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Introduction

Eight years have passed since Saudi Arabia launched its “Vision 
2030” plan, and what a difference does it make. The country’s 
population has grown 12% to 36 million, on par with its GDP. 
Meanwhile, the GDP of the whole Gulf Cooperation Council 
(1.6 trillion dollars, not considering Iran) now rivals Italy’s (1.9 
trillion).

Today, the whole GCC region is racing against time. 
Countries that have thrived during the “Oil Age” need to plan 
for the gentle demise of fossil fuels over the next few decades, 
and attempt a transition from rentier states to financially-savvy 
and tech-driven advanced economies, all the while avoiding the 
traps of the so-called resource curse. At the same time, security 
challenges in the region have been lingering or growing, 
especially considering the need for Gulf countries to navigate 
a period of renewed conflict since the start of the Israel-Hamas 
war last October, and its reverberations throughout the region 
– first and foremost, tensions in the Red Sea that by the end of 
2023 escalated into a full-blown crisis.

This is why GCC states are adapting their foreign and defence 
policy strategies to the realities of heightened regional tensions, 
and to the challenges raised by their own post-hydrocarbon 
national plans. Far from being just economic programmes, the 
Visions are broad national transformation platforms displaying 
also a security dimension, and with many security implications. 
New cities and industrial poles, infrastructures, mega events 
and tourism raise unprecedented security risks, at which the 
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GCC states are answering through a combination of economic-
oriented foreign policy, multipolar international alliances, and 
ambitions towards “defence autonomisation”.

What are the Visions’ security dimensions and implications, 
and how does the post-oil path affect and reshape the foreign 
policies of GCC countries? This Report analyses how GCC states 
are adapting deterrence and defence tools to the connectivity 
age, navigating a troubled neighbourhood of both conventional 
and asymmetric threats. In a central but more vulnerable Gulf, 
how may the EU and NATO accommodate transformations in 
GCC states’ defence policies, postures, and means, to support 
their own security?

The first chapters of this report show that the GCC states’ 
defence adaptation path to the post-oil age has begun, and is 
“in progress”. How do GCC countries pursue this goal? At the 
regional level, foreign policy is the main deterrence and defence 
tool for the GCC states, as they aim to de-escalation and 
economic cooperation. For instance, in Saudi Arabia this takes 
shape in the country’s “de-risking” stance in the neighbourhood, 
while for Oman it is exemplified in its “positive neutralism”, i.e. 
mediating to solve regional conflicts.

At the wider international level, investing in a multipolar 
order is the main deterrence and defence tool for GCC states: 
balancing the interests and ambitions of multiple big powers, 
such as the United States, China, and Russia, answers the need 
of diversified security provision. Moreover, the rise of multiple 
economic partners with growing interest in Gulf security 
supports GCC states’ defence autonomy goals. However, these 
multipolar alliances are functional to reducing the GCC’s 
dependence on the US, not to replace it.

At the same time, while the UAE and Saudi Arabia aim 
to gradually reduce their defence dependency on the US, 
Qatar firmly relies upon Washington. Doha’s diversified air 
procurement in the “Western-camp” is first of all about building 
long-lasting relations at operational, strategic, and political 
levels, as part of a post-2017 military-focused defence strategy.
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For its part, Saudi Arabia needs a stable and secure Middle 
East to properly develop post-oil projects. At the same time, 
“Vision 2030” is key to regional security in itself. Investment 
and development opportunities in the region provide Iran, 
Saudi Arabia’s main regional rival, economic incentives for de-
escalation and cooperation, and they also allow to multiply 
partnership options with Israel. However, between Riyadh and 
Washington, different perspectives on the future of the Middle 
East remain: while the Saudi security vision for the region 
includes Iran, the US excludes Tehran from the regional security 
equation. That said, Saudi Arabia is aware there is no realistic 
regional security alternative to the US in the foreseeable future.

US retrenchment from the Middle East has played a relevant 
role in pushing the GCC states to de-escalate in the region, 
opting instead for economy-oriented foreign policies. In light 
of this, China and India may find room for cooperation in the 
Gulf region, in particular as they strive to ensure the security of 
their energy supply chains, especially in the maritime domain. 
Particularly, the rising Gulf states’ presence in the BRICS and the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) could facilitate future 
cooperation. However, in the defence, technology and AI sectors, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s balancing act between cooperation 
with the US and China could limit GCC states’ tech plans and 
growth potential, because of the US-China technological rivalry.

Ultimately, ambitious military reform programmes especially 
in the UAE and Saudi Arabia reveal that local armed forces 
still heavily rely on the US. The Americans continue to be 
directly involved in numerous training initiatives and newly-
proliferated defence colleges in the GCC states adopt Western-
like curricula for military education. This is still a clear limit 
to the GCC states’ projects of “defence autonomisation” and 
“defence diversification” prospects. One thing remains clear: 
the GCC Visions are already having an impact on their defence 
policies, and will continue to do so in the near future, as these 
countries adapt to the connectivity age.

Paolo Magri
ISPI Executive Vice President





Framework. Adapting Gulf Defence 
to the Connectivity Age
Eleonora Ardemagni

In the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), plans 
for national transformation “beyond hydrocarbons”, known 
as “Visions”, also have an underexplored security and defence 
side. These are in fact not only economic programmes, but 
comprehensive reform projects aimed at impacting the Gulf ’s 
young societies at a social and cultural level too. Vision-related 
efforts are shaping foreign policies and defence strategies 
throughout the Gulf states and are likely to affect them for at 
least a generation. 

The Energy-Projected Model

In terms of state-society relations, post-hydrocarbon projects, 
and especially post-oil ones, entail a real paradigm change. 
The case of Saudi Arabia is striking. Between the 1950s and 
the 1980s, the Saudi state embraced an energy-centric model in 
which government income was based on oil.1 Riyadh’s foreign 
policy and defence strategy relied on the United States in an 
“oil for security” exchange that put the kingdom under the 
American security umbrella. In the 2000s, that scheme was 

1 For the rentier state theory, H. Beblawi and G. Luciani (eds.), The Rentier State, 
London, Croom Helm, 1987.
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gradually replaced by an energy-driven model.2 Although still 
pivotal, oil revenues were no longer the only sources of income 
for the Saudi state and Riyadh progressively opened to the 
globalised economy. 

The launch of “Vision 2030” in 2016 further reorganised 
Saudi economic-social structures, triggering medium to long-
term implications. Although energy revenues remain crucial to 
the funding of national reforms, Saudi Arabia now envisions 
an energy-projected model in which the kingdom simultaneously 
plays the role of energy provider and connector thanks to 
varied infrastructural projects in and beyond the country. In 
this model, energy allows the Saudi state to ambitiously project 
itself as a middle power mainly through the investment of 
energy revenues in the non-oil sector. This approach emphasises 
the pivotal place Saudi Arabia and the Gulf have in global 
connectivity (from the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative to 
India’s “Think West” policy and the newly-launched India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor, IMEC), and fits 
perfectly into the rising multipolar international order. 

Paradigm changes in the Saudi economic-social structure are 
epitomised by urban transformation. As a matter of fact, the 
Saudi urban landscape has gradually shifted from the oil cities 
of the energy-centric model (1950s-1960s), to the planning of 
the first industrial cities of Yanbu and Jubail3 during the energy-
driven period (after the 1970s), and later to the new cities of 
the current energy-projected era, such as the stunning NEOM. 

2 See M. Gray, “A Theory of  ‘Late Rentierism’ in the Arab States of  the Gulf ”, 
Center for International and Regional Studies (CIRS), Georgetown University 
School of  Foreign Service in Qatar, Occasional Paper no. 7, 2011. 
3 Refer to E. Maestri, La regione del Gulf  Cooperation Council (GCC). Sviluppo e 
sicurezza umana in Arabia, Milano, FrancoAngeli, 2009. 

file:///Z:/Ledizioni/clienti/Autori/2024/ISPI/The%20Security%20Side%20of%20Gulf%20Visions/DaAutore/chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/558291/CIRSOccasionalPaper7MatthewGray2011.pdf
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The Defence Dimension of the Visions

The so-called Visions also have a defence dimension, since the 
defence sector contributes to the non-oil economy and to the 
implementation of national plans. The GCC states are investing 
in national defence industries, with the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), Saudi Arabia and to a lesser extent Qatar advancing 
in arms manufacturing and maintenance. Defence industry 
cooperation is one of the most remarkable items of UAE-Israel, 
and to a lesser extent Bahrain-Israel, economic relations. In just 
a few years, the GCC states have become defence exhibition 
hubs. Investments in technology and AI also serve the defence 
sector. In contrast to tradition, governments are pushing for 
the nationalisation of the armed forces workforce as both a 
labour market and a cultural measure. Military rhetoric and 
symbols have been used by the ruling classes to boost the sense 
of nationhood – and nationalism – that GCC states aim to 
build (e.g. the UAE, Qatar) or develop (Saudi Arabia) as part 
of the Visions.4 

A Central but Vulnerable Gulf

In the age of connectivity, the paradox is that the Gulf states 
are more central to global dynamics but also more vulnerable 
to asymmetric attacks, disruptions and political polarisation 
than ever before. This is mainly due to the unfinished reshaping 
of Middle Eastern balances after October 7th and, from an 
international perspective, to the disorder generated by growing 
multipolar rivalry. In late 2023, the heinous Hamas attack 
against Israel and then the bloody Israeli offensive in the Gaza 
Strip halted the development of the endogenous order that that 
had been taking shape in the Middle East in recent years – 
with some missing points – as a result of the Abraham Accords 

4 E. Ardemagni, “Gulf  Monarchies’ Militarized Nationalism”, Sada, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 28 February 2019.

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/78472
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and Saudi-Iranian dialogue. At the international level, systemic 
rivalry between the US and China risks limiting the policy 
choices of the Gulf monarchies. Though the GCC states have 
strongly embraced multipolarism so far, potential fallout from 
conflict between Washington and Beijing would put the Gulf 
states under great pressure in the event of reciprocal sanctions, 
for instance.

The Hamas-Israel war has demonstrated that Visions-related 
projects need to be accompanied by defence adjustments. The 
Houthi case is the clearest example. In 2016-22, civilian targets 
in Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent in the UAE, were often 
struck by asymmetric attacks from Houthi-controlled areas of 
Yemen, in the context of the Saudi-led military intervention 
there following the Houthi coup. Since late 2023, repeated 
Houthi attacks against commercial vessels in the Red Sea, the 
Bab el-Mandeb and the Gulf of Aden have spread instability 
across a waterway that is also vital for the kingdom, indirectly 
damaging its economic goals. 

This means the Yemen crisis has affected Saudi and Gulf 
stability twice: firstly as a local conflict with regional implications 
(2016-22) and secondly as a regional flashpoint with global 
implications (since 2023). Furthermore, the case of the Houthis 
highlights the fact that the interdependence space of the Gulf 
states has got broader in the connectivity age. Not only the 
Red Sea, but the Western Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean 
Sea can now directly affect the stability of the Gulf. While this 
interdependence supports Visions-related goals by maximising 
investment opportunities, it multiplies national security risks 
at same time. 

Towards Autonomy: Foreign Policy as the First 
Deterrence and Defence Tool

Against this backdrop, GCC states are adapting their deterrence 
tools and defence strategies to the post-hydrocarbon scenario. 
This work is still in progress and has two clear strategic lines: 



Framework. Adapting Gulf Defence to the Connectivity Age 17

the primary role of foreign policy and the path of “defence 
autonomisation”. In a regional perspective, foreign policy 
represents the first tool of deterrence and defence for the GCC 
states. Since 2019 and especially since 2021, the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia have recalibrated their foreign policies in the Middle 
East, prioritising a de-escalating and economically oriented 
approach, encompassing patching up the rift with Qatar, the 
Abraham Accords and dialogue with Iran. 

At the international level, multipolarism currently represents 
the first tool of deterrence and defence for the Gulf monarchies. 
The rise of multiple economic partners, diversified in number 
and quality of partnership, actually strengthens interest in Gulf 
security. The GCC states acknowledge that no international 
powers are able and willing to replace the US as security 
guarantors. However, a network of economic partners, each 
supporting the Gulf states’ goal of defence autonomy with 
their own capacities, is functional to reducing if not replacing 
dependency on Washington. It is no coincidence that Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE are still pursuing defence pacts with the 
US. The energy-projected model the GCC states are making 
real envisions defence as a combination of multiple alliances 
in foreign policy, “defence autonomisation”, and a renewed 
defence alliance with the US. 

Given this framework and the increased role the Gulf 
plays in global balances, the EU and NATO have many good 
reasons for supporting defence transformation in the GCC 
states. Adapting the defence strategies of the Gulf states to the 
connectivity age means building security in the neighbourhood 
of the EU and NATO, thus supporting our own security. 
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ENVISIONING 
SECURITY POLITICS  

IN THE AGE OF THE VISIONS





1.  De-Risking the Neighbourhood:  
     The Security Politics of Saudi 
     Vision 2030 

Kristian Coates Ulrichsen 

Vision 2030 reached its halfway point in 2023. Launched 
by then Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman Al-
Saud in April 2016, the vision and accompanying National 
Transformation Program set out an ambitious roadmap to 
remake and diversify the Saudi economy. The 14-year timeframe 
for the vision, while shorter than many of its multi-decade 
counterparts in other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, 
nevertheless exposed the Kingdom’s leadership to various forms 
of economic, political and security risks. These have included 
volatile swings in oil prices and government revenues, political 
missteps by Mohammed bin Salman during his rise to decision-
making authority in the period through 2020, and regional 
uncertainties arising from conflict in Yemen, tension with Iran, 
and, recently, the Israel-Gaza war. 

This chapter examines the security politics of Vision 2030 and 
assesses the measures taken by the Saudi leadership to “de-risk” 
the regional landscape, especially since 2020 and as the “giga-
projects”, which have become so associated with Vision 2030, 
begin to move toward the implementation and delivery phase. 
An opening section provides a brief overview of Vision 2030 
and examines early challenges such as the decline in foreign 
direct investment after 2017 and the backlash to the killing of 
the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018. This leads into a 
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second section, which analyzes why Saudi policymakers needed 
to take specific steps to address the security and geopolitical risks 
that threatened to overshadow the focus on domestic economic 
development, especially between 2019 and 2022. A final section 
looks forward and explores the security politics of Vision 2030 
for the remainder of the 2020s and the run-up to 2030. 

Overview of Vision 2030

Mohammed bin Salman rose to prominence in Saudi Arabia 
when he was appointed Minister of Defence in January 2015 
as his father, King Salman, acceded to the throne after the 
death of King Abdullah. Within days, the new leadership 
restructured executive policymaking as Mohammed bin 
Salman became chair of a Committee on Economic and 
Development Affairs, and his cousin, Mohammed bin Nayef, 
the Interior Minister and Deputy Crown Prince, became chair 
of a Committee on Political and Security Affairs. Over the next 
four months, Mohammed bin Salman gained control over the 
Public Investment Fund (PIF), which was transferred from the 
Ministry of Finance to the Royal Court in March 2015, entered 
the line of succession as Deputy Crown Prince in April 2015, 
and headed a new supreme council for Saudi Aramco in May 
2015.1 By the middle of 2015, Mohammed bin Salman had 
secured oversight over oil and investment decision-making, and 
had started to concentrate political and economic power to a 
degree unprecedented in the modern history of Saudi Arabia, a 
process sealed with his elevation to Crown Prince in June 2017.2

1 J. Kechichian, “Saudi Arabia’s Succession Shakeup and the Rise of  Mohammed 
bin Salman”, Middle East Institute (MEI), 20 May 2015.
2 D. Roberts, Security Politics in the Gulf  Monarchies, New York, Columbia University 
Press, 2023, p. 47. In addition to displacing Mohammed bin Nayef  as Crown 
Prince on 21 June 2017, Mohammed bin Salman succeeded his cousin as Chair 
of  the Committee on Political and Security Affairs as well. 

https://www.mei.edu/publications/saudi-arabias-succession-shakeup-and-rise-mohammed-bin-salman.
https://www.mei.edu/publications/saudi-arabias-succession-shakeup-and-rise-mohammed-bin-salman.
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Oil prices fell sharply in 2014 and had an immediate impact 
on public finances due to the centrality of the energy sector 
to an economy reliant on oil exports for more than 90% of 
government revenues.3 A rapid rise in the budget deficit and a 
slew of cuts to public spending in 2015 formed the backdrop 
to King Salman’s first year in power.4 Mohammed bin Salman 
later claimed that Saudi Arabia had been burning through its 
foreign reserves at such a rate that insolvency was only “two 
years away”, and that his team of financial advisors warned that 
the Kingdom would have gone “completely broke” by early 
2017.5 When Mohammed bin Salman unveiled Vision 2030 
in April 2016, he gave an interview to Al Arabiya, in which he 
stated that, “By 2020, we’ll be able to live without oil”, and 
added that “2015 was the year of the quick fix, 2016 is the year 
of the more organized quick fix, and 2017 will be the year the 
vision will begin”.6

Vision 2030 was launched on 25 April 2016 by Mohammed 
bin Salman in his capacity as Chair of the Committee on 
Economic and Development Affairs. Further detail was 
provided by the National Transformation Program, unveiled 
later the same year, and by the creation in April 2017 of 12 
Vision Realization Programs for the first phase to 2020 (which 
were followed in 2021 by a new program to 2025).7 A major 
role was earmarked for the PIF, both as recipient of the revenues 
raised by the sale of shares in Saudi Aramco in 2019 and the 
transfer of two 4% stakes of Aramco shares to PIF in 2022 and 
2023, and as overseer of every major initiative associated with 

3 L. El-Katiri, “Saudi Arabia’s New Economic Reforms: A Concise Explainer”, 
Harvard Business Review, 17 May 2016.
4 R. Khalaf, L. Barber, and S. Kerr, “Saudi Arabia: The Wake-up Call”, Financial 
Times, 29 November 2015.
5 P. Waldman, “The $2 Trillion Project to Get Saudi Arabia’s Economy Off  Oil”, 
Bloomberg, 21 April 2016.
6 M. Stancati and A. Al Omran, “Saudi Arabia Approves Economic Reform 
Program”, The Wall Street Journal, 25 April 2016.
7 M. Al-Rasheed, The Son King: Reform and Repression in Saudi Arabia, London, 
Hurst & Co., 2020, pp. 132-33.

https://hbr.org/2016/05/saudi-arabias-new-economic-reforms-a-concise-explainer.
https://www.ft.com/content/1aa6c886-91d1-11e5-bd82-c1fb87bef7af.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-approves-economic-reform-program-1461588979.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-approves-economic-reform-program-1461588979.
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the vision.8 Beginning with the announcement in October 
2017 of Neom, a futuristic new city on the Red Sea coastline, 
a series of “giga-projects” became the outward face of the vision 
and its transformative ambition for Saudi Arabia.9

Two inter-related challenges quickly presented themselves. 
The first was that inward levels of foreign investment plunged 
after the detention in November 2017 of dozens of members of 
the Saudi royal family and leading business figures, who were 
held for months at the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh.10 Ironically, 
the Ritz-Carlton had been the venue for the inaugural Future 
Investment Initiative just 10 days before it was turned into a 
makeshift detention centre for members of the business elite 
accused of corrupt practices. The second Future Investment 
Initiative the following year took place in the aftermath of the 
murder of The Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi 
inside the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul, which for a time 
threatened to generate such revulsion as to make Mohammed 
bin Salman a pariah in the West.11 Lower than anticipated levels 
of foreign investment into Saudi Arabia meant that there was 
more of an onus on public revenues to finance the giga-projects, 
which meant a continuing vulnerability to oil-price volatility.12 

8 A. Salzman, “Inside Saudi Arabia’s $360 Billion Investment Fund”, Barrons, 18 
September 2020.
9 Anon., “Saudi ‘Giga-Projects’ Press on Despite Austerity, as MBS Eyes up 
Contractors”, Gulf  States Newsletter, vol. 45, Issue 1131, 29 July 2021, p.1. 
10 D. Dudley, “Saudi Arabia Suffers Shock Collapse in Inward Investment”, 
Forbes, 7 June 2018.
11 A. Emmons, A. Chavez, and A. Lacy, “Joe Biden, in Departure from Obama 
Policy, Says He Would Make Saudi Arabia a ‘Pariah’”, The Intercept, 21 November 
2019.
12 S. Said and D. Nissenbaum, “Before OPEC+ Production Cut, Saudis Heard 
Objections from a Top Ally, the U.A.E.”, The Wall Street Journal, 1 November 2022.

https://www.barrons.com/articles/interview-with-yasir-al-rumayyan-head-of-saudi-arabias-sovereign-wealth-fund-51600453301.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/dominicdudley/2018/06/07/saudi-arabia-shock-collapse-investment/?sh=3c20a50b6e60.
https://theintercept.com/2019/11/21/democratic-debate-joe-biden-saudi-arabia/
https://theintercept.com/2019/11/21/democratic-debate-joe-biden-saudi-arabia/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/before-opec-production-cut-saudis-heard-objections-from-a-top-ally-the-u-a-e-11667335415
https://www.wsj.com/articles/before-opec-production-cut-saudis-heard-objections-from-a-top-ally-the-u-a-e-11667335415
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Security and Geopolitical Risks

While Vision 2030 is more of a roadmap for an ongoing process 
of economic reform than a static plan with a rigid end-goal, the 
trend-lines in its many component parts have heightened Saudi 
vulnerability to security and geopolitical risks. Many of the 
objectives, such as raising women’s participation in the labour 
force from 22% to 30% or reducing the unemployment rate 
from 12% to 7%, are realistic and, in the case of the women 
in the workforce, the 2030 target has already been surpassed.13 
It is these policies that will resonate most strongly among the 
domestic audience of young Saudi citizens coming of age and 
entering the labour market, and for whom the “social contract” 
will need to be updated or remade. However, it is the other, 
more external-facing, aspects of Vision 2030, and specifically the 
various giga-projects, that have a greater reliance on perceptions 
of stability and security if their ambitious targets to transform 
the Kingdom into a hub for travel, tourism, entertainment and 
sport are to be met. 

The scale of the giga-projects and the plans to develop Saudi 
Arabia into a premier destination are enormous. Neom is to 
be more than 30 times the size of New York City, while it is 
anticipated that The Line will have a population of nine million 
spread along a 100-mile-long linear skyscraper.14 A theme 
park at the Qiddiya entertainment complex on the outskirts 
of Riyadh will be among the largest in the world upon its 
scheduled opening in 2024.15 Saudi authorities aim to host 25 
world championships across multiple sports by 2030, including 
the 2029 Asian Winter Games at a to-be-built mountain resort, 
and the Kingdom has emerged as the only bidder for the 2034 

13 Roberts (2023), p. 127. 
14 M. Chulov, “Saudi Arabia Plans 100-mile-long Mirrored Skyscraper Megacity”, 
The Guardian, 27 July 2022.
15 “Six Flags Park Coming to Saudi: Mega Project to Open in October 2024”, 
Khaleej Times, 30 May 2023.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jul/27/saudis-unveil-eye-popping-plan-for-mirrored-skyscraper-eco-city.
https://www.zawya.com/en/life/entertainment/six-flags-park-coming-to-saudi-mega-project-to-open-in-october-2024-gys24vxf.
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FIFA men’s World Cup.16 In October 2023, the Minister for 
Tourism, Ahmed Al-Khateeb, revised upwards a target of 100 
million visitors a year by 2030 to 150 million on the instruction 
of Mohammed bin Salman.17 Several months earlier, the 
Crown Prince himself had stated that the Kingdom would have 
a population of 50 million in 2030, projecting an increase of 17 
million residents in just seven years.18

If these externally-focused targets are to be reached it is 
imperative that the Kingdom is perceived internationally 
as a safe and secure location to live, work and do business. 
Memories are fresh of the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix which 
took place in Jeddah in March 2022 against the backdrop of 
plumes of black smoke billowing from a nearby fuel depot hit 
by missiles fired by Houthi rebels in Yemen.19 Negative optics 
of a country under attack would jeopardize attempts to attract 
the tens of millions of visitors and residents needed to populate 
the giga-projects once they are built. The need to counter such 
narratives explains in part the moves made by Saudi leaders to 
de-escalate tensions and flashpoints as elements of a campaign 
to “de-risk” the regional landscape, by reaching a truce in Yemen 
and engaging with Iran. The need to de-risk was rooted in the 
pattern of attacks against Saudi (and Emirati) maritime and 
energy targets in 2019, which culminated in the missile and 
drone strikes against Saudi oil facilities in September.20

The 2019 attack on the oil processing facility at Abqaiq and the 
Al Khurais oil-field had a seismic and immediate impact on Saudi 
leaders’ perceptions of their defence and security dynamic. The 

16 M. Slater, “The World Cup, Golf, F1, Cycling and More. Saudi Arabia is Buying 
Sport - This is Why”, The Athletic, 10 July 2023.
17 R. Walid, “Saudi Tourism Sector Revises 2030 Target to 150m Visitors”, Arab 
News, 24 October 2023.
18 M. Nihal, “We Will Continue to Prove Neom Sceptics Wrong, Saudi Crown 
Prince Says”, The National, 26 June 2023.
19 H. Ammar, J. Pugmire, and J. Gambrell, “Yemen Rebels Strike Oil Depot in 
Saudi City Hosting F1 Race”, Associated Press, 25 March 2022.
20 B. Hubbard, P. Karasz, and S. Reed, “Two Major Saudi Oil Installations Hit by 
Drone Strike, and U.S. Blames Iran”, The New York Times, 14 September 2019.
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https://www.thenationalnews.com/gulf-news/2023/06/26/we-will-continue-to-prove-neom-sceptics-wrong-saudi-crown-prince-says/
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https://apnews.com/article/business-sports-united-arab-emirates-saudi-arabia-yemen-a0673736ceddfd5f498deb16a4254d64
https://apnews.com/article/business-sports-united-arab-emirates-saudi-arabia-yemen-a0673736ceddfd5f498deb16a4254d64
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/14/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-refineries-drone-attack.html.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/14/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-refineries-drone-attack.html.
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missiles and drones not only evaded air defences but also struck 
with such precision that they knocked out half the Kingdom’s oil 
production capacity for several weeks.21 While the physical damage 
was swiftly repaired, the decision of the Trump administration not 
to respond, with President Trump stating explicitly that “That was 
an attack on Saudi Arabia, and that wasn’t an attack on us”, was 
more lasting in the impression that it left.22 For both the Saudi and 
the Emirati leadership, the shock of Trump’s non-response, which 
was contrasted with active American counter-measures against 
Iran when US targets were hit in June and December 2019, led 
to a recalibration of threat assessments and a questioning, as never 
before, of US deterrence value.23

Security Politics Moving Forward

For Saudi Arabia, the aftermath of the Abqaiq attack 
fundamentally altered the leadership’s perception of regional 
security considerations. This, in turn, had significant 
geopolitical consequences, which have defined much of the 
Kingdom’s pivot toward a less confrontational set of foreign 
policies as the 2010s gave way to the 2020s and the various 
components of Vision 2030 began to take concrete shape. At 
the same time, however, the need to maintain oil prices at a 
certain level to generate the revenues to fund the giga-projects 
created new tensions with Trump’s successor, Joe Biden, in the 
White House. The result was a delicate balancing act made 
more difficult by the polarisation of broader geopolitics in the 
aftermath of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 
and the Israeli-Hamas war in Gaza in 2023. 

