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CENTCOM Commanders 
Council Dinner
An initiative of MEI’s Defense and Security Program



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.
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Dear  
Distinguished  
Guests,
It is our great pleasure to welcome 
you to the inaugural CENTCOM 
Commanders Council Dinner, 
convened by the Defense and 
Security Program of the Middle 
East Institute (MEI). On behalf 
of MEI’s board of governors and 
experts, we thank you for your 
support of our organization and our 
mission by participating in tonight’s 
proceedings.  

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. 

The Program has a longstanding 
institutional relationship with 
CENTCOM. Unique in the U.S. 
public policy community, the MEI-
CENTCOM Annual Conference, to be 
held for the fourth time in the spring 
of 2024, is a flagship event of the 

Program. It convenes top CENTCOM 
leadership and staff as well as some 
of the world’s leading Middle East 
experts and practitioners to discuss 
U.S.-Middle East policy. 

Today’s dinner is a first for MEI 
and for the broader U.S. think tank 
community. We are privileged 
this evening to bring together 
four leading former commanders 
of CENTCOM, two of whom have 
chaired MEI’s Board of Governors. 
We are grateful to them for sharing 
their insights about the challenges 
and opportunities presented by 
CENTCOM’s historic transition from 
a wartime command center to a 
regional security integrator. 

Thank you all for joining us for 
this occasion. We greatly value 
your friendship, commitment, and 
support.

With much appreciation,

W
el

co
m

e 
Le

tt
er

Bilal Saab
Senior Fellow and 
Director of the Defense 
and Security Program

Paul Salem 
President and CEO
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Program

6:00pm

6:35pm

6:40pm

6:45pm

7:55pm

8:40pm

9:10pm

9:30pm

Cocktail reception

CENTCOM Commanders Council Dinner

WELCOME 
Paul Salem
President and CEO, MEI

PROGRAM BEGINS
Former CENTCOM Commanders in conversation with 
David Ignatius 

Dinner served

Moderated Q&A

CLOSING REMARKS
Anthony C. Zinni
6th Commander of U.S. Central Command
Emeritus Chairman, Board of Governors, MEI

Dinner concludes

Tonight’s event will be conducted under the Chatham House Rule.



General John P. Abizaid 
8th Commander, U.S. Central Command; 
Chairman, Board of Governors, MEI 

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 Kenneth F. McKenzie, Jr. 
14th Commander, 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.

General Joseph L. Votel
13th Commander, U.S. Central Command; 
Distinguished Sr. Fellow on National Security, MEI 

Joseph L. Votel served as CENTCOM Commander from March 
2016 to March 2019. He retired as a four-star General in the 
U.S. Army after a nearly 40-year career, during which he was 
also commander of the U.S. Special Operations Command and 
the Joint Special Operations Command. He is the recipient of 

three Defense Distinguished Service Medals, an Army Distinguished Service Medal, three 
Defense Superior Service Medals, two Legion of Merit medals, and four Bronze Star Medals. 
He previously served as President and CEO of Business Executives for National Security and 
is currently a Distinguished Senior Fellow on National Security at MEI.
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General Anthony C. Zinni 
6th Commander, U.S. Central Command; 
Chairman Emeritus, Board of Governors, MEI

Anthony “Tony” C. Zinni served as CENTCOM 
Commander from August 1997 to September 2000. He 
retired as a four-star General in the U.S. Marine Corps 
after a 39 year career, during which time he earned 23 
personal awards and 37 unit, service, and campaign 
awards. General Zinni has also served in numerous 
diplomatic roles, including as the U.S. special envoy to 
Israel and the Palestinian Authority and in missions to Pakistan, Somalia, Eritrea, and 
Ethiopia. He has held faculty positions at the Virginia Military Institute and University 
of California, Berkeley, and served on the boards of leading U.S. companies including 
BAE Systems and Dynacorp. He is the author of three books about foreign affairs. He is 
Chairman Emeritus of the Board of Governors of MEI.

