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By Storm King Analytics 
 
Overview  
 
Significant changes in both domestic and regional politics underway since 2013 
make it difficult to tell who the true power players in the Arab Gulf are today. There 
are a few big names, but who is actually calling the shots? Who are the idea people? 
And who comprises the networks necessary for the successful implementation of 
the ambitious modernization plans laid out by the relatively young ruling elites who 
are shaking up how the game is played? These are the questions we are seeking to 
answer using network science methodologies applied to open source data on the 
elite power networks operating in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE).  
 
Since 2013, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE have all experienced leadership 
changes, ushering in younger leaders anxious to consolidate power and realize 
ambitious plans for the future. Starting in 2013, Qatar’s Emir Hamad peacefully 
abdicated, placing his thirty-three year old son, Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani on the 
throne. In 2014, UAE President (and Abu Dhabi Emir) suffered a stroke that has 
resulted in Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan’s rise in 
power, in anticipation of his assumption of the Presidency upon his brother’s future 
death. In 2015, King Salman came to the throne in Saudi Arabia following the death 
of King Abdallah – a firm believer in the exercise of soft power and backroom 
politics. King Salman has departed from Abdallah’s process at least as much as his 
policies, especially when it comes to the issue of succession. He has been an 
unabashed advocate of his thirty-three year old son, Muhammad bin Salman (MBS), 
who is expected to take the throne sooner than later, possibly by the end of 2018.  
 
There is a long history of friction between Doha on the one side and Riyadh and Abu 
Dhabi on the other. These historical rivalries are finding new expression in a 
younger generation of leaders within the GCC, including the boycott Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE launched against Qatar starting in June 2017 and continuing through 
the publication of this paper. As each leader looks ahead to what they hope will 
amount to several decades of rule, the time now becomes ripe to determine the 
pecking order for the region. Many of the current changes in power dynamics, both 
domestically and regionally, become more understandable when viewed from 
within this lens.  
 
However, in order to grasp what is happening regionally, we must first understand 
the elite power networks operating within each country. This paper seeks to 
identify those networks, as well as some of the common attributes shared by 
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members of those networks, using open source data and network science 
methodologies. 
 
 
United Arab Emirates 
 
The UAE is in some ways the most politically stable and also the most complex of the 
Gulf nations. A federation of seven monarchical states, each with its own ruling 
family, the UAE has been ruled since 2004 by 69 year old President Khalifa bin 
Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, who is also the Emir of Abu Dhabi.  Mohammed bin 
Rashid al-Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai, became the Prime Minister and Vice 
President in 2006. However,  57 year old Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, Crown 
Prince of Abu Dhabi, is credited with driving the ship of state since UAE President 
Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed experienced a stroke in 2014. Despite the use of titles 
associated with democratically elected rulers, the presidency of the UAE 
customarily is held by  the ruler of Abu Dhabi (a member of  the al-Nahyan family), 
the wealthiest of the Emirates.  The ruler of Dubai (al-Maktoum family) is 
customarily the vice president and prime minister of the UAE. Therefore, when 
Khalifa bin Zayed experienced a stroke in 2014, it was his brother Mohammed bin 
Zayed who stepped up to carry the mantle of leadership in fact, if not in title.  
 
The Heritage Foundation’s 2018 Index of Economic Freedom ranks the UAE as 
mostly free (10th out of 180 countries). However, political power resides with the 
patriarchs of the al-Nahyan and al-Maktoum families who are working together 
toward goals outlined in the UAE Centennial 2071 project, which stipulates its goal 
as nothing less than to make the UAE the best country in the world by 2071. Many 
minister positions, presided over by the prime minister and under the supreme 
control of the president, are occupied by younger people (primarily, but not 
exclusively, male) who come from wealthy Emirati families. However, the most 
important positions in the government are reserved for royal family members, 
especially from the Bani Yas tribe, which is comprised of the al-Nahyan and al-
Maktoum. The al-Qassimi tribe also rules two emirates, Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah, 
though each emir exercises considerable power over his emirate, including over 
mineral rights and revenue. All seven emirs also sit on the Federal Supreme Council, 
which as already mentioned, on paper has an elected President and Vice President 
for a five years term, however, those seats are reserved for the rulers of Abu Dhabi 
(president) and Dubai (vice president). 