21 S. Kalin and S. Westall, “Costly Saudi Defenses Prove No Match for Drones, 
Cruise Missiles”, Reuters, 17 September 2019.
22 S. Holland and R. El Gamal, “Trump Says He Does Not Want War after Attack 
on Saudi Oil Facilities”, Reuters, 16 September 2019.
23 D. Roberts, “For Decades, Gulf  Leaders Counted on U.S. Protection. Here’s 
What Changed”, The Washington Post, 30 January 2020.
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Saudi and Emirati policymakers reacted in similar yet 
separate ways to the illustration of their greater vulnerability in 
2019. Whereas UAE officials re-engaged directly with Iranian 
counterparts on issues such as maritime security and later 
expanded the scope and scale of dialogue, Saudi officials did so 
indirectly, through Iraqi, Pakistani and Omani intermediaries.24 
Both countries’ response to the spike in US-Iran tension in 
January 2020, following the killing of Qassim Soleimani, the 
commander of the Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps in an American drone strike in Baghdad, spoke 
volumes. In 2017, Mohammed bin Salman had ruled out any 
rapprochement with Iran, asking rhetorically “How do you 
have a dialogue with a regime built on an extremist ideology” 
and asserting that “We won’t wait for the battle to be in Saudi 
Arabia. Instead, we will work so that the battle is for them 
in Iran”.25 In January 2020, by contrast, the Crown Prince’s 
brother Khalid, Deputy Defence Minister and himself a former 
Ambassador to the US, travelled to Washington DC, to make 
the case for de-escalation to Trump officials.26

Five rounds of meetings between Saudi and Iranian 
officials took place in 2021 and 2022, hosted by Iraq, with an 
additional role also played by Omani officials The talks focused 
on security and intelligence matters and on the situation in 
Yemen, where a ceasefire took effect in April 2022 but without 
a political breakthrough in the (separate) dialogue between 
Saudi and Houthi representatives in Oman.27 In March 
2023, to the surprise of many observers, especially in the US 
and other Western capitals, Chinese officials hosted Iranian 

24 F. Fassihi and B. Hubbard, “Saudi Arabia and Iran Make Quiet Openings to 
Head off  War”, The New York Times, 4 October 2019.
25 T. Khan, “Saudi Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s Warning to Iran”, The 
National, 2 May 2017.
26 Ta. Abueish, “Saudi Arabia’s Vice Defense Minister Discusses De-Escalation 
with Esper”, Al Arabiya News, 7 January 2020.
27 “IntelBrief: Dialogue Between Iran and Saudi Arabia Advances”, The Soufan 
Center, 5 May 2022.
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and Saudi negotiators and brokered a deal to restore bilateral 
diplomatic relations, which had been cut in January 2016 after 
demonstrators stormed Saudi diplomatic facilities in Iran.28 The 
sense of surprise resulted from a “Beltway” focus in Washington 
DC, on the prospects for the normalisation of relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Israel, but it was with Iran that the Saudi 
leadership chose to engage.29 Moreover, the agreement in Beijing 
was neither symbolic nor a one-off as it was followed by a series 
of bilateral meetings at ever-higher levels, which culminated in 
a relatively rapid reopening of Saudi and Iranian embassies and 
other diplomatic facilities in the summer of 2023.30

The decision to involve China as effective underwriter of the 
diplomatic process of restoring ties between Riyadh and Tehran 
signalled that Saudi and Iranian officials sought a new phase in 
their often-difficult relationship, one that the US, by virtue of 
its post-1979 sanctions on Iran, simply could not deliver. With 
little prospect of political re-engagement between Iran and the 
US, and growing concern at the possibility of an Iranian-Israeli 
“shadow conflict”, Saudi (and Chinese) officials made clear 
their preference for a new approach to regional geopolitics that 
prioritised diplomacy over confrontation. Issues of great-power 
competition and strategic rivalry have redefined concepts of 
geopolitical risk at the global level and injected new challenges 
for states, such as Saudi Arabia, which seek to avoid “picking 
sides”. In the changed circumstances of the 2020s, and 
particularly as 2030 draws nearer, “de-risking” the Kingdom 
from insecurity and instability regionally and internationally 
has become a key feature of Saudi policy.31 

28 A. Gallagher, S. Hamasaeed, and G. Nada, “What You Need to Know About 
China’s Saudi-Iran Deal”, United States Institute of  Peace, 16 March 2023.
29 M. Crowley, V. Nereim, and P. Kingsley, “Saudi Arabia Offers its Price to 
Normalize Relations with Israel”, The New York Times, 9 March 2023.
30 “Saudi and Iran Exchange Ambassadors after Rapprochement”, Al-Jazeera, 5 
September 2023.
31 K. Coates Ulrichsen, “Saudi Plans to ‘De-Risk’ Region Have Taken a Hit 
with Gaza Violence – But Hitting Pause on Normalization with Israel Will Buy 
Kingdom Time”, The Conversation, 18 October 2023.
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The emphasis on de-risking was evident in the aftermath of the 
Hamas attack on Israel and massacre of more than 1200 people 
in October 2023 when, five days later, Mohammed bin Salman 
and Iran’s President Ebrahim Raisi held their first conversation, 
by telephone, since ties were restored.32 Raisi later travelled to 
Saudi Arabia for a meeting of Arab League and Organization 
of Islamic Conference leaders in Riyadh in November 2023, 
the first visit to the Kingdom by an Iranian head of state for 11 
years.33 As the giga-projects move toward the critical phase of 
construction and delivery, the Saudi leadership is focused on de-
escalating points of friction and minimising the spillover effect 
from regional flashpoints. The shift toward a “non-aligned” 
stance in international relations is one that puts Saudi domestic 
interests front and centre but which is nevertheless a significant 
move away from the Kingdom’s historic close partnership with 
the US and “the West” during the Cold War and in the decades 
since.34

Somewhat paradoxically, albeit consistent with the non-
alignment tilt in Saudi foreign policy positioning, the de-
risking of the regional security and geopolitical landscape 
unfolded against the backdrop of a more assertive “Saudi First” 
approach to oil policy, which generated new tensions with the 
US. This became apparent in July 2022 when President Biden, 
who took office in January 2021 and had resolved not to engage 
with Mohammed bin Salman, travelled to Jeddah to meet the 
Crown Prince in person. While a range of issues were on the 
agenda, Brett McGurk, the Middle East coordinator for the 
White House, later briefed analysts that a major objective of the 
trip had been to secure increases in oil production from Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE to tackle the rise in energy prices after 

32 “Iran’s Raisi, Saudi Arabia’s MBS Discuss Israel-Hamas War”, Al Jazeera, 12 
October 2023.
33 M. Surman and V. Nereim, “Iran’s President Visits Saudi Arabia for the First 
Time Since the Two Mended Ties”, The New York Times, 11 November 2023.
34 D. Ottaway, “America’s Key Gulf  Arab Partners Embrace Non-Alignment, 
With a Tilt Toward China”, Wilson Center, 31 May 2023.
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Russia invaded Ukraine.35 Tensions flared after the Kingdom 
made a small, tokenistic increase in production that lasted 
for one month and followed it with a deep cut to production 
that appeared to be coordinated with Russia through the 
OPEC+ framework.36 A sense of personal animosity between 
Mohammed bin Salman and President Biden also added a 
new element to strained bilateral ties, with the Crown Prince 
responding with a blunt “Simply, I do not care”, to a question 
in 2022 about what he thought of Biden’s opinion of him.37

In the midst of the conflict between Israel and Hamas in 
Gaza, Saudi Arabia was effectively selected to host the 2034 
FIFA Men’s World Cup after it received the backing from 
Asian football federation officials and became the only country 
to declare a bid to host the event.38 The decision, expected to 
be confirmed by FIFA in 2024, and the decade-long lead-up 
time to the tournament, increases still further the premium the 
Saudi leadership will put on maintaining control of the security 
politics of Vision 2030 and beyond. Vision 2030 and the giga-
projects are now so closely associated with Mohammed bin 
Salman that they cannot afford to fail, to underwhelm, or even 
to be seen to fall short of what has been promised. 

If, as expected, Mohammed bin Salman duly accedes to 
the throne as King of Saudi Arabia, his youth means he could 
reign for decades just as his grandfather, the founder of the 
modern Kingdom, did for 51 years. The period since 2020 has 
seen Mohammed bin Salman move beyond the challenging 
early years of his rise to decision-making authority and focus 
laser-like on ensuring timely delivery of Vision 2030 projects. 

35 B. Ravid, “Biden Adviser: Saudi Arabia and UAE Have ‘More to Give’ on Oil 
Production”, Axios, 27 July 2022.
36 K. Coates Ulrichsen, M. Finley, and J. Krane, “The OPEC+ Phenomenon 
of  Saudi-Russian Cooperation and Implications for U.S.-Saudi Relations”, Baker 
Institute for Public Policy, 18 October 2022.
37 E. Hokayem, “Fraught Relations: Saudi Ambitions and American Anger”, 
Survival, vol. 64, no. 6, 2023, p. 9.
38 A. Crafton and M. Slater, “Saudi Arabia to Host 2034 World Cup – What Does 
it Mean for Football?”, The Athletic, 31 October 2023.
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This has and will continue to be centred around a Saudi First 
approach which has created tensions with the US and also 
sharpened competitive rivalries with regional neighbours 
such as the United Arab Emirates.39 Finding a balancing act 
between de-risking the security and geopolitical landscape 
while simultaneously adopting a more assertive projection of 
domestic Saudi interest will likely define the remainder of the 
2020s and play a role in determining the success, or otherwise, 
of Vision 2030 projects. 

39 S. Kerr, “Saudi Arabia Lays Down Dubai Challenge by Luring Multinationals”, 
Financial Times, 30 January 2021.
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2.  UAE and Qatar: Understanding 
     Foreign Policies and Security Strategies 

David B. Roberts 

The case of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar 
illustrates some of the functions of armed forces in autocratic 
states, highlighting how defence tools can play an indirect role 
in supporting political processes at times of economic and social 
transformation. To operate in the world, we make a deep range 
of simplifications. Heuristics are part of our reflexive response, 
staving off the inevitable paralysis that would otherwise arrive 
if we needed to think about and reflect upon every individual 
action, conversation, and idea.1 The point is that, at times, we 
need to stop and remember that such shortcuts are only that, 
and we sometimes need to unpack the differences and nuances 
of a given issue, or we may be liable to treat it in an overly 
simplistic fashion. For instance, armed forces are not only 
shaped to defend the state from an aggressor, as it would be 
widely expected. Indeed, sometimes leaders operate in ways 
that actively undercut the abilities of their forces to become 
effective,2 since autocratic leaders are often concerned that the 
state’s own (potentially effective) military forces might be used 

1 J. Mitzen, “Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security 
Dilemma,” European Journal of  International Relations, vol. 12, no. 3, 1 September 
2006, pp. 341-70; A. Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self  and Society in the Late 
Modern Age, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1991, pp. 1-5, 145-60.
2 R.A. Brooks, “Making Military Might: Why Do States Fail and Succeed?: A 
Review Essay”, International Security, vol. 28, no. 2, 2003, pp. 149-91.
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against them by rivals.3 The case studies of the UAE and Qatar 
nicely illustrate that armed forces are not only functional to 
ensure the security of these two states, but that they can also 
deliver security in innovative ways.  

Local, Regional and International Context

The security strategies of these two states can only be understood 
in the context in which they emerged. Consequently, this 
mandates a grasp of the local, regional, and international 
political factors that set the conditions for the different 
approaches adopted by Qatar and the UAE to evolve.4 

Qatar and the UAE face the same swirling international 
context. Both have taken important places in the broader Pax 
Americana as an obvious and necessary way to secure their 
security. Moreover, as core oil and gas suppliers the world over, 
these states enjoyed a strong starting position when it came 
to forging and maintaining international relations. The Gulf 
monarchies are not alone in thinking and worrying about the 
withdrawal of the US from the Gulf region. There are no overt 
signs that this will transpire quickly. However, there are a range 
of indications that the Gulf is descending in importance for 
the US overall. The Pivot to Asia, shifting US focus to China 
and its environs, and the subtle but sure decreasing importance 
of hydrocarbons in a world ever more concerned with climate 
change and reducing carbon footprints are two trends pushing 
the Gulf and the US apart.5 How the Gulf monarchies deal 
with this decreasing US focus is of core importance to their 
security and defence vision henceforth. 

3 A. Belkin and E. Schofer, “Toward a Structural Understanding of  Coup Risk”, 
Journal of  Conflict Resolution, vol. 47, no. 5, 2003, pp. 594-620.
4 D.B. Roberts, “Qatar and the UAE: Exploring Divergent Responses to the Arab 
Spring”, The Middle East Journal, vol. 71, no. 4, 2017.
5 H. Melhem, “The End of  America’s Middle East”, Foreign Policy (blog), 14 
September 2023.
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In the Gulf region, the UAE and Qatar suffer from the 
anxieties and threats that are ever-present. Iran and its proxies 
remain core concerns for both states. The UAE is closer to 
Yemen than Qatar, which puts Emirati territory into the range 
of Houthi missiles. However, the UAE has the advantage of 
its Fujairah port, which is on the open-sea side of the Strait of 
Hormuz, thus lessening the threat of Iran blocking the strait and 
strangling exports. Qatar, aside from a small pipeline to Oman 
and the UAE, which generates inconsequential income overall, 
has no such alternative. Ultimately, whether from Iran or Saudi 
Arabia, where both states have a patchy history of sporadic 
disagreement, both states face a similarly concerning region. 
The point is that facing essentially the same international and 
regional situations, for good and for ill, the character of the 
state’s individual security and defence response emerges from 
the local, intra-state area. 

These two states share a range of comparable attributes on the 
local level. Both are comparatively small in terms of geographic 
size and population, wealthy by international standards, and 
they share a range of formative historical experiences emerging 
from colonial control under the UK. Furthermore, both are 
Sunni Islamic states, the same tribes and families span them, 
and both are concerned by the Iranian threat. However, we see 
interesting differences in how the two operate more generally 
in the defence and security environment and with their foreign 
policy orientation. 

Qatar

Qatar is a small state with a local population of around 350,000 
citizens – the size of Leicester, UK, Nice, FR, Wuppertal, GER, 
or Honolulu, US. This central fact shapes the state’s reality in 
profound ways. Hamad bin Khalifah Al Thani took power from 
his father in a bloodless coup in 1995 but had been in de facto 
charge since the late 1980s. Hamad initially pursued a twin-
track approach to securing Qatar. First, he established strong 
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relations with the US from 1990 onwards, which led over the 
years and decades to US forces using military bases in Qatar to 
ever greater degrees.6 Second, he pursued a range of high-profile 
policies (international mediation, building tools of soft power 
like Al Jazeera, hosting myriad sporting and cultural events, 
etc.) to augment the state’s visibility and develop alliances and 
friendships.7 

However, the state jettisoned its somewhat neutral reputation 
when, during the Arab Spring (2010- ), it became a central 
actor supporting anti-establishment, usually Islamist, forces.8 
These policies would prove to be disastrous for Qatar. Within 
six months of Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani taking over 
from his father in late 2014, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the 
UAE launched a (then) unprecedented withdrawal of their 
ambassadors en masse. At the time, this was shocking. A 
short-lived cold peace was achieved, with the price of Qatar de 
facto promising to tone down its Islamist engagements, such 
as by relocating prominent Muslim Brotherhood members 
away from Doha. Yet a true crisis appeared with the blockade 
of Qatar in 2017 when Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE 
(and Egypt) imposed a hitherto unprecedented land, sea, air, 
political, economic, and social blockade on the state. Qatar 
proved remarkably resilient after the initial (understandable) 
panic, which included rumours of invasion.9  

Today, Qatar is confident, having successfully endured the 
challenging blockade, primarily by doubling down on its core 
relationships. Notably and illustratively, Qatar bought three 
fourth-generation fast jet platforms, the Typhoon from the 
UK, the F-15 from the US, and the Rafale from the French. 

6 D.B. Roberts, Qatar: Securing the Global Ambitions of  a City State, London, Hurst 
& Co., 2017, pp. 35-47.
7 Ibid., pp. 59-71.
8 D. Kirkpatrick, “Qatar’s Support of  Islamists Alienates Allies near and Far”, The 
New York Times, 7 September 2014.
9 On different aspects of  the blockade, see D.B. Roberts, Reflecting on the GCC 
Crisis: Qatar and Its Neighbours, Abingdon, Routledge, 2022.
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These deals are the quintessence of Qatar’s defence strategy. 
No logistician would choose to acquire three such complex 
platforms, which, when combined, come with a range of 
additional wicked complexities: different training regimes and 
pathways, logistical support packages, maintenance protocols, 
and legion interoperability issues. But none of this matters. 
The primary strategic use of these aircraft has less to do with 
delivering deterrence or punishment to an adversary (though 
this is not an irrelevant factor) as it has to inculcating sets 
of prominent, deep, and inherently long-lasting relations at 
operational, strategic, and political levels with the politico-
military strata of power in Washington DC, London, and Paris.  

Otherwise, while other states in the region, like Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE, were pointedly finding ways to downplay their 
dependency on the US and diversify their core international 
relations,10 Qatar remained firmly ensconced in the Pax 
Americana. Importantly, Qatar’s decade-long ploy to be the 
critical interlocutor for the US came to fruition with Doha 
playing a central role in the debacle of the US withdrawal from 
Afghanistan in 2020.11 More recently, Qatar again displayed 
its centrality to US regional policy with its lynchpin role in 
speaking to Hamas to secure the release of hostages abducted in 
Israel during the October 7th 2023 attacks.12  

Going forward, it looks like Qatar is striving to become a 
prickly Switzerland by combining its approaches of the 1990s 
and 2000s of broad neutrality with Emir Tamim’s heavy focus 
on military force. Moreover, as noted, Qatar has avoided any 
pointed moves to renounce its close relations with the US. 
Indeed, by hosting the Al Udeid military base, Qatar is hosting 
a structural component of the US global military infrastructure 

10 F.G. Gause III, “The Kingdom and the Power”, Foreign Affairs, 20 December 
2022.
11 L. Jakes, “Qatar to Represent U.S. Interests in Afghanistan, Blinken Says - The 
New York Times,” The New York Times, 17 November 2021.
12 A. Goldman and R. Bergman, “Facing Risky Options for Gaza Hostages, U.S. 
Turns to Longtime Mediator”, The New York Times, 17 October 2023.
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in the shape of US Central Command’s Forward Military 
Headquarters. Leaving Al Udeid, and Qatar, for the US is 
consequently far from simply relocating troops and equipment. 
Meanwhile, as and when the US engagement in the region 
declines, Qatar can revert to its broader engagement strategies 
that have been so fruitful in the recent past. 

Reflecting lastly on the economic angle of security, the reality 
is that there are far fewer pressures to diversify away from oil and 
gas income in Qatar than in other states.13 Partly, this is due to 
Qatar’s small native population and the vast wealth accrued by 
the state, meaning that the state can maintain its ruling bargain 
well into the foreseeable future. Otherwise, though Qatar’s 
various economic and state visions speak to the importance 
of diversification, and the state has certainly ploughed many 
billions of dollars into building the infrastructure underpinning 
the emergence of a knowledge economy, Qatar’s broader 
economic strategy remains consistently hydrocarbon-orientated. 
Notably, Qatar is currently engaging in the largest expansion of 
its gas supply for decades.14 The state lifted a moratorium on 
gas exploration in 2017 to scale production to ensure it has no 
stranded assets and regains the mantle of the world’s largest gas 
supplier. 

The United Arab Emirates

Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (MbZ) has been the central 
thought leader and actor in the Emirati security and defence 
establishment for decades. In May 2022, he became President 
of the UAE and Ruler of Abu Dhabi. His vision for ensuring 
the security of the UAE has thus been evolving for decades and 
incorporates at least four evolving strands. 

13 D.B. Roberts, Security Politics in the Gulf  Monarchies: Continuity Amid Change, New 
York, Columbia University Press, 2023.
14 F. Rizvi, “Inside Qatar’s Multi-Billion LNG Expansion”, Oil & Gas, 3 July 
2023.

https://www.oilandgasmiddleeast.com/news/inside-qatars-multi-billion-lng-expansion
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First, mirroring all Gulf monarchies, the UAE has long placed 
critical importance on ensuring and maintaining close relations 
with the US as a backstop guarantor of regional security since 
the early 1990s.15 Second, under MbZ’s guidance, despite close 
US relations, the UAE maintained a keen focus on meaningfully 
building up its own military forces and capabilities. Notably, 
the UAE military is shot through with innovative structures 
(the Presidential Guard), unusual training and leadership 
approaches (having an Australian lead the Presidential Guard), 
a more traditional and measured approach to procurement, 
and regionally atypical examples of UAE forces being tested 
in hostile conditions (Kosovo, Somalia, Afghanistan, Libya, 
counter-ISIS campaign, Yemen, etc.).16 

In pursuing these policies, MbZ understood that the US 
might be a critical ally for the UAE if there were a state-on-state 
threat from Iran. However, if a sub-state threat emerged in the 
UAE or nearby, US security agreements might be of significantly 
less value. Such prudential thinking proved wise from the UAE 
perspective, when it was forced to launch military operations 
against the Houthis in Yemen in 2015. US assistance was much 
less than the Gulf states hoped for, and consequently, principally 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia led as never before.17 

These examples speak to the third Emirati trait. Emirati 
foreign and security policy has become increasingly assertive in 
recent decades. Before operations were launched in Yemen in 
2015, no Gulf state had meaningfully put its own armed forces 
in harm’s way to such a degree. The curious reality was that 
despite spending over US$1.5 trillion on military forces in the 

15 “Agreement Between the UNITED STATES OF AMERICA and the UNITED 
ARAB EMIRATES”, TREATIES AND OTHER INTERNATIONAL ACTS 
SERIES 87-523, Defense: Security of  Information, US Department of  State, 
23 May 1987.
16 D.B. Roberts, “Bucking the Trend: The UAE and the Development of  Military 
Capabilities in the Arab World,” Security Studies, vol. 29, no. 2, 2020.
17 D.B. Roberts and E. Hokayem, “The War in Yemen”, Survival, vol. 58, no. 6, 
2016.

https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/87-523-United-Arab-Emirates-Defense-Info-Notes.pdf.
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/87-523-United-Arab-Emirates-Defense-Info-Notes.pdf.
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previous century, while Gulf military forces certainly looked 
the part, often with the latest equipment, the reality was that 
such forces were seldom actually deployed. Yet, as noted, with 
an increasing tempo and with expanding aspirations, Emirati 
military forces were increasingly deployed from the 1990s 
onwards as MbZ genuinely wanted a capable military force to 
be honed and tested.18 

Moreover, recent years have seen Emirati foreign policy, and 
the military as a tool therein, increasingly used to bolster an 
ideological battle in the Middle East and North Africa region 
(MENA). Counter to the Qatari approach, the UAE long 
preferred to deal with either nationalist forces or existing elites 
rather than Islamists as a core approach of state.19 This scheme 
is rooted in an evident preference and policy choice made by 
Abu Dhabi’s elite, led by MbZ. Indeed, Emirati leaders do 
not trust groups that actively seek to mix religion and politics. 
They feel the history of the Middle East region, with its many 
travails, struggles, conflicts, and suffering can be at least partly 
attributed to the detrimental role of religion in the public 
sphere. While Emirati leaders firmly see religion as important in 
the UAE and beyond, they simply want to restrict its impact to 
the non-formal, personal spheres. Notably, Emirati government 
money has funded groups espousing Sufi and Sufi-adjacent 
thinking as these kinds of groups reflect such ideas. Increasingly 
emboldened, like Qatar, when the Arab Spring started and the 
region’s traditional powerhouses like Iraq, Egypt, and Syria 
were mired in their own internal strife, the UAE decided to 
act to counter the growing power of Islamist groups. Such 
dynamics pitched the UAE and Qatar against each other in 
both proxy conflicts, and in more direct actions, such as the 
blockade. More than a decade on, the UAE, like most external 
actors, has dialled down its focus on these issues around the 
region. Moreover, the UAE reconciled with Qatar, ending the 

18 Roberts (2020).
19 D.B. Roberts, “Mosque and State: The United Arab Emirates’ Secular Foreign 
Policy”, Foreign Affairs, 5 May 2016.
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most bitter bilateral episode in over a century. However, none 
of this is to say that Emirati leaders have changed their minds 
on the core issues at play, though the focus on these issues has, 
for the moment at least, diminished. 

An integral part of these nationalist-oriented policies is 
the shaping of UAE nationalism. A reinforcement of martial 
overtone within the state, greater pride in the UAE military, 
and a girding of UAE society for a war of ideas against Islamists 
have been concomitant with (if not intrinsic to) the rise of 
UAE nationalism.20 Mirrored elsewhere in the Gulf, notably 
in Saudi Arabia and also Qatar, where it was precipitated by 
the blockade, UAE nationalism is – as it ever is – a mix of 
government-shaped narratives and popular engagement.   

Lastly, in terms of UAE security and defence trends, there is a 
clear, now mostly enacted, plan to consolidate existing defence 
companies and manufacturers into a small number of core 
conglomerates, led by the EDGE company. The UAE hopes in 
this way to drive costs down, efficiencies up, and to offer itself 
as an increasingly major defence exporter in years to come. 
Many hurdles remain to actualising such a plan. Designing and 
manufacturing anything approaching cutting-edge ordinance or 
equipment requires a vast interrelated ecosystem of education, 
training, talent pools, and strategies to come together. It remains 
unclear whether Abu Dhabi can artificially foster such a system 
in a state with as small a population as the UAE. 

The UAE is well positioned to reap the benefits of an ever 
more multipolar world. Dubai has long been a successful, 
internationally orientated, trade-based city with a world-
class port and extensive logistical infrastructure. Abu Dhabi, 
which on its own would be the single richest city on earth, 
has the funds, influence, and head-strong leadership to refuse 
to genuflect to any one international side. As noted, US 
relations remain well grounded. But this has not stopped the 

20 E. Ardemagni, “Gulf  Monarchies’ Militarized Nationalism”, Sada, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 28 February 2019.

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/78472
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UAE from building notably strong economic ties with China, 
particularly via the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative. In 
the security and defence sphere, it is difficult to disentangle 
mischievous rumours from policy-orientated stalking horses. 
However, speaking to multipolarity, the UAE is sporadically 
linked to interest in acquiring next-generation Russian fast 
jets, something that would deeply affect its status quo relations 
with the US.21 While such an outcome remains unlikely – 
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine looks likely to have made it 
even more remote – the intriguing feature of this theoretical 
offer from Russia is a far greater chance of technology sharing 
compared to a similar deal with the US. The carrot of Russia 
manufacturing elements in the UAE, or otherwise sharing parts 
of the technology with UAE defence companies, thus giving 
them a potentially important fillip, are likely advantages that 
the UAE cannot get as easily (or at all, in some cases) from the 
US. 

Similarly, the UAE seems to be making loose overtures 
towards China in the military, security and defence spheres. 
The US reacted forcefully to apparent signs of the emergence of 
a Chinese military base in Abu Dhabi and forced the UAE to 
halt any further expansion.22 Otherwise, China is a piecemeal 
supplier of military technologies and equipment to the UAE 
(and other Gulf monarchies). When Gulf states are rebuffed 
from acquiring Western equipment because of stringent arms 
control agreements, as is the case with the sale of armed drones 
traditionally being broadly barred, Gulf states turn to China. 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar did this with their rocket forces, and 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia did this with the Chinese equivalent 
of the Predator armed drone, the Wing Loon.23 

21 “India, UAE, and Russia Explore Collaborative Production of  Su-57 Fifth-
Generation Fighter: Russia”, TASS.
22 J. Hudson, E. Nakashima, and L. Sly, “Buildup Resumed at Suspected Chinese 
Military Site in UAE, Leak Says”, The Washington Post, 26 April 2023.
23 Liu Xuanzun, “Chinese Aviation Equipment Attracts Middle Eastern Interest 
at Dubai Airshow”, Global Times, 14 November 2023.

https://idrw.org/india-uae-and-russia-explore-collaborative-production-of-su-57-fifth-generation-fighter-russia/
https://idrw.org/india-uae-and-russia-explore-collaborative-production-of-su-57-fifth-generation-fighter-russia/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/26/chinese-military-base-uae/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/26/chinese-military-base-uae/
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202311/1301817.shtml.
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202311/1301817.shtml.
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The Israel-Hamas War and Qatar and UAE’s 
Regional Strategies

In the Middle East, it seems, a grand tragedy is never that far 
away. The October 7th attacks by Hamas on Israel enter the 
pantheon of seminal moments of misery that will reverberate 
for years if not generations. Qatar remains deeply mired in this 
issue, having hosted Hamas’ political leadership for years, and 
otherwise having channelled millions of dollars to the group. 
Much of this, it must be remembered, was done directly at 
the request of, and with the explicit acknowledgement of the 
US and Israeli political and security establishments.24 The 
calculation of Qatar and various US and Israeli leaders and 
security chiefs was that engaging with Hamas was, in essence, 
a least bad outcome. Hamas’ leadership was seen as pragmatic 
and better than any alternative, such as Islamic Jihad coming 
to power. These calculations seem incorrect in the cold light of 
day, and with the benefit of hindsight. 

