
Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

 EDA
INSIGHT
RESEARCH & ANALYSIS

J U L Y  2 0 2 0

Gulf-South Korea Ties:
Special, Smart and Strategic
Dr Kwon Hyung Lee and Dr N. Janardhan

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this publication are solely those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the  
Emirates Diplomatic Academy, an autonomous federal entity, or the UAE Government. Copyright: Emirates Diplomatic Academy 2020. 
Cover photo: UAE Permanent Mission to the United Nations and International Organizations in Vienna, via Flickr.



Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

1

Dr Kwon Hyung Lee
Senior Research Fellow, Korea Institute for International Economic Policy

Dr Kwon Hyung Lee is Senior Research Fellow and Head of the Middle East and Africa Team, Korea 
Institute for International Economic Policy, Sejong City. He is also an Adjunct Professor at the Graduate 
School of International and Area Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies. Dr Lee received his 
PhD from the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, and was also associated 
with Kia Motors’ Economic Research Institute and Incheon Development Institute.

Dr N. Janardhan 
Senior Research Fellow, Emirates Diplomatic Academy

Dr N. Janardhan is Senior Research Fellow, Gulf-Asia Programme, Emirates Diplomatic Academy. He 
also offers diplomats a MA course on Asian foreign policies. His academic publications include – A 
New Gulf Security Architecture: Prospects and Challenges for an Asian Role (Eds); India and the Gulf: 
What Next? (Eds); and Boom amid Gloom: Spirit of Possibility in 21st Century Gulf. His next book – 
Gulf’s Strategic Pivot to Asia will be published in late 2020. Dr Janardhan is also Managing Assistant 
Editor, Journal of Arabian Studies.

Executive Summary
◊  The Gulf countries and South Korea epitomise 
miraculous development. The ‘Miracle in the Desert’ 
exemplifies transformation from camel to cruise 
through economic and foreign policy diversification. 
The ‘Miracle on the Han River’ typifies the impact of 
knowledge economy which altered its status from being 
an exporter of unskilled workforce to becoming the hub 
of hi-tech products. 

◊  While energy is a key focus area, the Gulf countries 
and South Korea are looking at ‘special’ initiatives in 
the clean energy sector and collaboration beyond oil to 
strengthen future ties. They are exploring innovation 
and ‘smart’ investments in space development, ICT, 
infrastructure development, security, infrastructure, 
healthcare, and education, among others. There is also 
potential to expand joint ventures in ship building and 
multi-modal logistics.

◊  As part of plans to develop their economies in the 
future, they are keen to engage in projects promoting 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, which has six pillars – 
artificial intelligence, robotics, the Internet of Things, 
autonomous vehicles, 3D printing, quantum computing 
and nanotechnology.

◊  In the security domain, South Korea is now offering 
‘strategic’ peacekeeping, anti-piracy and training 
missions, in which the Gulf countries are involved. 

◊  This Insight, first, examines the characteristics 
of Gulf-South Korea relations since 2000 through 
the prism of energy, trade and investment sectors. 
Second, it sheds light on the new strategic partnership 
dynamics, especially with the UAE and Saudi Arabia, 
and the increasing interaction in the security domain. 
Third, it identifies a few South Korean political and 
‘middle power’ diplomatic experiences that may serve 
as a template for the Gulf countries in their search for 
regional peace and stability. 

◊  Finally, it attempts to highlight challenges for their 
future partnership, notes the need to be flexible and 
innovative amid a global economic slowdown, sets out 
nine policy recommendations for enhancing private 
sector cooperation, boosting SMEs, engaging in 
developing a hydrogen economy, delving into fintech 
opportunities, and increasing collaboration in third 
countries, among others.
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Introduction
The pace of South Korea’s economic recovery is 
unrivalled in the last six decades. From being a mostly 
unskilled manpower exporter a few decades ago, South 
Korea has transformed into a technology exporter. It is 
estimated that about 1.1 million Koreans worked in the 
Arab world between 1975 and 1985, a large chunk of 
them in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. 
Currently, only a fraction of them are part of the region’s 
expatriate dynamic. 

Another example of its transformation is that Seoul 
approached the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 
late 1997 for assistance to avoid an external payments 
crisis. Just a decade later, it was ranked 13th in the world 
with a GDP of US$1.3 trillion in 2009 and was 12th in 
2019 with a GDP of US$1.6 trillion.

South Korean companies are now playing a dominant 
role in the region. LG, Samsung, Hyundai, etc., have 
become household names. These and others are 
involved not just in the construction and automobile 
sectors, but also renewable energy, oil- and gas-related 
industries, medium-sized businesses, healthcare and 
information communication technology realms. 

The Gulf countries too have transformed from being 
quiet backwaters to some of the Middle East’s most 
important economic centres. The governments have 
channeled revenues from the energy sector to shape their 
economies and societies, and position their countries as 
trade, transit and tourism hubs, while encouraging the 
real estate and manufacturing sectors as well. 

Their growth and expansion is reflected beyond the 
glitz and glamour of their skyscrapers and luxury hotels. 
They now have state-of-the-art facilities in healthcare, 
education and infrastructure sectors. To sustain this 
expansion and develop their indigenous human capital, 
the GCC countries are now in the process of encouraging 
the development of a knowledge economy. 

