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he Trump administration has been on a dealmaking spree in the Middle East. Over just the past few months, the administration has signed a new trade agreement

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2026/07/agreement-between-the-united-states-of-america-and-the-hashemite-kingdom-of-jordan-on-reciprocal-trade/)

with Jordan, granted the United Arab Emirates access (https://www.bis.gov/press-release/department-commerce-eases-export-controls-uae) to the most advanced American artificial

intelligence chips, lifted (https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesman/2026/08/rescission-of-syrias-designation-as-a-state-sponsor-of-terrorism) sanctions on Syria,

approved (https://www.state.gov/releases/bureau-of-political-military-affairs/2026/09/kingdom-of-saudi-arabia-f-35-lightning-ii-joint-strike-fighter-aircraft) F-35 sales to Saudi

Arabia (and said it would consider (https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/watch-trump-says-in-erdogan-meeting-that-u-s-will-lift-turkey-sanctions-consider-selling-f-35s) selling

them to Turkey), approved (https://www.nytimes.com/2026/09/15/us/politics/trump-israel-bombs.html) a major arms package for Israel, and signed

(https://www.energy.gov/articles/united-states-and-saudi-arabia-reach-historic-nuclear-cooperation-agreement) a landmark civil nuclear cooperation agreement with Saudi Arabia.

Each U.S.-stamped deal may make sense on its own terms, and many create huge opportunities for American companies. But as the United States’ partners are increasingly one another’s

rivals, this means that Washington is arming and equipping all sides of the region’s many rifts. So do these deals add up to a larger strategy to support the United States’ long-term interests

in the region? Not quite.

In fact, Washington seems to have no theory of how (or whether) to weigh its many deals against one another. That puts the administration’s own policy goals at risk: Expanding the

Abraham Accords, building trade and energy corridors that are insulated from external shocks, and enabling regional partners to carry more of the security burden all depend on these

partners not working against one another.

The United States does not necessarily need a grand geoeconomic vision for a region that is notoriously unkind to sweeping plans. But it should have a modest plan to ensure that its various

policy moves do not directly undercut one another.

The Iran war has broadened and deepened many of the rifts among U.S. partners. Normalization between Saudi Arabia and Israel also seemed within reach before Hamas’s Oct. 7, 2023,

attack, but is now frozen  (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/07/06/saudi-iran-order-israel-palestine/) . Instead, Saudi Arabia has joined Pakistan and Turkey in the Mecca defense pact

(https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/10/08/mecca-pact-pakistan-turkey-saudi-houthi-yemen/) , against the backdrop of growing cooperation between Israel and the UAE. Once aligned on

many issues, Saudi Arabia and the UAE are now openly competing  (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/01/08/saudi-arabia-uae-dispute-yemen-sudan/) for regional leadership in

economics and technology. Israel and Turkey, in turn, have grown increasingly antagonistic (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/08/27/turkey-israel-syria-middle-east-us-allies/) ,

including over Syria (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/eight-israeli-airstrikes-hit-syrias-abu-al-duhur-airbase-no-casualties-state-tv-2026-08-18/) , which is untangling

itself from Washington’s decades-old web of sanctions. This summer, Israel and Greece’s joint desire to check Turkish influence culminated in the signing of a historic defense deal

(https://apnews.com/article/israel-greece-weapons-deal-5bcedf73e5b5f6f5e3653405abdc70b9) .

So how has Washington managed this increasingly fractured landscape? In August, the Trump administration approved (https://www.energy.gov/articles/united-states-and-saudi-

arabia-reach-historic-nuclear-cooperation-agreement) a multibillion-dollar civilian nuclear deal with Saudi Arabia, and in September, it approved the sale

(https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/us-state-department-oks-possible-243-billion-military-aircraft-sale-saudi-arabia-2026-09-17/) of F-35 jets to the kingdom

(both deals are still pending congressional approval). Ahead of the July NATO Summit in Ankara, Turkey, U.S. President Donald Trump said he would consider

(https://abcnews.com/Politics/trump-hell-giving-turkey-35-jets-adds-us/story?id=134547490) allowing Turkey to buy the F-35, although it remains banned by U.S. law

(https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-116publ92/html/PLAW-

116publ92.htm#:~:text=SEC.%201245.%20LIMITATION%20ON%20TRANSFER%20OF%20F%2D35%20AIRCRAFT%20TO%20TURKEY.%0A%0A%20%20%20%20(a)%20Limitation.%2D%2D)

from doing so until it gives up its Russian S-400 air defense system. Since Israel, Turkey, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia all have advanced fighters and nuclear know-how but remain acute

geopolitical competitors, these deals could fuel a regional arms race and erode Israel’s qualitative military edge, long a cornerstone of U.S. defense and foreign policy.