With the 150 hostages being initially held by Hamas, Qatar’s 
leaders were the first port of call for heads of state around 
the world looking for help to release their countryfolk. And 
Qatar delivered. Thanks to its negotiations, dozens of hostages 
were released, and a truce held for several days starting in late 
November 2023. The future remains inscrutable. It seems 
impossible to conceive that Hamas can retain its place as a 
core node of power in Gaza. Certainly, after the hostages are 
recovered and Israel finishes its military operations in Gaza, it is 
hard to see them acquiescing once more to the notion of Qatar 
continuing to engage with the group. From mid-October, there 
were intimations from US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
that Qatar understood that the status quo would have to change, 
and that it would seemingly have to cut its relations with Hamas. 
Yet the individuals who run, staff, and make up Hamas will still 

24 A. England, “Qatar’s super-fixer role in Israel-Hamas war brings praise and 
scrutiny”, Financial Times, 26 October 2023; R. Ayyub, “Israel approves Qatari 
aid to Gaza after May conflict, defense minister says”, Reuters, 19 August 2021.

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-approves-qatari-aid-gaza-after-may-conflict-defence-minister-says-2021-08-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-approves-qatari-aid-gaza-after-may-conflict-defence-minister-says-2021-08-19/
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exist. Some may go to Iran or Syria to spend their days looking 
over their shoulders for Israeli assassins, but these individuals 
will likely remain important. Thus, what is needed is the next 
impossible thing – a replacement organisation to Hamas. 
Further, whatever is to come needs to come with full-throated 
political and financial support from the Arab world – another 
impossibility presently. One of the core fault lines herein once 
again comes back to the core philosophical differences between 
Qatar and the UAE: to deal with and to trust Islamists or not? 

Qatar may look like it sits precariously on these issues – 
walking an ever more slender line between working with 
Islamists (especially after Hamas’ terrorist attack on October 7th) 
and working with the international community simultaneously. 
Yet, Qatar’s leaders have experience playing these games for 
years, if not decades now. Just as the Ibex can climb and prance 
around what look to us like nigh-on vertical rock walls, they are 
in reality adapted, perfectly in control, and fully accustomed to 
taking this higher, more precarious road as a better alternative 
to sauntering around the plains where myriad predators can 
more easily attack. Certainly, Qatar and the Ibex might fall, but 
they are skilled at what they do. Doha’s leaders act in lockstep 
with leaders in Washington DC and the West more generally, 
and this gives them the critical top-cover required. 

Into this complex fray, the UAE displays little desire to enter. 
It purportedly has close contacts and relations with Mohammed 
Dahlan, a nationalist Palestinian leader who retains a modest 
support. Certainly, the UAE might end up striving to channel 
support his way, but the state’s leaders display little desire to 
really get their hands dirty in the morass of Palestinian politics. 
The upside of advocating for a preferable leader who would 
downplay Islamist politics is clear, but it seems so unachievable 
presently that the UAE leaders look unlikely to waste 
considerable financial or political capital on the ploy.
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The Way Ahead: Dealing with 
a Changed US Alliance 

Today’s central question for the Gulf monarchies is how to deal 
with their shifting US relationship. This relationship seemed 
integral to the monarchies’ security and defence at one stage. 
However, the elastic holding the US and the Gulf monarchies 
together is fraying. This is not surprising. These states are 
thousands of miles apart, the US is a democracy proud of the 
fact that it threw off the yolk of a monarchy, and the Gulf states 
are autocratic monarchies. While cultural compatibility is not 
needed for close relations, the contrast between the (by global 
standards) arch-liberal nature of the US polity versus the far 
more conservative Gulf monarchies does not help. While elite 
relations, trade, and the belief in the importance of providing 
broad stability for the unimpeded flow of oil and gas to world 
markets have papered over some of the basic incompatibilities 
and difficulties in US-Gulf relations, there is increasing evidence 
of US disinterest in the Gulf region.25 

Looking to the near future, the UAE is well-placed and 
flexible as it reacts to changing events. It retains core relations 
in the US. For instance, the UAE Ambassador to the US, 
Yusuf Al Otaiba, remains one of the most influential envoys 
in contemporary history. His ability to promote his state and, 
crucially, to change and shape political opinions is second to 
none. There remains a good chance that the UAE will stay 
encamped in the US-led world order. Vast amounts of the visible 
security architecture (equipment, training courses, etc.) are 
firmly Western-dominated, while equally important invisible 

25 Vitalis’ book offers a fascinating perspective on the myths that have emerged 
about the centrality and importance of  ‘securing’ the Gulf  monarchies for their oil. 
He persuasively argues that we have deeply misunderstood the centrality of  oil and 
that, while it is important, a range of  interlocking myths have emerged surrounding 
this industry such that we often do not take a rational approach to it. We treat it as if  
it is special when, in fact, oil is just another commodity. R. Vitalis, Oilcraft: The Myths 
of  Scarcity and Security That Haunt US Energy Policy, Stanford University Press, 2020.
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elements therein (standard operating procedures, norms, etc.) 
are similarly Western-orientated. Crucially, none of these 
elements are that swift to change but remain semi-structural. 

Equally, the UAE is better placed than any other Gulf 
monarchy if US relations become untenable. Its military forces 
remain likely the most potent in the region, and its international 
relationships are highly diversified. Rather than “going it 
alone”, the UAE would be conspicuously well placed to surf 
the tail of US engagement in the region, which is not a tap that 
can simply be turned off quickly, by strengthening a range of 
relations with states like China, France, the UK, South Korea, 
or even Turkey. The UAE could replace the US domination 
of its security calculus with more of a mosaic pattern of less 
important, less influential, less powerful individual states, such 
that the overall picture was relatively balanced. 

Precisely this kind of more decentralised and less dependent 
security relationship fits the Qatari calculus too, at least in 
theory. Though Qatar has been less overt in its flirting with 
China or Russia, keen not to irritate Washington DC too much, 
it has been engaging with a litany of states around the world 
in the security sphere. In addition to acquiring top-end military 
equipment, which gives Qatar basic deterrence, it seems clear 
that Doha’s leaders also mean to use such purchases to leverage 
and deepen important relations with elites in key world capitals. 
Qatar judges that the extra difficulties that come with purchasing 
multiple competing military platforms are justified by the 
relationship-building elements that come with such acquisitions. 
Such an approach mirrors the core advice of Doha’s history, 
which mandates Qatari leaders to diversify their dependencies 
on any external “guarantor” for, eventually, they all disengage. 
Meanwhile, Qatar’s multifarious policies to build soft power and 
boost its international relations continue apace. These facets are 
important. Yet the message of the 2017-21 blockade is mixed. 
These deep international relations did not stay the hand of the 
blockaders, even though they were important – perhaps even 
critical – to Qatar’s subsequent survival and prospering.



3.  “Positive Neutralism”: Security 
     Politics of Vision 2040 in Oman

Gawdat Bahgat

The significance of the Vision 2040 document and its implications 
on the Sultanate’s national security cannot be overstated. Vision 
2040 identifies the key challenges Muscat faces and provides a 
“road map” on how to address them. As this chapter analyses, 
Oman enjoys warm relations with almost all its neighbours and 
maintains balanced relations with global powers. This means 
that the nation has been able to successfully neutralise external 
threats despite the eight-year war in neighbouring Yemen 
and the ongoing tension between the United States and Iran 
in the Persian Gulf and the broader Middle East. Within this 
context, Vision 2040 focuses on internal threats, mainly the 
over dependence on hydrocarbon revenues. As a matter of fact, 
the Sultanate of Oman provides important lessons on how 
countries cope with the rising and complicated challenges of 
climate change. Unlike most of its neighbours, Oman holds 
modest oil and gas reserves and is not a member in either the 
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) or 
the Gas Exporting Countries Forum. The Sultanate’s economy, 
however, is heavily dependent on hydrocarbon revenues. Like 
the other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, Iran and 
Iraq, Muscat has been trying to diversify its economy, attract 
foreign investment and encourage the private sector. The end of 
the decades-long reign of Sultan Qaboos and Sultan Haitham 
bin Tariq’s rise to power in January 2020 represented both 
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continuity and change in the nation’s domestic and foreign 
policies. The new Sultan was heavily involved in articulating 
and implementing his predecessor’s policies. At the same time, 
Sultan Haitham has taken significant initiatives to address 
evolving and new challenges and to capitalise on emerging 
opportunities both at home and abroad. 

Given that much of Oman’s population, infrastructure 
and economic activities are located in coastal zones and are 
vulnerable to sea-level rise, salt-water intrusion and increasingly 
frequent extreme tropical cyclones, climate change is one of the 
most serious challenges facing Muscat. Shifting precipitation 
patterns in recent years pose a serious challenge. The Sultanate 
is already one of the most water-stressed countries in the 
world. Low rainfall, combined with limited natural freshwater 
resources, has made a bad situation much worse. Oman has 
less than 1000 m3 of freshwater per capita per year, which 
is significantly less than the world average of around 5,500 
m3.1 This chapter examines the Omani government’s efforts 
under Sultan Haitham’s leadership to make the transition to 
a low carbon/green economy, diversify its energy mix and 
establish itself as a regional and even a global energy producer 
and exporter. These ambitious goals entail introducing new 
strategies, building appropriate institutions, making peace with 
regional states and maintaining warm relations with global 
powers. This multilayered strategy is likely to help Muscat to 
close the gap between its climatic and economic aspirations and 
limited indigenous resources.

Environmental Policy: Given the growing global consensus 
on the need to address climate change and the nation’s 
vulnerability to extreme weather patterns, the Omani authorities 
have introduced several initiatives and established a number 
of institutions to diversify its energy mix, limit pollution and 
market itself as a key player in the growing alternative energy 

1 International Energy Agency (IEA), “Climate Resilience for Energy Transition 
in Oman”, 2023. 

https://www.iea.org/reports/climate-resilience-for-energy-transition-in-oman.
https://www.iea.org/reports/climate-resilience-for-energy-transition-in-oman.
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resources market. The broad long-term objective is to lay 
the groundwork for low-emission sustainable development 
pathways over the coming few decades. By signing the Paris 
Climate Agreement in 2016 and ratifying it three years later 
(2019), Muscat joined the global efforts to combat climate 
change. 

Shortly before Sultan Qaboos’ death, the Omani government 
issued Vision 2040. The document, similar to those in 
other GCC states, highlights the main social, economic and 
environmental aspirations. It seeks to develop a diversified and 
sustainable economy that is based on technology, knowledge 
and innovation.2 

In October 2023, the International Energy Agency (IEA) 
projected that the world is “on track to see all fossil fuels 
peak before 2030”.3 This projection does not mean that the 
share of oil and gas in the global energy mix will disappear. 
Rather, it means that the energy transition is real and the 
share of hydrocarbons will gradually decline in the coming 
few decades. Oman, like the rest of the world, has to prepare 
for this transition. Guided by Vision 2040, the Sultanate 
seeks to promote socio-economic reform despite regional and 
international challenges. Global growth is projected to fall from 
3.5 per cent in 2022 to 3.0 per cent in 2023 and 2.9 per cent in 
2024.4 Stated differently, for most countries, growth is projected 
to slow and remain modest and below its historical average over 
the medium term. Against this background, non-oil activities 
are set to be the main growth driver in GCC countries in the 
foreseeable future. The Omani government’s non-oil revenues 
as a percentage of GDP are projected to witness steady growth 
from 10.7 (2021) to 13.1 (2022) and 13.3 (2023).5 The 2040 

2 Omani Government, Vision 2040, 2020.
3 International Energy Agency (2023) World Energy Outlook 2023, accessed 26 
November 2023.
4 International Monetary Fund (IMF), “World Economic Outlook: Navigating 
Global Divergences”, 10 October 2023.
5 International Monetary Fund (IMF), “Regional Economic Outlook: Middle 

http://www.national-day-of-oman.info
https://www.eia.org/reports/world-energy-outlook-2023
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2023/10/10/world-economic-outlook-october-2023
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2023/10/10/world-economic-outlook-october-2023
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2023/10/12/regional-economic-outlook-mcd-october-2023
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Vision pays particular attention to two major challenges – 
gender inequality and youth unemployment. According to 
the World Bank, the Middle East has the lowest female labour 
force participation and the highest youth unemployment in the 
world.6 Addressing these key socio-economic challenges in line 
with the main principles articulated in Vision 2040 is certain to 
enhance political stability and national security.

In 2018, the Omani authorities issued the National Strategy 
for Adaptation and Mitigation to Climate Change (2020 – 
2040). The document acknowledges the changing climatic 
patterns the Sultanate and the rest of the world have experienced 
in recent years. It argues that civil society, the private sector and 
government agencies need to work together to address wasteful 
consumption and encourage more sustainable practices. The 
major five objectives of the Strategy are: promote institutional 
capacity; raise awareness; undertake systematic climate research; 
coordinate action across agencies; and promote strategic 
research and cooperation opportunities. The ultimate objective 
is “climate-resilient green growth”.7

The Government Carbon Control Target Plan is rooted 
in Vision 2040 and the National Energy Strategy to support 
a gradual transition to a low carbon economy and an energy 
matrix significantly lower in carbon emissions by 2030. The 
massive deployment of renewable energy and the deepening of 
energy efficiency actions are the two main pillars of the 2030 
carbon control plan. The National Energy Strategy has set an 
ambitious target to derive 20% of electricity from renewables 
by 2027. Over the period 2021-27, the Renewable Energy Plan 
aims to secure at least 2,660 MW. The plan relies mainly on 
solar PV and wind.8 

East and Central Asia”, 12 October 2023.
6 R. Gatti et al., “Balancing Act: Jobs and Wages in the Middle East and North 
Africa When Crises Hit”, World Bank Group, 6 October 2023. 
7 Omani Government, National Strategy for Adaptation and Mitigation to 
Climate Change for the Sultanate of  Oman (2020-2040), 2018. 
8 Omani Government, The Sultanate of  Oman’s National Strategy for an Orderly 

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2023/10/12/regional-economic-outlook-mcd-october-2023
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/978-1-4648-2035-9
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/978-1-4648-2035-9
https://www.ea.gov.om/media/03nlovjc
https://www.ea.gov.om/media/03nlovjc
https://www.ea.gov.om/media/xdvpdu1w/oman-net-zero-report-2022_screen.pdf
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Like Vision 2040 and the National Energy Strategy, the 
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) seeks to identify 
the main steps the Sultanate needs to take to support a gradual 
transition to a low carbon economy, a diversified energy mix 
and lower carbon emissions. These steps include large-scale 
renewables and an energy efficiency plan, a carbon reduction 
plan for the oil and gas industry and a climate preparedness and 
resilience strategy.9 

One of the main institutions in charge of implementing these 
climate-change strategies is the Oman Sustainability Center. It 
has a comprehensive mandate to formulate strategies, policies 
and regulations to promote, pursue and support the Sultanate’s 
carbon emission reduction goals. In addition to its efforts to 
transition away from fossil fuels, the Sustainability Center 
is working to promote local value-added policies, localising 
industries related to the renewable energy and hydrogen sector.10

Energy transition is not just about producing clean energy, 
rather, it includes storing, transporting, and delivering energy 
to global markets. With its strategic location, substantial 
investment, and abundant renewables, the Middle East is well-
positioned to lead the global green hydrogen market, starting 
from Oman. In 2022, the Omani government established 
Hydrom, a central and independent entity to articulate and 
develop the country’s hydrogen strategy. Its main mandate is to 
delineate government owned areas of land, structure associated 
large-scale green hydrogen projects, manage the process for 
their allocation to developers and oversee their execution.11 

The Sultanate has the potential to produce large quantities of 
green hydrogen and hydrogen-based fuels like ammonia. It has 
set ambitious targets to produce significant amounts of renewable 
hydrogen in the coming decades. These ambitious goals are based 
on a number of natural and geographical advantages:

Transition to Net Zero, 2022.
9 Omani Government, Second Nationally Determined Contribution, 2021. 
10 “New One-stop Net Zero Think-tank for Oman”, Energy Oman, 2023. 
11 “We are building a better future”, Hydrom, 2023. 

https://www.ea.gov.om/media/xdvpdu1w/oman-net-zero-report-2022_screen.pdf
https://www.unfcc.int/sites/default/files/NDC/2022-06/Second%20NDC%20Report%20Oman.pdf
https://energyoman.net/new-one-stop
https://hydrom.om
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•	 The country has high-quality renewable resources (both 
solar and wind power). 

•	 A strategic location close to the fast-growing Asian 
markets. 

•	 Vast amounts of land. 
•	 An existing fossil fuel infrastructure that can easily and 

cheaply be repurposed to export hydrogen.

By leveraging these advantages, according to the International 
Energy Agency (IEA), Oman could become the world’s sixth 
largest exporter of hydrogen by 2030.12 The realisation of these 
ambitious objectives, however, depends on promoting regional 
stability and establishing and maintaining good relations with 
all global powers.

Regional Conflict Mediation: Omani officials proudly 
emphasise that the Sultanate’s foreign policy is founded and 
driven by the vision of friendship toward all neighbours. Non-
intervention and respect of each country’s sovereign right 
to make its own policies are at the heart of Oman’s regional 
policy. This policy has been shaped largely by geopolitics and 
geoeconomics.

Oman shares long borders with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Yemen, the first two are the largest economies in 
the Arab world and the latter is the poorest in the region. Muscat 
has always sought to maintain balanced and peaceful relations 
with these three neighbours and has consistently refused to take 
sides in the ongoing war in Yemen. Rather, Omani leaders have 
always been concerned about the impact of the Yemeni war on 
their country’s security and economy. Accordingly, Muscat has 
taken a leading role in mediating between the Houthis on one 
side and Riyadh and Abu Dhabi on the other side. 

Similarly, Muscat has always sought to maintain good 
relations with all the other GCC states. When Bahrain, Saudi 

12 International Energy Agency (IEA), “Renewable Hydrogen from Oman: A 
producer economy in transition”, June 2023. 

https://www.iea.org/reports/renewable-hydrogen-from-Oman
https://www.iea.org/reports/renewable-hydrogen-from-Oman
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Arabia and the UAE (along with Egypt) imposed sanctions on 
Qatar (2017-21), Oman refused to take sides and maintained 
its economic and diplomatic ties with all parties. A few decades 
earlier, Oman adopted a similar approach when Egyptian 
President Anwar Al-Sadat signed in 1979 a peace treaty with 
Israel and Arab countries boycotted Cairo. Sultan Qaboos 
respected Egypt’s sovereign right to make peace with the Jewish 
state and did not adhere to this Arab boycott.

One of the greatest regional security challenges facing Muscat 
is the decades-long and traditional deep tension between some 
of its Arab neighbours on one side and Iran on the other side. 
The relationship between the two sides can be characterised as 
a mixture of cooperation and conflict. Arabs and Persians have 
lived side-by-side for millennia. Before the creation of nation 
states and political borders, tribes from both sides used to move 
freely across the Persian Gulf and had close cultural and trade 
ties. In recent decades, sectarianism and geopolitics have fuelled 
suspicion and antagonism between governments on both sides 
of the Gulf. 

Caught in the middle of these adversaries, Omani leaders 
have not only sought to establish and maintain a balanced 
policy with both Iran and its Arab neighbours, but also to 
reduce tension and promote regional dialogue. Most Omanis 
are Ibadhi and Sunni with a small Shiite minority. In other 
words, unlike some of its neighbours, the Sultanate has not 
witnessed Sunni-Shiite tension and is known for religious 
and sectarian tolerance. Muscat and Tehran share the Strait 
of Hormuz. Oman considers the Strait a vital waterway for 
regional security and the global economy, and warm relations 
with Tehran are seen as a keystone to ensure freedom of 
navigation. Within this context, Oman (along with Iraq) 
played a key role in establishing strategic dialogue between its 
Arab and Iranian neighbours. These efforts paved the road to 
the ongoing rapprochement between Abu Dhabi, Manama 
and Riyadh on one side and Tehran on the other and the 
resumption of diplomatic relations between all these parties 
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in 2022-23. Moreover, Oman was the only GCC state not to 
suspend diplomatic relations with the Syrian President Bashar 
al-Assad in the aftermath of the 2011 uprising and civil war, 
thus maintaining contacts with his government. Reading this 
complicated political map, Omani leaders have continued to 
pursue a friendship policy with all their neighbours. Muscat 
maintains warm relations with both Tehran and the other 
GCC states. Sultan Haitham bin Tarik also recently sought to 
mediate between Egypt and Iran. Simply stated, the Omani 
position is Iran is a too big and too important a regional power 
to be isolated. 

Finally, Oman was one of a few Arab countries that 
supported the Arab-Israeli peace process championed by the 
former Egyptian President Anwar Al-Sadat in the late 1970s. 
The Sultanate welcomed Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin 
on his first visit to a Gulf state in December 1995. In October 
2018 the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu visited 
Muscat. Despite these high-level visits and a brief period of 
diplomatic relations, Oman under Sultan Haitham leadership 
has kept a distance from Israel and refused to join the Abraham 
Accords (signed in August 2020). Senior Omani officials insist 
that their country will not normalise relations with Israel 
unless it accepts a two-state solution.13 The Israel-Hamas 
war (October 2023 onwards) has further sharpened Muscat’s 
strong stance supporting the Palestinians and opposing the 
Israeli policy. Shortly after the war started, the Omani Foreign 
Ministry issued a statement accusing the “Israeli occupation 
forces of committing war crimes”.14 Meanwhile, Muscat has 
been working with other regional powers, Europe and the 
United States to prevent further escalation and to support a 
comprehensive diplomatic solution.

13 Personal interview with senior military and diplomatic officials in Muscat, 
2022.
14 Foreign Ministry of  Oman, Oman says actions of  Israeli occupation forces in 
Gaza constitute war crimes, 28 October 2023. 

https://fm.gov.om/oman-says-actions-of-israeli-occupation-forces-in-gaza-constitute-war-crimes/
https://fm.gov.om/oman-says-actions-of-israeli-occupation-forces-in-gaza-constitute-war-crimes/
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Relations with Global Powers: Oman’s moderate and 
inclusive foreign policy has given it a reputation as the 
“Switzerland of the Middle East”. Since Sultan Qaboos came to 
power in 1970, Muscat has never cut diplomatic relations with 
any government and has generally avoided aligning with any one 
geopolitical bloc against another. Sultan Haitham has continued 
this “positive neutralism”15 tradition. Furthermore, Oman has 
developed very important connections with Africa, particularly 
in the Horn, through the Gulf of Aden. Its strategic location 
at the intersection of Africa and Asia combines seamlessly 
with its consistent policy of building peaceful relations with 
regional powers. In short, history and geography have made 
the Sultanate earn the reputation of being an honest broker 
and a key partner. Within this context, Muscat has successfully 
managed to maintain good relations with the US (Washington), 
the EU (Brussels), China and Russia simultaneously. It has 
avoided taking sides in the ongoing global power competition 
and the war in Ukraine.

The United States has had relations with Oman since the 
early days of American independence. Washington signed a 
Treaty of Amity and Commerce with Muscat in 1833, one of 
the first of its kind with an Arab state. This treaty was replaced 
by the Treaty of Amity, Economic Relations, and Consular 
Rights signed in December 1958. In 2009, the two countries 
signed a Free Trade Agreement, which has increased trade in 
both directions, created opportunities for US and Omani 
businesses, and supported the Sultanate’s goals of attracting 
foreign investment and diversifying its economy.

These historical ties between Washington and Muscat explain 
the strategic partnership between the two nations. American 
diplomats understand Muscat’s desire to be a good neighbour 
and its close ties to Tehran. Oman was a key player in negotiating 
the 2015 nuclear deal and in the release of several dual-citizen 
Americans held in Iran. Regardless of the outcome of the efforts 

15 Author interview with a senior Omani diplomat in Washington DC, July 2023.
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to revive the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 
Sultanate will maintain its policy of diffusing tension between 
the United States and Iran. American diplomats also value the 
positive role Oman is playing in bringing the civil war in Yemen 
to an end.

Like its close ties with Washington, Muscat maintains warm 
and comprehensive relations with the European Union both 
bilaterally (Muscat-Brussels) and multilaterally (EU-GCC). 
EU-GCC cooperation is based on the 1988 Cooperation 
Agreement. Since then, annual joint cooperation Councils 
and Ministerial Meetings of the Cooperation Council for the 
Arab States of the Gulf and the European Union have taken 
place. Political consultations at the highest level take place on 
a regular basis. In May 2022, the EU and the GCC signed a 
Strategic Partnership Agreement. The EU perceives the GCC 
countries as dynamic economies and an important gateway 
between Europe, Asia and Africa. They are also reliable liquefied 
natural gas providers and have some of the best solar and wind 
resources in the world, whose development can be key in 
implementing mutual strategies to meet climate commitments 
as well as economic goals.

Bilateral relations between Oman and the EU are based on 
their mutual interest in different fields. The two sides engage in 
a dynamic political dialogue to promote security, stability and 
sustainability. The European External Action Service and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Sultanate of Oman signed a 
cooperation agreement in Brussels in September 2018. Brussels 
appreciates Muscat’s constructive role in regional conflicts. 
The cooperation between the two sides covers a variety of 
topics including maritime security, education, climate change, 
renewable energy, aviation and investment.

With regard to China, Oman had hostile relations with 
Beijing in the Sixties due to its support of the Dhofar rebels in 
the Sultanate. However, after China’s foreign policy changed 
under the leadership of Xia Boing and it adopted the open 
door policy, Oman was one of the first countries to establish 
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diplomatic relations in 1978. Since then, the two countries 
have grown closer and China has become the Sultanate’s largest 
trading partner. While oil dominates their bilateral relations, 
China has been slowly establishing itself in Oman’s non-oil 
sectors as well, in line with the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

Like the relations with China, Oman had troubled ties with 
the Soviet Union in the late 1960s/early 1970s because of its 
support for the Dhofar rebellion. In September 1985 the two 
nations established diplomatic relations and in 1991, Oman 
recognised Russia as the legitimate heir of the Soviet Union. 
Since the early 1990s, relations between Muscat and Moscow 
have steadily improved. For more than a decade the two nations 
have adopted similar approaches to regional conflicts. 

So far, Oman has refused to take sides in the Ukraine war 
and has not singled out Moscow as the aggressor, despite 
joining most Arab states in condemning Russian aggression 
at the United Nations. Instead, the Foreign Minister Sayyid 
Badr al-Busaidi has called for “diplomatic engagement” and a 
“European solution” to the conflict.16 In concert with its fellow 
GCC members, Oman has not imposed any sanctions on Russia 
and has resisted Western calls to pump more oil and confirmed 
its support for cooperation within the OPEC+ alliance. Finally, 
despite this growing political and strategic coordination 
between Muscat and Moscow, economic cooperation between 
them is very limited and the volume of trade is small.

The Way Forward: Oman is a relatively small country 
with less than 4 million people. It is not as wealthy as other 
GCC members and holds modest hydrocarbon reserves. A 
close examination of the Sultanate’s regional policies, however, 
underscores the key role it plays in mediating conflicts and 
promoting peace. Muscat has not only enjoyed peaceful 
relations with opposing adversaries but has sought to bring 
them to the negotiating table. Omani mediation has proven 

16 “Oman-Russia: Lavrov’s Visit Strengthen Relations between Moscow and 
Muscat in the midst of  the Ukrainian Crisis”, Agenzia Nova, 12 May 2022. 

https://www.agenzianova.com
https://www.agenzianova.com
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crucial in reducing tension between the Saudis and the Houthis 
and between the Americans and Iranians. 