Amid the din of discussion about the rise of Asian 
giants like China and India and how the balance of 
economic power has moved from West to East, South 
Korea’s success and relevance to the Gulf has received 
relatively less attention. The interface between the 
‘Miracle in the Desert’ and the ‘Miracle on the Han River’ 
garnered international attention when the UAE chose 
South Korea (over France and the United States) in 2009 
to build the world’s largest nuclear project. Since then 
their intensifying engagement has moved well beyond 
the economic domain. The diversity of sectors and 
experienced players at the helm augurs well for the 
Gulf region’s ‘new’ economic boom, which is based on 
economic diversification.

This Insight first examines the characteristics of Gulf-
South Korea relations since 2000 through the prism 
of energy, trade and investment sectors. Second, it 
sheds light on the new strategic partnership dynamics, 
especially with the UAE and Saudi Arabia, and the 
increasing interaction in the security domain. Third, it 
identifies a few South Korean political and ‘middle power’ 
diplomatic experiences that may serve as a template for 
the Gulf countries in their search for regional peace and 
stability. 

Finally, it attempts to highlight challenges for their 
future partnership and recommends the need to 
be flexible and innovative amid a global economic 
slowdown, by focusing on enhancing private sector 
cooperation, boosting SMEs, engaging in developing 
a hydrogen economy, and increasing collaboration in 
third countries, among others.

Energy Relations
Energy trading has been the main pillar of bilateral ties 
between the Gulf countries and South Korea since the 
1970s. After South Korean policymakers suffered from 
the twin oil shocks in 1973 and 1979, concerns about 
‘energy security’ have been the focus of Seoul’s foreign 
policies towards the Middle East and the Gulf. 

South Korea, the world’s eighth largest energy consumer, 
was also the world’s eighth biggest importer of crude 
oil and third biggest importer of liquefied natural gas 
in 2018.1 The Gulf countries, including Iran and Iraq, 
supplied 73% of its oil imports and 45% of its LNG 
imports.

The engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) 
market was another key link between the two sides. 
More than 80% of overseas EPC orders for South 
Korean firms in the 1970s came from the Gulf region. 
In a mutually-beneficial deal, while the Gulf countries 
benefitted from the expertise of the construction 
companies, South Korea spent the petrodollars to 
advance its industrialisation programme.

From the turn of the century, economic ties diversified 
beyond the energy and construction sectors. New 
economic interests emerged after a spike in oil prices. 
The GCC countries developed a strong desire to diversify 
their economic structure to reduce excessive reliance on 
the energy sector. To fulfil this objective, they needed a 
partner that could provide industrial technology, skilled 
manpower and a new set of development experiences. 

South Korea, which also began exploring new growth 
markets, took advantage of the growing purchasing 



Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

3

power in the Gulf region.2 Both sides approached 
bilateral economic projects from a strategic perspective. 
Along with the energy sector, this encouraged new 
collaborative initiatives in the non-energy realm. 
Despite geopolitical turbulence in the region, the 
frequent exchange of visits by political leaders, high-
ranking officials and business chiefs enabled increasing 
exchange of collaborative ideas. 

Iraq was also part of the mix. It supplied 11% of South 
Korea’s total oil imports during the 2015-2019 period, 
the fourth largest after Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the 
United States in 2019. In the EPC sector, Hanwha E&C 
signed a US$10.1 billion ‘smart city’ contract in 2012. The 
New Bismayah City integrated project included building 
an urban residential complex, along with developing its 
civil infrastructure facilities such as water and sewage 
treatment plants, hospitals, schools, electricity grids, 
cultural centres, and the like. 

South Korea’s Crude Oil Imports from the Gulf (million barrels)

Country 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Saudi Arabia 306 324 319 323 297
Kuwait 142 159 160 162 151
Qatar 123 88 65 66 64
UAE 100 88 91 72 89
Oman 3 16 4 1 0.4
Iraq 127 138 126 138 118
Iran 42 112 148 58 33

Source: Petronet, Korea National Oil Corporation

Source: International Monetary Fund

Trade Partnership
Although the combined GDP of the six GCC countries 
was 3.7 times larger than that of South Korea in 1980, 
their economies were on par at about US$1.6 trillion in 
2019. Their population figures offer a different contrast. 
South Korea’s population was 2.8 times larger than 
the total GCC population in 1980. But with birth rates 
declining rapidly in South Korea, their population size is 
now comparable, ranging between 50 and 60 million.

Over the past two decades, the total amount of trade 
between the two sides grew relatively faster than South 
Korea’s trade with other countries. Between 2011 and 
2014, their trade amounted to more than US$110 billion 
each year, which was more than 10% of South Korea’s 
total trade. However, this decreased to US$67.2 billion in 
2019 due to lower oil prices, which accounted for 6.4% 
of South Korea’s total trade. 

Comparison of GCC-South Korea GDP and Population
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The share of imports in South Korea’s total trade with 
the GCC countries is more than 80%, thus translating 
into a huge trade deficit for South Korea. Its imports 
from the six countries in 2019 were US$57.8 billion, 
accounting for 11.5% of South Korea’s total imports. In 
comparison, the share of South Korea’s imports from 
the GCC countries was more than 18% between 2011 
and 2014. This reflects South Korea’s import product 
composition, which includes crude oil, natural gas and 
naphtha, the international prices of which are highly 
volatile. 

