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U.S. to sell Saudis smart bombs to help keep Iran in
check
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(01-15) 04:00 PST Riyadh, Saudi Arabia — President Bush delivered a sophisticated weapons
sale for  Saudi  Arabia on Monday,  trying to  bolster  defenses against  threats  from U.S.
adversary Iran and muster support in this oil-rich kingdom for a long-stalled Mideast peace
agreement.

On a surprisingly cold day with blustery winds, Bush received a warm embrace from King
Abdullah, whose family wields almost absolute rule. Among ordinary Saudis and across
much of the Mideast, Bush is unpopular, particularly because of the Iraq war and unflinching
U.S. support for Israel.

Bush and Abdullah were going to some lengths over two days to emphasize their strong
personal ties.

Saudi Arabia holds the world’s largest oil reserves and surging fuel costs are putting a major
strain  on the  troubled U.S.  economy.  But  White  House officials  said  it  was  unclear  if  Bush
raised the subject with the king. The issue has come up in earlier stops on Bush’s eight-day
trip, largely in the context of his quest for alternate fuels and sources of energy, the officials
said.

White House counselor Ed Gillespie said Mideast leaders have “talked about the nature of
the market and the vast demand that’s on the world market today for oil.” He said that was
“a legitimate and accurate point.”

Coinciding  with  Bush’s  arrival,  the  administration  officially  notified  Congress  it  will  offer
Saudi Arabia sophisticated Joint Direct Attack Munitions – or smart bomb – technology and
related equipment. The deal envisions the transfer of 900 of the precision-guided bomb kits,
worth $123 million, that would give Saudi forces highly accurate targeting abilities.

Some lawmakers fear the systems could be used against Israel,  but Congress appears
unlikely to block the deal because of Saudi Arabia’s cooperation in the war on terror and in
deterring aggression from Iran.

Rep. Tom Lantos, D-San Mateo, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, does not
intend to consider a resolution of disapproval, spokeswoman Lynne Weil said.
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The  arms  deal  creates  a  dilemma  for  lawmakers,  especially  for  Democrats  eager  to
challenge Bush’s handling of foreign policy. At the same time, they see Saudi Arabia’s
cooperation as crucial to the war on terror and in deterring aggression from Iran.

“We need to be convinced that the sale makes sense militarily and ensure that it in no way
harms our security or those of our allies,” said Sen. Joseph Biden, D-Del., chairman of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “We must also make certain that the administration
does not just try to use a few arms sales to substitute for the comprehensive, coherent
strategy we need for the region.”

The United States already has notified Congress of five other packages to Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait, including Patriot missiles. The total amount of eventual
sales  as  part  of  the  Gulf  Security  Dialogue  is  estimated  at  $20  billion,  a  figure  subject  to
actual purchases.

The sales are a key element in Bush’s strategy to shore up defenses against Iran, which the
president has deemed the world’s top state sponsor of terrorism. Saudi Arabia and other
gulf states, with majority Sunni Muslim populations, harbor deep suspicions about Shiite
Iran’s rising power and want to make sure the United States remains committed to keeping
Tehran’s ambitions in check. At the same time, Arab allies are worried that the world
economy would suffer heavily if the U.S. dispute with Iran turns into a military confrontation.

On Mideast peace, Saudi Arabia handed Bush a coup by taking part in the U.S.-sponsored
Mideast peace conference in Annapolis, Md., in November. Bush was expected to encourage
Saudi Arabia during his visit to use some of its vast wealth to help struggling Palestinians
build the foundations of a future state. Bush also sees support from Arab neighbors as
crucial to the Palestinian leadership being able to successfully negotiate with Israel over
borders and other contentious issues.

Abdullah, for his part, was expected to urge Bush to keep up the pressure on Israel to halt
settlements in Palestinian territories.

Bush’s drive to spread democracy across the Mideast was another likely topic. The king has
tried to push some reforms on education and women’s rights, and there have been limited
municipal council elections. But he has been cautious and limited in his effort.

Posing for  pictures,  the  king and the president  did  not  speak about  political  matters.
Abdullah presented Bush with what appeared to be a medallion of gold with white and green
stones, suspended from a gold palm tree emblem with crossed swords.

“The least we can do in providing you hospitality is to provide you with the highest order of
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and that is the Order of the late King Abdul Aziz, founder of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,” Abdullah said, speaking through a translator.
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