Equally important, the Sultanate has maintained balanced 
relations with the major global powers. It signed a strategic 
dialogue with the United States (with first-ever talks held in 
2023), while expanding its extensive economic ties with China. 
Oman keeps its traditional close strategic and cultural ties 
with Britain and the rest of Europe and has urged Russia and 
Ukraine to negotiate a peaceful settlement to the ongoing war. 

The Omani people and government seem to be writing a 
new chapter in their country’s history. In the last two decades 
several new universities opened their doors to promote higher 
education. There is massive investment in human capital and 
a growing interest in the knowledge-based economy. More 
women are taking leading positions in the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and other ministries and departments in the government 
and the private sector. The success of these socio-economic 
reforms will help economic prosperity in Oman and regional 
stability in the broad Middle East and West Asia region.

To sum up, the warm relations Muscat has established and 
maintained with both its neighbours and the global powers 
are certain to help the Sultanate position itself as a major hub 
for renewable energy, particularly green hydrogen. Mediating 
regional conflicts has already helped Muscat to attract foreign 
investment, diversify its energy mix and introduce initiatives to 
reform its economy. The good ties with global powers further 
enhance Muscat’s efforts to pursue its domestic and regional 
ambitions. The Sultanate’s plan to establish itself as a hub for 
renewable energy and green hydrogen faces competition from 
other regional powers. This competition, however, is a win-win 
one and is certain to contribute to regional and global efforts to 
slow global warming.
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Over the past two years, the artificial intelligence (AI) boom has 
undoubtedly been one of the most talked-about technological 
developments in global society. Digital transformation stands at 
the core of economic post-oil diversification in the GCC states. 
Growing investments in this field, especially in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia, also affect the security and 
defence sectors, and are going to have medium to long-term 
implications. AI advancements can support national security 
and defence capabilities, including in terms of intelligence and 
cyber security. For instance, the Emirati military is beginning 
to adopt AI: in 2023, the US and UAE naval forces completed 
their first unmanned systems exercise in the Arabian Gulf.1

In the United States and Europe, a significant amount of 
academic and media attention has been devoted to discussing 
the impact of the AI boom on society, as well as the diverse 
challenges that have arisen with respect to the development of 
effective governance and regulatory frameworks for AI. Indeed, 
the rapidly advancing capabilities of AI continue to challenge 
the status quo in education, labour, manufacturing, logistics, 
defence, healthcare, transportation, and more. While the West 
has made considerable strides towards incorporating AI into 

1 America’s Navy, “U.S., UAE Naval Forces Complete First-Ever Bilateral 
Unmanned Exercise”, from U.S. Naval Forces Central Command Public Affairs, 
20 February 2023.

https://www.navy.mil/Press-Office/News-Stories/Article/3302779/us-uae-naval-forces-complete-first-ever-bilateral-unmanned-exercise/
https://www.navy.mil/Press-Office/News-Stories/Article/3302779/us-uae-naval-forces-complete-first-ever-bilateral-unmanned-exercise/
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policy dialogues, the Middle East has faced a unique set of 
challenges, as well as successes, in harnessing AI as an emerging 
power. 

Currently, numerous countries in the Middle East are 
investing in AI research. Universities, research institutions, and 
companies in the region are contributing to globally recognised 
progress in the field. Notably, PWC estimates that the Middle 
East is expected to “accrue 2% of the total global benefits of 
AI in 2030… equivalent to US$320 billion”.2 However, the 
ability to reap the benefits of artificial intelligence differs 
greatly among sub-regions in the Middle East. The Gulf states, 
including Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE, possess by far the most advanced and robust artificial 
intelligence ecosystems, with Saudi Arabia and the UAE leading 
the pack. 

Factors Driven by AI in the GCC States

Over the past several years, the hydrocarbon-rich Gulf states 
have all launched ambitious plans to create thoroughly 
diversified and globally competitive economies. Such efforts 
largely prioritise digital transformation as a means of developing 
sectors such as financial technology and ICT (Information and 
Communication Technologies), as well as encouraging high-
tech entrepreneurship. As a result, AI is squarely at the centre 
of digital transformation initiatives in the Gulf. Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE’s focus on AI within their respective Visions plans 
stems from a combination of converging factors:

•	 Economic Diversification: both countries rely heavily 
on oil revenues, which are finite and facing increasing 
environmental pressure. Diversifying their economies 
is crucial, and AI is seen as a key driver for growth in 
several key sectors:

2 “US$320 billion by 2030?”, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).

https://www.pwc.com/m1/en/publications/potential-impact-artificial-intelligence-middle-east.html
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•	 Tourism and Innovation: AI can personalise travel 
experiences, enhance smart city infrastructure, and 
develop new industries like autonomous transportation, 
attracting investment and fostering innovation. 
Currently, the Saudi Tourism Authority (STA) is using 
AI to develop digital infrastructure, including guides, 
personal data, and personalised experiences, which is set 
to revolutionise a tourist’s experience in the country.3 

•	 Manufacturing and Automation: AI-powered 
robotics and automation can improve efficiency and 
competitiveness in manufacturing, reducing dependence 
on foreign labour and boosting exports. In the UAE, 
AI robots are starting to dominate the manufacturing 
and automation field,4 as the government believes them 
to be a safer and more efficient option for conducting 
potentially dangerous tasks.

•	 Healthcare and Education: AI can revolutionise 
healthcare with personalised medicine, early disease 
detection, and improved diagnostics. In education, 
on the other hand, AI-powered tools can personalise 
learning and optimise curricula. Saudi Arabia is 
increasingly incorporating AI and robotics into 
healthcare in order to improve patient care and 
diagnoses;5 an area where the Kingdom has historically 
lagged behind. The Kingdom has also embraced and 
encouraged the use of AI in its schools.6 Specifically, 
Saudi teachers are using AI to personalise curricula to 

3 Personalized tourism: Saudi Tourism Authority reinvents travel, Deloitte, 18 
November 2022.
4 “AI-powered robots could dominate industrial operations in the GCC”, 
HRWorld, 20 September 2023.
5 “Saudi Embraces AI and Robotics in Healthcare. Explained”, 25 November 
2023.
6 M. Marioni, “Abandon the fear around AI in school, says Saudi education 
minister: ‘If  you wait to check all the boxes, you lose the opportunity’”, Fortune, 
2 November 2023.

https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/insights/focus/tech-trends/2023/digital-government-transformation-of-saudi-arabia-tourism.html
https://fortune.com/2023/11/02/ai-in-school-yousef-al-benyan-global-cybersecurity-forum/
https://fortune.com/2023/11/02/ai-in-school-yousef-al-benyan-global-cybersecurity-forum/
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their students and their specific needs in the classroom.7 
•	 Technological Leap: both countries aim to become 

regional and global leaders in technology and innovation. 
Investing in AI positions them at the forefront of this 
transformative technology, attracting talent, establishing 
tech hubs, and fostering a knowledge-based economy. 
Currently, AI is forecast to contribute 12.4% of Saudi 
Arabia’s GDP to the Kingdom’s economy in 2030 and 
almost 14% in the UAE.8 Financial institutions in Saudi 
and the UAE are also among the world’s top investors 
in AI.9 

•	 National Security and Defence: AI advancements can 
significantly enhance national security and defence 
capabilities. This includes improved intelligence 
gathering, cyber security, and even applications in 
military technology. The UAE is embracing the use of 
AI in its military and defence industries,10 specifically 
in its Air Force, where AI and robotics are being used 
to train fighter pilots more quickly and efficiently. 
The UAE, in tandem with L3Harris, also launched 
a machine learning centre for research and training 
focused on unmanned systems in 2023.11 

•	 Social Development and Governance: AI can drive 
improvements in public services, traffic management, 
disaster response, and resource management, leading to 
a higher quality of life for citizens and more efficient 
governance. The UAE has utilised Google AI to 
improve traffic flows in Abu Dhabi,12 using AI to gather 

7 “Transforming Saudi education with AI: unlocking new possibilities”, Arab 
News, 4 July 2023.
8 PwC..., cit.
9 “Saudi Arabia leads adoption of  AI in financial services closely followed by 
UAE, says Finastra global survey”, Finastra, 27 November 2023.
10 “Artificial intelligence in UAE military”, Times Aerospaces, 19 February 2023.
11 A. Mustafa, “Artificial Intelligence revolutionised warfare”, Defsec, 3 July 2023.
12 K. Warner, “Google AI to help improve traffic flow in Abu Dhabi”, In Business, 
25 May 2023.

https://www.arabnews.com/node/2332486/transforming-saudi-education-ai-unlocking-new-possibilities
https://www.finastra.com/press-media/saudi-arabia-leads-adoption-ai-financial-services-closely-followed-uae-says-finastra
https://www.finastra.com/press-media/saudi-arabia-leads-adoption-ai-financial-services-closely-followed-uae-says-finastra
https://www.timesaerospace.aero/news/defence/artificial-intelligence-in-uae-military
https://www.defsecme.com/analysis/artificial-intelligence-revolutionised-warfare
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/future/2023/05/25/google-ai-to-help-improve-traffic-flow-in-abu-dhabi/
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information on traffic patterns and build AI models 
that can respond with effective recommendations to 
streamline traffic.

Emirati and Saudi AI Strategies

The UAE, for its part, launched its National AI Strategy in 
2017, which set forth its objective for the country to become a 
world leader in AI by 2031. At national level, UAE’s AI Strategy 
aims to boost government performance at all levels, utilise an 
integrated smart digital system to overcome challenges and 
provide efficient solutions, incorporate the field of AI in various 
sectors and create a new vital market with high economic 
value. More specifically, the plan calls for the integration of 
AI technologies with nine sectors, including transportation, 
health, space, renewable energy, water, technology, education, 
environment, and traffic. The UAE has responded by working 
to create world-class AI research and development facilities and 
positions itself as a “test bed for AI”. 

And there has been clear evidence of progress. In the spring 
of 2023, Abu Dhabi’s Technology Innovation Institute (TII) 
launched its “Falcon” large language model (or LLM),13 a 
foundational LLM with 40 billion parameters, i.e. numbers that 
determine how an input is transformed into an output within 
AI models. AI defence capabilities are expected to continue to 
grow as the Emirati government ramps up AI R&D. 

However, the UAE does not possess a monopoly over AI 
prowess in the Gulf. It increasingly shares that role with Saudi 
Arabia. In 2020, the Kingdom announced the launch of its 
first AI strategy which, like the UAE’s, calls for the country 
to become a global leader in artificial intelligence and data 
by 2030. Some of the Saudi strategy’s specific objectives 
include launching Saud-led AI and data-related initiatives and 

13 “Abu Dhabi’s TII unveils its Falcon 40B AI model open source”, Gulf  Business, 
25 May 2023.

https://gulfbusiness.com/tii-makes-its-falcon-40b-ai-model-open-source/
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events, implementing AI in the educational system, activating 
regulatory frameworks for data and AI activities to attract AI 
companies, attracting domestic and foreign investments in data 
and AI, and building an AI platform and elevating innovation. 
Saudi Arabia’s AI ambitions, which are a part of its broader 
Vision 2030 economic transformation initiative, also include 
the goal of training 20,000 data and AI specialists and creating 
300 active data and AI startups by the end of the decade.14

While Saudi Arabia may have launched its AI development 
efforts several years after the UAE, its enormous growth 
potential is hard to deny. According to PWC, AI is expected 
to “contribute over US$135.2 billion in 2030 to the [Saudi] 
economy, equivalent to 12.4% of GDP”.15 In absolute terms, 
this amounts to the most significant predicted gain from AI 
in the entire Middle East. The Kingdom is also working to 
spread awareness of its AI potential and aims to attract US$20 
billion in foreign and local investments by 2030. Currently, 
the Kingdom is on track to meet this goal. In May 2023, the 
Saudi Data and Artificial Intelligence Authority launched the 
Centre of Excellence for Generative Artificial Intelligence in 
partnership with US computing giant Nvidia.16 Soon after, 
the authority also released its own AI chat application, Allam, 
which is capable of answering questions in Arabic.

In addition, AI presents huge opportunities for the energy 
sector in the Gulf in terms of increasing production and 
efficiency, streamlining basic operations, and reducing carbon 
emissions. For example, Saudi Arabia’s use of AI and big 
data has cut flare emissions by over 50% since 2010 at Saudi 
Aramco17 – setting an example for the broader GCC and energy 
sectors around the world. Careem, a UAE-based food delivery 

14 R.M. Balaba, “Saudi Arabia launches strategy to become global AI leader”, 
Arab News, 21 October 2020.
15 PwC..., cit.
16 R. Radwan, “How Saudi Arabia is indigenizing the AI revolution and future-
proofing its workforce”, Arab News, 24 September 2023.
17 Big data, big insights, Aramco, 2020.

https://www.arabnews.com/node/1752111/amp
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2379871/saudi-arabia
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2379871/saudi-arabia
https://www.aramco.com/en/news-media/elements-magazine/2020/big-data-big-insights


Desert Bloom: AI Blossoming in the GCC States 67

service, has also harnessed the advantages of AI by using the 
technology to block thousands of fraudulent entities on its app 
and other platforms.18 The UAE has also used AI to respond 
to millions of cases and queries for the Dubai Electricity and 
Water Authority.19 

With an eye to staying abreast of developments, Saudi 
Arabia is using its current edge in AI to develop surveillance 
and security systems for its up-and-coming new “smart city”, 
Neom.20 When completed, residents in Neom will be subject 
to their data being mined and used for security, transportation, 
education, and every other aspect of everyday life. With AI 
at the city’s core, Neom’s future success (or lack thereof ) will 
serve as a proving ground for the rest of the world regarding the 
safety and effectiveness of using AI to essentially patrol and run 
an entire city. 

The UAE is also testing AI surveillance in Dubai and its 
airports, although the technology remains controversial.21 For 
example, the UAE’s hosting of COP28 became a source of 
controversy when it was discovered that the conference venue 
was stuffed with over 12,000 surveillance cameras which were 
part of UAE’s Oyoon project.22 Oyoon – “eyes” in Arabic – 
is a security project that has set up over 30,000 surveillance 
cameras around Dubai.23 While UAE’s government asserts that 
Oyoon has made Dubai one of the safest cities in the world, 

18 K. O’Brien, K. Habib, and W. Badr, “How Careem is detecting identity fraud 
using graph-based deep learning and Amazon Neptune”, AWS, 23 November 
2021.
19 Government of  Dubai, DEWA’s virtual employee achieves remarkable results 
during pilot use of  ChatGPT, 22 August 2023. 
20 M.A. Farouk, “FEATURE-Saudi ‘surveillance city’: Would you sell your data 
to The Line?”, Reuters, 23 August 2023.
21 P. Mozur and A. Satariano, “A.I., Brain Scans and Cameras: The Spread of  
Police Surveillance Tech”, The New York Times, 30 March 2023. 
22 “At COP28, 12,000 surveillance cameras are causing concerns about civil 
liberties”, EuroNews.Next, 12 December 2023.
23 “Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid briefed about ‘Oyoon’ security surveillance 
programme in Dubai”, Gulf  News, 14 July 2021.

https://aws.amazon.com/it/blogs/machine-learning/how-careem-is-detecting-identity-fraud-using-graph-based-deep-learning-and-amazon-neptune/
https://aws.amazon.com/it/blogs/machine-learning/how-careem-is-detecting-identity-fraud-using-graph-based-deep-learning-and-amazon-neptune/
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2023/08/dewas-virtual-employee
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https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL8N2ZL0CM/
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL8N2ZL0CM/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/30/technology/police-surveillance-tech-dubai.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/30/technology/police-surveillance-tech-dubai.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare
https://www.euronews.com/next/2023/12/12/at-cop28-12000-surveillance-cameras-are-causing-concerns-about-civil-liberties
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there have been concerns that Oyoon is paving the way for the 
UAE to become a surveillance state, as the country historically 
and consistently had low crime rates before the proliferation of 
Oyoon. 

Gulf’s AI Balancing Act Between the US and China

GCC states have also leveraged AI to boost cooperation with 
regional and global partners. In November 2023, Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE became parties to the EU’s Bletchley Declaration,24 
a joint communiqué issued by the 26 countries attending the AI 
Safety Summit in the UK. The Declaration outlines a set of global 
safety standards for the use and proliferation of AI. Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE’s representation in the agreement is indicative of 
the GCC’s ambitions to become a serious leader in the AI space 
and use its position to bolster international partnerships. Other 
GCC members have also pushed for international cooperation 
and agreements on AI: Kuwait, Oman, and Saudi Arabia have 
all reached AI,25 research, and data agreements with Indonesia. 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, and Saudi Arabia are also founding 
members of the Digital Cooperation Organisation (DCO), 
which collaborates in technology sharing and R&D. 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have found additional success 
in collaborating on AI with other nations at a bilateral level. 
China, for example, has enjoyed increasingly close scientific 
and technological ties with both countries over the years. 
Huawei,26 the Chinese telecommunications giant, has a very 
substantial presence in the Gulf, constructing key physical 
elements of ICT infrastructure such as data centres in the 

24 Gov.UK, “The Bletchley Declaration by Countries Attending the AI Safety 
Summit”, 1-2 November 2023, Policy paper, 1 November 2023.
25 M.Z. Rakhmat, “Indonesia’s Advancing Digital Cooperation with the GCC 
Countries”, Middle East Institute (MEI), 20 December 2022.
26 M. Soliman, “The GCC, US-China tech war, and the next 5G storm”, Middle 
East Institute (MEI), 1 September 2020.
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UAE and Saudi Arabia.27 Furthermore, Saudi and Emirati 
universities have partnered with Chinese higher education 
institutions to produce AI models and other related tools. Since 
normalising relations in 2020,28 Israel and the UAE have also 
become partners in AI innovation. In May 2023, Abu Dhabi’s 
Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial Intelligence 
(MBZUAI) signed an MoU with OurCrowd Arabia, an Abu 
Dhabi-based subsidiary of OurCrowd, an Israeli global venture 
investing platform.29 The MoU called for the joint creation and 
management of initiatives aimed at accelerating and catalysing 
the growth of MBZUAI’s AI technology ecosystem.30

However, the AI boom in Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and other 
GCC countries is not without its challenges. One of the most 
pressing issues at the moment is the impact of global technology 
competition between the United States and China.31 In brief, 
the US and China continue to be embroiled in a far-reaching 
technological rivalry. This is an extension of the two great 
powers’ broader struggle to reduce each other’s global influence 
and fortify their respective positions on the international stage. 
Both nations have taken measures to safeguard their critical 
technology resources: China has imposed strict export controls 
on essential metals vital for semiconductor manufacturing.32 
Meanwhile, the US, with its dominant semiconductor industry, 
plays a central role in shaping the global race toward advancing 
artificial intelligence. In particular, the American government’s 
attempts to protect the nation’s chip technology have created 

27 “China’s Huawei opens cloud data centre in Saudi Arabia in regional push”, 
Reuters, 4 September 2023.
28 S. Fortis, “Saudi Arabia and China collaborate on Arabic-based AI system”, 
Cointelegraph, 10 October 2023.
29 Z. Hennessey, “Israel and the UAE join forces to accelerate AI innovation in 
Abu Dhabi”, The Jerusalem Post, 9 May 2023.
30 Ibid.
31 M. Soliman, “Tech Containment Is Core to Washington’s Cold War 2.0 
Strategy”, The National Interest, 27 October 2022.
32 C. Tan, “China slaps export curbs on chipmaking metals in tech war warning 
to U.S., Europe”, CNBC, 7 July 2023.
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friction between the US and its Gulf allies, who seek such 
technology to power their AI ambitions. 

In late August of 2023, the US Department of Commerce 
expanded its licence requirements for exporting AI chips – even 
outside China.33 Notably, such rules appeared to deny export 
licenses for the sale of Nvidia and AMD chips to third countries. 
In response to the circulating rumours, the Commerce 
Department confirmed that it had not imposed a complete 
ban on chip sales to the Middle East. Instead, it clarified that 
the new rules extended the requirements for export licences 
for AMD’s MI300 chips and Nvidia’s A100 and H100 chips, 
which are renowned for their efficient performance in machine 
learning and the development of large language models. 

Generally speaking, the restriction on access to AI training 
chips is designed to hinder Chinese companies and government 
organisations from conducting advanced dual-use computing 
tasks, which range from consumer to military applications such 
as image and speech recognition and analysing satellite images. 
The primary goal is to prevent any potential exploitation of 
gaps in these controls, which could undermine the broader US 
technology containment strategy. In their attempt to restrict 
Chinese and Russian access to these chips, the US government 
seems to have unintentionally closed the net on partners such as 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE as well. Given that both nations have 
maintained security ties with Washington while simultaneously 
building extensive economic and technological ties with 
Beijing, the rules reflect US concerns that the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia may be unable to prevent China from reimporting US 
technologies. 

Nevertheless, the US, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE recognise 
that alignment on every issue is not a precondition for 
maintaining constructive relations. There is a mutual drive 
to iron out any problems or disputes that could escalate into 

33 J. Dutton, “US denies it had ‘blocked’ AI chip sales to some Middle Eastern 
countries”, Al-Monitor, 1 September 2023. 

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/09/us-denies-it-had-blocked-ai-chip-sales-some-middle-eastern-countries
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major diplomatic challenges. The US government probably 
understands that any effort to impose stricter export controls 
on AI chips, without extensive dialogue with Abu Dhabi and 
Riyadh to explain the US rationale, may create the impression 
of the US deliberately impeding Saudi and Emirati national 
growth potential.

All told, the state of AI in the Middle East is as exciting 
and promising as it is patchy. The Gulf states – most notably 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE – are leading the charge on AI in the 
region and are well-positioned to be among the nations at the 
forefront of AI in the coming years. It is important to emphasise 
that the Middle East, and specifically the Gulf, cannot be left 
out of the global AI conversation. To do so would be to ignore 
the impressive contributions the region has already made to the 
field and its massive potential.





5.  Evolving Military Strategies 
     in the GCC States: The Struggle to 
     Overcome the Dependence on the US 

Jean-Loup Samaan

In the past ten years, Gulf states have raised their foreign policy 
ambitions and aligned their military policies accordingly. This 
came at a time when Gulf states were beginning to design and 
implement post-hydrocarbon economic programmes whose 
prosperity is largely dependent on national security, regional 
stability and a global network of state partnerships. For a long 
time, Gulf armed forces served primarily as an instrument of 
social engineering: they were meant to provide jobs for citizens 
but not really prepare them for actual war. Gulf rulers feared 
that empowering officers could lead to coup attempts similar 
to those seen in the rest of the Arab world, and therefore relied 
on external security partners – primarily the US, and to a lesser 
extent the UK and France – to ensure the stability of their 
regimes.1

However, that overreliance on Western military permanence 
came under scrutiny amid the Arab revolutions in 2011. The 
decision of US President Barack Obama to let the regime of 
Hosni Mubarak fall in Egypt was met with shock by Gulf 
officials who feared US security commitments may not 
endure when put to the test. That same year, this fear was 

1 F.G. Gause, The International Relations of  the Persian Gulf, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2010.
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exacerbated by the reluctant support of Washington for the 
ruling family of Bahrain, Al-Khalifa, when the latter also faced 
major demonstrations. Discontent in Manama quickly led 
neighbouring Gulf states to deploy their forces to the small 
Kingdom as part of a “Peninsula Shield” force officially tasked 
with deterring external interference – namely Iran.2 

The Saudi-led deployment in Bahrain was one of several 
signals that Gulf states were increasingly using their armed 
forces on their own terms. In 2011 again, the UAE and Qatar 
sent elements of their Air Forces to join the NATO operation 
against the regime of Muammar Ghaddafi in Libya. This Gulf 
military moment then culminated in March 2015, when Saudi 
Arabia assembled an ad-hoc coalition to launch an operation 
in Yemen to dislodge the Houthi insurgency. The political 
and military ambitions of the Saudi-led intervention as well 
as the absence of Western forces (apart from limited logistical 
support) were unprecedented.

Taken together, these measures signalled a clear shift in the 
way Gulf states viewed the use of force. But if local leaders are 
now eager to talk of self-sufficiency in their speeches, the reality 
is more complex. A close look at Gulf armed forces demonstrates 
very different levels of readiness from one country to another, 
and overall, our assessment highlights a disconnect between the 
political rhetoric and the actual performance of those militaries.

The Different Roads Towards Military 
Modernisation in the Gulf

Military reforms in the Gulf have taken different forms 
according to each of the GCC countries but they usually 
implied changes in the same sectors: procurement policies, 
education and training programmes, as well as the governance 
of national ministries of defence. Against that backdrop, the 

2 K. Katzman, “Bahrain: Unrest, Security, and U.S. Policy”, Congressional 
Research Service, 20 August 2019, p. 6.

file:///Z:/Ledizioni/clienti/Autori/2024/ISPI/The%20Security%20Side%20of%20Gulf%20Visions/DaAutore/chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/95-1013/176


Evolving Military Strategies in the GCC States 75

UAE was arguably the first Gulf state to embark on the path of 
military transformation in the late 2000s. 

The Emirati military modernisation was – and still is – 
associated with the rise of Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan 
who became crown prince of Abu Dhabi in 2004 and focused 
his initial efforts on turning the Emirati armed forces into a 
true powerhouse.3 Educated at the Royal Military Academy of 
Sandhurst, MbZ – as he is commonly known – is currently the 
Gulf leader with the most extensive experience in military affairs. 

The Emirati military transformation involved several ambitious 
initiatives. First, it changed the old Emiri Guard and rebranded 
it the Presidential Guard. Under the helm of MbZ, this new 
military unit aimed not only to secure the country’s critical 
infrastructure but also to develop expeditionary skills that could 
be used in foreign interventions. To this end, Abu Dhabi turned 
to the US Marine Corps, which has provided training support 
for the Presidential Guard since then.4 Later, at the height of the 
UAE’s involvement in the Yemen war, the Presidential Guard 
would play a central role in the country’s war effort. 

Other reforms have involved the creation of a permanent 
bureaucracy for the Ministry of Defence to supervise 
policies related to defence diplomacy as well as procurement 
programmes. The UAE was also the first Gulf state to raise 
its profile in the defence industry, first with the creation of a 
holding company, the Emirates Defence Industries Company 
in 2014 that was later absorbed by the EDGE Group in 2019. 
EDGE now controls more than 25 subsidiaries that operate in 
a myriad of sectors such as cyber defence, naval shipyards, space 
technologies and armoured vehicles.5

3 M. Hedges, Reinventing the Sheikhdom: Clan, Power and Patronage in Mohammed 
bin Zayed’s UAE, London, Hurst, 2021; V. Gervais, “Du pétrole à l’armée: Les 
stratégies de construction de l’État aux Émirats Arabes Unis”, Études de l’IRSEM, 
no. 8, 2011.
4 US Defense Security Cooperation Agency, “United Arab Emirates (UAE) - 
Follow-On U.S. Marine Corps Training”, 24 May 2019. 
5 J.-L. Samaan, “The Rise of  the Emirati Defense Industry”, Sada, Carnegie 
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https://admin.carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=show&article=79121


The Security Side of Gulf Visions76

Reforms in the neighbouring kingdom of Saudi Arabia came 
later, in 2015, when Mohammed bin Salman was appointed 
Minister of Defence by his father and new king Salman. 
Mohammed bin Salman may not have had the military 
background of MbZ but he quickly recognised the need to 
modernise the Saudi armed forces, which for decades had 
been the subject of intra-family rivalries that hampered their 
readiness. Given the sheer size of the Saudi Armed Forces (four 
times the size of the UAE’s, fifteen times the size of Qatar’s), 
their reform is by far the most ambitious in the region. It 
has led to several key decisions such as the establishment of 
a Joint Forces Command inspired by the British model and 
the creation of a General Authority for Military Industries 
and the Saudi Arabian Military Industries to rationalise the 
procurement of military systems as well as to strengthen the 
local defence industry.

