
WWW.YGCS.Center

Date: August 2026
YGCS_Center

Analytical 
Study 

The Mecca Joint Defence Agreement:

Drivers and Prospects from the 
Perspective of Saudi Strategy

Prepared by: Dr Mohamed Fadl - Director, Regional and International Studies Programme



An independent research centre es-
tablished in Aden in 2023 under Li-
cence No. (456), issued by the Minis-
try of Social Affairs and Labour. The 
Centre specialises in producing ev-
idence-based research and analyti-
cal studies on Yemen and its regional 
neighbourhood, with a particular fo-
cus on the political, economic, social, 
and strategic issues shaping Yemen, 
the Gulf, and the Red Sea region.

The Centre seeks to contribute to the 
development of rigorous scholarly 
content that supports policymakers 
and researchers while deepening un-
derstanding of regional transforma-
tions and their implications. It pursues 
this mission through specialised re-
search programmes and academic 
activities, including the production of 
research studies, the organisation 
of seminars and conferences, and 
strategic foresight initiatives. All of its 
work is conducted in accordance with 
rigorous research methodologies, the 
highest professional standards, and 
a firm commitment to independence, 
quality, and academic integrity.

For enquiries and to follow the Cen-
tre’s latest publications:

https://ygcs.center  
 https://www.facebook.com/ygcs.center

https://x.com/YGCScenter

Republic of Yemen – Aden

-Disclaimer: The views ex  ٭
pressed in this publication are 
solely those of the author and do 
not necessarily reflect the views 
of the Centre or its staff.

The  
Mecca 
Joint 
Defence 
Agreement:

Drivers and 
Prospects from 
the Perspective of 
Saudi Strategy

Analytical Study 
Presented by: 

Dr. Mohamed Fadl 
Director, Regional and 
International Studies 
Programme



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction 4

First: Analytical Framework of the Study 5

Second: Drivers of the Trilateral Alliance 5

Third: Future Prospects and Challenges 8

Conclusion 9

References 10



PAGE 4 | Yemen & Gulf Center for Studies

The Mecca Joint Defence Agreement

The Mecca Joint Defence Agreement: 
Drivers and Prospects from the Perspective of 
Saudi Strategy
Dr. Mohamed Fadl - Director, Regional and International Studies Programme

Introduction

The rapidly evolving US-Iran war is con-
fronting regional states with a new set of 
strategic realities, prompting them to re-
think the configuration of their security al-
liances and how they respond to a rapidly 
changing regional environment. Against 
this backdrop, the Mecca Joint Defence 
Agreement, signed on 7 August 2026 by 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Republic 
of Türkiye and the Islamic Republic of Pa-
kistan, marks a significant milestone in the 
ongoing reconfiguration of regional secu-
rity alliances.

This study examines the trilateral alli-
ance from the perspective of Saudi strat-

egy, focusing on the security and strategic 
considerations that prompted the King-
dom to establish this joint defence frame-
work. It also assesses the alliance’s poten-
tial implications for the regional security 
architecture amid the rapid transforma-
tions reshaping the region.

The analysis is structured in three main 
sections. The first sets out the theoretical 
and conceptual framework underpinning 
the study. The second examines the fac-
tors that drove Saudi Arabia to establish 
this joint defence framework. The third 
considers the agreement’s future pros-
pects, including the opportunities and chal-
lenges it may face.
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First: Analytical Framework of 
the Study

This study proceeds from the assump-
tion that the international system is anar-
chic and non-hierarchical, with no over-
arching authority capable of enforcing 
international law upon states.

In such a system, uncertainty and mu-
tual suspicion prevail, particularly because 
states cannot know one another’s inten-
tions with certainty.(1)

Under these conditions, states seek to 
increase their power to safeguard their 
security and stability. In a “self-help” sys-
tem, their overriding objective is survival 
in an inherently dangerous world. States 
therefore think and act strategically and 
cautiously, seeking to strengthen their 
power and military capabilities.(((  

The uncertainty and apprehension in-
herent in the international system also 
drive states to pursue a balance-of-power 
policy. (3) The aim is to prevent the balance 
of power from shifting in favour of a par-
ticular state or group of states, thereby 
preventing any single actor from estab-
lishing dominance over the regional sys-
tem. States pursue this objective through 
a range of strategies, foremost among 
them the formation of alliances.((( 

Crucially, however, states do not seek to 
balance power for its own sake; they seek 
to balance against perceived threats. Their 
behaviour is therefore shaped not simply 
by the relative power of another state, but 
by the extent to which that state is per-
ceived as posing a threat to the prevailing 
balance of power.

