred on by the recent restoration of diplomatic ties between Saudi Arabia and Iran
(Shawkat and Wassef 2023).

Indirect engagement

During its mediation efforts, Oman did not directly engage with the IRGC-QF, proscribed by
Saudi Arabia. However, Oman has consistently engaged with Iran (Baabood and Baabood
2020). Technically, the IRGC-QF (as well as Hezbollah) would be considered proxies of Iran.
Instead of negotiating with the groups active within Yemen, Oman mostly chose to address
them indirectly by engaging with Iran, foregoing the need of speaking with these proscribed
groups. Additionally, Oman has been involved in organizing consultations with other

potentially controversial actors, such as with al-Islah in Amman (OSESGY 2022).1¢

No engagement
Apart from the hostage releases, there are no reports of broader reaching Omani engagement
with AQAP or IS post-Arab Spring, either via official or non-official channels. Some have
argued that one of Oman’s main incentives for engaging in mediation in Yemen in general is
the containment of the threat that AQAP and IS pose in its immediate vicinity (Cafiero and
Wagner 2015).

16 Again, while al-Islah itself has not been proscribed, its ties to the MB arguably make extensive engagement
controversial in the eyes of Saudi Arabia and its allies (specifically the UAE).
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Classification of engagement

Taken together, Oman has utilized a broad range of strategies and types of engagement, from
informal contact with conflict parties, proxy negotiations with Iran, and consultations with
other relevant stakeholders including al-Islah, to direct engagement at the negotiation table. In
terms of actors, Oman has engaged with a broad range of relevant stakeholders, both proscribed
and not proscribed. Therefore, Omani mediation in Yemen can be classified as having seen

high levels of engagement.

5.4 Case Il — Qatar
5.4.1 Background to Qatari mediation

Compared to Kuwait and Oman, Qatar is relatively new to the mediation stage. When Sheikh
Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani became Emir in 1995, he envisaged Qatar as a proactive regional
actor (Akpmar 2015). In 2003, mediation was adopted into the constitution and has since been
actively pursued in high-profile conflicts including Lebanon, Darfur and Palestine (Barakat
2014; Karatas 2022). The sudden rise of Qatari mediation attracted much attention in the
international sphere, arguably a prime reason to get involved, as diplomatic mediation can be
an effective tool to improve a state’s reputation (Kamrava 2011). Moreover, by positioning
itself as a neutral peace broker, Doha can uphold relations with regional and global actors,
while reducing the threat of long-lasting conflict or terrorism in the region (Karatas 2022).
Thus, Qatari mediation is motivated by both status-seeking and survival-based incentives.
Qatari mediation holds several unique features, including intense personal involvement
of Qatari officials, and the offering of financial incentives to help reach peace agreements
(Kamrava 2011, 540). Especially the latter is archetypal of Qatari mediation, having been
dubbed a form of “checkbook diplomacy” (Barakat 2014, 26).” Moreover, Qatari mediation
efforts tend to be rather visible, e.g. through extensive reporting by Al Jazeera (Karatas 2022;
Baabood and Baabood 2020). Altogether, Qatar’s approach can be described as a form of
‘hybrid diplomacy’, using both conventional and less conventional mediation strategies
(Cooper and Momani 2011). While initially Qatari mediation was primarily focused on
securing regional stability, this approach shifted during the Arab Spring. With the rapidly

changing power dynamics in the region, Qatar adopted a more interventionist policy and

17 While financial incentives may be useful to achieve concessions, this strategy has also been criticized for
overly focusing on short-term benefits, and contributing to upholding a war economy (Harpviken and Barakat
2018).
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offered support to several popular uprisings (Akpinar 2015; Karatas 2022). Its mediation efforts
continued, but were more focused on bringing about change, rather than upholding a reputation
as a neutral mediator (Akpinar 2015). Especially Qatar’s alleged support for the MB aggravated
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt, and resulted in a diplomatic crisis in 2013-14, and
a four-year blockade starting in 2017. These crises forced Qatar to revise its foreign policy
once again. After the blockade was lifted through the Al-Ula Declaration in 2021, Qatar sought
to return to its pre-Arab Spring mediation diplomacy (Karatas 2022).

