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Summary
•	 The negotiations for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 

between the European Union (EU) and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) have been a long and 
complicated process, which was suspended in 2008, 
almost two decades after its inception.1

•	 The negotiations were hindered because of specific 
issues that were in vogue at the time. Beyond certain 
roadblocks associated with EU’s insistence on non-
trade objectives in the GCC as a precondition for 
an economic deal, experts say that the oil industry 
was also one of the main negotiation obstacles. The 
European petrochemical sector lobby was worried 
about competition from Gulf states because of the 
comparative advantage of their oil products, which 
impacted the EU’s strict requirements for the free trade 
agreement, fearing a flood in its market.2

•	 Today, while the reforms issue has receded to 
the background, sentiments of fear from market 
competition in European countries are widely shared 
among the far-right parties that are rising across the 
continent pushing for more protectionist measures 
and promoting economic nationalism.

•	 This Insight examines the prospects of an EU-GCC 
Free Trade Agreement through an analysis of the EU’s 
internal political landscape. It concludes that in the 
current political climate, the EU’s potential stance 
on international trade seems to be influenced by 
protectionist and Eurosceptic sentiments that may not 
play in favour of an EU-GCC FTA if analysed in isolation 
from the current geopolitical factors.

•	 The Insight then argues that growing geopolitical 
factors might push the EU to conclude a deal with the 
GCC, overshadowing the former’s internal political 
dynamics. The factors include:

-	 First, the possibility of an agreement on trade 
liberalisation between the GCC and China concerns 
the EU as European goods may become less 
competitive in the markets of the Gulf states. 

-	 Second, the decline in transatlantic ties with the 
United States due to various reasons, including the 
outcome of the presidential election and the growing 
non-partisan ‘America First’ policy,3 signals a further 
worsening of US-EU trade.4  

•	 The Insight suggests that the EU should emphasise its 
own added value and fortify its position as a reliable 
security partner to the GCC to finalise a deal. The 
Insight then recommends the following measures for 
reflection:

-	 The two blocs should maximise their common vision 
for enhancing cooperation on security issues, which 
lays the ground for economic agreements by aligning 
the EU and GCC interests and priorities.

-	 The EU should leverage the recently revived 
diplomatic channels between the two regional blocs, 
mainly the appointment of a Special Representative 
of the European Union for the Gulf Region, which in 
turn enhances trust and advances trade goals.

-	 Use the Annual EU-GCC Ministerial Joint Council 
meetings for policy coordination and strategic 
engagement and the newly established EU-GCC 
high-level summit to facilitate trade liberalisation.

-	 Capitalise on the increased institutional presence of 
the EU in the GCC nations.

-	 Potentially study if FTAs represent the way forward, 
especially with some Gulf countries now forging 
bilateral economic agreements (CEPAs) or borrowing 
best practices from other FTAs that the GCC countries 
have signed in recent years.

-	 Potentially study benefits of borrowing from the 
GCC-Asia trade ties template,which has grown 
exponentially over the last two decades.
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The Issue
The negotiation for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between the European Union (EU) and the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) has been a long and complicated process. Starting in 1990, the talks faced several challenges, which led to 
their suspension in 2008, almost two decades later.  Since then, the talks have been stuck in the negotiation phase, 
even after a recent attempt to revive them, and officials are not optimistic about the prospect of a breakthrough 
anytime soon.6

The FTA negotiations in their early years were seen as groundbreaking, “the first of its kind between two political 
and economic blocs,” 7 and if ratified, would have been “the first region-to-region FTA ever to enter force worldwide.”  
However, as of 2013, the EU has concluded FTAs with several regional blocs,8 while the one with the GCC has not 
materialised yet.9  This meant that the EU-GCC FTA was no longer at the forefront of these kinds of pioneering deals. 10

From the outset, the stalling of the FTA negotiations has been attributed to the EU’s stance on human and labour rights, 
as well as the oil industry.11 The impasse has also been ascribed to the absence of political integration and the increased 
regional security risks in the Gulf, as well as the misalignment of expectations between the two blocs.12 Some experts 
point out that one of the main issues was the difference in the institutional nature of the two organisations with the 
EU being a supranational entity while the GCC is an intergovernmental one.13 Scholars also discussed obstacles to the 
negotiations related to the freedom of movement of people and visa waiver demands.14 

Today, almost four decades after the start of the negotiations, the FTA is still in a gridlock. Significant changes 
however have occurred in one of the negotiating partners. The European Union has become increasingly influenced 
by the far-right. These parties promote protectionism and economic nationalism, aiming to shield national 
economies and industries from international competition. These widespread sentiments could further complicate 
trade negotiations with the GCC. 

