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MEI’s Defense and Security Program provides rigorous 
and multidisciplinary analysis of the current and emerging 
defense and security challenges and opportunities facing 
the United States and its regional partners. It also works 
to create a unique, credible, and independent platform for 
defense and security stakeholders from both the United 
States and the region to more closely interact, exchange 
views, and share experiences regarding various matters of 
national security.



Dear  
Distinguished  
Guests,

On behalf of the Middle East Institute’s 
Board of Governors, scholars, and staff, it 
is my pleasure to welcome you to MEI’s 
Second Annual CENTCOM Commanders 
Council Reception. We thank you for your 
continued support of our organization 
and mission by participating in today’s 
proceedings.

First convened in September 2023, 
the CENTCOM Commanders Council 
series exemplifies MEI’s longstanding 
commitment to providing rigorous 
analysis of the current and emerging 
defense and security challenges and 
opportunities facing the United States 
and its regional partners. For the first 
time this year, we are expanding the 
remit of this event to include two 
distinguished diplomatic leaders on the 
dais, highlighting the critical importance 
of combining military and diplomatic 
means to achieve America’s objectives in 
the region.

As we look ahead to this afternoon’s 
program, we are reminded of the context 
in which we gather, both for the United 
States and the Middle East. Last week 
we observed the one-year anniversary 
of Hamas’ October 7th attack on Israel, 
beginning what has become a year-long 
period of captivity for hostages held in 
Gaza. In equal measure we recognize 

the devastation that has followed for 
so many civilian non-combatants in 
the region, as the scale and scope of 
the conflict widens. This is the regional 
picture likely to face the United States’ 
next Commander-in-Chief, whom 
Americans will choose in just under a 
month’s time.

Regardless of that outcome, MEI’s 
Defense and Security Program will 
continue its critical work to create 
a platform for defense and security 
experts to exchange views, an endeavor 
bolstered by the depth of MEI’s 
relationships with civilian scholars, 
former CENTCOM Commanders, and 
diplomatic leaders.

To that end, we are honored today 
to be joined by the current CENTCOM 
Commander General Kurilla, three 
former CENTCOM Commanders, 
including the Chairman of our Board, 
and two former Secretaries of State for 
Near Eastern Affairs. Thank you all for 
joining us on this special occasion and 
for your support of MEI.

With much appreciation,
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Dr. Susan E. Saxton 
President and CEO (Interim)
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CENTCOM Commanders 
Council Reception
October 13, 2024 | Washington, DC

15:30

16:20

16:25

16:40

17:45

18:15

Reception Begins

Welcome Remarks 
Dr. Susan E. Saxton
President and CEO (interim), Middle East Institute

Keynote Remarks
General Michael E. Kurilla 
Commander, U.S. Central Command

Introduced by: 
General (Ret.) Joseph L. Votel
13th Commander of U.S. Central Command
MEI Distinguished Sr. Fellow on National Security

Panel Discussion with Former CENTCOM 
Commanders and Former Assistant Secretaries of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs 

Moderated By:
David Ignatius
Columnist, Foreign Affairs, The Washington Post

Post-Discussion Networking

Reception Ends

Today’s event will be conducted under the Chatham House Rule.
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General (Ret.) John P. Abizaid 
8th Commander of U.S. Central Command  
Chairman, MEI Board of Governors 

John P. Abizaid served as CENTCOM Commander from 
July 2003 to March 2007. He retired from the U.S. Army 
as a four-star General, after 34 years of service, having 
commanded units at every level and serving in Grenada, 
Lebanon, Kurdistan, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq. 
From 2019-2021, he served as U.S. Ambassador to the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. He is the Chairman of the Board 

of Governors for the Middle East Institute, a member of the Council on Foreign Relations, 
a Senior Advisor at Lazard Financial Advisory, and is the Senior Partner of JPA Partners, a 
private consulting firm.