AI is only accelerating this dynamic. Stargate UAE—part of a planned (https://www.khaleejtimes.com/uae/stargate-uae-phase-1-in-two-years) 5-gigawatt campus in Abu Dhabi built

around (https://gulfnews.com/business/markets/uae-openai-will-build-massive-stargate-ai-center-in-abu-dhabi-1.500136990) the Emirati AI champion G42 alongside

(https://openai.com/index/introducing-stargate-uae/) OpenAI, Cisco, Nvidia, SoftBank, and Oracle—is the anchor of the country’s ambition to be a regional and global AI hub. Meanwhile,

a few hundred miles away, Saudi Arabia’s HUMAIN, backed by the kingdom’s Public Investment Fund, is pursuing (https://press.aboutamazon.com/2025/11/aws-and-humain-expand-

partnership-with-nvidia-ai-infrastructure-and-aws-ai-chip-deal-to-drive-global-ai-innovation) a similar goal with the same U.S. chipmaker (Nvidia) and a competing cloud provider

(Amazon Web Services). The result is two national AI stacks built on the same U.S. technology, each under its own bilateral terms. In short, U.S. deals are creating duplication rather than

synergy on a critical emerging technology.
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The administration’s deliberately disconnected bilateral deals could end up fueling regional rivalries that undermine U.S.
interests and the president’s own policy goals.
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Of course, bilateral dealmaking with allies and partners that benefits a country’s own companies is not inherently flawed. China and India have each used this playbook in the Middle East.

Through its Belt and Road Initiative  (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/04/03/china-belt-and-road-initiative-reinvention-trade/) , China has signed (https://greenfdc.org/wp-

content/uploads/2026/07/Nedopil-2026_China-BRI-Investment-Report-2026-H1.pdf) tens of billions of dollars a year in construction contracts across the Middle East, many with

regional rivals. In 2021, China signed (https://www.reuters.com/world/china/iran-china-sign-25-year-cooperation-agreement-2021-03-27/) a 25-year economic framework with Iran,

even as it remains the Gulf Cooperation Council’s largest trading partner. India, for its part, has inked comprehensive economic partnership agreements with the UAE

(https://cepacouncil.com/) and Oman (https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2267513&reg=48&lang=2) . Its government and private sector have financed major

transportation corridors across the region and operate ports in Iran (https://www.reuters.com/world/india/india-sign-10-year-pact-with-iran-chabahar-port-management-et-

reports-2024-05-13/) and Israel (https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/adani-led-group-completes-purchase-israels-haifa-port-2023-01-10/) .

Crucially, though, unlike the United States, neither China nor India has been a security guarantor in the region  (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/04/06/iran-war-china-geopolitics-

trump-superpower-rivalry-strategy-united-states/) . This means that even though U.S. companies are getting big contracts, Washington has much more to lose. A clash between Israel

and Turkey (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/07/10/israel-netanyahu-turkey-erdogan-politics-election-iran/) , or an open break between Saudi Arabia and the UAE, would leave

Washington on both sides of a fight that it helped finance, with key alliances hanging in the balance.

Administration officials say that bilateral deals are themselves the strategy and that managing rivalries among partners isn’t Washington’s job. This week, U.S. Ambassador to Turkey Tom

Barrack told (https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/trump-envoy-tells-nervous-gulf-allies-u-s-cant-guarantee-security-forever-f5af8521?st=PUrRUd) the Global Security Forum

in Doha, Qatar, “America as the guarantor to the world, for the last 80 years, it is no longer there...We don’t have a playbook. We’re all on audibles. We can go one play at a time.”

Barrack isn’t entirely wrong: U.S. partners will not (and should not) be dictated to, and the United States has historically overstated its ability to smooth over the region’s many thorny

geopolitical rivalries. It is also natural for countries in the region to compete and court (https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/09/25/gulf-states-iran-trump-oil-energy-hormuz/) the same

U.S. firms, and for Wall Street financiers to realize their own ambitions. But this doesn’t mean that the United States should be aggravating fault lines in ways that will ultimately hurt it.

Washington can do better. The administration already plans to screen outbound investment (https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/02/america-first-investment-

policy/) , focused on protecting U.S. national security and preventing technology transfers to adversaries. The White House should establish a similar review process for multistakeholder

deals, so that before major bilateral agreements are finalized, the entire U.S. government can assess how it impacts regionwide interests.

There is also the newly formed (https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesman/2026/07/state-department-hosts-inaugural-meeting-of-the-economic-diplomacy-action-

group) U.S. Economic Diplomacy Action Group, a committee now chaired by Secretary of State Marco Rubio that brings together officials across more than a dozen federal agencies to

coordinate commercial diplomacy. This could serve as a useful interagency platform to reconcile U.S. deals with U.S. policy priorities. Moreover, the UAE, Qatar, and Israel are already

members of Pax Silica (https://www.state.gov/pax-silica) , an initiative intended to build a global coalition  (https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/12/18/trump-ai-critical-minerals-supply-

chain-tech-pax-silica/) around AI infrastructure and supply chains. This organization could also help promote shared security and technology standards in the region.

It would also help if economic deals were used to incentivize cooperative behavior. For example, expanded foreign military sales to Turkey could be tied to deconfliction in Syria with Israel.

Saudi civil nuclear cooperation could be linked to investment in Syria’s reconstruction. And U.S. export licenses for cutting-edge AI chips could be used to promote common security and

technology standards among Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and other partners eager for access to American frontier technology.

The Trump administration should also deploy its economic tools to back helpful cross-border projects without insisting that countries first sign on to the Abraham Accords. These could

include rail corridors connecting the Arab Gulf states to Turkey through the Levant, major infrastructure and electricity projects that would make energy flows more reliable, and regional

desalination and water projects that could make the region’s population more secure.

Finally, someone in the administration needs to own all of this. An ambassador-level regional coordinator could help make sure these deals add up to more than the sum of their parts. And

a new focus on strategic coherence would ensure that American economic dealmaking in the region advances U.S. interests, rather than inadvertently leaving Washington on both sides of

the next conflict.
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reflect the official positions or views of the U.S. government.
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