On the other hand, geopolitical factors might push the EU to have more incentives than discouragement in pursuing 
an FTA with the GCC. In reality, the EU fears a decline in transatlantic ties with the US, fuelled by the outcome of the 
US presidential election. It also worries about China’s greater than-ever influence in the GCC, and amid two wars in 
the world. Together, the bloc is in desperate need of a reliable economic partner. 

This Insight examines the prospects of an EU-GCC Free Trade Agreement through an analysis of the EU’s internal 
political landscape and geopolitical dynamics and how they could affect the negotiations.

Trade Talks

The economic cooperation between the two regional blocs predates the FTA talks. The GCC has long been a strategic 
region for the EU in terms of trade, with the former becoming its 6th largest export market and an investment 
destination for its member states.15 The EU is also the second-biggest trade partner with the GCC, just behind China.16  

The relations between the two regions started with formal negotiations in December 1987. 17 The two sides then 
signed a Framework Cooperation Agreement in June 1988, which established regular trade and investment talks, as 
well as a dialogue on macroeconomic issues, energy, the environment, and climate change.18  The agreement also set 
up a joint Foreign Ministers Council and a cooperation committee.19

In May 2017, the two blocs established a more structured but informal dialogue on trade and investment,20 which 
concluded its sixth edition in Brussels in early June 2024. 21  This yearly gathering aims to address trade and investment 
issues between the two blocs and strengthen cooperation in important fields. 22  In May 2022, the two blocs signed a 
Joint Communication on  Strategic Partnership, which also highlighted the importance of trade between the regions, 23  
marking the first significant attempt at close cooperation in a long time. 24
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At large, the track of trade talks was distinct from the other areas of collaboration.25 The 1988 EU-GCC Cooperation 
Agreement stipulated the need to promote, develop and diversify trade between the two parties to the greatest 
extent possible and to initiate talks aimed at reaching a consensus on trade expansion.26 The trade negotiations thus 
started in 1991 and hoped to culminate in an agreement that improves each bloc’s products’ access to the other’s 
markets and liberalises trade.27                         

Nevertheless, for 17 years, the negotiations were hindered because of specific issues relevant to the time. At every 
level, the barriers continued to exist despite multiple summits, initiatives and specialised subcommittees. As a 
result, the GCC decided in December 2008 to suspend the FTA negotiations.29

Nevertheless, repeated assurances and statements intended at the completion of an agreement remained. During 
the 21st EU-GCC Joint Council and Ministerial Meeting in 2011 for instance, the leaders explicitly reaffirmed their 
desire to carry out more talks to finalise the Free Trade Agreement “as soon as possible.” 

Figure 1: EU-GCC Trade Relations Timeline

Source: Author’s compilation from various sources.

Obstacles to Negotiations

Since the onset of the negotiations, the EU’s demand that the Gulf states establish a customs union has been one of 
the main roadblocks.30 This necessitated the unity of customs duties and procedures between these nations’ internal 
and external borders, as well as their integration into a strong economic union. The EU considered this harmonisation 
to be necessary to negotiate a free trade deal with the GCC as a unified organisation and not as individual nations 
with different customs laws.

This barrier was eventually removed in January 2003 with the creation of a customs union by the GCC nations, which 
provided a single international trade policy.31 This move paved the way for the liberalisation of import and export 
practices by enabling the GCC countries to negotiate trade and customs agreements with other economic blocs.