The third country to embark on the path of military 
modernisation was Qatar, though its efforts are only in the 
nascent stage. The former Emir Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani 
(who ruled Qatar between 1995 and 2013) had a troubled 
relationship with the military. A group of Qatari officers was 
involved in a failed coup attempt after he took power in 1995 
that fuelled a climate of suspicion for the following two decades. 
When his son and current President, Tamim, acceded to the 
throne in 2013, this defiance faded away. Previously a deputy 
commander in chief, Tamim quickly identified the reform of 
Qatari armed forces as one of his priorities. As a result, Qatar 
was the first Gulf state, in 2013, to introduce conscription – the 
UAE and Kuwait followed suit a few months later. 

But the real wake-up call in Doha was the blockade imposed 
by its neighbours on 5 June 2017. The Saudi-led blockade, and 
the initial fears in Qatar of an imminent invasion, profoundly 
impacted the national strategic culture and forced its leadership 
to seek self-sufficiency in all domains. In the military sector, it 

Endowment for International Peace, 14 May 2019. 
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led to a surge in arms orders meant to increase the country’s 
capabilities, both for its navy and its air force. By the end of 
2017, Doha had ordered no less than 36 French Rafale fighters, 
24 British Typhoons and 36 American F-15s.6

If there is undoubtedly a trend towards more ambitious 
Gulf military policies, that momentum does not have the same 
intensity in each of the GCC states. Though Kuwait, Bahrain 
and Oman have also invested in their armed forces in the 
past decade, the purpose of national militaries in these three 
countries has been far more modest. For instance, Oman’s naval 
forces remain among the most capable in the region, but they 
are mainly confined to coastal defence. 

From Political Rhetoric to Military Realities

Although one has to acknowledge the unprecedented scale of 
military reforms initiated by Gulf states in the past decade, a 
close look at those programmes shows a discrepancy between the 
lofty objectives assigned by rulers to their soldiers and the actual 
implementation of their policies. In the industrial domain, 
documents like Saudi Vision stated that by 2030, the Kingdom 
would localise “50% of Saudi Arabia’s total government defence 
spending”.7 The pledge was deemed unrealistic by most observers. 
Since then, the Saudi defence industry has not yet been able to 
demonstrate its ability to develop any of the major platforms 
operated by its armed forces. Qatar also boasted its search for 
industrial self-sufficiency but most of the projects launched by 
its local investor, Barzan Holdings, have involved partnerships 
with foreign entities. The UAE might be several steps ahead, 
but its industry is only able to produce niche capabilities (e.g., 
corvettes, armoured vehicles). Abu Dhabi’s companies cannot – 
and do not try to – replace the major Western defence groups.

6 P. Tran, “Qatar moves to buy more Rafale jets, order infantry fighting vehicles”, 
Defense News, 8 December 2017.
7 Saudi Arabia Military Industries, “Our Objectives”, official website. 
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In other domains such as education and training, the Gulf 
military reforms have only shown mixed results thus far. Qatar’s 
Joint Command and Staff College was initially established in 
2013 with the goal of providing instruction to Qatari officers 
following UK standards – through the outsourcing of the 
education to a faculty team sent by King’s College in London. 
In the UAE, several entities were also created: a Zayed military 
university for cadets, a National Defense College and the 
Rabdan Academy for mid-career officers. Saudi Arabia followed 
in 2022 with the establishment of a Saudi Military Academy, 
but it is too early to assess its results.

Most of those institutions have encountered similar 
challenges with regards to the adoption of Western-like military 
curricula. In the world of armed forces, professional military 
education is designed to accompany the career of officers as 
they move higher in the ranks. However, the promotion system 
in the Gulf has traditionally favoured personal connections, 
rather than professional achievements. As a result, war colleges 
still struggle to find a raison d’être in the local environment. 

But perhaps the most obvious – and most dramatic – 
expression of a disconnect between the rhetoric and the reality 
has been Gulf military intervention in Yemen in 2015. Though 
the operation led by Saudi Arabia started before many of the 
reforms mentioned above, the performance of Gulf militaries 
during that conflict highlights major issues that are likely to 
linger in coming years.

When the war started, the Saudi-led coalition gave itself the 
objective of dislodging the Houthi insurgency from Sanaa. The 
operation was initially triggered by Saudi fears of the Houthis 
taking over the Yemeni coastal area. 

Two Gulf states have been at the forefront of the war efforts: 
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. Others made a mostly symbolic 
contribution – and Qatar removed all its troops in June 2017 as 
a result of the blockade imposed by Riyadh. On the Saudi side, 
military commanders opted for an air campaign that aimed 
to force the Houthis into retreat. The operations launched by 
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the UAE armed forces were more ambitious as they involved 
amphibious assaults on key cities such as Aden and Mukalla. 
But even though the Emirati performance was initially praised 
by Western officials, their final result was problematic too. 
Ultimately, the Houthis kept fighting and holding their ground. 
Meanwhile, in some areas, media investigations reported deals 
made by Gulf militaries and al Qaeda fighters.8 Additionally, 
the implementation of a naval blockade to disrupt the Houthi 
flow of armaments plunged the country into a dramatic 
humanitarian crisis. 

The Yemen war revealed several major shortcomings. First, the 
severe civilian casualties caused by the air campaign shed light 
on the deficiencies of the targeting policies of Gulf militaries. 
Arguably, this was the combination of poor intelligence 
collection and the failure of pilots to correctly engage their 
targets. Andrew Exum, a former defence official for the Middle 
East under the Obama presidency, wrote, 

When I was at the Pentagon in my last job, we determined 
that the majority of civilian deaths in Yemen were not caused 
by crimes of malice but by crimes of incompetence: the Saudi-
led coalition’s air force simply could not plan and execute an 
independent air campaign that either accomplished its strategic 
objectives or, failing to do that, at least minimized civilian 
casualties.9

The second issue related to the disconnect between political 
and military objectives. Throughout the war, Saudi Arabia gave 
itself a maximalist goal: to get rid of the Houthis and restore 
the rule of the Yemeni government in exile. For several years – 
arguably until the UN pushed the warring parties to agree upon 
a national truce in 2022 – Saudi officials did not revise this 
position, even though the stalemate on the battlefield should 
have urged a more pragmatic approach.

8 M. Michael, “Details of  deals between US-backed coalition, Yemen al-Qaida”, 
Associated Press, 6 August 2018. 
9 A. Exum, “U.S. Arms Sales to the Gulf  Have Failed”, The Atlantic, 21 June 2019.

https://apnews.com/article/al-qaida-middle-east-ali-abdullah-saleh-yemen-dirty-war-al-qaida-in-the-arabian-peninsula-69aea38d9d604071a8d44efc9962ea1a
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/06/us-military-support-gulf-all-backwards/592249/
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The third issue was caused by the growing disagreements 
between Saudi Arabia and its coalition partners on the strategy. 
From the beginning, the Saudi objectives raised concerns. 
Pakistan – a longstanding partner of the kingdom – refused to 
join the coalition, assessing that the intervention’s goals were 
unrealistic.10 Later, the UAE – the biggest contributor to the 
coalition – expressed its own disagreements, making no secret 
of its contempt for the Saudi-backed government in exile. 
Instead, Abu Dhabi relied increasingly on paramilitary forces 
in Southern Yemen that openly called for their secession.11

All in all, the war demonstrated issues at operational, strategic, 
and diplomatic levels. As General Hindmarsh – a former 
Australian Special Forces Commander in charge of the UAE 
Presidential Guard – reportedly said, the war in Yemen may 
well have been “the Vietnam of Gulf countries and the Houthis 
their Viet-Cong”.12 Hindmarsh’s analogy is worth pondering: 
it correctly captures the extent to which Gulf states, and more 
specifically Saudi Arabia and the UAE, learnt the hard way in 
Yemen that military interventions are not simply a matter of 
sheer firepower but that they often unfold in unpredictable ways.

An Enduring Dependence on the US

Much of the rhetoric of Gulf officials on self-reliance and 
strategic autonomy hints at their desire to decrease their 
dependence on US security provisions. However, this narrative 
is also challenged by the reality on the ground. First, a close 
look at Gulf military reforms reveals that, in many aspects, local 
armed forces still rely heavily on the US.13 

10 “UAE Warns Pakistan of  ‘Heavy Price for Ambiguous Stand’ on Yemen”, 
Pakistan Today, 11 April 2015. 
11 T. Juneau, “The UAE and the War in Yemen: From Surge to Recalibration”, 
Survival, vol. 62, no. 4, 2020, pp. 183-208.
12 D. Walsh and D. Kirkpatrick, “U.AE. Pulls Most Forces from Yemen in Blow 
to Saudi War Effort”, The New York Times, 11 July 2019. 
13 See on the UAE case, J.-L. Samaan, “Indigenous Military Reforms from the 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/11/world/middleeast/yemen-emirates-saudi-war.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/11/world/middleeast/yemen-emirates-saudi-war.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2023.2246392


Evolving Military Strategies in the GCC States 81

The US Department of Defense has been (and still is) 
directly involved in numerous initiatives like the training of 
the UAE Presidential Guard or the Saudi National Guard, 
the development of the UAE National Defense College, and 
the establishment of the Saudi Defense University. In the 
past, numerous former American military officers such as Jim 
Mattis and Stephen Toumajan have worked as advisers.14 US 
consulting companies like Booz Allen or McKinsey have been 
involved in the reforms of local ministries of defence. Finally, 
Gulf defence companies might be raising their profile in the 
production of military systems, but they usually do so through 
the creation of joint ventures with Western entities which often 
design and develop those systems.

This Western footprint means that the Gulf military reforms 
are following a trajectory still influenced by US and European 
military cultures. This sometimes can come at the expense of 
cultural specificities. As mentioned above, war colleges in the 
Arabian Peninsula have sometimes taught curricula developed 
by foreign instructors, without tailoring the content to the needs 
and the sensitivities of the local audience. For instance, in the 
past, Qatari officers attending the Staff and Command College 
studied UK military doctrine taught by their British instructors, 
while Saudi soldiers learnt about US military policies rather 
than their own. Such arrangements create a phenomenon of 
“military isomorphism” by which Gulf militaries are meant 
to adopt Western practices.15 Then, importing Western-
made reforms creates frictions and contradictions within the 
Gulf military establishments between the Gulf ’s “old guard” 
composed of officers defending a local military tradition and 
foreign consultants promoting a Western-like “modernisation”.

Outside: The Paradox of  the UAE Armed Forces Modernisation”, Defence 
Studies, 2023. 
14 C. Whitlock and N. Jones, “UAE relied on expertise of  retired U.S. troops to 
beef  up its military”, The Washington Post, 18 October 2022.
15 J. Pretorius, “The Security Imaginary: Explaining Military Isomorphism”, 
Security Dialogue, vol. 39, no.1, 2008, pp. 99-120, 115. 
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But the most intractable contradiction is the persisting 
US military presence in the Arabian Peninsula and how that 
presence actually reduces incentives for local reforms. As of 
2023, the US government still stations roughly 30.000 men 
across the Gulf – its two biggest deployments being in Qatar 
and Kuwait. 

The diplomatic crisis between the UAE and the US after 
the Houthi rocket attacks on Abu Dhabi in 2022 highlights 
that contradiction: on 17 January 2022, Houthi forces inside 
Yemen fired cruise and ballistic missiles as well as drones at an 
Abu Dhabi industrial area, killing three civilians and wounding 
six others. In the aftermath, Emirati officials bitterly felt that 
the US administration of Joe Biden had not done enough 
to protect its Gulf partner. In an interview with the author, 
one commentator close to the ruling family went as far as to 
suggest that “the Americans did not act on purpose, they were 
sending us a message that they didn’t care”.16 The tensions that 
ensued between Abu Dhabi and Washington reflected the very 
contradiction in Gulf attitudes vis-à-vis their reliance on the 
US and their quest for strategic autonomy. Suddenly, it was as 
if the countries that wanted to start a war on their own terms 
blamed their external security provider when their capacities 
showed their limits.

Rather than clarifying their position on US military presence 
in the region, Saudi Arabia and the UAE tried to achieve two 
seemingly competing goals: strengthening their own forces 
while demanding greater US commitment. By the autumn of 
2023, both Riyadh and Abu Dhabi were therefore negotiating 
new defence agreements with the US administration to ensure 
Washington does not leave the region.17 That policy suggests 
that Gulf rulers may not yet see self-sufficiency as a realistic 
goal. They might be willing to consider developing the skills 
of their forces for certain missions such as maritime security or 

16 Author’s interview in Abu Dhabi, September 2022.
17 J. Szuba, “UAE seeks ‘ironclad’ defense agreement from the US, Anwar 
Gargash says”, Al-Monitor, 20 September 2023. 
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air defence but when it comes to the ultimate security of their 
territories, they do not seem inclined to abandon the benefits 
they enjoy from US military presence.

But then, this reluctance to do away with Washington’s 
security patronage also puts into question the rationale for 
those states to deepen their military cooperation with China at 
a time of increased US-China tensions. In the past five years, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, as well as Qatar turned to Beijing to 
procure ballistic missiles, light fighter jets, and UAVs. Emirati 
and Saudi forces also announced the organisation of joint drills 
with their Chinese counterparts in the naval and air domains.18 

The logic behind this Gulf-China rapprochement is confused. 
It might make sense at the diplomatic level to get closer to 
another global power but at the military level, the benefits 
are limited: arms sales with Beijing anger US officials and the 
introduction of such Chinese systems within the Gulf armed 
forces may lead Washington to impose restrictions on the use of 
American systems by those militaries. At the same time, Chinese 
platforms have different technical standards to American ones. 
This engenders logistical challenges, among them training 
for Chinese capabilities and developing interoperability with 
American systems. 

Finally, the diversification of Gulf defence partnerships 
may play well in terms of foreign policy orientations, but it 
does not help in achieving the goal of self-sufficiency. In fact, 
greater Chinese involvement in Gulf military policies may add 
another layer of external dependence that, rather than ensuring 
the strategic autonomy of those countries, further constrains 
their decisions. In other words, by diversifying their military 
cooperation, Gulf states may unintentionally create new 
vulnerabilities and undermine their project of self-reliance.

18 J. Lau, “China, UAE set for joint air force training in military first, as Beijing 
forges closer Middle East ties”, South China Morning Post, 31 July 2023; Seong 
Hyeon Choi, “Chinese and Saudi navies launch joint counterterrorism exercise 
against backdrop of  Israel-Hamas war”, South China Morning Post, 10 October 
2023. 

file:///C:\Users\user\Downloads\.%20https:\www.scmp.com\news\china\military\article\3229485\china-uae-set-joint-air-force-training-military-first-beijing-forges-closer-middle-east-ties
file:///C:\Users\user\Downloads\.%20https:\www.scmp.com\news\china\military\article\3229485\china-uae-set-joint-air-force-training-military-first-beijing-forges-closer-middle-east-ties
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3237401/chinese-and-saudi-navies-launch-joint-counterterrorism-exercise-against-backdrop-israel-hamas-war
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3237401/chinese-and-saudi-navies-launch-joint-counterterrorism-exercise-against-backdrop-israel-hamas-war




6.  Impact of India-GCC “Strategic” 
     Alignment on Maritime Security

Narayanappa Janardhan

The last two decades have witnessed a concerted effort to 
pilot ties between India and the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries beyond energy, commerce and workers. In 
transforming the erstwhile “transactional” relationship into a 
more meaningful one, “strategic” partnership has been the new 
catchphrase. This chapter analyses the multifaceted dynamics 
of this transformation, stressing shared India-GCC maritime 
interests, growing maritime security cooperation and the 
potential for collective security. It identifies the factors that 
influenced this strategic relationship and how governments 
have explored unchartered domains, including new economic, 
diplomatic and security tools in an increasingly multipolar, 
multialigned and multinetworked world.

This chapter examines the dynamics driving these strategic 
relations. It argues that several factors – India’s sphere of 
influence stretching beyond the subcontinent, the GCC 
countries punching above their weight, and the indecisive 
influence of Western powers, particularly the United States – 
are encouraging the search for alternative rules of engagement, 
which throw up opportunities and challenges for the future. 
This chapter focuses on how governments are pursing non-
ideological and pragmatic foreign policies to achieve strategic 
convergence between India’s “Think West” and the GCC’s 
“Look East” policies.
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The transformation in India-GCC ties has occurred amid 
Asia surging ahead of Europe and the United States as the top 
investor in and trade partner of the region. This, along with the 
perception of diminishing US interest, influence and impact 
in the wider region, is creating a security vacuum that could 
influence an alternative collective security architecture that 
includes India in the future.1 

Pragmatic Approach 

India-GCC relations have benefitted from the pursuit of non-
ideological approaches. Despite a pro-Hindu government in 
India over the last decade, New Delhi’s best foreign policy 
success has been in the “Muslim” Middle East region. Its ability 
to transform relations with the GCC countries, “while avoiding 
enmeshment in the intra-Gulf rivalries and while preserving 
good relations with Iran, demonstrates an agility that has 
eluded even the United States”.2 

On the other side, rather than take regressive steps to counter 
some anti-Muslim developments in India, the UAE took the 
progressive approach of authorising the building of the first 
Hindu temple in Abu Dhabi in 2015, which is expected to 
open in 2024. Trying to promote a more liberal social milieu 
than before, Saudi Arabia started screening Bollywood films in 
2017. The Kingdom also announced in 2021 that elements of 
Indian culture, such as yoga and Ayurveda, alongside epics such 
as Ramayana and Mahabharata, will be included in the school 
curriculum.3 

1 N. Janardhan, “Contextualising Gulf ’s pivot to Asia”, Anwar Gargash 
Diplomatic Academy, Abu Dhabi, 2018.
2 A. Tellis, “Modi’s three foreign policy wins”, Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 24 March 2019.
3 “Saudi Arabia’s new curriculum to include Ramayana, Mahabharata”, Hindustan 
Times, 23 April 2021.

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/03/24/modi-s-three-foreign-policy-wins-pub-78675
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/saudi-arabia-s-new-curriculum-to-include-ramayana-mahabharata-101619174205846.html
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This pragmatism over ideology has contributed to the 
robustness of India-GCC ties. India is currently the world’s 
biggest energy importer in terms of percentage dependence. 
Since India is tipped to be among the fastest growing economies 
over the next few decades, it is also forecast to be the top energy 
consumer by 2035.4 More than half its imports are from Iraq, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Offering huge discounts, Russia 
usurped the top supplier’s spot amid the war in Ukraine and 
consequent US sanctions.5 On the gas front, Qatar remains the 
biggest supplier. 

In a mutually-beneficial engagement, the GCC countries 
are keen to expand their oil market share with India. With the 
global economy slowing down, they are pursuing an overseas 
downstream portfolio to diversify revenue streams and secure 
markets. Shifting gear from being mere transactional to 
becoming strategic partners, Saudi Aramco and Abu Dhabi 
National Oil Company (ADNOC) announced in 2018 that 
they would be 50% stakeholders in a US$44 billion mega-
refinery plant in west India.6 To boost India’s energy security, 
the UAE invested in two win-win oil storage facilities in south 
India. 

Conversely, a group of three Indian public sector companies 
were awarded a 10% stake in the UAE’s Lower Zakhum 
offshore oilfield in 2018, making it a cross-investment. 
Similarly, Reliance Industries tied up with ADNOC in 2021 
to develop a new chemicals facility in Ruwais in a deal worth 
US$2 billion and inducted Aramco CEO Yasir Al Rumayyan as 
an independent director on the Reliance board.7 

4 “UAE can play major role in India’s transition to gas-based economy: Indian 
minister”, Emirates News Agency (WAM), 12 September 2019; and “India expected 
to become $30 trillion economy by 2050”, Outlook, 11 October 2023.
5 “Russia makes up 40% of  Indian oil imports, dents OPEC’s share”, Reuters, 20 
October 2023.
6 “Saudi Aramco, Adnoc committed to $44 billion west coast refinery project: 
IOC Chairman”, The Economic Times, 15 October 2020.
7 “Reliance to develop $2bn industrial raw materials facility with Adnoc in Abu 
Dhabi”, The National, 29 June 2021.

https://wam.ae/en/details/1395302786076
https://wam.ae/en/details/1395302786076
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/india-expected-to-become-usd-30-trillion-economy-by-2050-hdfc-chairman-atanu-chakraborty/articleshow/104336252.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/india-expected-to-become-usd-30-trillion-economy-by-2050-hdfc-chairman-atanu-chakraborty/articleshow/104336252.cms?from=mdr
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/russia-makes-up-40-indian-oil-imports-dents-opecs-share-2023-10-20/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/oil-gas/saudi-aramco-adnoc-committed-to-44-billion-west-coast-refinery-project-ioc-chairman/articleshow/78682062.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/oil-gas/saudi-aramco-adnoc-committed-to-44-billion-west-coast-refinery-project-ioc-chairman/articleshow/78682062.cms?from=mdr
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In the trade realm, from a meagrely US$7 billion in 2000-
01, the India-GCC trade bill in 2021-22 was US$154 billion.8 
Tying up with the momentum of India’s development plans, 
Saudi Arabia expressed long-term interest in investing up to 
US$100 billion in India, and the UAE, about US$75 billion.9 

Some of these investments have materialised, particularly in 
the energy sector as indicated earlier. Other deals include Dubai 
ports operator DP World and India’s National Investment and 
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF) teaming up to invest up to US$3 
billion in equity in the transport and logistics sectors in India 
in 2018. This followed NIIF signing a US$1 billion investment 
deal with the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority in 2017.10 Saudi 
and Abu Dhabi sovereign wealth funds invested US$3.5 billion 
in Reliance Industries’ Jio (digital) Platforms in 2020.11

Another common thread is the flow of the expatriate 
workforce. While India has provided a multi-dimensional 
workforce for the region’s development, remittances have aided 
the livelihood of millions of Indian families. Indians are the 
largest demographic community in the GCC countries. About 
8.5 million Indians live in the six GCC countries. More than 
half of India’s global remittance is from the GCC countries.12 
And enabling the movement of expatriates, for example, are 
about 1,100 UAE-India flights per week.13

8 “GCC is India’s largest trading partner bloc”, Emirates News Agency (WAM), 27 
December 2022.
9 “Government approves India-UAE pact for $75 billion investment in NIIF”, 
The Economic Times, 23 March 2016; and “Saudi Arabia sees a $100 billion 
investment opportunity in India”, Khaleej Times, 21 February 2019.
10 “DP World and India’s NIIF to invest up to $3 billion in transport, logistics”, 
Reuters, 22 January 2018.
11 “Jio to complete 25% equity dilution with Saudi fund’s equity buy,” Outlook, 
15 June 2020.
12 “Looking back, looking ahead: Foreign policy in transition under Modi”, 
Observer Research Foundation (ORF), July 2019.
13 “1,065 weekly India-UAE flights reflect strong relations”, Gulf  News, 15 
August 2017.

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/finance/government-approves-india-uae-pact-for-75-billion-investment-in-niif/articleshow/51529333.cms?from=mdr
https://www.khaleejtimes.com/article/saudi-arabia-sees-a-100-billion-investment-opportunity-in-india
https://www.khaleejtimes.com/article/saudi-arabia-sees-a-100-billion-investment-opportunity-in-india
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN1FB0HX/
https://www.orfonline.org/research/looking-back-looking-ahead-foreign-policy-in-transition-under-modi
https://gulfnews.com/going-out/society/1065-weekly-india-uae-flights-reflect-strong-relations-1.2074633
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Strategic Shift

Against this backdrop, the following are some of the developments 
that make India-GCC ties strategic. A combination of the 
rise of Asian economies and the increase in Islamophobia in 
segments of Western societies after 9/11, 2001, encouraged the 
region to adopt a “Look East” policy, which included India. 
The engagement assumed a strategic hue through, for example, 
the UAE-India “farm-to-port” project. It envisages a special 
corporatised farming zone where crops are grown specifically 
for the UAE, with a dedicated logistics infrastructure to the 
port that would be developed with UAE investment.14 In 2019, 
17 UAE companies invested about US$7 billion in this sector.15 
This complements the UAE-India energy tie-up, thus making 
it a strategic “food security-for-energy security” collaboration. 

India and the UAE, along with Israel and the US, are now 
part of the I2U2 minilateral grouping, which became possible 
after the signing the Abraham Accords in 2020. This focuses 
on evolving synergies in technology and infrastructure projects, 
enhancing political and economic cooperation, and maritime 
security issues. During a virtual summit in 2022, these countries 
announced collaborative ventures valued at US$2.33 billion, 
mostly in India’s food security projects.16 

In another such deal, India, the UAE and France unveiled 
in February 2023 an ambitious trilateral cooperation roadmap 
in the fields of energy, technology and defence.17 The most 
recent geographically non-congruous connectivity project is 
the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor. Announced 

14 “To feed UAE, India plans special farms, infrastructure for export”, Times of  
India, 6 March 2017.
15 “UAE firms to invest up to $7 billion in India-UAE food corridor: Indian 
minister”, Emirates News Agency (WAM), 24 September 2019.
16 N. Janardhan and G. Afterman, “I2U2 summit overlooks geopolitics in favour 
of  economic collaboration”, Arab Gulf  States Institute in Washington, 26 July 
2022.
17 “UAE, France, India adopt implementation roadmap”, Emirates News Agency 
(WAM), 4 February 2023.

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/to-feed-uae-india-plans-special-farms-infrastructure-for-export/articleshow/57484504.cms?from=mdr
https://agsiw.org/i2u2-summit-overlooks-geopolitics-in-favor-of-economic-collaboration/
https://agsiw.org/i2u2-summit-overlooks-geopolitics-in-favor-of-economic-collaboration/
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in September 2023, it involves India, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
Israel, Jordan, Greece, Italy, France, Germany, and the United 
States. The network consists of two separate port and rail 
corridors: the East connecting India to the Middle East and the 
North connecting the Middle East to Europe.18 

The UAE and India also sealed a Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) in 2022, which is expected to 
nearly double annual bilateral trade and services to US$115 
billion before 2030. The agreement covers 11 service sectors 
and over 100 subsectors, from trade and innovation to aviation 
and tourism.19 

Viewed together, India’s new ‘Think West’ policy now aligns 
with the GCC’s ‘Look East’ policy. In 2015, India acknowledged: 
“If the eastern front is building upon longstanding policy, the 
western one is relatively more recent conceptually, even if India 
has had a historical presence in the Gulf… I can confidently 
predict that ‘Act East’ would be matched with ‘Think West’”.20 
The intent to maintain the “strategic” momentum is evident in 
India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi visiting all the countries 
on either side of the Gulf, except Kuwait, at least once since 
2015. He has visited the UAE half a dozen times, the last of 
them for COP28 in 2023, after no Indian premier made the 
trip between 1982 and 2015.

Security Cooperation

The economic stakes for India and the GCC countries mandated 
that their engagement diversify to include security cooperation. 
The 2010 Riyadh Declaration and the 2017 Comprehensive 

18 “IMEC to stimulate growth”, The Economic Times, 10 September 2023.
19 N. Janardhan and G. Afterman, “New UAE-India economic deal opens the 
door for minilateral partnership with Israel”, Arab Gulf  States Institute in 
Washington, 2 March 2022.
20 Speech by Indian foreign secretary at Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, Ministry 
of  External Affairs, 2 March 2015.

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/foreign-trade/india-middle-east-europe-economic-corridor-to-stimulate-growth/articleshow/103540025.cms?from=mdr
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Strategic Partnership Agreement with the UAE provided 
tactical impetus. Their impact, in terms of hard security, may 
take a while to evolve, but early trends are encouraging. This 
and other evolving security partnerships are a “shift” away from 
the Gulf ’s reliance on the decades old US-centric protection 
net and can be viewed as the “real” strategic shift in the region. 