On the other hand, South Korea’s exports to the GCC 
countries recorded US$9.4 billion in 2019, accounting 
for just 1.7% of the country’s total exports. The share 
was more than 3% during the 2011-2015 period. Major 
exports to the Gulf countries include durable consumer 
goods like automobiles and electronic devices, 
construction machinery and equipment, as well as 
steel-based building materials. The downward trend of 
oil prices from the second half of 2014 limited the GCC 
countries’ spending volume, leading to the shrinking of 
the EPC market, thus affecting South Korea’s exports to 
the region.

Source: Korea International Trade Association (www.kita.net).

Share of South Korea-GCC Trade in South Korea’s World Trade (%)

Saudi Arabia has been South Korea’s biggest trading 
partner in the Gulf region. It has been the largest oil 
supplier since the 1970s and accounted for 38% of 
the total GCC-South Korea trade in 2019. The second 
biggest trading partner is Qatar, which is the largest 
natural gas supplier and has a 20% share in the GCC-
South Korea trade. South Korea is third in the list of 
LNG importers in the world after Japan and China. Qatar 
and Oman supplied 33% and 12% of LNG respectively 
to South Korea in 2019. Kogas and Rasgas have an LNG 
arrangement until 2024-2026, with most of Qatar’s LNG 
carriers being built in South Korean shipyards.3

The UAE is now ranked third in the list, after being second 
until 2011. Despite being the second largest oil supplier 
to South Korea, Kuwait’s trade volume is lower than the 
other three GCC countries mentioned above. 

With respect to South Korea’s export destinations, Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE are the biggest markets in the Gulf 
region due to the size of their economies in general and 
EPC markets, in particular. South Korean companies’ 
cumulative worth of EPC contracts in Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE during the 2000-2019 period was 67% of the 
total in the GCC countries.
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Share of Total GCC Trade with South Korea (%)

Source: www.kita.net 

Compared to trading, investment between the two sides 
has been less impressive. South Korean companies’ 
foreign direct investment (FDI) in the GCC region 
between 2000 to 2019 was US$ 8.1 billion, accounting 
for just 1.7% of South Korea’s global FDI. The GCC 
countries’ direct investment in South Korea is even 
smaller – US$1.8 billion in the same period, which is less 
than 1% of the country’s total inward FDI.

Strategic Partnership 
The economic ties between the two sides were sluggish 
in the late 1980s and the 1990s due to rapidly dwindling 
EPC markets and geopolitical tensions such as the Gulf 
War. The South Korean economy also suffered from the 

Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s. However, since 
the early 2000s, South Korean government officials and 
business leaders have tried to tap into the advantages of 
rising oil prices and another ‘boom’ in the Middle East.4 

Although rising oil prices had the potential to inflict 
damage on the South Korean economy through growing 
trade deficits, increasing production costs, inflationary 
effects and energy insecurity, South Korean policymakers 
sought to increase exports and business opportunities 
in the Gulf region. They implemented diverse policy 
schemes to broaden industrial cooperation projects, 
focusing on small and medium-sized enterprises, for 
example. They also promoted joint projects to secure 
stable energy supplies, including construction of oil 
storage facilities and building oil stocks beyond the 
unilateral oil trading business. 

Gulf-South Korea Trade (US$ billion)

Country 2000 2005 2010 2015 2018 2019
Saudi Arabia 10.9 18.2 31.4 29.0 30.3 25.5
Qatar 2.5 6.1 12.4 17.1 16.8 13.4
UAE 6.7 12.8 17.7 14.7 13.9 12.5
Kuwait 3.0 6.4 11.9 9.9 14.0 11.7
Iraq 0.5 0.7 5.6 7.7 11.5 9.9
Oman 1.9 4.0 4.8 3.8 3.5 3.3
Iran 3.8 5.7 11.5 6.1 6.4 2.4
Bahrain 0.3 0.4 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8

Source: www.kita.net
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The reciprocal visits of the leaders of South Korea 
and the GCC countries gained momentum, in order to 
facilitate new policy goals with a long-term strategic 
perspective. Roh Moo-Hyun visited the UAE in 2006, the 
first by a South Korean president since the establishment 
of diplomatic ties in 1980.5 Interestingly, Samsung 
Corporation was given the main contract to build the 
tallest tower in the world, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, even 
before this visit.  

President Roh also visited Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Qatar 
in 2007.6 Speaking at the Shura Council in Saudi Arabia, 
he proposed the ‘South Korea-Middle East Cooperative 
Initiative for the 21st Century’. A South Korea-GCC Free 
Trade Agreement was also floated to enhance bilateral 
trade, but the negotiations were suspended in 2009.