After this issue was resolved, the EU added a new requirement stipulating that all GCC countries should join the World 
Trade Organization (WTO).32 The pressure was mainly on Saudi Arabia, which was the only GCC state not part of the 
organisation at the time. In December 2005, Saudi Arabia joined the WTO.33

The EU then introduced more demands. These measures encompassed the liberalisation and privatisation of specific 
economic sectors in the Gulf, their opening to European investment, the removal of price support for specific 
goods and raw materials, and the resolution of political and social matters like human rights, women’s economic 
involvement, and democracy.34

According to representatives at the 19th annual meeting of EU and GCC Foreign Ministers in 2009, a conditional 
clause stated that the FTA would be suspended if the GCC governments did not uphold human rights.35 The GCC 
states were not content with this clause claiming that the EU was “bringing issues to the table that had nothing to do 
with trade.” 36
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In reality, neither side disputes the fundamentals of human rights, and the problem was more related to the fact that 
the EU needs to be more accommodating to meet the GCC concerns and treat the organisation as an equal partner 
in negotiations.37 The GCC countries believed that they were the only party being asked to give in to every demand, 
and those discussions became more heated as the EU made demands that the GCC bloc was forced to comply with.38

Eventually, in 2008 the negotiations were suspended unilaterally by the GCC countries since the EU’s lack of flexibility 
made it impossible for the talks to continue. The GCC economies, however, approved the European demand to 
continue the consultations until they reached a consensus for resuming the negotiations.39 

In the following years, the only ways the two regions continued to maintain institutional exchanges were through the 
annual Joint Council and Ministerial Meetings, several communiqués, and a few expert meetings that were meant to 
advance cooperation in the fields of energy, education, the environment, and fighting criminal activity.40

Beyond these stated reasons, and most importantly, experts say that the hydrocarbon industry was the main obstacle 
to the negotiations from the perspectives of both the EU and the GCC blocs.  From the GCC’s perspective, Saudi 
Arabia declined to cease providing subsidies to its energy sector, while other nations chose to continue charging 
various prices for gas exports.41 On behalf of the EU, petrochemical companies pushed against trade liberalisation 
claiming that the GCC’s double-pricing strategy amounted to an implicit subsidy that would permit dumping imports 
into the EU.42

The petrochemical potential of Saudi Arabia further incensed the sector to oppose the FTA. European oil companies 
thought that the FTA could encourage Saudi national petrochemical companies to expand throughout Europe.43  
Trade integration between the two regions would make it easier for the Saudi petrochemical corporation and the 
regional hydrocarbon industry in general to acquire cutting-edge technology, which would pose a challenge to the 
EU’s competitive advantage and worldwide market dominance.44

As such, the European petrochemical sector lobby, the Association of Petroleum Producers in Europe, was worried 
about competition from Gulf states because of their reduced prices for oil products. The lobby spearheaded protests 
against trade liberalisation and blocked the duty-free entrance of Gulf oil products.45

This protectionism is argued to have greatly impacted the EU’s numerous requirements for the free trade agreement, 
and blocked the EU from providing a more generous package, often times by fixating on non-trade issues, like human 
rights and political reforms.46

THE EU’S POLITICAL LANDSCAPE

Today, sentiments of fear from market competition in European countries are widely shared among the far-right 
parties that are rising across the continent. Whether at the national level, or the EU level, these parties are increasingly 
pushing for more protectionist measures and promoting economic nationalism, calling for the establishment of 
trade barriers to protect national economies. Some of them are Eurosceptics, opposing the supranational superstate 
that the EU bloc constitutes, and they fear undermining the autonomy of member states. Either way, these parties 
complicate the adoption of an FTA that involves the EU as a partner even if it were for different reasons. 
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Figure 2: Percentage of Far-Right Seats in National Parliaments of Selected EU Countries (As of January 
2025)

Source: Author’s compilation from various POLITICO polls. 47

The National Level 

Far-right parties are becoming more represented in national governments across the continent. Governments are 
either led by hard-right parties, by a coalition that includes them or are preparing for an extreme political shift in 
their upcoming general elections. As such, the centre’s influence on EU politics is bound to diminish in the next few 
years. 