General Michael E. Kurilla 
15th Commander of U.S. Central Command (current)

Michael “Erik” Kurilla has served as the 15th commander 
of United States Central Command since April 2022. He is 
a General in the U.S. Army with 36 years of distinguished 
service. Prior to assuming the command of US CENTCOM, 
he commanded the 1st Battalion, 24th Infantry (Stryker), 
2nd Ranger Battalion, the 75th Ranger Regiment, the 
82nd Airborne Division, and the XVIII Airborne Corps. 
General Kurilla spent every year from 2004 - 2014 

leading conventional and special operations forces in the U.S. Central Command Area of 
Responsibility. He has served as Director of Operations and Assistant Commanding General 
for Joint Special Operations Command, Deputy Commanding General for the 1st Infantry 
Division, Joint Staff Deputy Director for Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism, and 
Chief of Staff for U.S. Central Command. General Kurilla’s awards and decorations include 
the Combat Infantryman Badge with Star, Master Parachutist Badge with Combat Jump 
Device, Ranger Tab, and the Purple Heart with Oak Leaf Cluster. 

General (Ret.) Kenneth F. McKenzie 
14th Commander of U.S. Central Command 
Distinguished Sr. Fellow on National Security, MEI

Kenneth F. “Frank” McKenzie, Jr. served as CENTCOM 
Commander from March 2019 to April 2022. He retired as 
a four-star General in the U.S. Marine Corps after 42 years 
of service at all levels, including as Director of the Joint 
Staff. General McKenzie led the Marine Expeditionary Unit 
on combat deployments to Afghanistan in 2004 and Iraq in 
2005-06, and served as the Deputy to the Deputy Chief of 

Staff for Stability in Kabul in 2009. He is currently Executive Director of the University of 
South Florida’s Global and National Security Institute and Florida Center for Cybersecurity. 
He is a Distinguished Senior Fellow on National Security at MEI.
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David Schenker
24th Asst. Sec. of State for Near Eastern Affairs  
Taube Senior Fellow, Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy 

David Schenker served as the Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs from June 2019 through 
January 2021. Previously, from 2002 to 2006, Schenker 
served in the Office of the Secretary of Defense as 
Levant country director, the Pentagon’s top policy aide 
on the Arab nations of the Levant. He was awarded 

the Office of the Secretary of Defense Medal for Exceptional Civilian Service in 2005. 
Schenker was the Aufzien Fellow and director of the Beth and David Geduld Program 
on Arab Politics at The Washington Institute from 2006 to 2019. He is currently the 
Taube Senior Fellow and Director of the Linda and Tony Rubin Program on Arab Politics 
at The Washington Institute. 

Sp
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esAmbassador (Ret.) Anne Patterson
23rd Asst. Sec. of State for Near Eastern Affairs  
Kissinger Senior Fellow, Jackson School of Global 
Affairs, Yale University

Anne W. Patterson served as the Assistant Secretary 
of State for Near Eastern and North African Affairs 
from 2013 to 2017. She retired in 2017 with the rank 
of career ambassador after more than four decades in 
the U.S. Foreign Service, during which she served as 
Ambassador to Egypt (2011-2013), to Pakistan (2007-

2010), to Colombia (2000-2003), and to El Salvador (1997-2000). She also served 
as Assistant Secretary of State for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 
Affairs and as Deputy Permanent Representative to the United Nations. She is a two-
time recipient of the State Department’s Distinguished Service award. She has been 
appointed to two congressional commissions: the Commission on National Defense 
Strategy in 2017 and the Syria Study Group in 2019. She is currently the Kissinger 
Senior Fellow at Yale University’s Jackson School of Global Affairs.

David Ignatius 
Columnist, Foreign Affairs, The Washington Post 

David Ignatius is a Washington Post foreign affairs 
columnist. He joined The Post in 1986 and, as its 
foreign editor, supervised the paper’s Pulitzer Prize-
winning coverage of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. He is 
also the author of 11 suspense and espionage novels. 
Earlier in his career, Ignatius was a reporter for The Wall 
Street Journal, covering the Departments of State and 
Justice, the CIA, the Senate and the Middle East. Mr. 

Ignatius has won numerous honors and awards including the 2018 George Polk Award; 
the International Committee for Foreign Journalists’s Lifetime Achievement Award; 
and the French government’s Legion D’Honneur.