In addition, several human resource development 
programmes were offered to share South Korea’s 
experiences in industrial development, which were 
viewed as helpful in the GCC countries’ bid to diversify 
their economic structures. Another idea was the Korea-
Middle East Cooperation Forum, which was meant to be 
“a viable medium that charts substantive interaction” 
between high-level government and business leaders 
on both sides.7

Over a period of time, these proposals bore fruit. The 
first prominent new collaboration in the energy domain 
was Korea Electric Power Co. and Emirates Nuclear 
Energy Corp. agreeing to construct the UAE’s first nuclear 
power plant at Barakah, Abu Dhabi, in 2009. The project, 
worth US$18.6 billion, was aimed at meeting the UAE’s 
growing electricity demand, and included an operation 
and long-term maintenance services deal too.8

The 2009 South Korea-UAE Strategic Partnership 
expanded bilateral cooperation beyond the conventional 
areas of energy and construction. It included healthcare, 
medical services, culture, space exploration and defence 
collaboration, among others. One quantifiable result 
of the strategic partnership was that the UAE awarded 
US$21 billion worth of projects to South Korean 
companies between 2009 and 2016.9

The Korea National Oil Corp. (KNOC) and Abu Dhabi 
National Oil Corp. (ADNOC) signed an agreement in 
2012 to jointly develop strategic oil stocks. According 
to the agreement, ADNOC agreed to lease oil storage 
facilities in Yeosu to stock 6 million barrels of crude. The 
project had strategic aims for both sides. While the UAE 
had the flexibility to meet the fluctuating demand in 
Asia by selling from this storage, South Korea’s energy 
insecurity was mitigated by maintaining the right to be 
the first buyer of the stored oil in case of sudden supply 
disruptions in the market.

Further, a South Korean consortium comprising KNOC 
and GS Energy and agreed with ADNOC in 2012 to jointly 
explore and develop new oil fields in Haliba, Abu Dhabi.10 
They are expected to produce 60,000 barrels per day by 
2023, with the provision to export 40% of the output 
to South Korea. The project is significant because it 
enhances oil supply security for South Korea with its 
participation in upstream projects and the UAE gets 
both an investor for the exploration project and a buyer 
of oil as well.

In a sign of 21st century space diplomacy, South Korea 
also contributed to developing the UAE’s first satellites, 
DubaiSat-1 (2009) and DubaiSat-2 (2013), and also lent 
a helping hand in the UAE’s first homemade KhalifaSat 
in 2018. 

Smart Farming 

While the recent focus of Gulf-South Korea relations has 
been on cooperation in the hi-tech sector, there has been 
groundbreaking cooperation in the agriculture sector 
too. In a first for the Middle East, a joint smart farming 
project envisioned in 2018 helped the UAE harvest 
763 kilogrammes of rice in a 1,000 square metre plot 
of desert in June 2020. If the innovation of cultivating 
paddy with minimal use of water is successful on a 
larger scale, it could lead the way for similar initiatives 
that will help reduce the UAE’s reliance on imported 
food, thus contributing to its quest for food security and 
sustainability.1 

The rice varieties being grown in the UAE are compatible 
with heat, salinity and poor soil conditions. The fields 
were watered via an underground drip irrigation system 
to reduce cost and wastage. The innovation included 
embedding pipes in the soil to introduce water directly 
to the crop roots and using desalinated seawater instead 
of pumping groundwater. The techniques were part 
of South Korea’s water-saving technologies and the 
project was a collaboration among the UAE’s Ministry of 
Climate Change and Environment’s research centre in Al 
Dhaid, Sharjah, UAE University and South Korea’s Rural 
Development Administration. 

Niche Cooperation
The 2015 visit of President Park Geun-hye to Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar helped in exploring 
cooperation in niche sectors. For example, the Seoul-
Kuwait cooperation included technology-intensive 
high-value-added industries such as smart grids and 
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research and development in energy efficient buildings. 
In another fresh approach, South Korea’s SK Telecom 
and Saudi Telecom Company agreed to collaborate 
on benchmarking the Creative Economy Concept. 
Recognisng the role of the Gulf countries in South 
Korea’s development, President Park identified the 
region in 2015 as a possible “answer to our prayer for 
economic revitalisation.”12

An example of South Korean-Saudi strategic cooperation 
is the kingdom’s arrangement to expand its oil-related 
downstream business in the East Asian country, which 
helped the former increase its oil exports. Aramco 
Overseas Co. (AOC), a subsidiary of Saudi Aramco, 
bought a 28.4% stake in S-Oil Corp., South Korea’s fourth 
largest refiner, from Hanjin Energy for US$1.95 billion. As 
a result, it became a majority shareholder with a 63.4% 
stake in 2015.13

Another economic rationale for Saudi Arabia to promote 
strategic partnership with South Korea was its industrial 
diversification to ensure non-oil growth and job creation. 
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF) bought 38% 
of shares in Posco Engineering & Construction, a unit of 
Posco Steel, in 2015 for US$1.08 billion. 

Posco and PIF again joined hands and founded a joint 
venture, Posco E&C Saudi Arabia, in 2016 in order to 
become a top tier EPC contractor. The strategy was to 
tap into the urban development and infrastructure 
construction market in Saudi Arabia.14 In the following 
year, the two countries began to coordinate government-
to-government strategic cooperation to attain policy 
targets presented in Saudi Vision 2030, especially with 
regard to reduction of excessive dependence on the oil 
industry. 

They established the Korea-Saudi Vision 2030 
Committee, organised into working groups targetting 
five sectors: energy and manufacturing; smart 
infrastructure and digitization; capacity-building; 
healthcare and life sciences; as well as SMEs and 
investment. These included shipbuilding, automobile, 
petrochemicals, renewable energy and medical 
equipment sectors.  

