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Divergence of interests?

Majid Nabi Burfat

The Middle East is witnessing
a dangerous escalation as Yemen’s
Houthi movement intensifies its
attacks on Saudi Arabia, bringing
the security of major aviation
hubs and critical infrastructure
into sharp focus. Recent missile
and drone strikes on King Khalid
International Airport in Riyadh
have caused civilian casualties
and widespread disruption to air
travel, raising serious questions
about Saudi Arabia’s air-defence
capabilities and the vulnerability
of its economic ambitions. The
attacks also revive a broader
geopolitical question: while
Washington and the Houthis have
previously reached an Oman-
mediated ceasefire, could their
competing strategic interests be
reshaping the USA’s security
relationship with Riyadh?

To understand this emerging
crisis, one must examine the
military calculations behind the
attacks, their potential ecoas the
USA made an under-the-table
deal with the Houthis?nomic
consequences, and the diplomatic
manoeuvring surrounding the Red
Sea and the Arabian Peninsula.

The Houthi campaign against
Saudi Arabia’s airports and other
critical infrastructure can be
understood through three strategic
considerations.

First, attacks on airports can
serve as a means of retaliation
and political coercion. The
Houthis have long opposed
Saudi military intervention in
Yemen and restrictions affecting
areas under their control,
including those associated with
Sana’a International Airport.

By threatening Saudi aviation
infrastructure, they can attempt

to impose costs on Riyadh and
signal that the conflict cannot be
contained within Yemen’s borders.
Whether this represents a formally
articulated “airport-for-airport”
doctrine, however, requires direct
evidence from Houthi statements.

Until a durable political

settlement reduces the incentives
for continued escalation, Saudi
Arabia’s airports, economic
infrastructure and international
ambitions will remain exposed to
the risks of asymmetric warfare.
Second, the attacks threaten
the economic foundations of Saudi
Arabia’s Vision 2030 programme.

Under Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman, the Kingdom has
invested heavily in transforming
itself into a global centre for
business, tourism, logistics and
international investment. These
ambitions depend substantially
on perceptions of security and
stability. Repeated attacks on
Riyadh’s airport could undermine
investor confidence, disrupt
international travel and complicate
efforts to attract global businesses
and visitors. Even when military
targets are not the primary
objective, the economic and
psychological consequences of
threatening civilian aviation can be
considerable.

Third, the attacks expose the
challenges of defending critical
infrastructure against asymmetric
warfare. Saudi Arabia operates

advanced air-defence systems,
including US-made Patriot and
THAAD platforms. Nevertheless,
sophisticated defensive equipment
cannot guarantee the interception
of every incoming threat,
particularly when defenders

must protect a wide geographical
area against different types of

missiles and drones. The cost of
intercepting relatively inexpensive
drones can also create an
unfavourable economic equation
for the defending side. Although
saturation tactics are a recognised
concern in modern warfare, claims
that a particular combination of
drones and missiles overwhelmed
Saudi radar or interception
systems should be supported by
operational evidence. Beyond the
military confrontation lies a more
complicated diplomatic question:
what do Washington’s previous
dealings with the Houthis reveal
about its priorities in the region?
In May 2025, Oman announced
a ceasefire agreement between
the USA and the Houthis
following diplomatic contacts
aimed at reducing escalation and
protecting international shipping.

The publicly stated arrangement
provided that neither side would
target the other, including US
vessels in the Red Sea and Bab al-
Mandeb Strait. The agreement was
therefore not secret, although the
extent of the negotiations and the
strategic calculations behind them
merit continued scrutiny.

That distinction is important. A
diplomatic understanding designed
to protect US shipping does not,
by itself, establish that Washington
made a parallel commitment to
leave Saudi Arabia exposed to
Houthi attacks. Nor does it prove
that the Houthis received informal
recognition in exchange for
restraining their operations against
US interests.

Nevertheless, the episode
illustrates a fundamental feature
of international politics: major
powers frequently pursue limited
agreements to protect their
immediate interests, even when
their regional partners have
broader security concerns.

For Washington, safeguarding
maritime trade, protecting its
personnel and avoiding an open-
ended military commitment are

important strategic considerations.
For Riyadh, the priorities are
different but overlapping:
defending its territory, securing its
infrastructure and preventing the
Yemen conflict from threatening
its economic transformation.
These interests may align in some
circumstances and diverge in
others.

The latest attacks have
consequently intensified the
question of how far Saudi Arabia
can rely on external security
partnerships during a rapidly
changing regional crisis. The issue
is not necessarily that the USA
has abandoned its ally, but that an
alliance does not automatically
guarantee identical threat
perceptions, military commitments
or responses to every escalation.

Saudi Arabia must therefore
consider a combination of
credible deterrence, stronger air
defence coordination, regional
diplomacy and sustained efforts
to address the underlying conflict
in Yemen. Military retaliation
alone may impose costs on the
Houthis, but without a viable
political settlement, it may also
perpetuate the cycle of attack and
counterattack.

Ultimately, the crisis extends
beyond the security of an
individual airport. It concerns
the resilience of Saudi Arabia’s
economic ambitions, the reliability
of regional security partnerships
and the future of maritime stability
around one of the world’s most
strategically important waterways.

The central question is not
simply whether a secret US-
Houthi deal exists. It is whether
Washington’s efforts to protect its
own interests can be reconciled
with Saudi Arabia’s demand for
reliable security— or whether
the growing divergence between
those priorities will force Riyadh
to reconsider the foundations of its
regional strategy.

Until a durable political
settlement reduces the incentives
for continued escalation, Saudi
Arabia’s airports, economic
infrastructure and international
ambitions will remain exposed to
the risks of asymmetric warfare.
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