Balancing is therefore a natural re-
sponse to states’ fear of potential threats. 
Stephen Walt identifies four key determi-
nants that shape how states perceive the 
threats posed by others:((( 

•	 Aggregate power: the overall re-
sources available to a state, including its 

population, economic strength and indus-
trial capabilities.

•	 Geographic proximity: the closer a 
powerful state is geographically, the great-
er the threat it is likely to pose to neigh-
bouring states, increasing their incentive 
to form alliances to balance against it.

•	 Offensive capabilities: the greater 
a state’s offensive capabilities, measured 
in terms of the size and sophistication of 
its military forces and its ability to mobilise 
them rapidly, the greater the threat it is 
likely to pose to other states.

•	 Perceived aggressive intentions: 
the more State A perceives State B as 
harbouring aggressive intentions that it 
may seek to pursue in the future, the more 
likely State A is to enter into an alliance to 
constrain State B. This determinant plays a 
decisive role in shaping states’ balance-of-
threat policies.

A fifth determinant may be added to this 
framework: collective identity. This helps 
explain why states may perceive the capa-
bilities of some states as threatening while 
expressing no comparable concern about 
similar capabilities possessed by others. 
The greater the degree of shared identi-
ty, the greater the scope for cooperation 
between states; conversely, cooperation 
is likely to diminish where their identities di-
verge.((( 

Second: Drivers of the Trilat-
eral Alliance

Building on this analytical framework, this 
section examines the underlying factors 
that prompted Saudi Arabia to establish 
the trilateral alliance. It focuses on three 
principal drivers: eroding trust in the Unit-
ed States, the growing Iranian threat, and 
the escalating Israeli threat.

1- The United States as an Unreliable Ally:

Saudi Arabia’s confidence in the United 
States’ commitment to its security guar-
antees in the Arabian Gulf appears to have 
eroded considerably.
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This erosion of trust is not a recent de-
velopment. It can arguably be traced back 
to the US invasion of Iraq in 2004, which 
Saudi Arabia perceived as having effective-
ly handed Iraq over to Iran. This marked the 
beginning of a broader Saudi perception 
that the United States was prepared to act 
unilaterally without sufficient regard for 
the interests of its allies. These concerns 
deepened under the Obama administra-
tion, particularly with the conclusion of the 
nuclear agreement with Iran without ade-
quately addressing Saudi concerns. They 
were further reinforced by what Riyadh 
perceived as a weak US response to Irani-
an and Russian intervention in Syria.((( 

Further concerns arose as the United 
States pursued a strategy of military re-
deployment, reducing its presence in the 
Middle East while shifting its strategic fo-
cus towards the Indo-Pacific in an effort to 
constrain China’s rise in the region.((( 

Against this backdrop, Saudi Arabia in-
creasingly came to recognise that, despite 
US security assurances, it could not rely 
entirely on the United States to safeguard 
its security. As the analytical framework 
outlined above suggests, states can never 
be certain of one another’s intentions, leav-
ing interstate relations inherently marked 
by uncertainty and mistrust. Saudi Arabia 
therefore had to assume greater respon-
sibility for its own security.

The Kingdom did precisely that when 
it intervened directly in the war in Yemen, 
launching strikes against the Iran-backed 
Houthi militias, which it regarded as posing 
an existential threat to its security. This rep-
resented a decisive turning point in Sau-
di-US relations. Riyadh was taken aback by 
what it regarded as insufficient US support 
for its military campaign in Yemen; instead, 
Washington exerted pressure on the King-
dom to bring the war to an end.((( 

This sense of disappointment persisted 
during Donald Trump’s first term. The US 
position remained, in Saudi eyes, weak and 
insufficiently supportive of the Kingdom’s 

military campaign, a perception reinforced 
by Trump’s demand that Saudi Arabia pay 
more for US protection.((1( 

The limited US response to the 2019 
attacks on Saudi Aramco facilities fur-
ther deepened these concerns. President 
Donald Trump stated: “There is no need to 
rush. This was an attack on Saudi Arabia, 
not on us.”(11) The statement can be seen as 
having dealt a profound shock to Saudi-US 
relations.