In Italy, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni and her far-right party Fratelli d’Italia, or the Brothers of Italy, promote patriotic 
economics, which means that preference and protection are always given to the economy of the country.48 Since she 
came to power, concerns have spread about her brand of economic patriotism that could drive Italy to revert on 
important liberalising reforms. Further, Prime Minister Meloni is motivated by the ‘Made in Italy’ posturing,49  and her 
party by a protectionist, corporatist, statist, and critical view of free market economic theory.50

In Germany, the hard-right Alternative für Deutschland, or Alternative for Germany (AfD), follows an economic 
ultra-nationalism ideology, aggressively pursuing a policy of protectionism when it comes to national markets.51  In 
September 2024, AfD won a state election marking the first time since Nazi Germany, a far-right party won a state 
election. According to some, Germany has become ‘normal’ since right-wing populists, who are powerful throughout 
Europe, are also making a big presence in the country.52 The party also holds 10.3% of parliamentary seats and is 
also Eurosceptic. In 2021, it decided to pursue a formal exit from the EU, calling for a ‘Dexit’.53 Furthermore, the AfD 
emphasises less collaboration in the economy and cooperative projects, like border defence and trade agreements, 
with third nations.

Similarly, France has always been inclined toward protectionist economic policies.54 Lately, it has aimed to pursue 
import substitution as a risk mitigation approach, which entails stopping the import of necessary low-cost 
technologies and manufacturing them in Europe at a higher cost to ensure independence.55  
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Protectionism is further promoted by the emerging far-right party, Rassemblement National (RN), or the National 
Rally, in the country. In 2017, the then far-right presidential candidate Marine Le Pen ran on an economic nationalism 
platform stating that “intelligent protectionism […] will fight against unfair international competition, it will turn the 
economy around.” 56  

More recently, France’s snap general elections, triggered by the far-right wins of 30% of the French votes in the EU 
parliament, 57 revealed that there is a strong desire for change in the country that the centre has led.58 Although the 
left, Nouveau Front Populaire, or the New Popular Front coalition, to everyone’s surprise, won the snap elections,59  
the results revealed a significant increase in the far-right voter base.60 The RN now holds more seats in the national 
assembly than any other single party, 61  and capitalising on its opponents’ weakness, its popularity could materialise 
in the 2027 presidential elections. 

Germany, France and Italy are not the only countries in the EU that are shifting to the right. Yet, these three countries 
are the biggest economies in the bloc,62  as well as its three most populous nations.63  Their positions on international 
free trade have a substantial sway, especially when the total population of the countries in favour of a policy affects 
its adoption in what is known as a ‘qualified majority’. 64

Qualified Majority in the Council of the EU – an EU institution that votes on 
international trade policy

“When the Council of the EU votes on a proposal […] the proposal is adopted if a 
qualified majority is reached.

A qualified majority is reached if two conditions are simultaneously met:

- 55% of member states vote in favour, in practice this means 15 out of 27

- the proposal is supported by member states representing at least 65% of the total 
EU population.”

The EU Level

This political climate is also reflected at the EU institution level, most recently in the EU Parliament, an institution 
that has direct involvement in international trade policymaking and ratification. The 2024 EU Parliament elections 
concluded in June 2024 and revealed gains for the hard right. 

In quantitative terms, the centre retained the majority with 188 seats out of 720.65 Leading the legislative agenda, 
the centre in the EU Parliament is a strong advocator for free and fair trade, as well as open markets.66  It is influenced 
by large corporations,67 and its voting pattern on FTAs in the parliament shows steady consent including being an 
avid supporter of the FTA between the EU and the South American trade bloc, famously known as the EU-Mercosur 
deal.68

However, the centre’s willingness in recent years to work with the hard right increases the latter’s influence on the 
decision-making process through potential coalition politics. Talks have been looming around the future of the 
informal centre coalition that was present in the outgoing Parliament. It is predicted that this coalition could no 
longer prove enough in the 2024-2029 term, with a potential rapprochement of the centre with the hard right.  
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Further, as previous votes in the outgoing Parliament show, a coalition that includes the centre and the hard right 69 
often won on international trade.70 As such, the protectionist influence of the extreme right might translate into extra 
protective measures for national economies that complicate the ratification of free trade agreements.