MODERATOR
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Dr. Susan Saxton
President and CEO (Interim) and COO, MEI

Dr. Susan E. Saxton is the interim President and CEO at 
the Middle East Institute in Washington, D.C. She has over 
25 years of education and business expertise focused on 
start-ups and change of control, including transformational 
leadership and corporate strategy in both developed and 
emerging parts of the world. Previously, Dr. Saxton was the 
Founding President of the American University of Bahrain, 
where she established a first-of-its-kind campus to deliver 

a unique style of education to the GCC. Dr. Saxton held senior leadership positions within 
the Laureate Education network such as Chief Strategy Officer of the Global Products and 
Services division and CEO of the University of St. Augustine for Health Sciences. She was 
Chief Strategy and Development Officer for the IBO in The Hague; Dean of Students and 
Vice President of Strategy and Product Development at Kaplan University; and Founding 
Dean of the School of Business and Technology at Capella University. She started her 
career in finance and tax with Ernst & Young and FBK. Dr. Saxton has participated on the 
Boards of the AmCham (Bahrain), Glion Institute (Switzerland and UK), African Initiative 
for Agribusiness Research (Kenya), HSM (Argentina), Santa Fe University of Art and Design 
(New Mexico US), Touro College South (Florida US), and several other youth-oriented, 
business, and educational institutions. She served as a Non-Resident Senior Fellow (Rafik 
Hariri Center and Middle East Programs) for the Atlantic Council and is a member of the 
Climate Action Committee for MENA 2050.

Courtney Lobel
Chief Development Officer, MEI

Courtney Lobel is Chief Development Officer at the Middle 
East Institute, where she oversees advancement strategy 
to support MEI’s non-partisan policy analysis, education 
programs, and arts center. Courtney is a development 
executive with 15 years experience in senior roles at 
international policy organizations and the humanitarian 
sector. She was formerly Senior Director of Development 
and Communications for Relief International, which delivers 

aid in 16 countries with a particular focus on healthcare services in Syria, Yemen, Turkey, and 
Iran. Prior to that, she was the Director of Private Sector Initiatives at the International Crisis 
Group; the Deputy Director of Foundation Relations at the Council on Foreign Relations; and 
a development officer for American Jewish World Service. She served as a U.S. Peace Corps 
volunteer in Bulgaria, where she helped establish a youth organization in a town on the 
Turkish border. She also held the role of project coordinator for a youth nonprofit in Tallinn, 
Estonia. Courtney majored in Political Science at the University of Central Florida and has 
published op-eds on philanthropy and fundraising in the Wall Street Journal, Reuters, and 
the Chronicle of Philanthropy. She is a member of Women in International Security.
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Reception Sponsors 

GOLD SPONSOR

RTX Corporation 

SILVER SPONSORS

General (Ret.) John P. Abizaid 

Sierra Nevada Corporation 

CACI International, Inc.

Airbus Helicopters, Inc. - Flexrotor

General Dynamics Information Technology 

INDIVIDUAL SUPPORTERS

Nada Hamadeh & Dr. Gerard Moawad

Heidi Grant

John Serafini

George R. Hoguet

Louis R. Hughes

Robert Fardi 

Geoffrey Burkart

Tim Maloney 



The Lower Tier Air and Missile Defense Sensor is an advanced, 360-degree air and missile defense radar
providing enhanced performance against a wide range of threats, from manned and unmanned aircraft
to cruise missiles, ballistic missiles and hypersonics. LTAMDS turns power and performance into a decisive
advantage, scanning the skies for otherwise unseen threats — at greater distances, at higher velocities,
and from any direction. 
 
Visit us at AUSA Booth 1807  
or learn more at RTX.com/LTAMDS 

NOTHING  
GOES UNSEEN 

© 2024 RTX Corporation.
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John P. Abizaid
Chairman of the Middle East Institute Board of Governors

is proud to support MEI’s second annual

CENTCOM Commanders 
Council Reception
and thanks today’s co-speakers

General Michael E. Kurilla
General (Ret.) Kenneth F. McKenzie, Jr.

Ambassador Anne Patterson
Mr. David Schenker

for their distinguished service to the United States.
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CACI is proud to support 
 the Middle East Institute 
 and its mission of  
 inspiring understanding.

caci.com
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Integrating battlefield 
communications.