5.4.2 Qatari foreign policy

Qatar is often described as a wild-card in the Gulf: it is not uncommon for Doha to diverge
from regional interests to pursue national ones. Unlike Oman, Qatar’s policies have irritated
neighbors throughout history. When Al-Thani reinvented Qatari foreign policy, he diversified
partnerships beyond Riyadh and drifted from following its policies (Fraihat 2020; Cooper and
Momani 2011). In an effort to develop its soft power, Doha created Al Jazeera, known for
publishing at times controversial stories, at the dismay of other governments in the region
(Fraihat 2020; Baabood and Baabood 2020). During the Arab Spring, Qatar’s independent
foreign policy was undeniable, and while Saudi-Qatari relations are currently warming up,

there is still much distrust between the two (Coates Ulrichsen 2021a).

Alignment with Saudi foreign policy and security interests

Qatar and Saudi Arabia have, to say the least, a troubled relationship. Especially during the
Arab Spring, Qatar acted directly against Saudi interests, e.g. by funding the Muslim
Brotherhood (considered a terrorist organization by Saudi Arabia and its biggest ideological
rival), by supporting Morsi in Egypt (opposing the Saudi-supported army) or through the
attempt to establish MB leadership in Syria (Szalai 2017, 5; Reuters 2014).

The existing tensions and diverging foreign policy principles have led to Doha wishing
to minimize Saudi hegemony in the GCC (Szalai 2017). Therefore, Qatar has generally kept
its involvement in GCC security arrangements to a minimum. However, Qatar does in some
ways still rely on cooperation with Saudi Arabia. With limited military capabilities, the state is
partially reliant on alliances, and in this Qatar generally chooses to cooperate with Saudi Arabia
rather than Iran (Hamdi and Salman 2020). Qatar was the first GCC member to implement the
Council’s Internal Security Pact (Hamdi and Salman 2020). Additionally, it joined the Saudi-

led Operation Decisive Storm in Yemen due to the recently resolved diplomatic rift in 2014
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(Baabood and Baabood 2020). This was a distinctly different approach from Qatar’s previous
diplomatic engagement in Yemen, and as Baabood & Baabood highlight, it “was a significant
gesture of support to Saudi Arabia” (2020, 171). There are also reports that in 2019, despite
the boycott, Saudi Arabia and Qatar collaborated in a sizeable military drill (Hamdi and Salman
2020).

Since many Qatari-Saudi tensions revolve around allegations of Qatar supporting
terrorism, cooperation on counterterrorism is relatively limited (Hamdi and Salman 2020).
While Qatar did join the IMCTC at its inception (albeit without military troops), it was not
invited to the first summit due to tensions with Saudi Arabia (Winter 2017; Kalin 2017).

As mentioned before, Qatar was the subject of two major diplomatic rifts with Saudi
Arabia in 2013-2014 and 2017-2021. During the same period, Qatar did join in withdrawing
its ambassador from Tehran in response to the attacks on the Saudi embassy in 2016 (Reuters
2016a).

Economic dependence on Saudi Arabia

Much of Qatar’s wealth stems from its natural resources, and it is here we can find an
explanation for Qatari independence. In Maté Szalai’s words, “[t]he fact that the Qatari
economy relies more on exporting natural gas than on oil explains a certain level of
independence from Saudi Arabia” (2017, 10). Qatar exports around four times the amount of
gas compared to oil, and is therefore not as reliant on Riyadh’s OPEC policies (Aleem 2017).
Qatar may share its only land border with Saudi Arabia, but as Qatar’s natural gas is mostly
shipped and not transported through pipelines like petroleum (which would make it more
susceptible to interference by upset neighbors), Doha has more room to maneuver between
partners (Aleem 2017). In addition, as Qatar shares the world’s biggest natural gas field with
Iran, Doha has an interest in keeping good relations with Tehran (Szalai 2017).

Following the Gulf crisis of 2017, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the UAE, and Egypt blocked
all trade with Qatar. While the boycott was intended to economically pressure Qatar, Doha
quickly adapted and established other trade flows, increased domestic production of necessary
commodities and services, and diversified and stabilized its economy (Kabbani 2021). Since
the signing of the Al-Ula Declaration, trade has resumed between Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Yet,
it can be argued that the boycott ultimately fortified the Qatari economy, making it less
dependent on imports and exports to Saudi Arabia and the other blockading countries (Kabbani
2021).
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Classification of foreign policy independence

In sum, Qatar is highly independent of Saudi Arabia economically. Regarding alignment on
foreign policy and security interests, Qatar has often gone directly against Saudi interests.
However, Doha still relies on Saudi Arabia to some extent regarding security arrangements.

Therefore, Qatar can be classified as somewhat independent.