 
Generally, the present political arrangements, though complex and undemocratic, 
are stable. The emirates are prosperous and intent on becoming more so, and as 
such will pursue stability since stability is good for business. However, there is 
potential for future conflict between Abu Dhabi and Dubai regarding the UAE’s 
foreign policies vis-a-vis Iran. For economic reasons Dubai is much closer to Iran 
than Abu Dhabi. Dubai also has a large Iranian expatriate community, including a 
high number of Iranian traders. Abu Dhabi, by contrast, has pursued close ties with 
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Saudi Arabia, so much so that Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan has been described 
by many as a mentor to the Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman. Given 
Riyadh’s geopolitical tensions with Tehran, including an increased willingness to 
flex Saudi military might in addition to its economic strength, it is conceivable the 
UAE’s top positions could succumb to a level of competition between the al-
Maktoum and al-Nahyan. 
 
Qatar 
 
The transition of power that resulted in Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani becoming Emir 
in 2013 was the first of its kind in modern Arabia. His father, Emir Hamad, abdicated 
under his own terms on his own time, which was the culmination of a slow and 
deliberate process to hand power peacefully to his thirty-three year old fourth son.  
Rumors persist that Emir Hamad continues to pull the strings behind the scenes. 
However, even if this is to some extent true, it is in the best interest of the al-Thani 
family to continue to present a unified front.  One unintended consequence of the 
recent Saudi and Emirati campaigns against Qatar has been to elevate Emir Tamim’s 
popularity domestically, which combined with five successful years as the head of 
government means Emir Tamim is the uncontested final authority in Qatar at this 
point.  
 
Since 2013, Emir Tamim has replaced key members of his father’s government with 
men, and to a lesser extent women, of his own choosing. Tamim’s trusted candidates 
tend to be younger and educated at private universities in the United States or 
United Kingdom. They tend to be well educated, having advanced degrees, and 
frequently have significant experience within their fields of expertise. These changes 
have been paced and have resulted in negligible negative feedback while Qatar has 
continued to grow and thrive, so that it boasted the highest per capita GDP in the 
world in 2016. The recent boycott has put unanticipated economic strain on the 
small nation, but Qatar has demonstrated that, thanks to  vast fiscal reserves and on-
going natural gas export, it can weather this storm.  
 
Emir Tamim uses soft power (economics) to cement his power base, both through 
the networking of supporters via various corporate (many state-owned) boards and 
through the rentierism that keeps most Qataris content with the limited political 
freedoms available to them. The al-Thani family remains central to maintaining the 
Emir’s political and economic stability, however the roles of the Qahtan and al-
Muhannada tribes, and the al-Attiyah and al-Kuwairi families, are key to maintaining 
a balance of soft power across Qatari society.  Al-Thanis can be found in key 
positions of government, with less powerful ministries and positions assigned to 
members from other tribes, but board memberships in key state-run enterprises 
tend to include all the families listed above. 
 
Qatar remains a tribal society, with the al-Thanis in charge of government and other 
key tribes/families dominating other key sectors or services, such as finance, media, 
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and the oil and gas industry. The outlier is the al-Ghafran tribe, whose territory runs 
to either side of the Qatari-Saudi border. The recent Gulf tensions have attempted to 
exploit the long-standing friction between the current ruling branch of the al-Thanis 
and the al-Ghafran tribe, resulting in the revocation of Qatari citizenship for several 
tribe members. 
 
Saudi Arabia 
 
In some ways, it appears that King Salman of Saudi Arabia is seeking to replicate the 
peaceful transition of power modeled by Emir Hamad of Qatar back in 2013, only 
he’s operating at an accelerated pace. Since ascending to his current position in 
2015, he has worked diligently to increase the power of his favorite son, Muhammad 
bin Salman (MBS), a controversial figure whose rise to power is itself a break from 
Saudi tradition.  
 
At 80 years old and having already suffered one stroke, King Salman is moving fast 
by Saudi standards. In the past three years the King has set two new precedents 
regarding royal succession. First, when he appointed Mohammed bin Nayef as 
Crown Prince and MBS as Deputy Crown Prince in 2015, it marked the first time the 
line of succession reached the grandsons of Saudi founder King Abdulaziz. Second, 
Saudi Kings have always honored the appointments of their predecessors so this is 
the first time in modern history a sitting king overruled his predecessor’s 
appointment. King Salman’s favoritism culminated in 2017 in the elevation of  MBS 
to crown prince, after the forced resignation of Mohammed bin Nayef (a trusted 
counterterrorism ally of the U.S. and UK), leaving the deputy crown prince slot 
unfilled. The notorious insularity of the Saudi royal family leaves us to speculate 
how much criticism King Salman has faced from within the extensive family 
branches as he throws off tradition in order to consolidate power around his son. 
Multiple waves of large-scale arrests, including of ranking princes, show that King 
Salman’s government isn’t afraid of sending blunt messages about who is calling the 
shots.  
 