Sp
ea

ke
r B

io
gr

ap
hi

es
David Ignatius 
Columnist covering 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



HOSTS

Paul Salem
President and CEO, MEI

Paul Salem is president and CEO of the Middle East Institute. He focuses on issues of 
political change, transition, and conflict as well as the regional and international relations 
of the Middle East. Salem is the author and editor of a number of books and reports 
including Escaping the Conflict Trap: Toward Ending Civil Wars in the Middle East (ed. with 
Ross Harrison, MEI 2019); Winning the Battle, Losing the War: Addressing the Conditions 
that Fuel Armed Non State Actors (ed. with Charles Lister, MEI 2019); From Chaos to 
Cooperation: Toward Regional Order in the Middle East (ed. with Ross Harrison, MEI 2017), 
Broken Orders: The Causes and Consequences of the Arab Uprisings (In Arabic, 2013), 
“Thinking Arab Futures: Drivers, scenarios, and strategic choices for the Arab World”, The 
Cairo Review Spring 2019;  “The Recurring Rise and Fall of Political Islam” (CSIS, 2015),  
Bitter Legacy: Ideology and Politics in the Arab World (1994), and Conflict Resolution in 
the Arab World (ed., 1997).  Prior to joining MEI, Salem was the founding director of the 
Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut, Lebanon between 2006 and 2013.  From 1999 to 
2006, he was director of the Fares Foundation and in 1989-1999 founded and directed the 
Lebanese Center for Policy Studies, Lebanon’s leading public policy think tank.

Bilal Y. Saab
Senior Fellow and Director of the Defense and Security Program, MEI

Bilal Y. Saab is Senior Fellow and Director of the Defense and Security Program at the Middle 
East Institute (MEI) in Washington, D.C. In addition, he is an Associate Fellow with Chatham 
House in London and the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at 
the American University of Beirut. With Georgetown University’s Security Studies Program 
in the School of Foreign Service, Saab is an Adjunct Professor teaching graduate courses on 
U.S. defense policy in the Middle East. And he is the author of Rebuilding Arab Defense: US 
Security Cooperation in the Middle East (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, May 2022). 
Prior to MEI, Saab served as Senior Advisor for Security Cooperation (SC) in the Pentagon’s 
Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, with oversight responsibilities for 
CENTCOM. In his capacity as the Department of Defense’s lead on security cooperation 
in the broader Middle East, Saab supported the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy’s 
responsibility for SC oversight by leading prioritization and strategic integration of SC 
resources and activities for the CENTCOM Area of Responsibility.
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Dinner Sponsors

LEAD SPONSOR
DC Capital Partners

GOLD
Chevron

SILVER
Sierra Nevada Corporation

Hillwood, a Perot Company

Marjorie A. Adams / 
Adams & Associates

Ajay and Debbie Nagpal & 
Millennium Management
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DC Capital Partners is proud 
to support the Middle East 
Institute and its inaugural 
CENTCOM Commanders 

Council Dinner.



For six decades, SNC has 
remained agile and innovative. 
Growing from a single o�ce into 
a global leader with nearly 5,000 
personnel around the world, one 
thing has remained the same: 
our commitment to safeguard 
freedom.

For 60 years we’ve stayed one 
step ahead by developing 
solutions today to solve the 
problems of tomorrow.
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Marjorie A. Adams
recognizes MEI Board Chair

General John P. Abizaid
and thanks tonight’s speakers

General Kenneth F. McKenzie, Jr.
General Joseph L. Votel

General Anthony C. Zinni 

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

Gen. (ret.) John P. Abizaid
Chairman; Former 
Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia

Marjorie A. Adams
Vice Chair; CEO, Adams & 
Associates Inc.