5.4.3 Engagement with listed actors

Before the Arab Spring, between 2007 and 2010, Qatar was engaged in formal mediation
between Ansarallah and the then-ruling government headed by Saleh (Barakat 2014). However,
in line with the general development of Qatari foreign policy, its policy towards Yemen shifted
during the Arab Spring. After being initially involved in Operation Decisive Storm, but being
excluded after two years as a result of the Gulf crisis, Qatar distanced itself from further
involvement in the following period (Baabood and Baabood 2020). Therefore, in the post-Arab
Spring period, Qatari involvement in Yemen has been limited, and where present rather
informal. However, Qatar has recently taken up the ambition of mediating in Yemen once again
(Karatas 2022).

Back-channel engagement

In 2013, Qatar mediated the release of a Swiss teacher who had been held by AQAP for almost
a year. According to the deputy foreign minister, Qataris negotiated “silently and with wisdom
and patience” for several months to ensure her liberation. While the effort was praised by some,
including the Swiss government, others highlighted the exclusive nature of the effort, as Qatar
did not consult with or notify Yemeni power-holders before engaging (Akpinar 2015).

Qatar’s most prominent engagement in the Yemeni crisis post-Arab Spring was its
position as a back-channel between the US and Ansarallah (AW 2021). Since president Biden
took office, and Ansarallah was removed from the US list of FTOs, Doha took on the role of
facilitating communication between the two. It has done so in parallel to, and sometimes in
cooperation with Omani efforts. For example, Qatar financed most of the costs attached to the
diplomatic back-channel in Muscat (AW 2021).

Since the signing of the al-Ula Declaration in 2021, Qatar indicated its desire to return
to an official mediator role in Yemen (Dogan Akkas 2021; Karatas 2022). At the same time,
Ansarallah representatives have stated their interest in “completing the dialogue in Qatar”
(Middle East Monitor 2021). Qatar has also frequently invited the Chair of the PLC, Rashad
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Mohammed Al-Alimi, to Doha to discuss bilateral relations and a “comprehensive political
solution that ends the Yemeni crisis” (Asharg Al-Awsat 2022; QNA 2023). These contacts
have resulted in rumors regarding a return to official, direct talks organized by Qatar, but they

have not yet come to fruition.

Direct engagement

During and after the Arab Spring, Qatar has been a devoted supporter of the al-Islah party, part
of the MB network. For example, Doha allegedly gifted the Islah Movement 80 million USD
to support it in overthrowing Saleh during the Arab Spring (Karatas 2022). However, since
Qatari engagement with the MB or its affiliates has caused significant displeasure among the
Saudis, Qatar has recently become more careful in dealing with Brotherhood-affiliated
organizations. This became especially apparent when Emir Al-Thani publicly denounced any
support for groups tied to the MB (Hamdi and Salman 2020; Carvajal 2022). Aside from the
direct support to al-Islah, Qatar has not been involved in direct engagement with relevant

stakeholders in Yemen.

Indirect engagement
There is no record of indirect engagement, aside from Doha’s contacts with the US. Since Qatar
and Saudi Arabia did not hold official ties for much of the Yemeni war, the US, as the biggest

Western Saudi ally, was arguably the only path to influence Saudi involvement in Yemen.

No engagement
Beside the 2013 hostage release, Qatar has not ostensibly engaged with AQAP. Neither has it
engaged with other proscribed actors including 1S, IRGC-QF, and Hezbollah.

Classification of engagement

The findings regarding Qatari engagement with listed actors in the post-Arab Spring period
show that Doha largely stayed away from Yemen. Contact with relevant stakeholders is
presently increasing, but has not yet led to formal engagement. Therefore, Qatari mediation

receives the classification of limited engagement in Yemen.
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5.5 Additional observations
Several interesting observations emerged while conducting the empirical analysis for this
study, that are worth mentioning before conducting the comparative analysis.

First, it has become abundantly clear that each of the three cases has carved out a
specific approach to international mediation and conflict resolution. All three have a national
interest in regional stability but go about creating that in rather different ways. As Worrall
(2021) also argued, “the ‘mediation market’ is already quite crowded” (142) in the region, and
therefore the three small states have been forced to find an individual niche. Broadly
summarized, Kuwait tends to opt for facilitation, supplemented with humanitarian aid. Oman
on the other hand, practices a standardized, ‘by-the-book’ mediation, and specializes in discreet
diplomacy. Qatar sticks out most out of the three cases, considering the highly publicized
mediation efforts. Especially interesting here is the fact that Qatar has stepped beyond
strategies of ‘pure mediation’, the type of mediation often associated with small-state
mediation. The offering of financial incentives, or carrots, can be considered a coercive strategy
often practiced by larger states (Fisher and Keashly 1991).