They are collaborating on counter-terrorism, money 
laundering, cyber security, organised crime, human trafficking 
and anti-piracy issues. The gamechanger is including maritime 
security, training of Gulf armed personnel, joint exercises, and 
tapping into defence equipment production. India and the 
UAE have also engaged in intelligence sharing via the Strategic 
Security Dialogue since 2017, involving the national security 
councils and advisers. Going beyond the “bilateral”, the two 
countries have agreed to cooperate “in their shared maritime 
domain in the Gulf and the Indian Ocean regions,” where both 
have substantial interests.21

The India-Qatar defence cooperation pact stops “just short 
of stationing (Indian) troops” in Qatar.22 This and the India-
Oman defence cooperation agreement, also signed in 2008, 
are templates for future security cooperation. In 2018, Oman 
granted India access to the strategic Duqm Port in the Indian 
Ocean.23 Furthermore, India began joint naval exercises with 
the UAE in 2018 and with Saudi Arabia in 2019.24 During 
the volatility in the Gulf in 2019, where several tankers were 
attacked, India deployed two warships and surveillance aircraft, 
without being a part of the US-led coalition.25 

21 Ministry of  External Affairs, India-UAE joint statement during state visit of  
Crown Prince of  Abu Dhabi to India, 24-26 January 2017.
22 S. Dikshit, “India signs defence pact with Qatar”, The Hindu, 11 November 
2008.
23 “India gains access to Oman’s Duqm Port, putting the Indian Ocean 
geopolitical contest in the spotlight”, The Diplomat, 14 February 2018.
24 “Two Indian ships take part in UAE-India naval exercise”, Gulf  News, 18 
March 2018; and “Modi to visit Saudi Arabia on October 29th”, Gulf  News, 24 
October 2019.
25 S.K. Gurung, “To ensure security of  Indian vessels navy deploys warships in 
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https://thediplomat.com/2018/02/india-gains-access-to-omans-duqm-port-putting-the-indian-ocean-geopolitical-contest-in-the-spotlight/
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https://gulfnews.com/uae/two-indian-ships-take-part-in-uae-india-naval-exercise-1.2190342
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/to-ensure-security-of-indian-vessels-navy-deploys-warships-in-gulf-of-oman-persian-gulf/articleshow/69879830.cms?from=mdr
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Pakistan and Iran Factors

For decades, Pakistan was a stumbling block in India-GCC 
relations. This was partly addressed following India’s then 
foreign minister Jaswant Singh’s visit to the Kingdom in 2001. 
Riyadh then designated the India-Pakistan row over Kashmir 
as bilateral, thus aligning with New Delhi’s insistence against 
third-party mediation. The other GCC countries subsequently 
endorsed this approach, resulting in the bloc signing the 
2004  Framework Agreement on Economic Cooperation, 
which offered India similar terms to Pakistan.26 A further 
change occurred following King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz’s visit 
in 2006 – the first by a Saudi king to India in 50 years.27 During 
this visit, King Abdullah personally signed the first Saudi-
Indian intergovernmental document, the Delhi Declaration.28 
Both countries then agreed to go beyond the strengthening of 
economic and political ties envisaged in that document, and a 
“new era of strategic partnership” was enshrined in the 2010 
Riyadh Declaration. 

The improved ties reflected in the GCC countries’ reaction 
to the November 2008 terrorist attacks in Mumbai, which they 
characterised as jihadi attacks by Pakistan-based extremists. 
Other instances of the GCC countries leaning in favour 
of India vis-à-vis Pakistan is their muted response to New 
Delhi’s revocation of Article 370 in 2019 that bestowed the 
state of Jammu and Kashmir special status. Pakistan sought 
to internationalise the issue but Riyadh only urged India and 
Pakistan to de-escalate tensions, and Abu Dhabi referred to the 
situation as an “internal matter”.29 The UAE also invited India 

the Gulf ”, The Economic Times, 20 June 2019.
26 Ministry of  Commerce and Industry of  India, India-Gulf  Cooperation 
Council free trade agreement negotiations, 25 August 2004.
27 R. Qusti and M.G. Ali Khan, “India is my second home: Abdullah”, Arab News, 
26 January 2001.
28 Ministry of  External Affairs of  India, Delhi Declaration, 27 January 2006.
29 F. Aman, “Iran issues rare criticism of  India over Kashmir”, Atlantic Council, 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/to-ensure-security-of-indian-vessels-navy-deploys-warships-in-gulf-of-oman-persian-gulf/articleshow/69879830.cms?from=mdr
https://commerce.gov.in/international-trade/trade-agreements/indias-current-engagements-in-rtas/india-gulf-cooperation-council-gcc-free-trade-agreement-fta-negotations/
https://commerce.gov.in/international-trade/trade-agreements/indias-current-engagements-in-rtas/india-gulf-cooperation-council-gcc-free-trade-agreement-fta-negotations/
https://www.arabnews.com/node/279485
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-issues-rare-criticism-of-india-over-kashmir/
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for the first time ever as a guest of honour to the inaugural 
meeting of the Foreign Ministers’ conclave of the Organisation 
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), a grouping of Muslim majority 
countries that Pakistan uses as a platform to criticise India’s 
Kashmir policy. 

The interplay of Iran in India-GCC ties is equally important, 
as is Israel in Arab-Indian ties. Referring to Iran, India has 
pointed out that they “share a crucial stake in peace, stability 
and prosperity” in the region and have common concerns 
about “instability, radicalism and terror”.30 New Delhi’s ties 
with Tehran are strategic because of India’s need to counter 
Pakistan, stabilise Afghanistan, access Central Asia, tap energy 
requirements and maintain India’s Sunni-Shiite balance. 

Iran too has said that “India is one of our most important 
partners, economic, political, and regional”. Though slow 
moving since 2003, India, Afghanistan and Iran are jointly 
developing the port of Chabahar, with New Delhi investing 
US$500 million.31 The two countries agreed to pursue regional 
logistical connectivity projects – the International North-South 
Transport Corridor – and enhance security cooperation.

India-GCC Maritime Security Cooperation 

As economic growth picks up pace in India, it is beginning 
to lean towards greater strategic realism. A key part of this 
programme is to transform the Indian Navy from a “brown 
water” coastal defence force to a formidable “blue water” fleet. 
The Navy’s aim is not just to patrol the seas but to have the 
capacity to create and “deploy battalion-sized forces at various 

20 August 2019; and G. Mohan, “UAE backs India on Article 370, says Kashmir 
its internal matter”, India Today, 6 August 2019. 
30 “India, Iran vow to fight terrorism, share intelligence”, Press Trust of  India, 12 
July 2018.
31 “India, Iran, Afghanistan hold first trilateral on Chabahar port project”, The 
Economic Times, 23 October 2018.

https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/article-370-jammu-kashmir-uae-ambassador-dr-al-banna-1577918-2019-08-06
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/article-370-jammu-kashmir-uae-ambassador-dr-al-banna-1577918-2019-08-06
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-iran-afghanistan-hold-first-trilateral-on-chabahar-port-project/articleshow/66337029.cms?from=mdr
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strategic points... [on] short notice, and disperse them quickly 
from the landing or dropping zone before any adequate enemy 
response”.32 The inference is that the expansion programme 
envisions possible intervention in countries in India’s “sphere 
of influence”. 

Aware of the need for greater collective security cooperation 
in the region, the Indian Navy is promoting the Indian Ocean 
Naval Symposium to enable sustained interaction among the 
naval chiefs of the countries belonging to the Indian Ocean 
rim. New Delhi obtained strategic naval access to Sabang port, 
Indonesia, in 2018. This increased India’s access to important 
ports abroad to four, with the others in Oman, Seychelles and 
Iran.

At the Shangri-La dialogue in Singapore in 2018, India 
placed the “Indo-Pacific region” – which stretches “from the 
shores of Africa to that of the Americas” and includes the Gulf 
region – at the centre of India’s global engagement, both from 
economic and security perspectives. India, New Delhi pointed 
out, “promotes collective security to ensure that the global 
transit routes remain peaceful and free for all”.33 

In more concrete developments in the maritime domain, 
India, the UAE and France conducted trilateral naval exercises 
in Gulf waters in 2021.34 India is also keen to post Navy Liaison 
Officers at the European maritime surveillance initiative in the 
Strait of Hormuz for improved Maritime Domain Awareness.35 

India’s maritime footprint in the Indian Ocean Region 
(IOR) is increasing. Its geographic location in South Asia, with 
critical sea-lanes, as well as economic and regional aspiration 

32 “From Central Asia to the Gulf  to the South China Sea”, www.rupe-india.org, 
no. 41, December 2005.
33 Ministry of  External Affairs of  India, Prime Minister’s Keynote Address at 
Shangri La Dialogue, 1 June 2018.
34 “Quad, France and UAE Join Hands in 2 Naval Exercises to Dominate Indo-
Pacific”, Hindustan Times, 9 March 2021.
35 “India joins EU maritime coalition in Persian Gulf: Report”, MEHR News 
Agency, 15 June 2020. 
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has made the Indian Navy expand its operations in the Western 
Indian Ocean, the Middle East and the Gulf, positioning itself 
as a “regional security provider”. India’s growing naval might 
is an important dynamic. It has transformed from a buyer’s to 
a builder’s navy. India’s “blue water” fleet includes two aircraft 
carriers, 130 ships, 220 aircraft, and 15 submarines, and is 
expected to boost its capacity to 200 ships, 500 aircraft, and 24 
attack submarines by 2027.36 

While the India-China rivalry in the Indian Ocean is a factor, 
the main objective is the security of the regional commons, 
which makes it more defensive, rather than offensive, posturing. 

This needs to be viewed in the context of the security debate 
in the Gulf in recent decades which has revolved around two 
viewpoints – one, less international involvement in the region’s 
affairs; and two, more internationalisation of the region. Since 
the dominant view favours the second option, several GCC 
leaders and academics have backed the idea of exploring new 
security arrangements, which includes Asia.37 Rather than 
put all their eggs in one basket, this security diversification 
policy means the region’s ties with the United States are not 
exclusive. Oman, for example, has allowed port access to all 
major stakeholders – China, India, the United States, and the 
United Kingdom.

On the other hand, India and other major Asian players are 
also aware that they should stop riding “piggyback” on the US 
naval presence in the region’s waters sooner rather than later 
and find their own means of securing the supply chain. Such 
an arrangement could be a collective security architecture that 
would involve both Asian and Western powers, including the 
United States. 

36 “Navy working on mega plan to bolster operational capabilities”, Press Trust of  
India, 25 April 2019.
37 “Saudi Arabia gets tough on foreign policy”, The Washington Post, 25 October 
2013; and a UAE statement in “US poll results have made global politics 
uncertain”, The Gulf  Today, 14 November 2016.



The Security Side of Gulf Visions96

Some American experts feel that Washington “has made 
a strategic bet’ about New Delhi being capable of decisively 
influencing the security dynamics in Asia – “… Washington 
is uniquely equipped to support New Delhi’s future military 
competitiveness vis-à-vis Beijing”. But this is a risky bet. Despite 
the 2020 India-China border tension, the worst in several 
decades, it is unlikely that India will commit itself completely 
to the US-promoted “Quad” plan. India is the most reluctant 
Quad partner against China. Given the increasing engagement 
of China in the Gulf and the mixed US signals about its security 
engagement in the Gulf region, it is not impossible to envisage 
a scenario wherein China and India may cooperate to ensure 
security of their energy supply chain, as well as to minimise the 
risks of trouble on their borders and Beijing’s propensity to brew 
trouble in South Asia. Its BRICS and Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation membership could facilitate future cooperation.

Conclusion

After Pakistan, China, Russia and the US, the Gulf is India’s 
focus for securing against any maritime or landward threat to 
it from the region, serving as a base to pursue India’s interests, 
confront terrorism and extremism, as well as tap the investment 
potential. The security of the Gulf countries, as well as the 
wider Middle East, is of paramount concern and New Delhi is 
ready to contribute to the stability of the region. “The key focus 
in our external relations is ensuring the stability and security of 
the region, comprising the arc of nations from the Gulf to East 
Asia”.38 

This chapter identified the multifaceted changes in India-
GCC ties over the last two decades and focused on how 
governments are pursuing non-ideological foreign policies 
to fulfil their respective strategic goals and achieve strategic 

38 M.K. Narayanan, “China and India: The Asian Rising Powers Debate – An 
Indian Perspective”, Global Strategic Review Conference, Geneva, 18 September 2005.
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convergence in the Gulf ’s “Look East” and India’s “Think 
West” policies. New Delhi has stressed that it will exercise its 
strategic autonomy to expand its international partnerships, 
including ensuring cordial relations with both sides of the Gulf. 
Specifically, it has insisted on using “its own metrics” to assess 
its foreign policy, not Washington’s.39 

T﻿he GCC countries have also increasingly put a premium on 
strategic autonomy. “In today’s world, the stability of the region 
cannot rest on American engagement alone. Other actors, 
including Russia, China, India, and the European Union also 
have an important role to play, which is why our foreign policy 
seeks to consolidate relations with these actors”.40 

The dilemma for small countries is that big powers show 
little preference for compromise. This has conditioned the 
GCC countries to hedge their bets and diversify their foreign 
policy, including India. Their understanding is that irrespective 
of the government in power, the region is a key part of the 
Indian long-term strategy, which overlaps with GCC strategic 
interests, even if the bloc is not homogenous any longer. 

The Covid-19 pandemic served as an opportunity to test the 
resilience of India-GCC ties. Banned flights, Indian expatriates 
losing jobs, high oil prices, growth in the digital economy, 
collaboration in medical services and food security, among 
others, pushed governments to look beyond their comfort 
zones. CEPA, I2U2, IMEEC, and even BRICS expansion 
facilitated new channels of strategic cooperation.

With several factors contributing to the “rediscovery” of India-
GCC ties, the process of converting the “opportunity” into a 
“strategy” has gained momentum. But India’s quest to advance 
its strategic interests in the region faces major deterrents. First, 
although India has expressed interest in keeping the region’s 

39 M. Wadhawan, “The evolution of  India’s West Asian policy”, Observer 
Research Foundation (ORF), 31 October 2019. 
40 Statement by UAE’s former Minister of  State of  Foreign Affairs Dr Anwar 
Gargash in “US poll results have made global politics uncertain”, The Gulf  Today, 
14 November 2016.

https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/evolution-india-west-asian-policy-57176
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sea lines of communication open, it will never be a US-style 
protector of Gulf security. Second, there is also inadequate 
Asian consensus about any meaningful alternative security 
system, especially due to India-Pakistan rivalry, India-China 
competition, Japan-South Korea friction and many of these 
countries being reluctant to work with China.41

India has its red lines, which were evident in an Indian 
statement after the pact with Qatar in 2008: “We will go to the 
rescue of Qatar if Qatar requires it, in whatever form it takes…
(But) India will not station troops in any foreign country. We 
don’t want to fight other people’s wars in foreign countries”.42 
And New Delhi has resisted taking sides, by maintaining 
strategic ties with both Iran and the GCC countries. More 
broadly, India is loath to risk damaging its core interests in the 
region by seeking a conspicuously active or ambitious role.

India has underlined that its relations with the Gulf are 
rooted in four parameters: “non-descriptive, non-intrusive, non-
judgemental and not taking sides in intra-regional disputes”.43 
This enables India to simultaneously have close relations with 
all the countries in the region. This epitomises multialignment 
on both sides.

All these factors make the GCC bloc stick with an 
“unsatisfactory” United States. This, however, does not dilute 
the idea of an alternative collective security architecture, which 
includes an Indian role, and one that even American experts are 
now propagating,44 which keeps India-GCC ties in good stead.

41 These issues are were discussed and analysed in Track II and 1.5 engagements. 
Some outcomes of  these deliberations are documented in: R. Gupta, et al. (eds.), 
A New Gulf  Security Architecture: Prospects and Challenges for an Asian Role, Gerlach, 
Berlin, 2014.
42 “India vows to defend tiny Qatar ‘if  needed’”, The Asian Age, 12 November 
2008.
43 India’s (then) Minister of  State for External Affairs M.J. Akbar, IISS Manama 
Dialogue, December 2017.
44 F. Wehrey and R. Sokolsky, “Imagining a new security order in the Persian 
Gulf ”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 2015.
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7.  The Regional and World Vision 
     Behind Saudi Transformation 

Abdulaziz Sager

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) is in the midst of a major 
transformation. Vision 2030 is a long-term economic and social 
reform plan intended to not only diversify the Saudi economy 
and reduce its dependency on oil, but also to transform its 
society away from a relatively conservative and ideological one 
into one that is more open, inclusive, and representative of its 
diverse constituents. The plan encompasses all aspects of the 
Kingdom’s policies and can be considered a response to the 
national, regional, and international challenges of the XXI 
century; it is also an ongoing and dynamic process. Thus, the 
government has already announced that a subsequent Vision 
2040 will come out in 2027 or 2028.

Regional stability is essential for Saudi Arabia to move 
forward on the vital economic diversification plans it has 
laid out in Vision 2030, both to attract the necessary foreign 
investment and to give the Kingdom the competitive edge 
it needs to succeed in an increasingly multipolar setting. 
Continued tensions, as illustrated by the Iranian attacks on 
Saudi oil facilities in September 2019, missile and drone attacks 
by the Houthis in Yemen, as well as the dangers of regional 
escalation emanating from Israel’s war in Gaza, all endanger the 
Saudi project. 

In order to break out of the cycle of continuous violence 
and instability that has characterised the Middle East over 
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the past decades, the Kingdom has sought over the past few 
years to de-escalate regional tensions and put its international 
relationships on a more cooperative footing. This includes 
rapprochement with Iraq and Türkiye, as well as pushing for 
Syria to rejoin the Arab League. On Iran, Saudi Arabia has 
also re-established diplomatic ties with Tehran, with China 
facilitating communication between the two nations so that 
areas of concern from both sides could be fairly addressed. And 
on Yemen, the Kingdom has sought to bring about a political 
solution to the civil war, withdrawing its forces and engaging 
with both the government of Yemen, the Houthis, and the 
international community to implement a cease-fire and work 
towards a permanent resolution. Saudi Arabia has recently 
reiterated its commitment to peaceful regional relations, 
including by welcoming the UN envoy’s statement on the 
Yemen Peace Roadmap as well as confirming its commitment 
to the Beijing Agreement with Iran. 

Saudi Arabia’s focus on its national transformation programme, 
economic development, and diversification is also part of its long-
term strategy to position itself as a regional leader in the Middle 
East. Thus, Saudi foreign policy can be described as focused on 
economic diplomacy, political de-escalation, and building diverse 
strategic alignments in search of new policy frameworks. The 
anticipation is that the remodelling of regional geopolitics will 
realign the wider international community in favour of the Gulf. 

In all of this, relations with the United States play a key role. 
At the outset, it must be acknowledged that the relationship 
between Saudi Arabia and the US represents one of the most 
significant strategic relationships of the post-World War II 
era. Since then, the two countries have been tied together by 
common interests including stable and predictable oil supplies 
and the stability, security, and prosperity of the Gulf region. 
Riyadh is fully aware that there no realistic alternative regional 
security partner is visible in the foreseeable future. 

Nevertheless, US-Saudi ties are themselves undergoing a 
mutual “recalibration” process. The alliance has faced numerous 
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issues of mutual distrust and uncertainty that, in this century, 
go back to the 11 September 2001 attacks and the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003. On many issues of regional concern, 
there has been a divergence in terms of the policies pursued and 
implemented by the United States and what Riyadh views as 
serving its core national interests. Specifically, the negotiation 
over the Iranian nuclear programme, (the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action) from which the GCC states were excluded in 
2015, the conflicting response to the increasing threat from 
violent non-state actors, and the unbalanced approach when 
it comes to the Palestinian question all represent examples of 
issues on which Riyadh and Washington do not see eye-to-eye.   

The Kingdom thus recognises that in order to serve both 
its economic and security interests in the current shifting 
regional and global environment, a more diversified set of 
partnerships is needed. In this equation, the US position as the 
most relevant and integral security partner for the Kingdom 
is no longer uncontested. Saudi Arabia is branching out in its 
foreign policy to take advantage of opportunities presented by 
a shifting global geopolitical and geoeconomic landscape. Just 
over the past year, it has held summits with China, Central 
Asia, ASEAN, and African countries. Saudi Arabia has also 
forged its own path rather than following US and Western 
prerogatives, for example, by maintaining relations with Russia 
despite Moscow’s attack on Ukraine, citing coordination with 
Russia in OPEC+ as pivotal to ensuring a balanced and stable 
energy market.   

In the current context, the Kingdom has been extremely 
concerned about the expansion of the war in Gaza since day 
one of the Israeli military operation in response to the attacks of 
October 7th. Already, Israeli assassination campaigns outside of 
its territory, US strikes on members of the Nujaba Movement 
in Iraq, the Iranian response with attacks launched in Syria, 
Iraq, and Pakistan, as well as the Houthis’ actions in the Red 
Sea, have underlined the fact that the scope of the war has 
already begun to expand.
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In this regard, the Kingdom has been emphatic in calling for 
a comprehensive halt to the fighting in Gaza rather than mere 
humanitarian pauses to allow for an exchange of prisoners. 
There is a Saudi conviction that the Palestinian/Israeli conflict 
is the basis for instability in the region, and every effort must be 
put forward to work towards a political solution to this crisis. 
The Arab Peace Initiative first proposed by King Abdullah 
bin Abdulaziz, and subsequently adopted by the Arab League 
summit at its 2002 Beirut meeting, remains on the table for 
further discussion. As far as the United States is concerned, this 
means that they should be putting pressure on Israel not to 
expand the scope of the war due to the repercussions on the 
overall security of the region. 

Equally, in terms of maritime security in the Red Sea, the 
position of Saudi Arabia is that this is an international concern 
and thus an international responsibility, in conjunction with 
the riparian countries. In 2018, Saudi Arabia proposed the 
establishment of the Council of States bordering the Red 
Sea and the Gulf of Aden; the charter was signed in January 
2020 between Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, Sudan, 
Somalia, Djibouti, and Eritrea. In addition, and as the recent 
developments have underlined, when it comes to the Houthi 
attacks on international shipping in the Red Sea, there is 
further a need to see the threat from violent non-state actors 
removed. Riyadh feels that this is a situation that the United 
States should have pursued from the beginning with greater 
concentration and direction. 

Washington must therefore realise that it is not the only player 
in the region, and that its interests are not tied to the security 
of Israel only. Instead, the US must maintain its relations 
with Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states within a framework of 
credibility, mutual interests, and fruitful partnership without 
submission or imposition of wills.  

In all of the above, Vision 2030 does not stand in contrast 
to having a continued strong, viable and comprehensive 
partnership with the US As the Kingdom moves forward 
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in diversifying its economy, this opens new avenues for 
collaboration with the United States, especially in non-oil 
sectors. As Vision 2030 is implemented and produces results, 
the chances grow for revitalised economic ties reflected in 
increased trade and investment. 

Equally, on the defence side, as economic reforms are 
implemented, Saudi Arabia will continue to have resources 
available to invest in its military and improve its own defence 
capability. Saudi Arabia’s efforts to establish its own defence 
industry hold the potential for direct partnerships when it comes 
to the sharing of defence technology and joint development 
of armaments. To be sure, training and joint military exercises 
will continue to be central parameters of the US-Saudi defence 
relationship. Overall, Saudi Arabia is undertaking massive 
investments in Vision 2030, all of which will require security 
and protection, which in turn underlines the need for a strong 
continued US-Saudi defence relationship.   

Within the context of the Vision, Saudi Arabia will be 
open to any efforts undertaken by American administrations 
to enhance bilateral cooperation aimed at achieving greater 
stability and security in the region. That the United States 
does not have all the answers or the means to address all the 
challenges is something that is fully accepted by the Kingdom.  

In that context, the evolving relationship between the US 
and Saudi Arabia is illustrative of the dichotomy the Kingdom 
finds itself in. While returning to the two countries’ afore-
trusted relationship will prove difficult, finding alternatives 
will prove even more complicated. As both Saudi Arabia 
and the US continue to “recalibrate” their relations with one 
another, Riyadh will be opening its doors to Beijing, Moscow, 
New Delhi, Seoul, Ankara, and others. At the same time, the 
Kingdom also understands that such strategic diversification 
has its limitations, especially when Saudi Arabia itself lacks the 
overall capacity to fill any existing vacuum. In order not to lose 
any allies, Riyadh will engage in a delicate balancing act, with 
the US remaining a key external ally in the equation.  





8.  Vision 2030: Implications for the 
     Saudi-American Strategic Alliance

Hesham Alghannam

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia declared its Vision 2030 in 
2016,1 coinciding with the US having recently implemented 
new policies in the Middle East. While Vision 2030 was not 
a direct response to evolving US policies in the region, but 
rather a strategic initiative addressing domestic imperatives, it 
nevertheless carries significant implications for Saudi-American 
security relations. 

Alterations in US Policies in the MENA Region

Throughout history, US-Saudi relations have experienced 
fluctuations, yet they have endured pivotal moments such as 
the Gulf States’ oil embargo during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, 
owing to the strategic interests of both nations. However, in 
the past decade, the traditional underpinnings of US-Saudi 
relations, characterised by the delivery of oil supplies to the 
US in return for security assurances to the Kingdom, have 
undergone significant transformations.

On one hand, the United States is no longer heavily reliant 
on Middle Eastern oil, as evidenced by its own oil production 
surpassing domestic demand in 2019 for the first time since 

1 https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/en/

https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/en/
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1957.2 On the other hand, the United States has begun to 
recognise that its extensive involvement in the MENA region 
imposes significant strains on both material and political 
resources, which are crucial for addressing the challenges posed 
by its primary global competitor: China.

American experts estimate that,3 by the close of 2019, 
the military intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan alone had 
incurred a cost of nearly US$6.4 trillion to the US treasury. As 
of November 2018, the US had also mourned the loss of 14,702 
soldiers, contractors, and civilians in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Politically, the United States has witnessed a decline in its 
soft power within the region. The perception is widespread 
that its military intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan led to 
the deaths of hundreds of thousands of civilians and failed to 
establish more stable and democratic regimes.4 Additionally, 
due to extensive military involvement in the Middle East, the 
US has allocated a disproportionate portion of its foreign aid 
and diplomatic efforts to this region.5 In 2019, Afghanistan, 
Israel, Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq ranked as the top five recipient 
countries of US foreign aid, collectively consuming 31.5% of 
the total foreign aid budget estimated at US$39.2 billion.

The ascent of China, combined with evolving interests in 
MENA region and resource challenges, prompted a shift in 
US policies in the Gulf region. This transformation began to 
become apparent during President Barack Obama’s tenure. In 
his 2010 National Security Strategy,6 he voiced an intention to 
reduce  US military presence in the Middle East and redirect 

2 US Energy Information Administration (EIA), “The United States uses a mix 
of  energy sources”.
3 N.C. Crawford, “United States Budgetary Costs and Obligations of  Post-9/11 
Wars through FY2020: $6.4 Trillion”, The Cost of  War, Boston University, 
Watson Institute-Brown University, 13 November 2019.	
4 N.C. Crawford, “Human Cost of  the Post-9/11 Wars: Lethality and the Need 
for Transparency”, Costs of  War, Watson Institute-Brown University,  November 
2018.
5 U.S. Foreign Assistance by Country.
6 “National Security Strategy”, The White House, Washington, May 2010.

https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-energy-facts/
https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-energy-facts/
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2019/US%20Budgetary%20Costs%20of%20Wars%20November%202019.pdf?utm_source=Daily%20on%20Defense%20(2019%20TEMPLATE)_11/15/2019&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=WEX_Daily%20on%20Defense&rid=84648
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2019/US%20Budgetary%20Costs%20of%20Wars%20November%202019.pdf?utm_source=Daily%20on%20Defense%20(2019%20TEMPLATE)_11/15/2019&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=WEX_Daily%20on%20Defense&rid=84648
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2018/Human%20Costs,%20Nov%208%202018%20CoW.pdf
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2018/Human%20Costs,%20Nov%208%202018%20CoW.pdf
https://www.foreignassistance.gov/cd
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
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American capabilities towards competition with major powers. 
To implement this strategy, Obama urged Gulf states to “find 
ways to coexist and share the region with Iran”.7 This approach 
was underscored by the signing of the nuclear deal with Iran 
in 2015. One of the factors influencing this decision was the 
recognition that Iran was the only country in the Middle East 
with the potential to compel the US to deploy large numbers 
of troops to a region that was no longer perceived as central to 
its interests.

