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• Over the past decade, Arab Gulf States have 
emerged as increasingly pro-active and influential 
foreign policy actors in the wider Middle East 
and North Africa. Pushed by a confluence of 
regional crises and pulled by the vacuum left by 
the withdrawal of other actors, they have heavily 
focused on the need to restore “stability” in the 
wider region.

• Their embrace of regional “stability” as the 
ultimate end of foreign policy, has coincided with 
a shift towards “stabilisation” as the new focus 
for international crisis management. While Arab 
Gulf States have enthusiastically embraced both 
concepts, they have at times remained vague 
about how to conceptualise and operationalise 
either of them.

• In this context, this EDA Working paper seeks to 
come to a better understanding of the practice of 
stabilisation amongst Arab Gulf States, as well as 
the theories that inform their vision of stability, 
while recognising the significant differences in 
their approaches. 

• In order to do so, the paper traces the way that 
Arab Gulf States have sought to promote regional 
stability over time, identifying a clear shift from 
a narrow reliance on bilateral assistance as a tool 
to foster limited foreign policy goals, towards 
a more comprehensive and ambitious crisis 
management approach that effectively combines 
a broad spectrum of hard and soft power tools to 
reach more ambitious objectives.

• Despite a notable absence of publicly available 
stabilisation doctrines amongst Arab Gulf States, 
their recent actions across various crises have 
followed some clear principles:

o  Arab Gulf States consider stabilisation as a 
political rather than a technical process. As 
such, their crisis management focus has not 
been on limited technical support, but on 
influencing the shape of long-term political 
settlements.

o  While their stabilisation engagement has 
been comprehensive, combining hard and 
soft power tools, it has not always been 
integrated. 

o  Even though Arab Gulf States have started 
to make more substantial contributions 
to multilateral instruments, they continue 
to prefer bilateral means of engagement, 
preferring coalitions of the willing over 
multilateral approaches.

o  There has been a strong focus amongst Arab 
Gulf States regularly on working with sub-
national partners in order to influence the 
shape of future settlements.

o  Despite this, Arab Gulf States have adopted 
an often rigid definition of legitimacy, 
highlighting the need to preserve the state 
and strengthening institutions.

o  While Arab Gulf State have sought to foster 
local compromises, they have also formulated 
sometimes rigid red lines on the shape of any 
political settlement.

Executive Summary

The Practice and Theory of
Stabilisation in the Arab Gulf States

2



• As a result, and despite their emphasis on 
stabilisation, the crisis management approaches 
adopted by Arab Gulf States are often closer to 
the more ambitious state-building narratives that 
have gone out of fashion amongst their western 
partners.

• While doing so, Arab Gulf States have shed the 
Weberian view that was central to previous 
western visions of the region, advocating what 
appears to be a post-Weberian vision of the state 
instead that redefines the classical Weberian 
view of legitimacy.

• For the UAE that suggests that in order to better 
explain its foreign policies and ambitions to 
the outside world, the UAE ought to carefully 
articulate a more comprehensive doctrine and 
visions of its stabilisation efforts across the 
region. This requires careful definition of the 
UAE’s vision of “stability” and “the State” from a 
theoretical perspective and how these tie into 
the UAE’s foreign policy agenda.
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1. Introduction1

Over the past decade, Arab Gulf States have emerged as increasingly pro-active and influential foreign policy 
actors in the Middle East and North Africa. From Libya to the Horn of Africa and the conflicts in Yemen, 
Syria and Iraq, Arab Gulf States have demonstrated an unprecedented willingness and ability to shoulder 
wider regional responsibilities and to shape regional outcomes. There are many different reasons for this 
development, including the evolution of regional and global politics, changes in the regional state system, 
the emergence of new and unprecedented threats, and the growing capabilities and ambitions of Arab Gulf 
States themselves.

As a result of these dynamics, Arab Gulf States have found themselves increasingly at the centre of regional 
politics and confronted with an ever expanding confluence of regional crises. As they redefine their regional 
role and navigate the new international dynamics, one objective in particular has become central to their 
foreign policy strategies – the restoration of “regional stability”. This renewed focus on stability coincides on 
the one hand with the collapse of a number of Arab regimes, following the Arab Uprising of 2011. On the other 
hand, it has been fuelled by a growing scepticism of grand state-building exercises in the West in general and 
in the United States more particularly. These trends meshed with the traditionally more conservative outlook 
of Arab Gulf States and the emerging concept of “stabilisation” as a new method to address these crises.

Stabilisation represents a relatively new and more modest concept that has been embraced by many western 
countries in a recognition that previous state-building and democracy promotion efforts have failed to 
adequately deal with the issues of state failure and fragility. Similar to some of their Western partners, Arab 
Gulf States are increasingly embracing stability as the goal and stabilisation as the means of their foreign 
policies towards fragile and collapsed states in their region. However, just as some of their Western partners, 
Arab Gulf States often remain vague about the way that they conceptualise and operationalise stability and 
stabilisation as core foreign policy objectives.