Second, some interesting observations emerged regarding the ultimate purpose of
engagement. As discussed before, mediators can engage with proscribed actors for many
reasons. Generally, they can be either short-term oriented, focused on tension reduction, or
long-term oriented, focusing on comprehensive conflict resolution. During both the 2016 and
2018 efforts, the ultimate purpose of Kuwaiti engagement with Ansarallah was comprehensive
conflict resolution. Though both processes were mainly led by other actors, the participation
of Kuwait (and the GCC) added weight to the talks, and signaled the dedication of regional
actors to encouraging the peace process (Baron 2016a). As for Oman, while in the initial phase
of involvement, its efforts mostly revolved around problem-solving (such as facilitating
individual hostage releases with AQAP, IS or Ansarallah), the efforts slowly became more
ambitious with comprehensive conflict resolution in mind (Worrall 2021). As briefly touched
upon before, Oman has an interest in securing stability in Yemen to prevent groups like AQAP
or IS exploiting the unrest. Finally, Qatari engagements have been mostly focused on tension
reduction, or restoration of relationships damaged during the Gulf crisis. As Kamrava (2011)
already noted, conflict resolution has never been one of Qatar’s strengths, due to its limited
diplomatic capacities. Karatas shares the view that Qatari mediation is mostly focused on
tension reduction, “with a permanent solution to the conflict beyond the capacity of Qatar’s

foreign policy” (2022, 7).
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6. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

In this chapter, | will discuss and interpret the most important findings from the empirical
analysis, share the implications they have for the proposed theory, and deliberate and weigh

several possible limitations and alternative explanations.

6.1 Interpretation of main findings
Taken together, the findings from the previous chapter have been summarized in Table 7. The

implications and relevance of these main findings will be discussed below.

Mediating Foreign policy Engagement with listed Support for

state independence actors hypothesis?

Kuwait (2) Somewhat dependent (2) Limited engagement Yes

Oman (4) Highly independent (4) High levels of Yes
engagement

Qatar (3) Somewhat independent | (2) Limited engagement Yes, but indirect

Table 6: Summary of main findings

6.1.1 Comparison on the independent variable

When comparing the three cases on the IV, one can observe that all three have a certain level
of independence in their foreign policies, but with Kuwait significantly less so than Qatar and
Oman. In many ways, Kuwait depends on the GCC and Saudi leadership for its national
security, resulting in a general trend of alignment with Saudi policies. Also economically,
Kuwait is somewhat (albeit not completely) dependent on Saudi Arabia, which further explains
its alignment with Riyadh’s interests. An interesting finding here is that while it was initially
assumed that Qatar was the most independent of the three, due to its opportunistic foreign
policy and public distance from Saudi Arabia, according to my analysis Oman is de facto the
most independent on both security and economic levels. By consistently declaring non-
alignment and simultaneously building a nest of security agreements, Muscat has successfully
carved out a highly independent foreign policy for itself. Both Qatar and Oman engage in some
sort of balancing act between Saudi Arabia and Iran, but they do so differently and with
different responses from other governments in the region. Doha followed a highly independent
course of action during the Arab Spring, resulting in a deterioration of regional ties. Arguably,
this led to Qatar having to tone down its independence somewhat in the following years, which
became clear when Qatar joined Operation Decisive Storm and participated in other security

arrangements to please Saudi Arabia.
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6.1.2 Comparison on the dependent variable

When comparing the three cases on the DV, several observations come to light. First, all three
mediators engaged with Ansarallah, albeit to different extents. Kuwait hosted several months
of direct talks with Ansarallah in 2016, but has otherwise taken a back-seat, reaching out to
help occasionally (e.g., through the provision of transport to Stockholm for further talks in
2018), but focusing on providing humanitarian aid in the country in the meantime. When
Kuwait did get involved as a peace broker, it took on a mostly facilitative role. Oman on the
other hand, engaged with Ansarallah in many different ways, including sending messages and
organizing back-channel talks, hosting exiled commanders, and holding direct talks. Muscat
has put considerable effort into talking with a wide range of relevant stakeholders, including
Iran, al-Islah, the STC, international organizations, and (allegedly) even Hezbollah. On
separate instances, both Oman and Qatar negotiated with AQAP, and Oman also with IS, to
ensure the release of hostages. However, these efforts were more focused on tension reduction,
and were not necessarily directly linked to the resolution of the larger conflict in Yemen.
Overwhelmingly Oman has engaged with most relevant stakeholders, both proscribed and not
proscribed by Saudi Arabia. Moreover, Muscat showed a distinct flexibility in adopting
different tactics and strategies when mediating. For Qatar, engagement in Yemen in the post-
Arab Spring era was limited, arguably due to the ongoing rift with Saudi Arabia. While Doha
did enable back-channel communication between Ansarallah and the US, hosted officials of
different parties to discuss the situation in Yemen, and supported Omani efforts financially,
Qatari involvement has been rather passive. Since the resolution of the Gulf crisis, Qatar has
stated the intent to return to a more active mediator role in Yemen, but this has yet to come to

