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Brief Analysis

The steps taken to actually implement Riyadh and Tehran’s new normalization accord bear close watching given the
uncertainties surrounding their 1998 and 2001 agreements.

o fficial statements about the new Chinese-brokered (https://www.washingtoninstitute.or:
agreement to normalize Iran-Saudi relations have referenced two previous agreements between the regional parties: the “General Agreement for Cooperation in the Fields of
Economy, Trade, Investment, Technology, Science, Culture, Sports, and Youth,” signed on May 27, 1998, and a security cooperation agreement signed on April 17, 2001. Yet a closer look at

these agreements reveals puzzling uncertainties about their current legal standing and activation status.

Saudi Procedures for International Agreements
iyadh’s approval of treaties and international agreements is governed by Article 70 of the Saudi Basic Law (https://ncar.gov.sa/Documents/Details?
1d=QOjlTuDWZEW1yFNp2Y4szw%3D%3D) , Article 20 of the Council of Ministers Law (https://ncar.gov.sa/Documents/Details?1d=1%2BcZCVxZKh%2BiYPChOVALTg%3D%3D) ,
and Article 18 of the Shura Council Law (https://ncar.gov.sa/Documents/Details?Id=TD206h6RCVECA6E0%2BOMPMA%3D%3D) . The ratification process includes multiple steps. First,

a draft is submitted to the Shura Council, the kingdom’s consultative body, then assigned to the relevant committees for deliberation before being incorporated into the council’s agenda.

The adaptation and discussion stages follow, then voting, which requires absolute majority approval before a draft is submitted to the king. The king in turn forwards it to the cabinet
(Council of Ministers) for a process similar to that used by the Shura Council. If the cabinet approves the draft, it goes back to the king for signature and ratification. In case of disagreement

between the two councils, the draft must be returned to the Shura Council for consultation before being submitted directly to the king, who makes the final decision.

Notably, all such agreements are issued by “Royal Decree,” not “Royal Order.” Although both types of proclamation are issued by the king, orders do not require the same two-council

ratification process as decrees.

In the case of the 1998 General Agreement with Iran, the draft was approved by the Shura Council
(https://www.shura.gov.sa/wps/wem/connect/ShuraArabic/internet/Councils+Resolutions/Second+Term/Second+Year/) on September 27 of that year, and media reports indicate
that it was formally ratified by the cabinet on November 10. For the 2001 security cooperation deal, the cabinet authorized former interior minister Nayef bin Abdulaziz to sign the

agreement with Iran that January via Decision no. 249, then reportedly ratified it on September 23 after the Shura Council approved it.

Interestingly, however, neither treaty has been published by the Saudi National Center for Archives and Records (NCAR), whose holdings comprise at least 900 international agreements
dating back to 1961. NCAR has published other Saudi bilateral agreements that are similar in name, content, and timeframe to the 1998 and 2001 accords with Iran, including deals with
ilippi %3D%3D) (October 1994), Russia (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?
1d=jENeAAjUWBOJXIuSUsvBng%3D%3D) (November 1994), Czech Republic (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?1d=1UiP%2BwHk0dj2BqNFNf8J8g%3D%3D) (March 2002),
Uruguay (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?1d=nGRJ1M8bmu5IiXgqsmz9%2FQ%3D%3D) (April 2002), Romania (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?
1d=UGIwJubte0Z8y%2BKhFCDIwWQ%3D%3D) (June 2002), Ethiopia (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?Id=e0%2BMu%2F7%2BInC043NdsNDVug%3D%3D) (October 2002),
Tajikistan (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?Id=1tjpDMIBLDgpmRZS50NihA%3D%3D) (May 2003), Sri Lanka (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?
1d=g7Q80izubUutR15vd0Z5yA%3D%3D) (December 2003), China (https://ncar.gov.sa/Conventions/Details?1d=qZxge6lpJe%2BrbAZKCdZXTA%3D%3D) (2006), and many more. Even
inactive or nulled agreements are available. The Saudi Archives Law (https://laws.boe.gov.sa/BoeLaws/Laws/LawDetails/a4d3a985-a838-47e8-977e-a9a700f16c1c/1) and NCAR’s
internal bylaws (https://ncar.gov.sa/Documents/Details?Id=upM1%2Febgy%2BJPy3p69myNOw%3D%3D) require that all unclassified state records be properly archived and made

available for public access, including documents like the Iran agreements, so their omission is puzzling.