President Trump, despite withdrawing in 2018 from the 
nuclear deal with Iran, continued Obama’s policies in the 
MENA region. He reduced the number of American troops 
in Syria and had plans to do the same in Iraq before the killing 
of Iranian General Qasem Suleimani in 2020.8 Trump also 
demonstrated restraint in the face of provocations by Iran, such 
as the downing of a sophisticated drone in the Arab Gulf in June 
2019 and attacks on Saudi Arabian oil facilities in September 
2019.9

President Biden, upon taking office, adopted a somewhat 
antagonistic stance toward Saudi Arabia. He released an 
intelligence report accusing Crown Prince Mohammad bin 
Salman (MbS), the de facto ruler of Saudi Arabia, of complicity 
in the murder of the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, and he 
refrained from direct communication with MBS. Additionally, 
Biden disclosed a report on the 9/11 terrorist attacks that 
had the potential to implicate Saudi Arabia in the events. His 
administration downgraded the US military presence in Iraq, 
withdrew advanced military installations from the Gulf region, 
and refrained from providing Saudi Arabia with precision 
missiles needed in its conflict in Yemen. 

7 J. Goldberg, “The Obama Doctrine”, The Atlantic, April 2016.
8 “Trump Orders Withdrawal of  U.S. Troops From Northern Syria”, The New 
York Times, 13 October 2019.
9 D.D. Kirkpatrick and B. Hubbard, “Attack on Saudi Oil Facilities Tests U.S. 
Guarantee to Defend Gulf ”, The New York Times, 19 September 2019.

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/us/politics/mark-esper-syria-kurds-turkey.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/19/world/middleeast/saudi-iran-attack-oil.html
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The recent shifts in US policies towards Saudi Arabia can 
be attributed to two significant geopolitical developments: the 
Russian war on Ukraine and China’s mediation between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. Sanctions, particularly those targeting the 
Russian energy sector, resulted in an unprecedented surge in 
oil and gas prices, reaching levels not seen since 2008 (with oil 
prices surpassing US$130 per barrel for the first time in nearly 
14 years). This surge in energy prices, in turn, contributed to 
an increase in inflation rates in the US and Europe to 8.6%, a 
level unseen since 1981.10

Faced with the challenge of stabilising the energy market 
without the cooperation of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
states, President Biden chose to visit Saudi Arabia in July 2022. 
However, his efforts to persuade Saudi leaders to increase oil 
production proved unsuccessful. The economic impact of the 
energy crisis heightened the urgency for collaboration with key 
oil-producing nations.

China’s successful mediation in achieving reconciliation 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran in March 2023 further 
heightened concerns in the US about losing influence in the 
Gulf region, particularly to China. The diplomatic resolution 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran potentially indicated a shifting 
geopolitical balance, prompting a re-evaluation of US priorities 
in the region. Against this backdrop, senior US officials have 
intensified their visits to Riyadh and Jeddah in an effort to find 
common ground and overcome challenges hindering strategic 
relations with the Kingdom. Leaks from prominent US 
media outlets, including The New York Times,11 The Wall Street 
Journal,12 and The Washington Post,13 have hinted at ongoing 

10 A. Bicer, “US annual inflation hits 8.6% in May, highest since 1981”, AA, 10 
June 2022.
11 “Biden Presses Ahead With Effort to Broker Israeli-Saudi Rapprochement”, 
The New York Times, 29 July 2023.
12 D. Nissenbaum, “Saudis Agree With U.S. on Path to Normalize Kingdom’s 
Ties With Israel”, The Wall Street Journal, 9 August 2023.
13 S. Rubin and K. De Young, “U.S. pushes for Saudi-Israeli normalization, but 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/us-annual-inflation-hits-86-in-may-highest-since-1981/2610633
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/29/us/politics/biden-israel-saudi-arabia-negotiations.html?searchResultPosition=2
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-saudi-arabia-agree-to-broad-terms-for-israel-normalization-ac6d549c
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-saudi-arabia-agree-to-broad-terms-for-israel-normalization-ac6d549c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/08/11/us-israel-saudi-arabia-normalization/
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negotiations for a comprehensive agreement between the two 
countries.

These leaked details suggest that the potential agreement 
could encompass a NATO-like security assurance for Saudi 
Arabia, providing the Saudis with access to advanced US defence 
systems and facilitating the establishment of a peaceful nuclear 
plant capable of uranium enrichment within the Kingdom. In 
return, the US is reported to be seeking the normalisation of 
relations between Saudi Arabia and Israel, and a commitment 
to refrain from advancing ties with China and Russia. Further, 
to challenge the China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and 
incorporate Israel into the region, the US proposed the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).14

The trajectory of these talks faced a setback following the 
start of the Israeli war on Gaza in 2023. Nevertheless, whether 
the negotiations had a genuine opportunity for success or 
faced inevitable failure, it can be argued that recent shifts in 
US foreign policies regarding Saudi Arabia are not rooted in 
structural changes in US vital interests. Instead, they appear 
to be tactical, with some being driven by considerations for 
immediate gains, such as President Biden’s bid for re-election 
(as in the case of the US request for normalisation of relations 
with Israel).

Regardless of the motivations behind US intentions, the 
Kingdom has been shaping its policies regarding the great 
powers based on its vital need to implement Vision 2030.

Impact of Vision 2030 on Saudi Foreign Policies

The Kingdom’s foreign policies are intricately linked to its 
domestic priorities outlined in Vision 2030, which emphasises 

major hurdles remain”, The Washington Post, 11 August 2023.
14 A.M. Khan, “The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC): Too 
Little, Too Late?”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,  12 December 
2023.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/08/11/us-israel-saudi-arabia-normalization/
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/91214
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/91214
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economic diversification, the localisation of military industries, 
the establishment of a knowledge-based economy, and the 
promotion of social transformation. This alignment is not an 
over-reaction but a strategic imperative.

Saudi Arabia recognises the pressing need to shift from a 
primarily hydrocarbon-based economy to one centred around 
knowledge, and it perceives that the window of opportunity 
for this transformation is rapidly narrowing. Even before 
the Ukraine conflict, major industrialised economies had 
initiated green energy projects aimed at reducing dependence 
on hydrocarbons. The war in Ukraine has further heightened 
this trend, as European nations actively seek alternatives to 
Russian oil and gas imports. Notably, the European Union has 
committed to ensuring that “all new cars and vans registered in 
Europe will be zero-emission by 2035”.15

Given that its population exceeds 35 million, with 60% below 
the age of 30, Saudi Arabia views these global developments 
with concern and seeks to expedite its socio-economic 
transformation. This imperative has led the Kingdom to gear its 
foreign policies to align with Vision 2030, as it actively works 
towards achieving its goals in response to evolving international 
trends.

Today, the prosperity of the Saudi people is closely tied to 
their trade relations, particularly with East Asia, notably China. 
The US views China as a primary competitor and adversary in 
an era witnessing a surge in great power competition. While 
China is perceived as a rival by the US, many other nations see 
Beijing as a partner, recognising economic opportunities in its 
prosperity.

Over the last decade, the Kingdom’s primary source of 
income has been its trade with Asian countries. Notably, oil 
exports have seen a consistent rise since 2015, particularly to 
China, Japan, India, and South Korea. In 2020, Saudi exports 

15 European Commission, Zero emission vehicles: first ‘Fit for 55’ deal will end 
the sale of  new CO2 emitting cars in Europe by 2035, Press Release, 28 October 
2022.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_6462
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_6462
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to these four nations constituted over 66% of the total oil 
exports.16 

The changes in US interests in the Middle East and the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s prioritisation of implementing 
Vision 2030 have the following major implications for Riyadh’s 
foreign policy.

First, Riyadh can no longer rely on the United States alone 
for its security; it needs to diversify its security by seeking 
arms purchases from other exporters and working to localise 
its military industry, especially in the area of air defence. This 
diversification of foreign partners necessarily means that Saudi 
Arabia must have good relations with other great powers such 
as Russia, China, France, and Britain, and not merely with the 
US.

Second, the Kingdom cannot afford to take sides in the 
great powers’ rivalries, as doing so would be destructive to its 
economy. Accordingly, the Kingdom will adopt policies that 
maintain its economic and security interests with all countries, 
without attempting to take sides in great power conflicts.

Third, stability in the Gulf region and the broader MENA 
region is necessary for the Kingdom to achieve its Vision 2030. 
Accordingly, the Kingdom does not want to see wars in the 
region, and it will align its policies with all great powers that 
seek peaceful settlements to the conflicts in the region based on 
international law.

Fourth, it is true that the Kingdom seeks a NATO-like 
alliance with the US, but it does not subscribe to the US vision 
of the Gulf region’s security. The Kingdom envisions security 
for the entire Gulf region, including Iran, while the US regional 
security vision excludes it.

Fifth, for the Kingdom, any NATO-like alliance with the 
US should be well structured. This is primarily because in any 
future confrontation between the US and China, the US may 
demand curtailment of the Kingdom’s oil supply to China, 

16 Saudi Arabia, OEC.

https://oec.world/en/profile/country/sau?yearSelector1=exportGrowthYear26&yearlyTradeFlowSelector=flow0
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akin to when Europe ceased oil purchases from Russia at the 
United States’ behest after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The 
Kingdom cannot afford such measures.

Sixth, the Kingdom does not view the IMEC as a replacement 
or alternative to the BRI, nor as a geopolitical alignment with 
the US against China. Instead, it sees it as an opportunity to 
diversify its economy and expand its trade routes, commercial 
network, and economic opportunities.

Implications on US-Saudi Relations

Certainly, these new developments in Saudi Arabia’s foreign 
policies have implications for bilateral relations with the US. 
Importantly, these trends remain largely impartial to domestic 
American politics; regardless of whether a Democrat or a 
Republican occupies the White House, Riyadh’s policies will 
stem from prioritising the implementation of Vision 2030. 

Without aligning with any specific great power, Saudi Arabia 
aims to uphold its strategic and historic relations with the 
US based on mutual respect for each side’s interests. That is 
to say, while the Kingdom’s security relations with the US are 
crucial, the Kingdom’s economic and technical relations with 
China are equally important. The Kingdom has no intention of 
prioritising one over the other.

Finally, it is crucial for both Washington and Riyadh to 
recognise that their policies may not always converge due to 
differing priorities. However, this divergence should not lead 
to animosity. Instead, both nations must continue engaging in 
serious strategic dialogue to minimise areas of disagreement. 



9.  The Saudi Tool for Middle East 
     Stability: Vision 2030 Reshapes 
     Relations with Iran and Israel

Aziz Alghashian

Not long ago – in April 2016  to be precise – Mohammad 
bin Salman (MbS), the current Saudi Crown Prince and 
Prime Minister, stood in front of a podium and announced 
to the world Saudi Arabia’s new Vision 2030 roadmap. The 
then-deputy Saudi Crown Prince announced a broad set of 
policies revealing that Saudi Arabia was effectively embarking 
on a fundamentally different path comprising a broad range 
of social and economic issues, from diversifying the economy 
and weaning it off oil dependency to an array of social reforms. 
Saudi Arabia certainly needs a stable Middle East to develop 
its national transformation plan most effectively. However, 
most observers have so far missed the point that Vision 2030 
is an overarching instrument  to bring about regional security 
because its economic incentives encourage Iran to de-escalate 
and cooperate with the Kingdom, while being a vehicle for 
ad hoc tacit interactions with Israel, given Saudi’s intention of 
being a global destination. 

Vision 2030: An Incentive for Saudi-Iran Relations

As the Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Adel Al-Jubeir 
recently stated, regional security and stability are crucial for 
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investment and trade.1 The question that begs to be answered 
now is: how does Saudi’s Vision 2030 affect relations with 
Iran? It is no surprise that Saudi sees Iran as its main security 
concern. But the concern is not just about Iran per se: the 
security vacuums and the network of Iranian supported actors 
are also causing the Saudi Kingdom a great deal of anxiety. 
These are not just hard security threats: the Saudi ruling élite 
knows that its high ambitions of reaching economic goals while 
attracting tourism and foreign direct investment need a stable 
Middle East. As a result, regional instability is foremost among 
Saudi security concerns. 

Saudi Arabia is motivated to de-escalate the situation with 
Iran by the presence of Iranian-supported armed actors, but 
how? Ever since the 1979 Iranian revolution, Saudi Arabia and 
the Islamic Republic of Iran have been at odds. The relationship 
has fluctuated between extremes of aggression, characterised by 
fighter jet skirmishes, and promising security deals signed in 
1998 and 2001 respectively: the Saudi-Iranian relationship has 
ebbed in conflict and flowed in pragmatism. After the Arab 
Spring uprising in late 2010-early 2011, Saudi Arabia and 
Iran were embroiled in a regional geostrategic competition. 
Both regional powers believed that they had the opportunity 
to alter their mutual geopolitical positions for the sake of 
a more favourable geopolitical order. While Iran was more 
opportunistic, Saudi Arabia was in favour of restoring the pre-
Arab Spring status quo, which explains their competition over 
the geostrategic order.

Two events amplified the perception of the Saudi threat: the 
takeover of Yemen’s capital Sana’a by Iran-sponsored Ansar-
Allah militia (also known as the Houthis) in late 2014, and the 
attack on the Saudi embassy in Iran in early January 2016. The 
first event prompted the operation Decisive Storm in 2015. 
This came about because, for the first time, a militant Iranian 

1 “Al-Jubeir: Saudi Arabia Works with International Community to Address 
Global Challenges, Achieve Economic Development”, Saudi Press Agency, 11 
January 2024. 

https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2027387
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2027387
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backed group was gaining military and political strength close 
to the Saudi border and was intent on pursuing its advantage 
in Makkah the following year. The newly-arrived Saudi ruling 
élite led by King Salman and MbS as Defence Minister made 
this threat existential, and serious enough to be responded to by 
force. In 2016, the firebombing of the Saudi embassy in Tehran 
following the execution of the Saudi Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr 
led to the severing of diplomatic ties and pushed Saudi-Iranian 
relations to a new level of hostility that has seldom been reached 
in the history of the relationship.

The 2019 Iranian attacks on the Abqaiq and Khurais oil 
installations in Saudi Arabia may have been the catalyst that 
made the Saudis rethink how to deal with Iran. This change 
of mind was prompted not just by the attacks, but also by US 
reluctance to defend Saudi Arabia effectively. The complex and 
deniable nature of Iranian unconventional militant operations 
and the need to focus on rebuilding the Saudi economy also 
pushed the Saudis to come up with a better way of dealing with 
the source of all these problems. In short, three main motives 
helped inspire a readjustment of Saudi-Iranian relations: the 
need for a stable region, US reluctance to mount a military 
response and the complex and deniable nature of Iranian 
unconventional military operations. The question now was, 
how to deal with Iran? 

We can now see the strategic value of Vision 2030 as an 
instrument and facilitator of regional security. The Saudi vision 
did not just set out to diversify the Saudi economy, it also helped 
to diversify the Saudi regional strategy for achieving security – 
or at least striving in that direction. Vision 2030 enabled the 
Saudi ruling élite to change its strategic approach from costly 
confrontation to strategic incentivisation. In other words, the 
national transformation plan enabled the country to switch 
from using a stick to using a carrot, and Vision 2030 can call 
on an arsenal of carrots to keep Iran tamed.

For this to work, the process of incentivising Iran could not 
have taken place within the framework of conflict, as this would 
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have been seen as Saudi yielding to Iranian intimidation. Saudi-
Iranian relations had to be reframed, and this was the purpose 
of re-establishing Saudi-Iranian relations in 2023. From then 
on, tactics of investment and stability had more resonance and 
legitimacy when it came to dealing with Iran. As the Minister 
of Finance said shortly after Saudi Arabia and Iran restored 
diplomatic relations: 

We have no reason not to invest in Iran, and we have no 
reason not to allow them to invest in Saudi Arabia. It is in our 
interest to make sure that both nations benefit from each other’s 
resources and competitive advantage.2

Now, the question is: is this a Saudi concession to Iran, or 
are the Saudis leveraging their strengths to deal with Tehran? 
Taking into account Iran’s current economic plight, in addition 
to its isolation as a result of economic sanctions, Saudi goals and 
the country’s regional economic roadmap add up to a viable 
and tempting option for the Iranian regime. The Saudi goal in 
extending a hand to Iran is to give Tehran a stake in regional 
stability. This is a tangible step towards de-escalation, but 
incentivisation may not be sufficient as a long-term strategy for 
Iran. The tactic of incentivising Iran by offering it an economic 
stake in regional stability is therefore intended to smooth the 
path from an attitude of regional antagonism towards the 
ultimate aim of an official non-aggression pact, built upon the 
security agreements signed between Riyadh and Tehran in 1998 
and 2001.3 This approach offers a low ceiling for Saudi-Iranian 
rivalry, opening spaces for long-term cooperation.

2 R. Uppal and A. El Yaakoubi, “Saudi Arabia could invest in Iran ‘very quickly’ 
after agreement – minister”, Reuters, 15 March 2024.
3 The General Agreement for Cooperation (1998) and the subsequent security 
agreement (2001). See A. Divsallar,“From normalization to non-aggression: The 
next step in Iran-Saudi ties”, Middle East Institute (MEI), 15 September 2023.

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-investment-iran-could-happen-very-quickly-after-agreement-minister-2023-03-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-investment-iran-could-happen-very-quickly-after-agreement-minister-2023-03-15/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/normalization-non-aggression-next-step-iran-saudi-ties
https://www.mei.edu/publications/normalization-non-aggression-next-step-iran-saudi-ties
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Vision 2030 and Saudi-Israeli Inevitable Interaction

Vision 2030 also plays a role in Saudi-Israeli relations. Saudi 
Vision 2030 has created more space for convergence between 
Saudi Arabia and the Jewish state. Many have assumed that 
the main driving force pushing Saudi Arabia and Israel towards 
an agreement was their mutual perception of Iran as a threat. 
However, I would argue that the main motivation for Saudi-
Israeli interaction must be sought in Saudi Vision 2030. In an 
interview with The Atlantic in 2018, the Saudi Crown Prince 
stated that he was impressed with Israel’s economy, given its size.4 
The utility that Saudi sees in Israel does not lie in presenting a 
united front to Iran, since a Saudi-Israeli alliance against Tehran 
would inevitably turn Saudi Arabia into a target for Iran and 
its proxies, but rather it lies in Israel’s economic compatibility. 
If one looks at the main themes of the respective Saudi and 
Israeli economies, it is easy to see they are very compatible. 
Saudi Arabia is going through its own tech revolution as well as 
an economic restructuring. In fact, the Kingdom has signalled 
time and again that it wants to excel technologically as well as 
economically. 

Vision 2030 led to an inevitable Saudi-Israeli interaction that 
is motivated by two core themes of the roadmap: globalisation 
and logistics. For instance, one of the objectives of Saudi Vision 
2030 is to host international events: in order to really be a 
global contender and a destination that international organisers 
feel comfortable to work with, accessibility is key. It is worth 
noting that Israelis with passports cannot travel directly to 
Saudi but Israeli athletes have been visiting Saudi Arabia ever 
since the Kingdom became more globalised. The technicalities 
of facilitating their travel to Saudi Arabia are dealt with by 
international organisers and the relevant Saudi authorities in 
an ad hoc manner.

4 J. Goldberg, “Saudi Crown Prince: Iran’s Supreme Leader ‘Makes Hitler Look 
Good’”, The Atlantic, 2 April 2018.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/04/mohammed-bin-salman-iran-israel/557036/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/04/mohammed-bin-salman-iran-israel/557036/
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These interactions have led to Israeli athletes competing in 
Saudi Arabia while Israeli officials have recently begun to attend 
international events hosted by the Kingdom. For example, 
Israeli officials attended the UNESCO meeting that took place 
in Riyadh in September 2023 and Israeli outlets unsurprisingly 
gave this a great deal of media attention. The Israeli narrative 
regarding Saudi Arabia seeks to spin these interactions as a 
sort of impending normalisation between the two, and stresses 
how the Saudis have allowed Israeli officials to visit Saudi. 
Nevertheless, it is important to frame these interactions within 
the right context. These interactions are not the result of a Saudi 
bilateral rapprochement with Israel, but the direct outcome of 
one of Saudi’s globalisation goals, i.e. to become a destination 
for global events. As a result of this core Vision 2030 objective, 
the presence of Israeli athletes or representatives in Saudi Arabia 
within these platforms is best explained as result of this drive 
for globalisation – a Saudi opening up to the world. 

In addition to Israelis visiting the Saudi Kingdom as a result 
of this opening up, logistics is another aspect that is connecting 
Saudi Arabia and Israel, and bringing about more tacit 
interaction between the two countries. Saudi Arabia is trying to 
make the most out of its strategic geography under the banner 
of Vision 2030. One of the aims of the national transformation 
programme is to capitalise on Saudi’s natural geographic 
intersection between Asia, Africa and Europe. As a result of 
the Abraham Accords signed by the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain in 2020, an inevitable Saudi-Israeli interaction took 
place through the use of airspace. The Saudi Foreign Ministry 
stated that as a result of a request from the UAE, it would allow 
Israeli flights over Saudi airspace to and from the UAE and 
Bahrain respectively.5 This was the first step towards Israel’s use 
of Saudi airspace: since 2022, the Saudi Kingdom has allowed 
the opening of its airspace to Israeli civilian flights. This is 

5 “Saudi Arabia grants approval for UAE-Israel flights to use its airspace”, Reuters, 
2 September 2020.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-emirates-saudi-airlines/saudi-arabia-grants-approval-for-uae-israel-flights-to-use-its-airspace-idUSKBN25T1OI/
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due to one of Vision 2030’s ambitions, which is to become a 
logistical airline hub.

This decision was framed as a transactional process. In 
exchange for Israeli access to Saudi airspace, Saudi Arabia 
would have regain the control of two islands, Tiran and Sanafir, 
that were historically loaned to Egypt in the early days of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, as a gesture for its commitment to Pan-
Arabism in the 1950s. But in the 1967 war, the islands of Tiran 
and Sanafir at the entrance of the Gulf of Aqaba were captured 
by Israel along with the Sinai peninsula. As part of Vision 2030, 
the Saudis are interested in regaining control of these islands 
as the north-western part of the Kingdom has become an 
attractive region for Saudi investment. Of course, Israeli access 
to the Saudi airspace has to be framed in the context of the 
transfer of Tiran and Sanafir at the time of US President Joe 
Biden’s tense visit to Jeddah in 2022: the transactional nature of 
the decision perhaps helped make the airspace decision slightly 
more palatable to the Saudi people. Since late 2023, Tiran and 
Sanafir have been part of the official Saudi geographical map.6 

It is fascinating to see how this Saudi roadmap is influencing 
Saudi’s regional relations. Saudi Vision 2030 is making Saudi a 
diverse economy as well as a regional focal point. Because most 
of the other stakeholders now see Saudi as important to their 
own success stories, the strategic value of Saudi Vision 2030 is 
that Saudis and regional stakeholders are all rooting for Saudi 
success – albeit for their own different ends.

6 “GASGI Announces the Kingdom’s Approved International Borders Official 
Map through its Website”, Saudi News Agency, 11 September 2023.

https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/62670f4b15c
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/62670f4b15c




10.  Economic Diversification Drives 
       UAE’s Security Relations 
       in a Multipolar World

   Ebtesam Al-Ketbi

A New Era?

A new economic and diplomatic approach to Gulf security has 
been taking shape in recent years. It is based on the importance 
of de-escalation in the Gulf and the wider region, diplomatic 
instead of military tools to establish regional stability and an 
increased focus on economic development. This new policy 
approach has been defined in slogans such as “Economy First” 
or “Zero Problems” with regional rivals and competitors. It has 
governed the UAE’s foreign policy in recent years.

In this new era, regional players, such as Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia, UAE, Qatar, and Iran, realised as the 2010s progressed 
that they could not achieve their full foreign policy agenda and 
regional orientations. They now recognise that returning to 
diplomatic and economic solutions is more feasible and urgent 
than military solutions and proxy wars.

Problems and wars have continued, and almost everyone is 
convinced of the need for de-escalation. The kind of zero-sum 
games that characterised the behaviour, policies, and actions of 
competing regional actors over the past decade in the Middle 
East failed to achieve the hoped-for outcomes. This was evident 
in the Gulf reconciliation during the Al-Ula Summit, the Gulf 
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(Saudi Arabia and the UAE)-Turkey rapprochement, and 
openness toward Iran.

The China-led Saudi-Iran reconciliation was a pivotal 
point in this trajectory. Moreover, Omani-Iraqi mediation 
has played a fruitful, critical, and influential role in improving 
the political environment between Washington and Tehran. 
This has created a better regional atmosphere characterised by 
cooperation, dialogue, and communication among regional 
actors. International shifts, most notably great rivalry over 
power, have impacted regional actors’ options.

Motivations

The UAE and other Gulf countries have adopted this new 
approach (de-escalation, diplomatic communication, and focus 
on the economy) out of a need to be prepared for the post-oil 
era by implementing post-oil strategic developmental visions 
related to each Gulf country. They are also influenced by climate 
change impact and pressure to shift to clean and renewable 
energy, the failure of geopolitical zero-sum games during the 
2010s, and changes in the American security approaches toward 
the Middle East, especially the Gulf region. The ongoing shifts 
and dynamics in the international order toward what might be 
called multi-polarity have been another contributing factor.

Events such as the ongoing Israel-Hamas war in Gaza are 
a fundamental challenge to the approach of de-escalation and 
expansion of economic cooperation. However, recognising the 
need for a political solution between Palestinians and Israelis 
based on the two-state solution will positively impact the 
expansion of economic cooperation. This was evident through 
the interactions between regional actors and beyond over the 
war in Gaza.

The UAE’s strategies and plans do not work without stability 
and regional cooperation. Dr Anwar Gargash,1 Diplomatic 

1 A. Gargash, “UAE’s foreign policy is built upon three pillars: stability, prosperity, 

https://shorturl.at/bhFRY
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Adviser to the UAE President, points out that “most of the UAE’s 
talks with its partners focus on development, investment, and 
prosperity and turning this into a reality through joint projects. 
This reflects the importance of focusing on the geo-economic 
discourse as part of looking for common ground”.

Regional turmoil and crises are not in the UAE’s best 
interest. Therefore, it welcomed the China-led deal between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran in March 2023. Gulf countries strongly 
believe they cannot pursue their ambitious economic agenda 
in a theatre for ballistic missiles and drones. They cannot risk 
the consequences of a possible expansion of regional conflicts 
between Iran and/or its proxies, on the one hand, and Israel, 
on the other.

The feasibility and importance of détente between Gulf 
countries and Iran or the normalisation of ties between Arab 
countries and Israel is important. However, what is equally 
or perhaps more important are the agreements they produce 
to enhance regional stability and open cooperation channels 
among regional countries to solve intractable crises in the 
Palestinian territories, Yemen, Lebanon, Syria, and other places.

Efforts to Consolidate Regional Integration

The shift in the US vision toward the Gulf and the Middle 
East has compelled countries to look for economic integration 
and develop partnerships within the region to enhance 
regional stability. Gulf de-escalation with Iran is part of these 
arrangements and understandings. The arrangements for 
regional integration and cooperation include the following 
initiatives and steps:

•	 The Abraham Accords 
•	 The Negev Forum
•	 The Sharm el-Sheikh and Aqaba Summits

and principles”, Emirates News Agency (WAM), 27 September 2023.

https://shorturl.at/bhFRY
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•	 The New Levant (Mashreq) project between Iraq, 
Egypt, and Jordan

•	 The I2U2 Initiative
•	 The UAE-India-France Trilateral Cooperation Initiative
•	 During the G20 Summit in New Delhi in September 

2023, the India-Middle East-Europe Economic 
Corridor led by the US, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, India, 
and Europe was announced.

In a statement,2 the United States said this “landmark corridor” 
will put signatory countries “in a new era of connectivity” with 
a railway linked through ports connecting Europe, the Middle 
East, and Asia. The statement pointed out that the US and its 
partners intend to “link both continents to commercial hubs 
and facilitate the development and export of clean energy, lay 
undersea cables and link energy grids and telecommunication 
lines to expand reliable access to electricity, enable innovation 
of advanced clean energy technology, and connect communities 
to secure and stable Internet”. 