To sum up, not only the rise of the far-right paints a picture of the general mood in Europe but it directly translates 
into policymaking at the EU institution level, where the trade policy is discussed. In the current political climate, the 
EU’s potential stance on international trade seems to be influenced by protectionist and Eurosceptic sentiments that 
could be unfavourable to an EU-GCC FTA if analysed in isolation from current geopolitical factors.

Geopolitical Factors

The EU’s turn to the extreme right of the political spectrum and its subsequent Eurosceptic and protectionist 
sentiments may be overshadowed by the growing geopolitical factors that in contrast push the EU to conclude a deal 
with the GCC. This emerges in the context of the widespread practice of large economic blocs waging trade wars with 
one another. China’s deep economic relations with the Gulf countries, coupled with a decline in EU-US transatlantic 
ties, and projected to further worsen with President Trump’s re-election, signal a need for the EU to finalise the deal.

In fact, in the years following 2021, talks about a GCC-EU FTA have been revived. During the high-level dialogue held 
on the fringes of the 76th UN General Assembly in New York, it was reported that the EU has provisionally reopened 
negotiations with the GCC over the free trade agreement, due to its significance for both sides.71 More recently, the 
leaders of the EU and GCC reaffirmed their shared commitment to a strategic trade and investment partnership at 
the first-ever EU-GCC summit held at the level of heads of state and government in Brussels in October 2024 during 
which they also stated their aim to continue talks to reach a regional GCC-EU free trade agreement.72

China’s Growing Influence in the GCC Region

Concerned about the possibility of an agreement on trade liberalisation between the GCC and China, the EU is keeping 
a close eye on the negotiations’ developments. Now in their 19th year, the free trade talks between China and the 
Gulf states have advanced significantly, and the beginning of 2024 marked the completion of almost 90% of the 
conditions outlined in the free trade agreement. 73

Moving closer to an FTA aligns with China’s goals of improving cooperation between the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) and the Gulf’s development plans, especially in the next 20 years.74 An FTA between the Gulf countries and 
China is predicted to open up new business prospects in robotics, artificial intelligence, technology, and services, 
as well as improve relations in logistics, transportation, and infrastructure, which might greatly boost non-oil trade. 
There are also other opportunities in manufacturing, space exploration, tourism, construction, and connecting 
financial markets.75 This scenario is plausible. China and the GCC countries are important contributors to the growth 
of the global gross domestic product (GDP) and their economies rely heavily on energy.76 Together, they represent 
around 22%of the world’s GDP.77 China is the Gulf countries’ main trading partner, having replaced the EU in 2020.78  
A clear understanding of trade exchanges between both regions can be gained from the graph below, which displays 
the value of China’s imports and exports from and to the GCC between 2019 and 2023.
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Figure 3: Bilateral trade between China and the GCC (USD)
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Source: Author’s compilation from various ITC indexes. 

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia have a comprehensive strategic partnership with China, the highest 
level of diplomatic recognition and cooperation Beijing can provide a foreign nation. In a similar vein, China has 
established strategic alliances with Qatar, Oman and Kuwait, which represent China’s second-highest degree of 
international collaboration.80

Furthermore, the GCC countries are of high importance to China, especially for its energy security needs.81 China’s 
imports from the GCC states accounted for approximately one-third of its overall imports in 2023, with 201 million 
metric tons of crude oil and 18 million tons of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) coming from these countries.82 Saudi 
Arabia is the region’s biggest exporter to China with around 86 million metric tons of exports in 2023.83 China is the 
biggest buyer of Omani crude oil, purchasing 78.4% of the country’s output.84 Historically, Oman has been the GCC’s 
second-largest crude oil supplier to China before being overtaken in 2022 by the UAE.85 In 2023, the UAE exported 
42 million metric tons of crude oil to China.86 

In addition, the UAE is considered China’s biggest non-oil trading partner and largest export market in the Middle 
East and North Africa.87 China is one of Qatar’s main gas consumers as well. In November 2022, Qatar Energy inked 
the longest-term LNG agreement, a 27-year contract, to provide 4 million tons of LNG to Sinopec, the Chinese oil and 
gas giant.88