Moreover, both Riyadh and Tehran have repeatedly expressed their willingness to “activate” the 2001 agreement, but with little to show for it. The joint security committee formed as part of
the deal has met twice (November 2001 and April 2008 (https://www.spa.gov.sa/549833?lang=ar&newsid=549833) ) on the sub-ministerial level to discuss ways of activating
(https://www.spa.gov.sa/5511662lang=ar&newsid=551166) the agreement. And in 2016, Iran’s ambassador to Saudi Arabia stated that then-president Hassan Rouhani was interested
(https://aawsat.com/home/article/568861/. nlc-claicVl-yor-thal-lini-deds-gliaa- gl ad-@ilull- ailuyl-uawll) in activating it. Yet their joint statement (http://se.china-
embassy.gov.cn/eng/z. 0/202303/t20230311_11039241.htm) about the new normalization deal includes a reminder that they have yet to “implement” the security agreement more

than two decades after it was signed.

Next Steps
ffirming and activating these past agreements would be an important indicator of each country’s willingness to move beyond the mere reopening of embassies and other initial
diplomatic steps mentioned in the recent announcement. In Riyadh, it remains unclear whether certain cabinet ministers are opposed to deeper normalization with Iran, as some may

be skeptical about the long-term prospects of cooperating with an often-hostile regional rival.
In Tehran, officials would need to clarify if their government ever completed ratification of the past agreements. Iran’s Shura Council and Guardian Council approved them both at the time,

but it is unclear whether they are still in effect. If the two governments proceed with the necessary affirmations in the near term, it would be a significant signal of bilateral progress.

Implementing specific articles from the 2001 agreement would be an even more potent demonstration of strengthening ties. As described in the Farsi text (http://nazarat.shora-

rc.ir/Forms/frmMatn.aspx?
id00=uwKdIzJsVBE=&TN=17tLyhyOobj0S00AFUE3mxNvtpCLep2dxbPdNDkZ5RA=&MN=csaqpt/F900=&id=6/mheOWHz0M=&tablename02=17tLyhyO0obj0S00AFUE3m68PnpG7MruN

, the agreement identifies the interior ministers of each country as the primary points of contact. Officials in Washington and other capitals should therefore keep a close eye on whether the
two governments and their previously mentioned joint security committee establish and maintain contact under these terms, especially since Article 6 of the agreement allows either side to

refuse to cooperate.
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Monitoring developments related to the 1998 General Agreement would provide similar insight into the relationship’s true trajectory. For example, cooperation on low-cost, low-
commitment initiatives in the sports and cultural sectors would be a notable first step considering Riyadh’s growing interest in those fields. Yet deeper economic cooperation may prove
difficult—although the Saudi Public Investment Fund has occasionally played a role in advancing bilateral relations, Iran’s economic wherewithal is greatly limited by heavy international

sanctions.

Apart from any further action on the 1998 and 2001 agreements, policymakers should watch for diplomatic steps such as reopening embassies, dispatching ambassadors, and establishing
minister-level relations on various issues. Also notable will be how the two governments handle Iranian participation in the upcoming Hajj pilgrimage, which has often been a contentious

issue. They signed a memorandum of understanding (https://en.irna.ir/news/84994849/Iran-Saudi-Arabia-ink-MoU-on-Hajj) on that matter in early January, so they may find

coordination and cooperation easier this year.
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