The erosion of Saudi confidence contin-
ued under President Joe Biden, who had 
pledged during his election campaign to 
make Saudi Arabia a “pariah”.(12) After taking 
office in 2021, his administration adopted 
several measures that ran counter to Sau-
di interests. Most notably, it removed the 
Houthis, whom Saudi Arabia was fighting in 
Yemen, from the US list of designated ter-
rorist organisations,(13) and withdrew Patri-
ot missile batteries that had been protect-
ing the Kingdom against periodic Houthi 
ballistic missile attacks.(14) The Biden admin-
istration also temporarily suspended cer-
tain arms sales to Saudi Arabia.((1( 

Perhaps the most consequential devel-
opment in the erosion of Saudi confidence 
in the credibility of US security commit-
ments came on 28 February 2026, when 
the United States, in coordination with Is-
rael, launched a large-scale air campaign 
against several Iranian targets. Iran sub-
sequently launched extensive drone and 
missile attacks against several Gulf states, 
exposing the limited degree of prior coor-
dination between Washington and its Gulf 
allies, particularly as the United States had 
not informed them in advance of its inten-
tion to launch a major attack on Iran.

Moreover, US forces did not play an ef-
fective role in intercepting the missiles 
targeting the Gulf states. Instead, US mil-
itary efforts were concentrated on pro-
tecting Israel and US bases, leaving the 
Gulf states to confront the Iranian attacks 
largely through their own capabilities.((1(  
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Taken together, these developments 
appear to have led Saudi Arabia to con-
clude that the United States could no 
longer be relied upon as its principal secu-
rity guarantor. When the Kingdom faced 
direct threats that called for US security 
commitments to be put into effect, Wash-
ington did not provide the level of support 
Riyadh expected.

Saudi Arabia consequently turned to-
wards a new security alliance with pow-
erful regional states with which it shares a 
collective identity and a common percep-
tion of threat. The Mecca Joint Defence 
Agreement, signed on 7 August 2026 be-
tween Saudi Arabia, Türkiye and Pakistan, 
emerged from this strategic calculus.

The agreement explicitly stipulates that 
an armed attack against any one of the 
three states shall be considered an attack 
against them all, in contrast to US security 
commitments, which are not underpinned 
by a binding mutual defence treaty. (17)

2- The Growing Iranian Threat:

Since the Iranian Revolution, Iran has 
made no secret of its desire to overthrow 
the ruling regime in Saudi Arabia. Iranian 
officials have also repeatedly threatened 
military action against the Kingdom.

For example, Ahmad Khatami, a mem-
ber of Iran’s Assembly of Experts, de-
scribed Saudi Arabia as “a state of sedi-
tion” that “will be consumed by the flames 
of the sedition it has ignited”.((1(   Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, while serving as a member of 
parliament, similarly stated that “Iran must 
uproot the ruling Saudi family”.(19) Such 
statements were not confined to rheto-
ric. Iran also moved early to encircle Saudi 
Arabia from the north and south. 

Since the early 2000s, for example, 
Tehran has trained, equipped and armed 
the Houthi militias((2( 

an involvement documented in sev-
eral United Nations reports. (21) Following 
the Houthis’ seizure of the Yemeni capital, 

Sana’a, former Iranian Intelligence Minis-
ter Heydar Moslehi stated that Sana’a had 
become the fourth Arab capital to come 
under Iranian influence. He added that the 
Iranian Revolution recognised no borders 
and extended to all Shia communities.((2( 

Iranian influence was not confined to 
Saudi Arabia’s southern flank. It also ex-
tended to the Kingdom’s northern bor-
der through Iraq. Since the US invasion of 
Iraq in 2003, Iran has built and supported 
numerous armed Shia militias, providing 
them with financial and military assistance 
that has enabled them to develop into a sig-
nificant military force with approximately 
50,000 fighters and advanced weapons, 
including cruise missiles and drones. Since 
2023, these militias have carried out doz-
ens of missile and drone attacks against 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states.((2( 

Nor has the Iranian threat to Saudi Ara-
bia been confined to the use of regional 
proxies. It has also extended to direct at-
tacks against Gulf states. Between 28 Feb-
ruary and 6 March 2026, Iran launched ap-
proximately 380 missiles and 1,480 drones 
towards Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
states.