fruition.

6.1.3 Interpretation of additional observations

The main findings of this study and the additional observations unequivocally show the
importance of not squeezing all small-state mediators in the same mold when conducting
research. Even among three cases of small-state mediators with relatively similar profiles, that
are active in the same region and in the same or similar conflicts, there are numerous
differences in their modus operandi. For example, where Oman tends to practice a discreet
diplomacy, Qatari mediation is much more public. Moreover, Qatar uses unconventional tactics
such as the offering of financial incentives while Kuwait and Oman both adopted more by-the-
book mediation strategies. This further shows that small states can have different choices

available to them, and that they may act differently according to their own national interests.
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In Yemen, the three states all had different purposes and incentives for engagement. While
Kuwait and Oman both pursued comprehensive conflict resolution as the end-goal of their
involvement, Qatar’s engagement was more focused on tension reduction. These incentives
arguably influenced the choices of strategy and eventually the outcome of these processes.
While this study has largely left effectiveness of engagement out of consideration, it can be
argued that if the end-goal of engaging as a mediator is an improved reputation, they would opt
to engage in conflicts where they can book short-term and visible successes. In that case, a
mediating state might purposefully only engage in tension reduction efforts, rather than
comprehensive conflict resolution. This will be further expanded upon in the section on

alternative explanations.

6.2 Implications for theory

6.2.1 Main implications
The main findings summarized above have several implications for the proposed theoretical
framework on which this study rests.

First, an important note is that all three mediators acted in line with their foreign policy
interests when mediating in Yemen. Kuwait attempted to facilitate peace while remaining loyal
to Saudi Arabia (for example through joining the Saudi-led coalition in the beginning of the
war and keeping engagement with controversial actors to a minimum). Oman practiced its
signature balancing act and showcased its foreign policy values by talking to a broad range of
relevant stakeholders, while upkeeping good relations with both Saudi Arabia and Iran. Qatar
avoided adding fuel to the fire of the Gulf crisis and mostly steered clear from moves in Yemen
that might upset Saudi Arabia further. All this offers support for the initial premise of foreign
policy influencing mediator behavior, and further shows the importance of considering the
foreign policy objectives of the mediator when studying small-state mediation.

Then, the main results indicate that for Kuwait and Oman, their behavior as mediators
and engagement with proscribed actors was fully in line with the hypothesis that the more
independent a state’s foreign policy, the more freedom it enjoys to engage with proscribed
actors. Kuwait, as the most dependent of the three cases, also engaged with the least actors.
Aside from Ansarallah, Kuwait showed no engagement with any other relevant stakeholders
that have been proscribed by Saudi Arabia. Instead, Kuwait found other ways to bring stability

to Yemen, for example through providing humanitarian aid.
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Oman, as the most independent of the three, by far engaged with the most proscribed actors
(and other relevant stakeholders such as the STC). This finding is also consistent with the
hypothesis that small states with higher levels of independence in their foreign policies are
more likely to engage with proscribed actors. In the case of Oman, its distance from Saudi
Arabia and its proscription regime, arguably allowed it to speak with a wide range of actors
that were relevant to the peace process but would not necessarily be approved of by Saudi
Arabia, such as Iran and Iranian-backed groups including Hezbollah. Oman, practicing its
policy of upholding good relations with all sides, successfully gained both necessary conditions
of access and trust among a range of actors, and was thus able to position itself as a critical
channel in the search for a resolution of the conflict.