South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in visited the UAE 
in 2018 to mark the completion of the construction of 
the first of four APR1400 reactors. The two countries 
also agreed to elevate their strategic relationship to a 
‘special strategic partnership’, which would broaden the 
scope of engagement to include 2+2 “dialogue between 
diplomatic and defence vice-ministerial-level officials”, 
among others.15

Among the several agreements signed during the visit 
were two deals worth US$3.5 billion between ADNOC 
and Samsung Engineering. The contracts included a 
US$3.1 billion project to introduce crude oil processing 
flexibility and a US$473 million project to recover power 
and water at the ADNOC-owned Ruwais oil refinery.

In a bid to boost this special strategic cooperation, Abu 
Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan’s visit to South Korea in 2019 facilitated the two 
countries agreeing to explore expanding their nuclear 
partnership to third countries.16

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman also visited 
South Korea in 2019 during which the two countries 
signed multi-sectoral deals worth US$8.3 billion. The 
Saudi leader and President Moon inaugurated AOC’s 
Residue Upgrading Complex and Olefin Downstream 
Complex equipped with the latest refinery technologies. 
Further, AOC acquired 17% stake in Hyundai Oilbank, 
South Korea’s third largest refiner, from Hyundai Heavy 
Industries Holdings Co. for US$1.2 billion.

Healthcare Development
Apart from South Korean firms getting involved in 
power, water and desalination projects, healthcare and 
medical tourism sectors have also been the among the 
most successful non-energy areas of cooperation over 
the last decade. Seoul prioritised this sector as a new 
growth engine under the banner of ‘Medical Korea’ after 
great success in the automobiles and semiconductors 
business. 

The GCC countries benefitted from this because 
they were keen to improve healthcare facilities and 
services to meet the people’s growing demands for 
social services. In particular, the GCC countries sought 
hospital management outsourcing17 and even opted for 
advanced medical services in South Korean hospitals for 
serious patients from the region.18

In the healthcare sector, according to the Korean 
National Tourism Office, UAE nationals had the highest 
average spend among medical tourism patients at 
more than $10,500 per visit. In 2016 and 2018, 3,560 
and 3,034 Emirati tourists respectively visited South 
Korea for medical treatment. Emirati patients account 
for nearly half the total patients from the Middle East 
treated in South Korea. Saudi patients numbered about 
1,500.
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Further, in the Shaikh Khalifa Specialty Hospital in 
Ras Al Khaimah, managed in cooperation with Seoul 
National University Hospital since 2014, more than 
200 South Korean staff have been providing quality 
medical services to UAE citizens.19 Other examples of 
hospital management outsourcing include Wooridul 
Spine Center in Dubai since 2011, Dubai Rehabilitation 
Center, with the support of Bobath Memorial Hospital 
since 2012, and Marina Health Promotion Center in Abu 
Dhabi, with the help of Seoul’s St. Mary’s Hospital since 
2015.

Diplomatic Lessons – Sunshine-
Moonshine Policies
In recent years, the Gulf countries and South Korea have 
undertaken foreign policy and security diversification 
strategies to deal with a dynamic global scenario. 
Realising that the United States is not the sole global 
hegemon, both sides have been developing new 
diplomatic and security collaborations with some 
economic partners. In addition, both sides have joined 
hands in different ways to improve stability. 

South Korea has been promoting ‘middle power 
diplomacy,’ for more than a decade now. It has been 
part of the MITKA network, which includes Mexico, 
Indonesia, Turkey, South Korea and Australia, and 
cooperates on global non-traditional security issues.

There is also a lesson in how South Korea is adapting 
great powers’ security competition, especially in 
resolving the North Korean nuclear problem. Though 
the end result can be questioned, “Seoul sought to 
strengthen trilateral security ties with the United States 
and Japan while promoting multi-layered co-operative 
networks with China to ensure that China does not feel 
excluded,” which is a classic trait of middle powers.20 
Such a nuanced policy approach is also becoming 
evident in the way the GCC countries are seeking to 
balance their ties with a host of global powers. 

South Korea offers a lesson in how to delicately balance 
interests with Iran. Seoul has always been clear that it 
expects Tehran to join international efforts for nuclear 
non-proliferation and implement its obligations under 
the UN resolutions. It sees its Iran policy reflect its own 
campaign to pressure North Korea into giving up its 
nuclear weapons. 

Seoul has manouvered sanctions and maintained 
positive relations with the United States, the GCC 
countries and Iran throughout the tense last decade. 
After imposition of EU sanctions and removal of the 

SWIFT network in 2012, South Korea continued to 
receive about 5% of its oil imports from Iran until 2015. 
But its bilateral trade with Iran plummeted to US$6.1 
billion in 2015, down from US$17.4 billion in 2011.21

A year after the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) was signed in 2015, the first ever South Korean-
Iranian summit took place in Tehran. Accompanied by a 
business delegation of over 230 executives, President 
Park’s visit facilitated massive projects in the energy, 
infrastructure and health sectors, among others. About 
30 joint economic projects, totaling US$37.1 billion, 
were signed.22

When Washington withdrew from the JCPOA in 2018, 
South Korea was among a few countries that received US 
sanctions waivers. This facilitated Iran supplying nearly 
5% of South Korea’s oil imports in 2018. It thereafter 
adhered to the US’s non-renewal of the sanctions 
waivers and completely ended Iranian oil imports for 
the first time since 2012. While it was able to source 
its energy requirements from elsewhere, most projects 
took a beating.23

It is in this milieu that South Korea’s political experiences 
have immense utility value for the Gulf region.24 Its 
inter-Korean summits and the role in facilitating US-
North Korea rapprochement are very useful diplomatic 
lessons for the Gulf countries.