In this context, this Working Paper seeks to come to a better understanding of the practice and theory of 
stabilisation in the Arab Gulf States. To do so, the paper provides a brief introduction to the concept of 
stabilisation and its relevance for the foreign policy framework of Arab Gulf States. The paper then traces the 
gradual evolution of stabilisation efforts by Arab Gulf States, from their original role as providers of assistance 
and funding, to their increasingly more comprehensive and assertive role as stabilisation players. The paper 
then derives a few simple characteristics that define the stabilisation engagement of Arab Gulf States and 

1 The paper builds on the book chapter “GCC Approach to Stabilisation: Compatible or Competing” in Victor Gervais and Saskia van Genugten eds., 
Stabilising the Contemporary Middle East and North Africa: Regional Actors and New Approaches, Palgrave, 2020.
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contrast them with those of some of their western and international partners. The last part of the paper looks 
at the theories that guide and inform the stabilisation efforts of Arab Gulf States, before concluding with 
thoughts on further research and the relevance of these issues for the UAE.    

2. The Stabilisation Framework
In the aftermath of the failed international interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, there has been a growing 
disappointment and deep scepticism amongst Western scholars and analysts concerning grand state-building 
theories that seek to comprehensively rebuild collapsed states along established Western models. Instead, 
there has been a growing focus on stability and stabilisation as the more modest and achievable goals to bring 
a measure of peace and stability to crisis countries. Stabilisation, which is seen as a comprehensive, cross-
government activity that brings together humanitarian, reconstruction, security and political elements, has 
established itself as a recognised element of crisis management efforts of Western governments.

According to Philipp Rotmann2, it is possible to distinguish between two separate approaches Western 
governments have taken towards stabilisation:

•     stabilisation as peace-making, and 
•     stabilisation as crisis management.

While “stabilisation as peace-making” seeks to fix failing states by permanently tackling the sources of 
fragility, which may amount to a more comprehensive intervention in state structures, “stabilisation as crisis 
management” is limited to managing fragility within the specific institutional and political context of the 
state.  

This differentiation places stabilisation as peace-making close to previous state building doctrines that have 
been focused on laying the long-term foundations for stability by replicating Western institutions and system 
of governance. The UK Government for example suggests that the ultimate aim of stabilisation interventions 
is to create “political systems which are representative and legitimate, capable of managing conflict and 
change peacefully, and societies in which human rights and rule of law are respected, basic needs are met, 
security established and opportunities for social and economic development are open to all”3.

2 Rotmann 2016, p. 11
3 HMG 2014
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More recently, a more limited and confined view of stabilisation has become more popular, which is focused 
on the more realistic goal of managing fragility, by defusing crisis and building resilience.4 In this view, political 
structures are not fixed or specifically conditioned, but are allowed to adjust to ensure a surface stability 
and prevents a return to full-fledged crisis. The weakness of this approach is that it hinges on cooperation 
with local elites – sometimes the very purveyors of instability – over which outsiders often lack sufficient 
influence.

While Gulf Arab States have articulated a strong focus on promoting or restoring regional stability and 
preserving state institutions against attacks from non-state actors, they have been less clear about the 
long-term views and visions of government that they seek to promote through their actions. The lack of 
any officially available doctrines on these issues have made it harder to understand and categorise their 
approaches and actions. To do so, therefore requires a closer look at the gradual evolution of stabilisation 
actions undertaken by Arab Gulf States.  

3. Gulf Assistance: Traditional Focus and Characteristics
While the concept of ‘stabilisation’ is a relatively recent addition to the literature and has its origins in the 
Western-led crises interventions in the Balkans and Middle East of the 1990s and 2000s, Arab Gulf States 
have their own long-standing tradition of promoting ‘stability’ through the use of generous overseas 
development assistance (ODA) funds.5 Confronted with an unstable and often hostile region and building 
on cultural traditions of Islamic charity, Arab Gulf States have devoted significant funds to development 
assistance since their independence.

4 Ibid, p. 5
5 World Bank (2010); Villanger (2007)
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Although the ODA levels of Arab Gulf States have fluctuated significantly over time and data limitations 
complicate a systematic analysis and comparison of assistance flows and trends, it is clear that already 
between 1974 and 1994, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE, ranked amongst some of the world’s most 
generous providers of overseas development assistance compared with their Western counterparts, as 
measured by gross national income (GNI).  

During this period from the early 1970s to the late 2000s, Arab Gulf States’ ODA has displayed a number of 
common and distinct characteristics. This has separated them from the approaches of Western donors, some 
of which remain of relevance today.7

1. Oil Price: The level of assistance has fluctuated strongly in line with the oil price. As a 
percentage of GNI, ODA started from a very high level in the 1970s, decelerated sharply in the 
1980s and 1990s, and has risen again in the 2000s, but remains below the level of the 1970s. 
 