These deep economic ties worry the EU as European goods may become less competitive in the Gulf markets. On the 
other hand, China’s ‘non-interference principle’ 89  and ‘no questions asked approach’90 are more appealing to the GCC 
economies than the EU’s inclusion of non-trade objectives in trade agreements.91

In this regard, the GCC countries have previously voiced their frustration with this EU approach when they suspended 
the FTA negotiations and complained about the EU’s “mixing of politics and trade.” 92  Former Secretary-General of 
the GCC, Abdul Rahman Al Attiyah, said during the suspension of the negotiations that “human rights […] should not 
be imposed” and that “domestic laws and regulations should not be weakened by [the FTA] agreement because it is 
a matter of sovereignty.” 93

That said, the EU needs to prepare itself and speed up the free trade deal with the GCC. In recent times, the fear 
surrounding the Gulf petrochemical industry has been mitigated by advances in the European market.94 European 
corporations have begun importing basic resources from elsewhere to manufacture plastic because of the escalating 
costs of production and energy.95 Instead of being afraid of trade liberalisation with the Gulf markets, this makes 
powerful lobbying groups inside the EU more amenable. 
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Declining EU-US Transatlantic Ties 

Another reason behind the EU’s need to finalise a deal with the Gulf states can be attributed to a decline in transatlantic 
ties with the United States (US). The bloc is bracing itself for resident Trump’s second term, with nearly every EU nation, 
the EU Commission and NATO developing back-up plans fearing a serious damage to the Atlantic alliance.96 Brussels is 
also developing a strategy that outlines the fallout from the election in November 2024, including economic sanctions 
should Trump impose his own tariffs on the EU.97 

A Trump 2.0 sparks serious concerns in the EU. On the one hand, he has declared that he will compel Ukraine to make 
peace with Russia and give up lands that the Kremlin claims as its own. Regarding his plans for NATO, he has made it 
his goal to reduce US involvement by boycotting meetings or requiring the US military to skip joint drills.98

On the other hand, Europe is worried that he will continue to pursue his isolationist ‘America First’ policy from his 
first term,99 which signals a disaster in the US-EU trade.100 Trump has pledged to continue on the same course in 
a second term, declaring that he will challenge Europe on trade.101 He also attacks free trade, claiming that it has 
harmed American workers.102 His protectionist approach puts pressure on the European market for trade diversion 
whereby goods that were formerly exported to the USA would search for new markets.

As part of his ‘America First’ agenda, Trump has consistently emphasised renegotiating trade agreements with America’s 
allies in order to obtain better terms that prioritise US economic interests over those of other countries.103 In his previous 
campaign, he made commitments to renegotiate or, if necessary, withdraw from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), 
which he managed to terminate,104 the World Trade Organisation, and the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA),105 which he revamped into the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA).106

Further, Trump’s return to the White House may spark a new trade tariff war between the US and the EU, after relative 
tranquillity during the Biden administration.107 Trump’s first mandate was characterised by the imposition of tariffs 
on several EU goods, such as steel and aluminium and its future trade policy plans announce the implementation 
of a broad import tariff of 10% on European goods.108 Additionally, under a second Trump administration, existing 
transatlantic trade disputes such as the Boeing-Airbus subsidy dispute, steel and aluminium tariffs and European 
digital taxes will probably worsen.109

Beneath the possible foreign policy shocks, the EU fears a global alliance that might come together and provide a 
platform for European populists to form unique connections with Trump’s Washington.110 The European populist 
right may become more confident after Trump’s re-election and use greater power to impede initiatives and unified 
EU policies. In fact, Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orbán, celebrated Trump’s win, saying, “History has accelerated” 
while Geert Wilders, the head of the Freedom party in the Netherlands said, “Patriots are winning elections all over 
the world.” 111  In national elections in 2025, these parties might also try to get US support for far-right parties, such 
as those in Germany and Poland.112 

Conclusion

The current political climate in Europe signals a clear shift to the right accompanied by widespread Eurosceptic and 
protectionist approaches fuelled by the farmers’ protests calling for the protection of local businesses.113 Analysing 
the internal political dynamics of Europe in isolation points to the conclusion that a free trade agreement with 
the GCC might not be on the horizon. However, by adding the geopolitical factors to the equation, the free trade 
agreement is back on the table.