Even before his appointment as crown prince, MBS has been driving seismic 
changes within KSA, in an effort to transform it from an ultraconservative kingdom 
to a more open and progressive modern-state. It is no coincidence that this reform 
coincides with a generational shift in leadership; not just in the Crown Prince but 
also a new group of subordinate leaders of the same generation to help MBS 
implement his Vision 2030 plan. King Salman has organized a massive reshuffle of 
officials predominantly determined allegiance to the ousted princes on one side and 
younger officials loyal to MBS on the other. As a result, Saudi Arabia’s ruling 
networks are in a state of flux, and remain generally unproven. As King Salman guts 
the networks responsible for elevating him to the throne in favor of MBS’ younger, 
less experienced networks, the Kingdom is essentially gambling loyalty and youthful 
vigor against a more experienced cadre of older generation princes who may be 
willing to enjoy a pampered, if forced, retirement.  
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The “anti-corruption” purge MBS initiated in November 2017 exemplifies his direct 
methods for supplanting long-time power networks in favor of his own. Over 200 
Saudi officials, including princes and government ministers, were arrested and held 
at the Ritz Carlton in Riyadh for questioning. Fortunes were lost in fines and 
powerful people were removed from office and some sentenced to jail. Was MBS 
eliminating rivals or was he genuinely cleaning up the ruling class? Either way, the 
purge created a large group of disenfranchised people that have never been treated 
this way before and the jury is still out on the long-term repercussions of such a 
sudden and drastic effort to shift power networks.     
 
Conclusions 
 
At present, elite power networks in Qatar and the UAE are stable, while Saudi Arabia 
is working diligently to cement new power structures into place. Counter to its 
intent, the Saudi and UAE-led blockade of Qatar has resulted in a cult of personality 
around Emir Tamim that has elevated his popularity to new heights within Qatar. 
With five years already under his belt to secure his governance, Tamim’s networks 
have proven results: just look at the per capita GDP or Qatar’s vast financial 
reserves. Despite efforts by both Saudi Arabia and the UAE to establish and/or 
support political opposition, Qatar’s ruling elites remain solid.  
 
Ruling networks within the UAE are also secure. In order to keep their hold on 
power, the ruling family of Abu Dhabi made sure that Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan is ruling the country in his brother’s name.  Working together with 
UAE’s Vice President, Prime Minister and also Emir of Dubai Mohammed bin Rashid 
al-Maktoum maintains the accepted balance of power. Given Dubai’s dependency on 
the wealthier Abu Dhabi to help repay debts, it is unlikely that power will shift 
dramatically between the al-Nahyan and al-Maktoum families in the foreseeable 
future. However, it is worth monitoring how the UAE reacts domestically to the 
foreign policy agenda driven by the pro-Saudi Mohammed bin Zayed, especially 
regarding relations with Iran. 
 
Saudi Arabia has experienced rapid and significant changes during the past three 
years as the ailling King Salman breaks tradition to set up his favorite son, MBS, for 
succession. The ambitious Crown Prince has been the driving force for the changes, 
from the war in Yemen, to the ‘Vision 2030’ reforms, and including the relaxation of 
some cultural norms from those established by the conservative Islamic clergy. This 
is certainly creating a new image for Saudi Arabia, but it is also pitting an older, 
wealthy, established generation of power players against the next generation and 
rebalancing power within the many different branches of the royal family.    
 
Next Steps  
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The next step in this research is to use Storm King Analytics proprietary network 
analysis software to build visualizations of the three ecosystems. With these 
visualizations our team can  quantifiably determine the key nodes and connectors 
within each network. Once these three network maps are built, we have the ability 
to transpose them on top of each other creating a  multi-layer ecosystem which will 
highlight  both the areas of collaboration and confrontation which have recently 
spiked in the Qatar embargo.   
 
Data Challenges 
 
We anticipate the phase two research will encounter many of the same data 
collection challenges we faced in phase one: namely the limited nature of publicly 
available information on internal political dynamics stemming from the lack of a 
free press in any of the countries considered here. In addition to limited media 
reporting, the research we’ve conducted points to the enduring significance of tribal 
and family lineages in determining who is among the powerful elite. These linkages 
are not always reported on since to those within the society, much can be implied or 
understood simply from a name. Finally, in the case of Saudi Arabia, our data 
collection was also hampered by two additional factors: the extremely secretive 
nature of al-Saud family internal politics; and the fact that changes to the power 
networks are still rapidly unfolding. Several major announcements regarding elite 
power networks were made during the period of our research, with the result that 
several of the individuals we included in our data cull have not yet had sufficient 
time to appear in the press or to prove their inclinations/capabilities. This is 
especially true of the younger members of MBS’ cadre.   
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