C L O U D   |   A I   |   C Y B E R

gdit.com
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Nada Hamadeh 
& 

Dr. Gerard Moawad
are proud to support the Middle East Institute

and thank today’s speakers

General Michael E. Kurilla
General (Ret.) John P. Abizaid

General (Ret.) Kenneth F. McKenzie, Jr.
Ambassador Anne Patterson

Mr. David Schenker

for their distinguished service to the United States.
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MEI Board of Governors

Chairman
Gen. (Ret.) John P. Abizaid
Former US Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia; Retired US Army General and 
CENTCOM Commander

Vice Chairs
Marjorie A. Adams
President and CEO of Adams & 
Associates, Inc., former President 
of the National US-Arab Chamber of 
Commerce

Brian C. McK. Henderson
Founding partner of Henderson 
International Advisors,LLC; Senior 
Advisor to Rockefeller Capital 
Management

Amb. Robert W. Jordan
Former US Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia

Members
H.E. Huda Alkhamis-
Kanoo
Founder, Abu Dhabi Music and 
Arts Foundation (ADMAF); Artistic 
Director, Abu Dhabi Festival

Waleed Al Mokarrab Al 
Muhairi
Deputy Group CEO, Mubadala 
Investment Company

Jomana R. Al Rashid
Chief Executive Officer, Saudi 
Research and Media Group

Patrick Barry
Executive with General Dynamics 
Information Technology; former 
Cyberspace Advisor to the Under 
Secretary of Defense for Intelligence

Thomas J. Campbell
Founder and Managing Partner of DC 
Capital Partners LLC

T. Gail Dady
Partner and CCO of DC Capital 
Partners LLC

Amb. Paula J. Dobriansky
Senior Fellow at the Future of 
Diplomacy Project at Harvard 
Kennedy School’s Belfer Center; 
former U.S. Under Secretary of State 
for Global Affairs

Robert Fardi
Global Strategy Advisor, Rhea 
Space Activity; Senior Strategic 
Communications Fellow, C4ADS

Nijad I. Fares
Chairman of Wedge Equities 
Incorporated; founding President of 
the American Task Force for Lebanon

Samia Farouki
Founder and CEO of HiiFinance 
Corporation, a global investment 
company

Amb. Jeffrey Feltman
Former UN Under-Secretary-General 
for political affairs, executive Director 
of the U.N. Counter-Terrorism Center, 
U.S. Ambassador, and U.S. foreign 
service officer

Joseph C. Geagea
Former Executive Vice President and 
Senior Advisor to the Chairman and 
CEO, Chevron

Nada Hamadeh
Managing Director and Chief 
Financial Officer, M Medical Group

George R. Hoguet
Private investor and CEO of Chesham 
Investments,  LLC; former Global 
Investment Strategist at State Street 
Global Advisors; former US reasury 
Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary

Karl V. Hopkins
Partner, Steptoe LLP

Louis R. Hughes
CEO of InZero Systems; former 
President and COO, Lockheed Martin

Hunter Hunt
CEO and President of Hunt 
Consolidated Energy, LLC

John K. Hurley
Managing Partner and Chief 
Investment Officer of Cavalry Asset 
Management

Robert Kapla
Partner at Squire Patton Boggs (US) 
LLP; former White House official

Anne B. Keiser
Freelance Photographer and Author; 
former Photographer for the National 
Geographic Society; daughter of MEI 
founder George Camp Keiser

Deborah Lehr
CEO of the strategic consulting firm 
Basilinna and Vice Chairman of 
the Paulson Institute; former Asia 
Director at the National Security 
Council and Deputy Assistant USTR 
for Asia

Michael Levy
CEO, Crow Holdings

John Pearson
Director, Washington DC Office, 
Aramco Americas

Kerry Propper
Co-Founder and Executive Chairman 
of Chardan; Managing Partner, ATW 
Partners

George R. Salem
Law Offices of George R. Salem, 
PLLC at DLA Piper; co-founder and 
Chairman of the Arab American 
Institute; former President of 
the National Association of Arab 
Americans

Amb. Magnus Schöldtz
Senior Advisor at Wallenberg 
Foundations and former Ambassador 
at the Swedish Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs

John Serafini
Chief Executive Officer, HawkEye360

Kevin Taweel
Co-founder and Chairman, Asurion

Toni Verstandig
Founder and Executive Director, 
Verstandig Family Foundation and 
Former Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs

Amb. David Welch
Senior Vice President of Bechtel 
Corporation; former Assistant 
Secretary of State for Near Eastern 
Affairs

Rochdi A. Younsi
Director of Middle East and North 
Africa, International Government 
Relations, for Exxon Mobil 
Corporation, Washington, D.C.