As for Qatar, the initial finding that Doha practiced a relatively independent foreign
policy, but only saw limited engagement with proscribed actors shows some inconsistencies
with the theory. When compared to Kuwait, Qatar is significantly more independent but did
not engage with significantly more actors. However, the fact that this limited engagement was
a direct result of Qatari-Saudi relations and a certain level of dependency on Saudi support and
(security) cooperation, shows that Doha’s choices were still based on foreign policy interests.
In the context of the Gulf crisis, and considering the conflict in Yemen as an issue of national
security for Saudi Arabia, Qatar arguably felt forced to refrain from meddling too much in
Yemen, in order to avoid upsetting Riyadh. An important note here is that while Qatar largely
stayed away from active involvement with Yemen’s proscribed actors, the state has openly
mediated elsewhere with other internationally proscribed groups including Hamas and the
Taliban (Roberts 2020). This shows that Qatar does in fact have access to proscribed actors,
and that its lack of engagement in Yemen is not necessarily representative of its engagement
with listed groups in general. However, Qatari mediation and the choices that Qatari leadership
made in Yemen were at least partially dependent on the relationship with Saudi Arabia. Foreign
policy (in)dependence, thus, has in fact influenced Qatari mediation and engagement with
actors that might be controversial in the eyes of Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the findings of the
Qatari case were generally in line with the theoretical expectations of an in-between case.
Therefore, the case of Qatar offers less direct support to the proposed hypothesis compared to

Kuwait and Oman, but still point to some relationship between the variables of interest.
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6.2.2 Implications for the causal mechanism

As mentioned before, the methodology of SFC does not allow for tracing of the causal
mechanism. Despite not having been able to trace the steps linking the 1V and DV, my findings
do indicate that there is some plausibility to the proposed causal mechanism suggesting access
and trust as crucial elements before engagement with proscribed actors. Most crucially, the
causal mechanism offers some explanation as to why the Omanis (and to a certain extent,
Kuwaitis) were more accepted as mediators than Qatar. While Qatar did in fact have access to
proscribed groups in the region and Yemen (Roberts 2020), this access alone was not sufficient
for extensive engagement. Due to Doha’s alleged partiality in favor of Ansarallah (as well as
the MB), and its initial participation in Operation Decisive Storm, Qatar was not fully trusted
by either side. Oman and Kuwait however, were “generally regarded by all sides as sufficiently
credible, trustworthy and relatively untainted by too close an association with any one side in
the conflict” (Coates Ulrichsen 2020b). This indicates that, while access through foreign policy
independence is certainly important, trust derived from (perceived) impartiality is perhaps
equally important. As explained in the theoretical framework, impartiality has often been
identified as a key factor influencing trust among parties involved in a mediation process.
Specifically in the case of Yemen, high-profile NGOs such as the International Crisis Group

have called for further intervention by a neutral mediator such as Oman (ICG 2022b).

6.3 Limitations and alternative explanations
Altogether, the findings of this study provide evidence for the hypothesis and point to the
plausibility of the proposed causal mechanism. However, some limitations should be

mentioned to add some nuance to these conclusions.

6.3.1 Theoretical and empirical limitations

First, an important theoretical limitation to this study is the country-specific usage of
proscription lists as a tool for counterterrorism. While Saudi Arabia upholds a list of terrorist
organizations and entities, it is arguably not used in the same way as e.g., the US, EU, or UN
lists. While designating groups or entities as terrorist organizations is often inherently political,
Saudi Arabia especially tends to designate political or ideological opponents as terrorists
without much substantiation of this decision (Human Rights Council 2018). Moreover, while
many “Western” lists tend to be rather transparent and readily available to the public, the Saudi

list is more intended for internal use (and occasionally to lash out at opponents) (Human Rights
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Council 2018). Most of the literature on proscription is based on Western lists, and by equating
the different types of regimes and assuming similar utilization, I potentially missed important
nuances. However, in the context of foreign policy independence and engagement with listed
actors, | argue that regardless of the specific way in which the proscription regime functions,
what is more important is acting in accordance with the national interests of the holder of the
regime. Put simply: whether engagement with a certain actor would be seen as controversial
by Saudi Arabia, and how that influences mediator behavior.

An important empirical limitation to this study is that it only considers mediation in
Yemen. This arguably limits the generalizability and representativeness of all small-state
mediation efforts, and specifically those by the three cases. Especially for Qatar, that has
engaged with many other proscribed actors outside of Yemen, its lack of engagement in Yemen
IS not representative of its engagement with proscribed actors in general. While it did offer
interesting insight into the importance of trust for engagement, and the consideration of foreign
policy influencing mediator behavior, the analysis was limited by only considering one
conflict. Taken broader, by only considering mediation in the Gulf, | potentially limited the
generalizability of any conclusions drawn. Unfortunately, within the constraints of the present
study, there was no space for further discussion of mediation in other conflicts. Therefore,
future research should be dedicated to testing the proposed hypothesis in other contexts.