While the Sunshine Policy may not be an ideal example 
of rapprochement in the context between the GCC 
countries and Iran, it certainly serves as a practical lesson 
on how not to escalate tension beyond manageable 
limits.25 Since it was envisioned in 1998, the Sunshine 
Policy – inspired by an Aesop’s Fable – encouraged 
greater political contact between North and South 
Korea, resulted in economic progress and paved the way 
for meetings between separated family members. Most 
importantly, it kept war at bay.

Many South Korean intellectuals still feel that ‘Sunshine’ 
is a long-term watchword. Despite the umpteen starts-
stops, six-party engagement efforts, many troublesome 
incidents – including nuclear and missile tests – and 
failed summits, it is believed that the Sunshine Policy 
has not ended. Instead they are keen that it be viewed 
within a new framework. The prescription is to move 
from “engagement” to “embracement”. 

The logic behind the optimism is that while leadership 
is a passing phase, the nation is permanent, which is 
a profound message for all nagging conflicts in the 
world. In fact, in recognition of President Moon Jae-
in hosting multiple inter-Korean summits in 2018, the 
Sunshine Policy has been rebranded in some quarters as 
“Moonshine Policy”.26



Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

9

And, ahead of US-North Korea and Koreas Summits, 
some analysts wondered if this could be replicated in 
the Gulf.27

Soft Power
South Korea is also a pioneer of diplomacy in the way 
it successfully co-hosted the 2002 FIFA World Cup 
with Japan and used the 2018 Winter Olympics to set 
the stage for the inter-Korean and US-North Korean 
summits. And, its contribution to multilateral forums 
like the United Nations is immense, not least through the 
services of UN’s former secretary-general Ban Ki-moon. 

Equally important is the art of using to good advantage 
the soft power of K-Pop and delicacies like ‘kimchi’ and 
‘bibimbap’, which are very popular around the world, 
including the Gulf. Some of these endeavours could 
be compared to the Gulf countries’ new soft power 
diplomatic ventures like the hosting of IRENA, Dubai 
Expo, Special Olympics, Louvre Museum, and the 2022 
FIFA World Cup, as well as conflict resolution efforts in 
the Horn of Africa.

In a sign of both sides furthering soft power diplomacy, 
the Korean Cultural Centre opened in the UAE in 2016, 
the first in the region. The King Sejong Institute, a 
Korean language and cultural centre, is also functional 
at Zayed University. About 13,000 South Koreans reside 
in the UAE28 and anecdotal evidence suggests that South 
Korean children are the new STEM whiz kids in several 
international schools in the region.

In the Gulf region, unprecedented economic growth has 
helped tackle some social deficits, especially human 
capital development. It is here that South Korea’s 
experience of expanding an economy by successfully 
developing its human resources could be valuable for 
the region’s efforts at building a knowledge-based 
economy, which holds the key to a stable and prosperous 
future.

Defence Cooperation
As part of this middle power diplomacy, South Korea 
deployed its naval forces abroad for the first time to 
join the Combined Task Force (CTF-151) and be part of 
a 25-country anti-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden 
and Horn of Africa. While this was a multilateral effort, it 
was also aimed at protecting its own fishing, commercial 
and energy vessels and its citizens working on them, 
which tied into the Gulf region’s security concerns. 

While the South Korean navy’s Cheonghae Unit is 
stationed off the coast of Oman, the army’s special 
forces ‘Akh’ (brother in Arabic) Unit in the UAE comprises 
139 special operations troops. It has been deployed 
on annual rotation since January 2011 to train UAE 
troops in special warfare and conduct joint exercises. 
Before 2011, South Korea had never sent its troops 
abroad without being a part of any multinational or 
peacekeeping operation.

As Saudi Arabia and the UAE face increased Congress 
scrutiny over US defence equipment sales, the GCC 
countries have sought to expand their arms suppliers. 
South Korea is part of the mix. South Korea’s exports of 
defence industry products, mostly small arms, to the 
UAE rose from US$25 billion between 2006 and 2010 to 
US$31 billion in the 2011-2016 period.29

Taking this further, South Korea and the UAE reiterated 
their special strategic ties in 2019 and agreed to 
strengthen military ties and boost cooperation in the 
defence industry. They also agreed to work together to 
enhance peace in the region.30

South Korea also agreed to transfer unmanned aerial 
vehicles and other technologies to the UAE through 
a partnership between Abu Dhabi-based Calidus and 
Korean Air.31 With South Korea announcing enhanced 
defence investment in developing dronebots and 
lasers in future, the Gulf markets are a natural business 
opportunity. 