Amb. Robert W. Jordan
Vice Chair; Fmr. 
Ambassador  
to Saudi Arabia

Brian C. McK. Henderson
Vice Chair; Founding 
Partner, Henderson 
International Advisors LLC

H.E. Huda Alkhamis-
Kanoo
Founder, Abu Dhabi Music 
and Arts Foundation

Patrick Barry
Senior Director,  
General Dynamics 
Information Technology

Thomas J. Campbell
Partner, DC Capital  
Partners LLC

T. Gail Dady
Partner and COO,  
DC Capital Partners LLC

Amb. Paula J. Dobriansky
Harvard University

Robert Fardi
EVP, Strategic Development 
and Partnerships, REQ

Nijad I. Fares
Director, WEDGE Group 
Incorporated

Samia Farouki
CEO, HiiFinance Corporation

Amb. Jeffrey Feltman
Visiting Fellow, Brookings 
Institution; Senior Fellow, 
United Nations Foundation

Fadi Ghandour
Executive Chairman,  
Wamda Capital

George R. Hoguet
Principal, Chesham 
Investments LLC

James K. Holman
Former Managing Director, 
Carlyle Group

Karl V. Hopkins
Partner, Bradley Arant Boult 
Cummings LLP

Louis R. Hughes
CEO, InZero Systems

Hunter Hunt
CEO and President, Hunt 
Consolidated Energy LLC

Robert Kapla
Partner, Squire Patton 
Boggs

Anne B. Keiser
The Middle East Institute

Deborah Lehr
CEO and Managing Partner, 
Edelman Global Advisory

Michael Levy
CEO, Crow Holdings

Waleed Al Muhairi
Deputy Group CEO, 
Mubadala

John Pearson
Director, Washington DC 
Office, Aramco Americas

James B. Quigley
Executive Vice Chairman, 
Bank of America-Merrill 
Lynch

George R. Salem
George R. Salem PLLC

Amb. Magnus Schöldtz
Senior Advisor, Wallenberg 
Office; Former Ambassador 
at the Swedish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs

Toni Verstandig
Co-founder and Executive 
Director, Verstandig Family 
Foundation; Former Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for 
Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. 
Department of State

Amb. David Welch
Former SVP, Bechtel 
Corporation

Rochdi A. Younsi
Director, Middle East and 
North Africa, ExxonMobil

Amb. Susan L. Ziadeh
Former U.S. Ambassador  
to 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

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

Magnus Schöldtz
Senior Advisor, Wallenberg 
Foundations AB

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

General (ret.) Joseph 
Votel
Former Commander, U.S. 
Central Command



MEI’s International Advisory Council

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

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

Richard A. Debs
Advisory Director of 
Morgan Stanley, Founding 
President of Morgan Stanley 
International

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 arts, education, and policy centers, 18 
specialized policy programs, and over 150 leading experts from 
around the world, MEI works with governments, the private sector, 
and civil society to:

•  Drive policy innovation and 
collaboration on the issues that 
will define a more prosperous 
and peaceful future for the region 
and the world

•  Advance practical solutions to 
reduce and de-escalate conflict, 
promote good governance, 
empower women and 
marginalized communities, and 
galvanize innovation and 
economic opportunity

•  Influence the adoption of a 
pragmatic and sustainable US 
foreign policy posture towards 
the region

•  Connect the people of the United 
States and Middle East

•  Build enduring cultural 
understanding and mutual 
respect through best-in-class 
arts and education programs and 
exchanges
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Generating 
analysis, 

convening experts, 
and providing insight that 
helps decision makers in 

Washington and around the 
world craft foreign policies 

that prioritize peace, 
prosperity, and 

partnership. 

Teaching and 
mentoring the next 
generation of policy 

makers to think critically 
about the region and 

engage holistically with 
its peoples, languages, 

cultures, histories, 
and identities. 

Showcasing the 
often-overlooked 

cultural depth of the 
Middle East, and forging 
indelible bonds through 

the power of music, 
performance, 
and the arts.

An Integrated Think Tank  
for the 21st Century 

MEI is leading the way for a new 
kind of think tank: one that thrives 

at the intersection of policy, 
education, and culture. Our centers 
reflect a dedication to promoting a 

more comprehensive understanding 
of a complex region.

POLICY 
IMPACT

EDUCATIONCULTURAL 
DIPLOMACY

SEPTEMBER 14, 2023  |  19



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