A further shortcoming is that | have only been able to observe practical outcomes of
choices made during mediation processes, while being restricted in commenting on how these
choices came about. As such, I rely on external analyses of policy and their assumptions of
national strategies, but cannot state with absolute certainty that a choice of (non)engagement
was made as a direct result of foreign policy independence. This is the case for most analyses
of foreign policy, but could have potentially been overcome by conducting interviews with
policymakers and practitioners. However, due to the constraints of the present study | have
been unable to do so.

Finally, by only considering alignment on security and economics to measure the 1V, |
risk missing other dependencies that may have influenced choices made during mediation
efforts. While security and economic alignment are arguably crucial, bilateral
interdependencies are highly complicated and many factors play into foreign policy and the
mediation choices of states. Therefore, by constraining my assessment of foreign policy
independence to only two areas of alignment, further factors such as cultural and historical ties
did not receive appropriate attention. Future research should consider these other types of

dependencies as well.
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6.3.2 Alternative explanations

This study set out to investigate to what extent foreign policy independence can explain
engagement with listed actors in mediation processes. While the evidence suggests that there
is a link between these variables, it is important to discuss any alternative factors that could
explain the variation in engagement.

First, as briefly mentioned in the theoretical framework, and as argued by Groeneveld-
Savisaar and Vukovi¢ (2011) mediators may engage with designated organizations when they
have some strategic interest in doing so. In the case of mediation in Yemen, national security
interests of the mediating states may partially explain some variation in engagement with
relevant stakeholders, including proscribed groups. Crucially, Oman directly borders Yemen,
and thus has a vested interest in stability in the country. By bringing back stability to Yemen,
Muscat hopes to avoid any spill-over effects of the conflict. Of specific importance here is the
al-Mahra region, Yemen’s most Eastern province that was formerly part of Oman. The region
ultimately functions as a buffer zone, and unrest in al-Mahra is perceived as a threat to Oman’s
national security (Baabood 2021) Additionally, as mentioned before: by bringing peace to
Yemen the Sultanate hoped to avoid a resurgence of groups including AQAP and IS as a result
of continued instability. While Kuwait and Qatar also have an interest in a stable GCC and
region, and good relations with Saudi Arabia, they are not as directly affected by violence in
Yemen. Therefore, it would be logical that Oman would be more willing to invest more effort
in finding a durable, long-term solution to the conflict. As mediation literature dictates, that
involves finding a resolution that works for most relevant stakeholders, and often also involves
speaking with potential spoilers (Hirblinger and Landau 2020). Thus, this may partially explain
the finding that Oman engaged with more proscribed groups than Kuwait or Qatar.

While strategic interest is arguably an important ingredient in the decision of engaging,
this explanation does not necessarily undermine my core argument. As mentioned before, just
because a state has an increased interest in a conflict, does not automatically mean that it enjoys
the freedom to intervene and actively engage with actors that might be seen as controversial by
a regional heavyweight. The strategic interest argument mainly holds when the mediator is a
larger state (Groeneveld-Savisaar and Vukovic¢ 2011), but for smaller states, its position in the
international system is more reliant on its relations to others. Therefore, another ingredient,
such as foreign policy independence, is needed for a small state to decide to engage with

proscribed actors.
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Another alternative explanation can be found in the ultimate purpose of engagement. As
discussed above, if improved reputation is high on the mediator’s agenda, chances are that
short-term successes are more desirable than long, arduous peace processes. Short-term
successes may be more likely with less actors involved in the process, preferably actors that do
not complicate justification of any compromises. Therefore, one could argue that reputation-
seeking mediators may be less likely to engage with proscribed actors. In the case of mediation
in Yemen, this may explain some differences in engagement among the three cases.
Additionally, it might shed some light on the differences in modus operandi. As Mehran
Kamrava stated “[w]hile Omanis are interested in the result, Qataris are interested in the
process itself or let’s say reputation” (as quoted in Karatas 2022, 7). Therefore, once engaged,
one could argue that those dedicated to comprehensive conflict resolution may be more willing
to speak with more relevant parties.