With China’s growing influence in the Gulf and complexities projected with the decline in transatlantic ties, the EU 
should find a way to finalise the free trade agreement with the GCC bloc. To do that, the EU needs to emphasise its 
own added value and fortify its position as a reliable security partner. 
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Despite its improving relations with the GCC, China is still considered a “security-free rider” since it cannot and does 
not want to support Gulf security.114 In addition, current events seem to suggest that Washington may not be able or 
even willing to carry out its historical security role in the foreseeable future in the region.115 On one side, the United 
States’ most recent Middle East endeavours in Iraq and Afghanistan have turned into pitfalls, making it difficult 
to imagine continuing to be involved in such a way.116 On the other, Washington proved to have lacked a balanced 
stance on important matters related to regional security, as the current conflict in Gaza highlights.117

As such, Europe is well positioned to be the next important player in contributing to regional security, guaranteeing 
the stability of regional nations, fostering the prosperity of their peoples, and supporting global peace and security. 118 
A further factor that makes Europe a desirable partner is the EU’s increasing recognition of the Gulf region’s strategic 
importance and the consequent need for Europe to step up its efforts to forge meaningful cooperation with the GCC 
states.119 With this in mind, the opportunity to materialise a FTA could lie in the security imperative and capitalising 
on the recent strategic engagement between the two blocs. This Insight recommends the following measures for 
reflection:

•	 Maximise the two blocs’ common vision for enhancing cooperation on security issues. The GCC-EU Forum on 
Regional Security and Cooperation and the EU-GCC Regional Security Dialogue show that regional security issues are 
being discussed at high levels with shared objectives.  Likewise, during the EU-GCC first summit in 2024, the leaders 
of the two regional blocs declared their agreement to promote together “global and regional security and prosperity.”   
This fosters reliability and lays the ground for economic agreements by aligning the EU and GCC interests and priorities, 
which makes them more likely to reach equally beneficial trade terms

•	 Leverage the recently revived diplomatic channels between the two regional blocs. This also enhances trust 
and advances trade goals. The appointment of former Italian Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio as Special Representative 
of the European Union for the Gulf Region stands as an opportunity for a focused leadership that helps prioritise 
common objectives. In fact, during his talk at the Anwar Gargash Diplomatic Academy in July 2024,  Di Maio stressed 
the two region’s longstanding strategic ties and expressed the consensus in the EU about the Gulf’s significance, which 
is reflected in his appointment. Di Maio’s “energic advocacy” and active political presence in the Gulf have apparently 
helped gain the trust of Gulf policymakers. 

•	 Use the Annual EU-GCC Ministerial Joint Council meetings for policy coordination and strategic engagement 
and the newly established EU-GCC high-level summit to facilitate trade liberalisation. The latest ministerial 
joint council held in October 2024, illustrated the commitment of the two blocs to “further strengthen the existing 
trade and investment dialogue” and that future talks “continue to discuss regulatory cooperation,”  While during the 
first-ever EU-GCC head of states and government summit the two sides explicitly declared their willingness to discuss 
free trade further. 

•	 Capitalise on the increased institutional presence of the EU in the GCC nations. The latest opening of an EU 
office in Qatar was in 2022,  and another one is planned for the Sultanate of Oman.  Strong institutional ties help better 
coordinate trade goals and collaborate closer to tackle trade obstacles and discover new avenues for cooperation. 

•	 FTAs or CEPAs -- Potentially studying if FTAs represent the way forward, especially with some Gulf countries now 
forging bilateral economic agreements (CEPAs) or borrowing best practices from other FTAs that the GCC countries 
have signed in recent years.

•	 Exploring adopting best practices from GCC-Asia trade ties. Potentially studying benefits of borrowing from 
the GCC-Asia trade ties template, which has grown exponentially over the last two decades.
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