Iran also sought to disrupt navigation 
through the Strait of Hormuz and targeted 
numerous oil tankers.(24) 

At the same time, it encouraged the 
Houthi militias to attack vessels heading to 
Saudi Red Sea ports to load oil, declaring 
that no oil would be exported from the re-
gion for as long as the US naval blockade of 
Iran remained in place. ((2( 

In this way, Iran has sought to hold the 
security of the Gulf states hostage to 
strengthen its bargaining position vis-à-vis 
the United States.

Viewed through the analytical frame-
work outlined earlier, Iran can therefore be 
said to possess all five of the key attributes 
identified as shaping states’ perceptions 
of threat. It possesses substantial aggre-
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gate power and geographical proximity to 
Saudi Arabia, as well as extensive offensive 
missile capabilities capable of threatening 
the Kingdom’s critical infrastructure.

Nor does Iran conceal its aggressive 
intentions. It has moved beyond declared 
intent to direct attacks against Saudi criti-
cal infrastructure. Finally, its identity differs 
from that of Saudi Arabia, with Iran seeking 
to mobilise its Shia identity to rally fighters 
under the banner of confronting the “De-
scendants of Muawiya”.((2( 

 Against this backdrop, Saudi Arabia’s 
decision to enter into an alliance with Pa-
kistan, which has access to the Arabian 
Sea and the Indian Ocean and lies close to 
the Strait of Hormuz, and Türkiye, which 
shares an extensive land border with Iran, 
brings together the advantages of mate-
rial power and a shared collective identi-
ty rooted in Sunni Islam. This combination 
strengthens cohesion among the alliance 
members and enhances the prospects for 
its effectiveness.

The alliance could therefore help con-
strain Iran’s ability to disrupt the regional 
balance of power and reduce the prospect 
of its emergence as a hegemonic power 
capable of holding the region’s energy se-
curity hostage to strengthen its bargain-
ing position.

3- The Growing Israeli Threat:

Since the outbreak of Israel’s war in 
Gaza in 2023, Israel has committed nu-
merous atrocities against the Palestinian 
people that have reached the level of gen-
ocide, without facing effective accounta-
bility for these actions. Instead, the United 
States has shielded Israel from internation-
al accountability. Against this backdrop, 
Saudi Arabia came to perceive the regional 
balance of power as increasingly skewed, 
particularly following Israel’s execution of a 
series of complex operations inside Iran, its 
involvement in the assassination of Iran’s 
Supreme Leader and most of the coun-
try’s senior leadership, and its success in 

assassinating most of Hezbollah’s senior 
leaders. 

Taken together, these developments 
heightened Saudi perceptions of the grow-
ing Israeli threat and the possibility that Is-
rael could emerge as a regional hegemon.((2( 

This perception was further reinforced 
by Israel’s strike on the Qatari capital, Doha, 
and its attempt to assassinate the Pales-
tinian negotiating delegation. The absence 
of any meaningful US response, together 
with the failure of the US base in Qatar to in-
tercept the Israeli aircraft, prompted Saudi 
Arabia to reassess the scale of the Israeli 
threat.((2( 

The timing is particularly significant. Is-
rael struck Qatar on 9 September 2025; 
on 17 September, approximately one week 
later, Saudi Arabia concluded its first mutu-
al defence agreement with Pakistan. This 
sequence provides a clear indication that 
the agreement represented an initial re-
sponse to the Israeli strike on Qatar and to 
Israel’s declaration that it would strike any 
state it deemed a threat, at any time.((2( 

Against this backdrop, Saudi Arabia’s 
entry into an alliance with Pakistan, a nucle-
ar-armed state, and Türkiye, with its highly 
trained and capable naval and ground forc-
es as well as its advanced defence industry, 
(30) could help contain Israel, prevent it from 
disrupting the regional balance of power, 
and forestall its emergence as a hegem-
onic power capable of threatening other 
states in the region.