“We envision driving existing trade and manufacturing 
and strengthening food security and supply chains across the 
corridor. Our approach aims to unlock new investments from 
partners, including the private sector, and spur the creation of 
quality jobs”, said the statement.

The corridor draws attention to the growing importance 
of economic diplomacy in shaping international relations, 
the nature of the power balance in world politics, and the 
increasing status of middle powers and emerging economies in 
shaping new world order features. For India and Europe, the 
UAE will continue to act as a transit point in IMEC. Emirati 
officials3 said these corridors reflect “the importance of the 
logistic sector, which is the DNA for the UAE in the trade and 
economy fields”.

2 The White House, FACT SHEET, World Leaders Launch a Landmark India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor, 9 September 2023.
3 Gargash (2023).

https://shorturl.at/djlxA
https://shorturl.at/djlxA


Economic Diversification Drives UAE’s Security Relations in a Multipolar World 127

A broader regional and international consensus appears to 
be emerging around the principles of stability and prosperity 
and the significance of economic diplomacy. This aligns 
with the UAE and Gulf ’s ongoing strategy of preparing for 
the post-oil era through economic diversification, expanded 
commercial partnerships, integration projects, and enhanced 
communication. 

It has become increasingly apparent that enhancing economic 
opportunities hinges on reducing escalations, necessitating 
collective efforts, and challenging agreements. Otherwise, we 
may have to manage a crisis for a limited period, only to see it 
resurface later.

The conflict that erupted in October 2023 between Hamas 
and Israel can serve as an example, underscoring the magnitude 
of challenges, obstacles, and complexities the “de-escalation” 
approach faces. These events reveal a need for concurrent and 
earnest efforts to seek resolutions for the region’s intractable 
issues, such as the Palestinian matter, and to expedite political 
solutions in Yemen, Sudan, Libya, and other countries.

Challenges and a Slow Process

While some observers perceive the recent changes in the UAE 
policy as a turn inward, the reality is that this transformation 
does not signify a shift in its core objectives. Instead, it means 
adjusting the UAE’s approaches, methods, and instruments 
while maintaining its role as a significant regional power. The 
UAE has leveraged its focused efforts and resources to bolster 
regional stability, collaborating with neighbouring nations to 
address shared challenges, emphasising economic growth, model 
development, and enhancing competitiveness in the oil-post era. 

This shift in UAE policy does not constitute a mere tactical 
move but a strategic direction aligned with broader geo-
strategic transformations. It was substantiated during the UAE’s 
non-permanent membership of the United Nations Security 
Council for 2022 and 2023.
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During the eighth Abu Dhabi Strategic Debate (ADSD), 
organised by the Emirates Policy Center (EPC) in November 
2021, Dr Anwar Gargash stated that the UAE is actively 
pursuing measures to de-escalate tensions with Iran, following 
a diplomatic approach that seeks to promote diplomacy and 
prevent confrontation. While expressing continued concerns 
about Iran’s actions in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and Lebanon, 
the Emirati official affirmed that Abu Dhabi is committed 
to reducing tensions. The Emirates has no interest in a 
confrontation that would have long-term consequences for the 
entire region.

The Diplomatic Adviser to the UAE President also stressed 
that this will be an incremental process. Nevertheless, he 
expressed optimism that, with time, trust between the two sides 
can be established,4 paving the way for progress toward a more 
sustainable and mutually beneficial situation. As part of the 
regional security strategy in preparation for the post-oil era, it 
is crucial to intensify de-escalation efforts, including involving 
Iran in economic initiatives.5

Viewed from a different perspective, the United States is 
introducing specific strategic initiatives in the Middle East in 
response to China’s expanding influence in the region, considering 
that the Middle East occupies a central role within China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). Nevertheless, analysts6 contend that 
the Indo-European-Middle Eastern Corridor (IMEC) project, 
while significant, falls short of being a direct “competitor” to the 
BRI. At best, it could be regarded as a medium-sized corridor but 
not a transformative force akin to the Chinese initiative. Thus 
far, the project has primarily entailed the conceptual mapping of 
a potential geographic route for the corridor.

4 “UAE working to de-escalate tensions with Iran, senior official says”, Reuters, 
16 November 2021.
5 Highlights from The Middle East Global Summit, SEMAFOR, 21 September 
2023.
6 N. Inamdar, “Can the India-Europe corridor rival China’s Belt and Road?”, 
BBC News, 2 October 2023.

https://reut.rs/3kN9ezV
https://shorturl.at/dklvQ
https://shorturl.at/cfqY6
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Much work is still needed, including establishing a 
new customs and trade framework to facilitate business 
coordination. These analysts advise against viewing the Indo-
European-Middle East corridor solely in terms of opposition 
to the BRI. Such a dualistic perspective is seen as counter-
productive. In today’s world, most countries tend to engage in 
multiple forums and alliances, which reinforces the trend of 
multilateralism and the cooperation of many countries with 
multiple partners simultaneously, as noted7 by Ravinder Kaur, 
a Professor at the University of Copenhagen. 

In this sense, the competition between significant 
infrastructure, connectivity, and transportation projects adds 
strategic value to the Gulf region for various global players, 
including Washington, Beijing, New Delhi, Tokyo, Seoul, and 
European capitals.

Conclusion

The UAE’s objectives in promoting stability, moderation, 
and development remain constant, even as its methods and 
approaches evolve. In recent years, the UAE has undertaken 
comprehensive assessments of its foreign policy regarding 
countries such as Yemen, Iran, Turkey, and Qatar to resolve 
differences to the greatest extent possible and foster regional 
stability and opportunities for peace. Promoting the concept 
of bridge-building, where economics and politics are 
complementary rather than conflicting, represents a practical 
and adaptable approach. 

However, the UAE still faces some challenges, difficulties and 
tests. It is essential to validate the efficacy of economic diplomacy 
in mitigating regional tensions and to assess the commitment 
of non-Arab regional actors (such as Iran, Turkey, Israel, and 
Ethiopia) to cooperate with Arab and Gulf counterparts in 
providing opportunities for implementing the de-escalation 

7 Ibid. 
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approach, fostering diplomatic engagement, and prioritising 
economic cooperation. This shift underscores the importance 
of mutual benefits over conflicts and zero-sum formulas.

In the most optimistic scenario, the shifting dynamics in the 
Middle East regional structure (aimed at managing rivalries 
more realistically and preventing the escalation of conflicts 
and wars) represent a genuine effort to prepare for a different 
future through economic and diplomatic means. These changes 
are not illusory. However, it will take time before we can 
talk about any new regional security framework or hope for 
sustainable and comprehensive stability. The underlying causes 
of the periodic conflicts, crises, and issues must be addressed 
and emphasis must be placed on their just and comprehensive 
resolution rather than knee-jerk crisis management. 



POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS





11.  Policy Recommendations for the EU: 
       Seizing the Gulf’s Connectivity 
       Momentum
         Cinzia Bianco

The kind of transition the Gulf monarchies are pursuing goes 
beyond a vision for a new political and economic model. It 
is a transformative process of trying to go from resource-rich 
countries under comprehensive international protection with 
limited strategic autonomy, to middle powers navigating a 
multipolar world order while retaining global strategic relevance. 
Even partial success in such a transition would have significant 
implications not just for the monarchies themselves, but also 
for the global powers that have strategic interests in engaging 
them, including in Europe. As such, Europeans should quickly 
adapt their understanding of the Gulf monarchies to the new 
realities in order to produce a credible assessment of the space 
for convergence and divergence in the pursuit of European 
interests.

In the Gulf, energy has always been about geopolitics. A post-
hydrocarbon scenario is also a scenario for new geopolitical 
thinking. Indeed, it is not a case that the US retrenchment from 
the Gulf and the wider Middle East is consistently correlated 
in the region, rightly or wrongly, with the US achieving energy 
independence after 2014. Focusing its resources on the Indo-
Pacific, the US retrenchment left geopolitical vacuums that 
are contested by other global players – especially, China – and 
to a lesser extent by regional players, including Iran, Turkey 
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and the Gulf monarchies themselves. Regional rivalries had 
very disruptive effects, even resulting in unprecedented Iranian 
attacks in 2019 on critical infrastructure such as oil facilities, 
airports, ports and tankers in Saudi Arabia and the UAE. The 
lack of a US or international response to those attacks in an 
attempt to restore deterrence has signalled the ultimate collapse 
of a decades-long security paradigm in the Gulf that is no longer 
able to deter its rivals – especially Iran. This belief took on even 
greater significance after the terrorist attack by Hamas on Israeli 
civilians on October 7th and the full-scale military response by 
Israel in the Gaza Strip. Iran’s role in supporting Hamas and 
the dozens of attacks by Iranian proxies in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon 
and Yemen, combined with the surge in the deployment of US 
military assets to the MENA region, has generated substantial 
concern among the Gulf monarchies about a potential regional 
spillover of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that could spiral out 
of control and engulf them. Any serious or prolonged escalation 
would threaten the core interests of the Gulf monarchies, as 
it would make it impossible to fulfil their Visions and remain 
players of strategic global relevance in the post-hydrocarbon 
era. The Houthis attacking and hijacking international vessels 
in the Red Sea, threatening a new flare-up of the conflict in 
Yemen that has so directly affected the Gulf, is a case in point.

The Gulf monarchies see their geopolitical centrality as 
dependent on their ability to remain global hubs, capitalising 
fully on their geo-strategic location between Asia, Africa and 
Europe. Leveraging their energy and financial assets, they reject 
the premise that they should align with traditional Western 
partners in the emerging strategic rivalry with China. In this 
sense, they do not share the concerns of the US and Europe 
which, after the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, clearly saw the vulnerability of being totally 
dependent on China for certain critical materials and products, 
and on Russia for energy. On the contrary, the Gulf monarchies 
are working to further enhance connectivity and, therefore, 
their existing deep reliance on a fully globalised supply chain. 
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Economic corridors fit perfectly in this world view. This is 
why both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates adhered 
enthusiastically to the India – Middle East – Europe Economic 
Corridor (IMEC), signed by India, the United States, the 
European Union, France, Germany and Italy during the 2023 
G20 in New Delhi. The project aims to enhance infrastructure 
links between Asia and Europe, via the Arabian Peninsula, 
building a railway that will supplement existing maritime and 
road transport routes, enabling transit from India to Europe, 
via the Gulf monarchies as well as Jordan and Israel. The railway 
could eventually be complemented by cables for electricity 
and digital connectivity, as well as pipes for clean hydrogen 
exports. Even amid the Israeli war on Gaza, UAE-based port 
operator Dubai Ports World signed deals with Israeli logistics 
start-up Trucknet to start developing an overland trade route 
between the UAE and Israel, through Saudi Arabia and Jordan, 
bypassing instability in the Red Sea. At the same time, unlike 
the US, the Gulf monarchies do not see IMEC as an alternative 
to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and categorically 
reject de-coupling from China. Both Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are strategic partners for China’s connectivity plans. Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE – alongside Iran, Egypt, and Algeria – have 
comprehensive strategic partnerships with China, which cover 
extensively BRI and connectivity. Both Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE have been invited to join BRICS in January 2024, and 
the UAE became a member of the New Development Bank in 
2021.

Arguably, the biggest obstacle to these grandiose development 
plans, based on becoming a global connectivity hub, is the 
region’s security vulnerabilities, especially in the context 
of deterrence uncertainty. Regional plans need substantial 
investment in sophisticated infrastructure for logistics, digital 
and clean energy connectivity, which are all very vulnerable 
to kinetic and cyber attacks. Gulf leaders are generally aware 
of these vulnerabilities and are trying to tackle them with a 
three-pronged approach. First, they are increasingly relying on 
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diplomacy – especially, economic diplomacy – to give their 
rivals, such as Iran, stakes in their stability and disincentives 
for escalation. At the same time, the Gulf monarchies are also 
investing resources and effort into boosting their own security 
capabilities and finding new formulas for external protection. 

Economic diplomacy, particularly with Iran, remains very 
challenging. Iran was already heavily sanctioned, and has been 
under growing pressure due to its crackdown on domestic 
protests in 2022 and its military partnership with Russia 
in 2023, in the context of the collapse of talks to revive the 
nuclear deal. In this context, the Gulf monarchies’ trade with 
Iran remains at low volumes. Saudi-Iran trade involves less 
than US$20 million in Iranian steel exports to Saudi Arabia 
followed by smaller amounts of trade in saffron, carpets, 
cement and dried fruit. Iran-UAE trade is approximately ten 
times larger, with the UAE serving as a trans-shipment hub 
for retail goods, particularly those destined for Iran. Qatar is 
investing significantly in the development of the South Pars 
gas field, which it shares with Iran, in a way that is ultimately 
beneficial for Iran, too. Oman and Kuwait are not in a position 
to provide much economic support to the Islamic Republic, 
but have maintained some diplomatic and soft security 
engagement, such as on socio-cultural or environmental 
questions. Overall, these and other interactions remain quite 
limited with little significant impact inside Iran. Larger-scale or 
strategic investments in Iran are basically impossible because of 
the existing sanctions regime. Saudi Arabia and the UAE could 
use the BRICS New Development Bank to provide some form 
of lending to Iran while bypassing Western financial hydraulics 
and the US dollar, but this remains a very risky and distant 
hypothesis.

Due to these limits of diplomacy, Gulf leaders are also 
seeking new formulas to strengthen external protection, and 
boost their own security capabilities. Keeping the US engaged 
– including by signing a normalisation agreement with Israel – 
has been one option. Another option for Gulf leaders is inviting 
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other global players to step up their security involvement in 
the region. Saudi policymakers insist that, as host of their 
deal with Iran in March 2023, China is expected to use its 
economic leverage over Iran to curb violent transgressions. Gulf 
monarchies also stepped up their outreach to distant players 
such as India and Japan. Finally, they also increased outreach to 
European countries eager to scale up capacity building as well 
as access to defence technology, and possibly obtain a greater 
security commitment by European countries in the process, 
including as members of maritime security missions such as 
the European-led Maritime Awareness in the Strait of Hormuz 
(EMASoH) or the 2024 Red Sea mission Aspides. 

Given their strategic interest in connectivity initiatives, such 
as IMEC, Europeans should play a greater role in the region. 
Europeans should accept that the most relevant form of support 
remains actively furthering regional stability, by substantively 
putting their weight behind de-escalation among regional rivals 
and the resolution of crises. This may include preserving some 
space for economic diplomacy amid an ever-tighter sanctions 
framework. However, Europeans should also be meaningfully 
contributing to the security of the critical infrastructure on which 
connectivity depends. Europeans have a wealth of expertise on 
the security of critical infrastructure, something that NATO 
has specifically focused on for years. This includes the physical 
protection of logistics nodes, such as ports, railways and airports, 
by expanding and strengthening missions such as EMASoH or 
Aspides. In December 2023, Jens Stoltenberg visited Riyadh 
in the first-ever visit by a sitting NATO Secretary General and 
specifically mentioned the significant potential for cooperation 
on the protection of critical infrastructure, something that 
Europeans should encourage. Europeans should also deploy 
their technological know-how in the designing, manufacturing 
and installing of relevant defence systems – including the latest-
generation artificial intelligence and cyber software protecting 
the operational systems of critical infrastructure, from energy 
plants to undersea cables. This greater European role would 
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directly serve European interests, for instance by expanding the 
European footprint and access to the fundamental hardware 
and software of these connectivity projects. More broadly, 
it would strengthen previously waning European influence 
over key middle powers, whose alignment will influence the 
redefinition of power dynamics in the multipolar world order. 



12.  Policy Recommendations for NATO: 
       Partnering with  the GCC States 
       to Address Threats from 
       Non-State Armed Actors
         Eleonora Ardemagni

In the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), security 
threats to post-oil goals and projects nowadays come mainly 
from non-state armed actors: NATO should focus on this shared 
challenge to relaunch the partnership, formally including all 
GCC states. 

The Gulf monarchies are working hard to adapt their defence 
strategies to the connectivity age. Post-oil projects raise a number 
of new security and defence challenges, from hosting mega-
events to securing new cities and expanded port infrastructures 
from asymmetrical attacks. In so doing, the GCC states are 
pursuing two main goals. The first is deterring conventional 
and, most of all, asymmetric threats from rivals while gradually 
advancing towards greater autonomy in the defence field. The 
second is rethinking foreign policy and defence alliances in 
the current multipolar global order, thus progressively moving 
beyond an exclusively “US-centred” defence model. 

From a strategic point of view, the Gulf has become even 
more decisive to the interests of NATO and its member states 
since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, also because 
of diversified energy supply, trade and infrastructures. The 
India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), a 2023 
project built upon the Abraham Accords (2020), and the EU 
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Commission’s Strategic Partnership with the Gulf (2022) could 
be game-changers not only in economic and energy terms, but 
also at the strategic level. Connectivity would strengthen inter-
regional security and defence cooperation, consolidating goals 
shared by the Gulf monarchies and NATO. This could also 
support Western containment of China’s strategic penetration 
into the Gulf region.

The time could be ripe for NATO and the GCC states to 
engage further in the defence field, moving beyond the Istanbul 
Cooperation Initiative (ICI) format.1 The ICI, a practical 
cooperation framework established in 2004, has been de facto 
overcome by reality: Saudi Arabia and Oman, who opted out 
of the partnership in the beginning, have often joined tailored 
initiatives organised by the ICI, for instance on military 
education. In December 2023, NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg made a landmark visit to Saudi Arabia, the first ever 
by a sitting Secretary General. During a public discussion at the 
Saudi Armed Forces Command and Staff College, Stoltenberg 
said “I believe there is huge potential for NATO to do more 
with Saudi Arabia because we have mutual challenges”,2 
overtly mentioning maritime security, the protection of critical 
infrastructure, the fight against terrorism, innovation and 
military education.

The GCC, NATO and the member states of both 
organisations in fact face shared challenges in the Middle East, 
starting with maritime security and the proliferation of ballistic 
missiles and drones. Nevertheless, they often display different 
political perspectives, policy priorities and, most of all, threat 
perceptions. The Houthi crisis epitomises this phenomenon. 
Since late 2023, Houthi attacks from Yemen against international 
commercial vessels in the Red Sea, the Bab el-Mandeb and the 

1 For a broader analysis see E. Ardemagni, “NATO-ICI turns 15: time to invest 
in strategic flexibility”, in 10 Years of  the NATO Regional Cooperation Course, Vox 
Collegii, NATO Defense College, XX, February 2020, pp. 17-20.
2 NATO, Secretary General sets out vision for deeper NATO–Saudi Arabia 
cooperation in historic first visit to Riyadh, 12 December 2023.

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_220769.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_220769.htm
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Gulf of Aden waterway have rapidly changed the perception 
of Western stakeholders vis-à-vis the threat emanating from 
the Iranian-backed Houthis, aligning the perception of NATO 
members more closely with that of the GCC states at last. Other 
relevant NATO-GCC states issues include the protection of 
critical infrastructures, countering terrorism and cyber threats, 
weapons smuggling and drug trafficking. The GCC states also 
have to deal with border security concerns (e.g. the Saudi-
Yemeni and Saudi-Iraqi permeable frontiers), and territorial 
disputes (e.g. the UAE-Iran dispute around Abu Musa and the 
Greater and Lesser Tunb islands). These issues and threats are 
all related to Iran and/or to Iranian-related non state armed 
actors.3 

Currently, the rise of asymmetric and offensive capabilities 
coming from Iranian supported non-state armed actors in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) – Hamas in Gaza, 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, pro-Assad forces in Syria, the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces in Iraq, the Houthis in Yemen – seem 
the most pressing Middle Eastern issue for the GCC and 
NATO and their respective member states. However, similar 
threats from jihadi groups, such as al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) and Islamic State, also need to be watched 
and prevented, since they could escalate in the medium to long 
term as a result of the war in Gaza, US-UK raids against the 
Houthis in Yemen, and the Abraham Accords. 

The Threat of Non-State Armed Actors: The “Why” 
of Potential NATO-GCC States Cooperation

Both the GCC states and NATO are interested in containing 
and, if possible, undermining non-state armed actors to protect 
territories and global waterways. 

3 Comprising drug trafficking from Lebanon and Syria.
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The role of Iranian and Russian links 

With the exception of Libya, almost all non-state armed actors 
in MENA are backed by Iran, as allies or proxies. The so-called 
“axis of resistance” against Israel and the US is an Iran-led 
network of armed players with different levels of dependency on 
Tehran. Nuances are mainly due to group genealogy, national 
agendas and sources of income. With regard to information 
and propaganda, these actors have increased cooperation, even 
providing each other with plausible deniability after attacks (for 
instance, against Saudi Aramco’s plants in 2019). Some players 
have “pragmatic” links with Russia, even though “coordination 
remains sporadic”.4 In Yemen, the Houthis have stated that they 
will provide safe passage for Russian and Chinese commercial 
vessels transiting the Red Sea. The emerging connections 
between non-state armed groups and Iran and Russia epitomise 
the strategic intertwining of NATO’s Southern and Eastern 
flanks. This is particularly clear in Syria. 

The control of transit points and maritime coasts

Iranian-backed non-state armed actors control many transit 
points in the Levant, allowing informal economy, smuggling 
and fighter routes to exist between Iran, Iraq, Syria and 
Lebanon. Moreover, these are also consolidating their hold over 
coastal areas, carving-out maritime linchpins for economic and, 
potentially, offensive activities. This could raise new maritime 
threats against energy and trade security, with real and potential 
risks for NATO’s Southern flank and for Arab partners. In 
Yemen, the Houthis control Hodeida and most of the Red 
Sea coast; in Lebanon, Hezbollah’s forces occupy the Southern 
coast; in Syria, the port-city of Baniyas (Tartous governorate) is 
a strategic corridor on the Mediterranean Sea linking the Syrian 
regime and pro-Assad groups with Hezbollah and Iran. 

4 A. Divsallar and J. Roknifard, “Iran, Russia, and the Militias: Seeds of  Tactical 
Cooperation”, Commentary, in E. Ardemagni (ed.), The Iranian Constellation: 
Reassessing the Power of  Militias in the Middle East, ISPI Dossier, March 2023.

https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/the-iranian-constellation-reassessing-the-power-of-militias-in-the-middle-east-121915
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/the-iranian-constellation-reassessing-the-power-of-militias-in-the-middle-east-121915
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The erosion of state institutions

For NATO, non-state armed groups are potential threats 
because of competitor interference, especially from Iran and 
Russia. Furthermore, these non-state players erode weak state 
institutions in many Arab states, reinforcing local loyalties and 
agendas. This challenges both domestic stability (in countries 
like Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, Yemen and Libya), and the security 
of neighbouring Arab partners of NATO. Most of the non-state 
armed groups are also multifaceted, hybrid players. The “armed 
face” is no longer the only dimension of power enforcement 
vis-à-vis local communities: since the 2010s, non-state armed 
groups have strengthened their economic, social and welfare-
like roles, profiting from waning state capacity. Non-state armed 
actors have succeeded in building illegal and informal economy 
networks, and even infiltrating the state economy, with particular 
regard to the energy sectors and critical infrastructures, thus de 
facto governing portions of territory. They have sometimes even 
turned into political players, capturing state institutions.

Limits to crisis management and cooperative security

NATO and its Arab partners cannot effectively join forces in 
crisis management and cooperative security in the MENA 
region if they lack a shared threat analysis regarding non-state 
armed groups and hybrid actors. This does not necessarily mean 
sharing the same threat perception – something that would 
be challenging even between NATO member states – but 
only agreeing upon a framework for defining and addressing 
the issue to better support interoperability. At the July 2016 
Warsaw Summit, NATO officially adopted “projecting 
stability” as part of its defence and deterrence strategy. At the 
2021 Brussels Summit, NATO leaders endorsed the NATO 
2030 Agenda, adopting a proposal entitled “Boost Training 
and Capacity-Building”, by which the Allies “agreed to step up 
NATO efforts to build the capacity of our partners in areas 
like counter-terrorism, stabilisation, countering hybrid attacks, 



The Security Side of Gulf Visions144

crisis management, peacekeeping, and defence reform, among 
others”.5 This means that the success of NATO strategy in the 
South is closely related to the enhancement and effectiveness 
of partnerships, especially in the presence of aggressive powers 
(Russia) and systemic threats (China). 

The Threat of Non-State Armed Actors:  
Ideas for Advancing NATO-GCC States Cooperation

To advance cooperation, NATO and the GCC states should 
start finding common policy ground in defining and addressing 
non-state armed groups and hybrid actors.

Developing a NATO framework for non-state armed actors

NATO should develop a framework to study, deter and, where 
necessary, counter non-state armed groups and hybrid actors in 
the MENA region. NATO cannot effectively provide defence 
capacity-building to Arab partners without a theoretical framework 
– to be translated into a toolkit of practical policies – for dealing 
with non-state armed groups and hybrid actors. NATO has had a 
strategy for countering hybrid warfare since 2015.6 However, the 
Alliance lacks a framework for addressing non-state armed groups 
in the MENA region, partly due to a lack of conceptualisation of 
the phenomena of non-state and hybrid actors. 

Building a shared NATO-GCC states framework 
for non-state armed actors

After addressing the non-state armed groups issue at NATO 
level, the Alliance should engage with regional partners, 
starting with the GCC states, to develop a common framework 

5 NATO, NATO 2030 Factsheet, June 2021. See also E. Ardemagni, “NATO’s 
2022 Strategic Concept reconsiders the MENA and southern partners”, ORIENT 
German Journal for Politics, Economics and Culture of  the Middle East, German Orient-
Institute, IV, 2022, pp. 38-43.
6 NATO, Countering hybrid threats, 18 August 2023.

file:///Z:/Ledizioni/clienti/Autori/2024/ISPI/The%20Security%20Side%20of%20Gulf%20Visions/DaAutore/chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.act.nato.int/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2106-factsheet-nato2030-en.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_156338.htm
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for non-state armed groups and hybrid actors. For instance, 
the ICI Policy Advisory Group, rallying officials, diplomats 
and representatives from the Alliance’s member states and the 
UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait (ICI members), could host 
an enlarged NATO-Arab partners conversation on non-state 
armed groups and hybrid actors. The NATO-ICI Regional 
Centre in Kuwait, which opened in Kuwait City in 2017, could 
then translate a shared threat analysis into practical cooperation 
through its courses, in coordination with the NATO Defence 
College and the Hub for the South.

Supporting GCC states’ new security 
and defence capabilities

NATO should support GCC states in improving their 
capabilities to defend themselves from asymmetric threats 
arising from non-state and hybrid actors. This would support 
the defence transformation of the Gulf monarchies towards a 
post-oil model, thereby adapting security goals and tools to the 
new era. The NATO-ICI Regional Centre in Kuwait can play 
a prominent role. By 2020, the Centre had already activated 
courses covering border security, cyber-defence, chemical, 
biological, radiological and nuclear consequence management, 
critical infrastructure and energy security, maritime security, 
crisis management, and civil preparedness. Opportunities for 
cooperation could be explored with the new Gulf Academy for 
Strategic and Security Studies, an affiliate of the GCC whose 
headquarters were established in Abu Dhabi in 2023.

Overcoming the ICI: Towards a flexible NATO-GCC 
States formula of practical defence cooperation

The ICI should be superseded by a wider, more flexible formula 
of practical defence cooperation that could be initially focused 
on addressing challenges and countering threats from non-state 
and hybrid actors. This would build upon NATO’s Framework 
Nations Concept (FNC). The new format could be designed as a 
6+6 initiative, engaging the GCC states and six voluntary NATO 
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members (for instance, the US, the UK, France, Italy, Germany, 
Spain or Greece, with Cyprus, which is neither a NATO member 
nor a partner, as a facilitator and/or observer), with a one-year 
rotating presidency. This agile formula, along the lines of the 
5+5 Defence Initiative in the Western Mediterranean, would 
make it possible to bypass the reluctance of Saudi Arabia and 
Oman to join a NATO programme directly thanks to a loose 
format that preserves nationally-tailored initiatives. The 6+6 
formula should focus on practical areas of shared interest (e.g. 
maritime security, protection of critical infrastructure, training 
and military education). The NATO-ICI Regional Centre in 
Kuwait should be the reference venue for networking, seminars, 
best practice sharing and practical activities. 
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