However, while this may offer some insight into the link between foreign policy
objectives and mediator behavior, this explanation again does not consider the freedom of the
mediator. Even if comprehensive conflict resolution is higher on the agenda for the mediator
than “putting on a show”, mediators still need to be accepted as third-party intervenors. Here,
foreign policy independence may be an explanatory factor. Notably, this does not mean that
purpose of engagement and engagement with proscribed actors are not interlinked. An
extensive analysis of the dynamics between these factors will provide more insight into the

relationship between these different aspects of mediation.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1 Summary and contribution to the field

Despite the increasing occurrence of international mediation conducted by small states, and the
growing recognition that small states can use mediation as a tool of foreign policy, surprisingly
little is known about the dynamics of such mediation. This study set out to investigate the
influence of foreign policy on instances of small-state mediation. More specifically, it
considered the impact that foreign policy independence may have on engagement with
proscribed actors. By comparing three different instances of small-state mediation in the same
conflict, I was able to observe the differences between different types of mediation exercised
by small states. Through a Structured, Focused Comparison of the mediation efforts by Kuwait,
Oman and Qatar in Yemen in the post-Arab Spring era, this study found support for the
hypothesis that the higher the level of independence in a small state’s foreign policy, the more
able it is to engage with proscribed actors when relevant to the peace process.

In line with theoretical expectations, Kuwait, as the least independent of the three, also
engaged with the least actors. Oman, on the other hand was found to be the most independent,
and engaged with the most actors, utilizing multiple types of engagement. Qatar seems to fall
out of line slightly, as it practices an independent foreign policy, but showed limited
engagement in Yemen. However, the lack of engagement directly resulted from Qatar’s
troubled relationship with Saudi Arabia (which is in fact due to its independent foreign policy).
Therefore, it can be argued that the choice of non-engagement was tied to a certain dependence
on Saudi Arabia.

The contribution of this study to the general field is twofold. First, it brought together
multiple bodies of literature in the field of peace and conflict studies, found further support for
the premise that mediation can be used as a tool of foreign policy, and, importantly, the
implications of that premise. In the cases of Kuwait, Oman and Qatar, foreign policy objectives
were inherently tied to the choices made during their involvement as mediators. This general
theoretical contribution, and the more specific theorem of foreign policy independence
influencing engagement with listed actors, carries implications for the study of all small-state
mediators, and perhaps even beyond. Second, this study shows the importance of considering
the differences between states when studying small-state mediation. By grouping together all
small states without taking into account the myriad of factors that influence mediator behavior,
studies on small-state mediation risk missing crucial nuances. Moreover, a structural

comparison of three Gulf states gave new insight into different mediation profiles and
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strategies, contributing to our empirical knowledge of mediation in the Gulf. A modest
contribution is made regarding our knowledge of the influence of proscription policies on third-
party engagement in conflict resolution. The finding that the further away a mediating state
operates from a proscription regime, the better its ability to include all relevant stakeholders,
suggests that harsh proscription policies may not necessarily be conducive to sustainable peace.
Counterterrorism policy often operates under the assumption that terrorists are not to be talked
to, yet the growing body of literature on proscription and third-party engagement suggests
otherwise. This carries implications for counterterrorism policy, warranting attention in future

studies to understand the dynamics at play.

7.2 Implications for future research

Aside from the implications for counterterrorism policy, the findings of this study point
to many potential avenues for future research. First, the proposed theory should be applied to
and tested on other cases of small-state mediation, potentially in a large-n quantitative research
design. Such a study could further control for alternative explanations, and also consider other
bilateral dependencies and ties, including shared values and historical ties. Additionally, while
(foreign policy) independence is particularly salient for small states, valuable insight may be
derived from an application of the independence theorem to other actors, including non-small
state or non-state mediators. For example, practitioners acting on behalf of NGOs typically do
not hold diplomatic protection, which may exacerbate the so-called “chilling effect”, but they
may find their trust and access in other factors, such as their ability to operate in distance from
national proscription regimes. Future research should consider and investigate these other
actor-dynamics. Finally, more research should be conducted on the dynamics between mediator
incentives, strategies, and outcomes of mediation efforts. If indeed mediation can be used as a
foreign policy tool, and choices made during mediation efforts are influenced by foreign policy

goals, then mediation outcomes and effectiveness will likely also be influenced by those goals.

In sum, small-state mediation is by no means “small”. In matters of international conflict
resolution, smaller states may be better positioned to help the disputing parties find a solution
to the conflict that can bring about durable peace. Therefore, it is imperative to understand the

dynamics of mediation efforts by smaller states, as they may carry “big” consequences.
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