The Saudi Arabian Military Industries and South Korea’s 
Hanwha Defence conglomerate signed a joint venture 
agreement in 2019 to manufacture and sell a range of 
weapons. The deal also included a clause to evaluate 
expanding its product lines to include “rockets, artillery, 
combat vehicles, naval systems, command and control 
systems, as well as intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance-focused products.”32

The South Korean anti-piracy naval contingent was 
dispatched to Gulf of Aden on rotational mission in 
2019 amid attacks on naval vessels and US-Iran tension 
in the Gulf waters. Days after the missile attack on its 
oil facilities, Riyadh requested Seoul to draw from its 
experience and help bolster the kingdom’s air defence 
system.33

The South Korean defence ministry announced in early 
2020 that it was expanding the deployment area of 
its anti-piracy military unit operating off the coast of 
Somalia to include the Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, which 
are linked by the Strait of Hormuz. More importantly, it 
stated that this would not be part of the US naval mission, 
even if it would be involved in information sharing.34
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In addition, prior to the deployment of the Akh troops to 
the UAE, South Korea had dispatched the Zaytun military 
forces to Iraq from 2004 to 2008 for peacekeeping 
and reconstruction tasks. During the last decade, Iraq 
became one of the largest export markets for South 
Korea’s defence industry. Korea Aerospace Industries, 
the country’s defence contractor, signed a US$1.1 billion 
deal in 2013 to export 24 T-50 Golden Eagle trainer jets. 
The final installment of this deal was delivered in 2019.35 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
Over the past two decades, South Korea and the GCC 
countries have demonstrated dynamism to achieve 
significant growth in the scope and depth of energy, 
trade and security relations. In a mutually beneficial 
relationship, they strived to diversify the spectrum of 
cooperation beyond traditional trade practices. Energy 
cooperation diversified from just trading to include 
oil exploration and downstream services. And, among 
others, healthcare cooperation has exemplified success 
in the services sector and the collaboration in the 
defence sector denotes a major shift.  

Such endeavours encouraged the UAE and South 
Korea to announce the ‘Special Strategic Partnership’ 
in 2018. In addition, the South Korea-Saudi strategic 
cooperation for Vision 2030 has opened new avenues for 
‘developmental partnership’ in which human expertise, 
advanced technology and developmental experiences 
are shared through multi-level industrial cooperation 
projects. 

However, most of these government-led strategic 
partnerships, involving state-owned companies, 
have limitations in growing exponentially. Strategic 
partnerships must find avenues to grow beyond projects 
emanating from official and reciprocal diplomacy.

Other challenges include: addressing South Korea’s 
huge trade deficit with the Gulf region through a more 
diversified trade basket; finding new ways of working 
together during a global economic slowdown and low 
oil price regime, which would reduce energy trade and 
EPC contracts; coping with the competition emanating 
from the GCC countries’ increasing engagement with 
China, Japan and India, among others; and dealing with 
the economic, diplomatic and security uncertainties 
emanating from the US-Saudi-Iran tension and the on-
off sanctions. 

Looking ahead, the following are some recommendations 
to address some weaknesses in the current engagement 
and explore new opportunities.

1. Focus on SMEs and encourage startups in the 
private sector to participate in the state-initiated 
collaboration. The private sector has a significant 
role in expanding national economic gains and 
creating more jobs. The private sector is also an 
important actor in preparing the ground for the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, which is characterised 
by emerging technologies such as artificial 
intelligence, robotics, the Internet of Things, fifth-
generation wireless technologies, autonomous 
vehicles, etc. 

2. A new area of focus could be energy cooperation 
for a ‘hydrogen economy’ that delivers low carbon 
fuels rather than hydrocarbons. Although significant 
challenges lie ahead in effectively tapping the 
potential of the hydrogen economy, it would be 
good to consider promoting innovative cooperation 
in this arena and ensure economic, social and 
environmental benefits. Collaborative projects in 
hydrogen-related technological R&D, hydrogen 
vehicle development, hydrogen power generation, 
etc., are waiting to be tapped. Here too, SMEs have 
a crucial role.

3. For the above two suggestions to meaningfully 
materialise, instruments that encourage financial 
cooperation must be further strengthened. As 
SMEs and startups are weak in mobilising financial 
resources, tailor-made financing plans need to be 
arranged to enhance availability of capital for them. 
The governments could devise institutional efforts 
to promote joint ventures that guarantee financial 
access and share both costs and risks.

4. Study opportunities in the digital economy space 
in the Gulf, including in e-commerce, fintech and 
ICT services. This is particularly relevant in a post-
Covid-19 economy.

5. Explore multilateral partnerships in third countries 
instead of pursuing just bilateral engagement. This 
would suit the agenda of both sides, for example, in 
their pursuit of new markets in South and Southeast 
Asia, Africa and South America. 

6. Gulf countries could greatly benefit from learning 
more lessons from the Korea model, which linked 
economic diversification with developing a 
knowledge economy, one which the GCC countries 
are recognising as an important strategy to further 
their non-oil economy pursuits.

7. Foster manufacturing opportunities in the defence 
sector – for example, the UAE brought together 
some state defence companies to form EDGE, a 
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US$5 billion conglomerate, in 2019 to lead the 
development and production of advanced weapons 
for the country’s military. South Korean companies 
could be viable partners in such and other projects.   

8. Initiate dialogue to intensify Gulf-South Korea 
cooperation in the security domain to ensure the 
safety of their energy supply chain.

9. To facilitate most of the above proposals, the two 
sides could consider expanding the proposed two-
plus-two dialogue (involving foreign and defence 
ministries on both sides) to a three-plus-three 
arrangement (including the economy ministry). 
This would make the economic-diplomatic-
security alignment more robust and help in better 
coordination and fast-tracking of new and multi-
dimensional projects.



Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

12

1. BP Statistical Review of World Energy, 2019.

2. South Korean government officials coined the word ‘second oil boom’ to indicate their new policy package in contrast to the ‘first oil boom’ 
in the 1970s.

3. John Calabrese, “Bridge to a Brighter Future? South Korea’s Economic Relations with the Gulf,” Middle East Institute (Washington), 8 
January 2019. 

4. For the South Koreans, the first boom in the Middle East was in the mid-to-late 1970s, when the two rounds of oil shocks occurred. EPC 
contractors achieved huge business successes during this period.

5. South Korea established diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia in 1962, Qatar and Oman in 1974, Bahrain in 1976, and Kuwait in 1979. 

6. South Korea’s President visited Saudi Arabia and Kuwait for the first time in May 1980 to discuss stable oil imports.

7. The Korea-Middle East Cooperation Forum has been held annually since 2003. The idea of ‘comprehensive partnership towards a new 
horizon’ was suggested in a keynote speech by the South Korean Minister of Foreign Affairs at the 10th Korea-Middle East Cooperation 
Forum held in Seoul in 2013. Seoul also established the Korea-Arab Society as a non-profit foundation in 2008, co-funded by some Arab 
governments. 

8. ENEC Chairman Khaldoon Al Mubarak called this as “a partnership that will endure for nearly 100 years.”

9. “Why is the UAE showing a keen interest in South Korea?” www.ameinfo.com, 14 June 2018.

10. Commercial production of crude oil began in 2019.

11. “UAE grows its own rice in game-changing sustainability project,” Gulf News, 3 June 2020.

12. “Saudi Arabia and South Korea on the path to revitalisation,” www.foreignpolicynews.org, 12 November 2018.

13. In 1991, AOC had initially invested in S-Oil (founded in 1976), buying 35% of its shares.

14. Posco Daewoo International Corp., a trading unit of Posco, proposed building a car assembly plant with PIF, but failed.

15. “Korea, UAE agree to become special strategic partners,” www.korea.net, 26 March 2018.

16. The strategic energy relationship opened the way for defence cooperation between South Korea and the UAE. South Korean troops named 
Dongmyeong have been participating in the UN Peacekeeping Forces in Lebanon since 2007.

17. Hospital management outsourcing projects include medical manpower (doctors, nurses and managers), exchange and training 
programmes, as well as ICT-based Hospital Information System transfer programmes.

18. The Gulf countries usually send their patients to the United Kingdom, the United States, Germany, and some Asian countries, including 
Singapore, India, Turkey, and Thailand. In 2018, the number of Middle Eastern patients sent to South Korea was 6,888, accounting for 1.8% 
of the total foreign patients (378,967) treated in South Korea.

19. “South Korea exports to UAE reach $2.95 billion in first half of 2017,” Gulf News, 3 October 2017.

20. Yul Sohn, “South Korea’s drive for middle-power influence,” www.globalasia.org, 25 March 2016.

21. “S. Korea to open euro-based payment system for trade with Iran,” Yonhap News Agency, 25 August 2016.

22. “With sanctions lifted, South Korea eyes investment links to Iran,” World Politics Review, 16 May 2016.

23. Jenna Gibson, “South Korea plans for uncertainty as US-Iran tensions rise,” The Diplomat, 8 January 2020.

24. N. Janardhan, “South Korea is relevant to Gulf,” Khaleej Times, 11 November 2010.

25. President Kim Daejung’s Sunshine Policy was inspired by Aesop’s Fable, titled the “North Wind and the Sun.” It was devised out of the 
conviction that only the sun, not the wind, could make a traveller remove his coat – Lee Chang-sup, “Wisdom of Aesop’s Fables,” Korea 
Times, 10 June 2010.

26. “Here comes the ‘Moonshine’ Policy,” Geopolitical Monitor, 5 July 2017; and “The third inter-Korean meeting: Is the ‘Moonshine Policy’ 
beginning?” www.ispionline.it, 26 April 2018. Also see, Jeongmin Seo, “South Korea-Gulf relations and the Iran Factor,” in Jonathan Fulton 
and Li-Chen Sim (Ed), External Powers and the Gulf Monarchies, Routledge (2019).

27. “Will US, South Korea reconciliation with North Korea be a model for dealing with Iran?” www.memri.org, Special Dispatch No. 7513, June 
7, 2018.

28. “UAE now hosts more than 13,000 Korean residents,” Gulf News, 2 October 2019.

29. “S. Korea sends 12th team of soldiers to UAE in military ties,” Yonhap News Agency, 10 March 2017.

30. “S. Korea, UAE agree to further boost military, defence industry ties,” Yonhap News Agency, 2 October 2019.

31. “Korea and UAE team up on UAVs,” www.janes.com, 21 February 2019.

Endnotes  



Gulf-South Korea Ties: Special, Smart and Strategic

13

32. “SAMI, Korean conglomerate agree to defence-focused joint venture company,” Arabian Business, 1 July 2019.

33. “Saudi crown prince seeks S. Korea’s help to bolster defences after attacks,” Reuters, 18 September 2019.

34. “South Korea to send troops to Strait of Hormuz,” Agence France-presse, 21 January 2020.

35. “Iraq receives final T-50IQ light fighter and trainer aircraft,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, 29 November 2019.