Third: Future Prospects and 
Challenges

Despite the potential security benefits 
of mutual defence treaties, achieving a bal-
ance of power through alliance formation 
is far from straightforward. Translating 
an alliance into operational reality can be a 
slow process, requiring considerable time 
to coordinate efforts, operations and joint 
missions among the allies, as well as to es-
tablish a unified command capable of di-
recting joint forces in the field.((3( 
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Against this backdrop, both Iran and Is-
rael may seek to test the effectiveness of 
the agreement. In Iran’s case, it can be ex-
pected to mobilise its proxies in Iraq and 
Yemen to carry out coordinated attacks 
against a range of high-value strategic tar-
gets inside Saudi Arabia, including energy 
facilities and desalination plants.

This prospect is consistent with a Saudi 
statement that the Kingdom had obtained 
intelligence indicating that the Houthi mi-
litias in Yemen and Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF) militias in Iraq, under the su-
pervision of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC), were planning large-
scale, coordinated attacks against sensi-
tive targets inside the Kingdom.((3( 

Iran is therefore likely to test the effec-
tiveness of the trilateral alliance’s response 
to such attacks and recalibrate its future 
policy accordingly. The stronger and more 
decisive the alliance’s response to these 
probing attacks, the greater the pressure 
on Iran to revise its military posture and 
exercise greater caution in targeting Saudi 
facilities in the future.

This would not, however, necessarily 
deter Iran from risking attacks on Saudi 
critical infrastructure if the United States 
were to strike Iranian strategic facilities 
following the failure of the ongoing US-Iran 
negotiations.

Israel, by contrast, is likely to test the al-
liance differently. It may escalate its viola-
tions in the West Bank and Gaza, expand its 
settlement policy, disregard the two-state 
solution, and intensify military pressure on 
the new regime in Syria without launching 
a full-scale attack, thereby testing the ex-
tent to which the three states can mount 
a unified diplomatic response. Israel rec-
ognises that a new military venture is not 
currently in its interests as it seeks to con-
centrate its efforts on Iran.

Over the longer term, however, the tri-
lateral alliance could have wider implica-
tions for the regional order. If it succeeds 

in coordinating its efforts and unifying its 
military and diplomatic responses, it could 
make a significant contribution to restor-
ing the regional balance of power and po-
tentially give rise to a broader regional or-
der, particularly if major Arab states such 
as Egypt were to join the agreement.

Such a development could also reduce 
the region’s reliance on the US presence 
as a means of guaranteeing regional secu-
rity, thereby easing the tensions that this 
presence has generated since the Second 
Gulf War. This outcome is by no means as-
sured, however. Its realisation will ultimate-
ly depend on the sincerity and seriousness 
with which the alliance members uphold 
their commitments.

Conclusion

This study concludes that the establish-
ment of the trilateral alliance between Sau-
di Arabia, Türkiye and Pakistan under the 
Mecca Joint Defence Agreement marks a 
significant shift in Saudi security thinking: a 
move away from near-total reliance on the 
US security umbrella towards more au-
tonomous defence arrangements based 
on diversified partnerships and the pursuit 
of a new regional balance of power.

The analysis shows that this shift 
was not driven by any single factor, but 
emerged from an accumulation of securi-
ty and strategic considerations, most no-
tably declining confidence in US security 
commitments, the growing Iranian threat, 
and mounting concerns that the regional 
balance of power could tilt in Israel’s favour.

The study further demonstrates that 
the trilateral alliance is grounded in the 
logic of balance of threat. Through this alli-
ance, Saudi Arabia seeks to bring together 
the complementary military and political 
capabilities of the three states, raising the 
cost of potential threats and strengthen-
ing its deterrent capacity.

The alliance’s success, however, will 
depend on the ability of its members to 
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overcome significant practical challenges, 
foremost among them establishing effec-
tive mechanisms for military coordination, 
aligning their political positions, and trans-
lating the agreement from written com-
mitments into an effective security frame-
work.

The Mecca Joint Defence Agreement 

could therefore mark the beginning of a 
new pattern of security arrangements in 
the Middle East. Whether it does so, how-
ever, will depend on the resilience of the 
alliance, its ability to withstand future chal-
lenges, and the capacity of its members to 
translate shared interests into sustained 
strategic cooperation.
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