Amb. Susan L. Ziadeh
Former Acting Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of State for 
Near Eastern Affairs; former Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of State for 
Arabian Peninsula Affairs; former 
U.S. Ambassador to the State of 
Qatar
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Defense & Security Program Advisory Council

Saeid A. Alzahrani
CTO & Co-Founder, SRB Aerial 
Systems LLC 
Managing Partner, BRAQ Industries 
LLC

Dongyoun Cho
Assistant Professor, Department of 
Military Studies 
Director, Center for Future Defense 
Technology, Seokyeong University

Col. (Ret.) Liam Collins
Executive Director, Viola 
Foundation 
Executive Director, Madison Policy 
Forum

Vice Admiral (Ret.) Kevin 
M. Donegan
Former Commander, U.S. Naval 
Central Command, Fifth Fleet, and 
Combined Maritime Forces

Ayham Kamel
Head, Middle East and North 
Africa, Eurasia Group

Niamh McBurney
Associate Director of MENA, Control 
Risks

Lieutenant General (Ret.) 
Michael K. Nagata
Former Commander, U.S. Special 
Operations Command Central

Amb. Magnus Schöldtz
Senior Advisor, Wallenberg Office

Karin Von Hippel
Director-General of the Royal 
United Services Institute 

General (Ret.) Joseph 
Votel
Former Commander, U.S. Central 
Command
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MEI’s International Advisory Council

Co-Chairs
Marjorie A. Adams
H.E. Huda Alkhamis-
Kanoo
Amb. Jeffrey Feltman

Eaman al-Roudhan
CEO of Zain Kuwait

Hassan Isam AlKabbani
Chairman of the IKK Group of 
Companies

Wesley Bush
Director of General Motors and Cisco, 
Chairman of Northrop Grumman

George S. Corey
Founder of CGS Law, LLC, Former 
Senior Attorney and Financial 
Manager for the U.S. Small Business 
Administration

Amb. Ryan C. Crocker
Former U.S. Ambassador to 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Pakistan, 
Kuwait, and Lebanon; Former Dean of 
Texas A&M’s George Bush School of 
Government and Public Service

Shafik Gabr
Chairman and Founder of the 
ARTOC Group for Investment and 
Development

H.E. Dr. Anwar Gargash
Former Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs for the UAE

Badr Jafar
CEO of Crescent Enterprises and 
President of Crescent Petroleum

Samer Khoury
Chairman of Consolidated 
Contractors Company

Amb. Daniel C. Kurtzer
S. Daniel Abraham Professor of 
Middle Eastern policy studies at the 
School of Public and International 
Affairs at Princeton University, 
Former U.S. Ambassador to Egypt 
and Israel

Saad Mohseni
Chairman and CEO of MOBY Group

May Nasrallah
Founder and Executive Chairman of 
deNovo Corporate Advisors

Amb. Thomas R. Pickering
Retired career Ambassador, Former 
U.S. Ambassador to the United 
Nations

Mariam C. Said
Vice-President of the Barenboim-Said 
Foundation (USA)

Amb. James B. Smith
Former U.S. Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia

Amb. Frank G. Wisner
International Affairs Advisor at 
Squire Patton Boggs; Former U.S. 
Ambassador to India, the Philippines, 
Egypt, and Zambia

Bassam Yammine
Founder and CEO of Excelsa 
Development Holding, former CEO of 
Credit Suisse Saudi Arabia

Abbas “Eddy” Zuaiter
Co-managing member and CIO of 
Zuaiter Capital Holdings, LLC (ZCH)
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The Middle East Institute is the leading Washington-based 
institution dedicated solely to the study of the Middle East. A 
non-partisan, integrated think tank, MEI works to advance the 
US-Middle East relationship through a whole-of-society approach 
that includes policy, education, and cultural programming.  

Housing world-class policy, education, and arts centers, over one 
dozen specialized policy programs, and over a hundred leading 
experts from around the world, MEI works with governments, the 
private sector, and civil society to fulfill MEI’s mission:  

To increase knowledge of the Middle 
East among citizens of the United States 
and to promote a better understanding 
between the people of these two areas.



1763 N ST. NW
WASHINGTON, DC 20036
(202) 785-1141
WWW.MEI.EDU