2. Arab World: The majority of this assistance (50-60 percent by some accounts), has been reserved for other 
Arab countries.8 In fact, a majority of the overseas development aid that Arab Gulf States have disbursed 
has targeted what is essentially the same countries since the 1970s, which includes Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, 
Morocco, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen.

6 World Bank (2010)
7 Isaac (2015); Isaac (2014); World Bank (2010)
8 Ibid.

Figure 1: Arab ODA as Share of GNI (%)6
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3. Bilateral: ODA from the region has traditionally been bilateral in nature and has shunned multilateral 
channels and processes. Thus between 1995 and 2007, some 89 percent of aid was disbursed through 
bilateral channels, while Gulf donors largely stayed clear of UN funds.

4. Direct: Much of the assistance has been provided in the form of concessionary loans and direct budgetary 
support measures, with some being channelled towards large-scale infrastructure projects. This contrasts 
with the focus on ‘service-provision’ in areas such as education and health care, as well as debt-relief, which 
have been prominent amongst Development Assistance Committee (DAC) donor countries.

5. Stability: While the motives for providing assistance have ranged from support for commercial penetration 
to patronage for Islamic causes, the promotion of regional, and especially political stability, has been a long-
standing focus for Arab Gulf States in their ODA programming.

6. Untied: Arab Gulf States have generally not sought to use the provision of aid to promote specific good 
governance, democracy, or human rights criteria, championed by many Western countries. Instead, their 
overarching goal has been to support regional, and often political stability, by strengthening the legitimacy 
of a specific government or regime.9

Recent empirical research suggests that assistance by Arab Gulf States has had a very real impact on the 
level of political stability in the region, with there being a direct causal link between the decline in Gulf 
assistance to Arab countries in the 1980s and the increase of political violence in the Arab world over the 
same period.10 However, according to these studies, while Gulf aid may have contributed to political stability 
by strengthening government capacity in the short run, it may have laid the seeds for future conflict and 
eventual state failure, by sustaining a ‘pseudo-stability’ that quickly collapsed, once a level of transfer funding 
was no longer sustained.11

4. The Transformation of Gulf Assistance
Since the late 2000s, there has been a renewed focus on the role and changing character of development 
assistance by Arab Gulf States, as ODA budgets began to rise again. Academic attention to the role and 
impact of Gulf assistance has spiked since 2011, with a particular focus on the impact that ODA and 
foreign investment are having on Arab countries in transition.12 This has led some researchers to identify a 

9 Isaac (2015), p. 263
10 Ahmed & Werker (2015)
11 Ibid, p. 181
12 Sons & Wiese (2015); Baabood (2014)
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Figure 2: UAE ODA and Oil Price Movement15

new ‘khaleeji mode’ of development aid that sets itself apart from established Western and even Chinese 
approaches to development.13

A closer look indeed shows that Arab Gulf States have begun to adjust their approach to development 
assistance in the late 2000s, by building new processes and institutions for the disbursement of assistance 
and becoming increasingly professional and strategic about the way they allocate funding. While this new 
approach continues to be defined by some of the very same principles that have previously shaped Arab 
Gulf assistance, there have also been some notable changes, not all of which can be directly related to the 
challenges posed by the 2011 protests.  

1. De-coupling: There has been a clear de-coupling of the scale of Gulf assistance from oil prices. Despite the 
downward trend in oil-price since 2011, Gulf development and stabilisation spending has remained steady 
or increased.14 This suggest not only a growing commitment to restore ‘regional stability’, but may also reflect 
the greater diversification of GCC economies, with public funding no longer solely determined by the level of 
oil prices.

13 Tok & D’Alessandro (2017)
14 UAE foreign aid, for example, has fluctuated somewhat but has remained consistently over 1% of GNI since 2011, reaching 1.31% of GNI in 

2017. From 2015-2018, the UAE has been the world’s largest donor of development assistance in proportion to GNI, according to OECD DAC, 
despite a trough in oil prices. See: WAM, UAE named world’s largest humanitarian donor for fifth straight year, 9 April 2018, http://wam.ae/en/
details/1395302680710

15 Data based on OECD DAC, https://stats.oecd.org/ and Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/262858/change-in-opec-crude-oil-prices-
since-1960/
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2. Diversification: Even though the Arab world remains the predominant focus of Gulf assistance, there is a 
rising interest in and attention to countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, which is led by the wider commercial and 
geopolitical interests of Arab Gulf States. Regional competition with other Gulf actors, in particular in the 
Horn of Africa, has been another driver.

3. Multilateralisation: While there continues to be a preference for bilateral forms of funding, there is an 
increasing willingness to contribute to multilateral funding tools, particularly in areas where Arab Gulf States 
seek greater international donor engagement, such as in Yemen.

4. Crowding-out: Arab Gulf States are increasingly aware and confident about their new role in international 
development assistance and are no longer shy to flex their ‘aid muscle’. This has led to some accusations that 
Arab Gulf donors, in particularly Saudi Arabia, are using crowding-out tactics to influence and attach their 
own conditions to UN programmes, including the obligation to work with vetted implementing agencies 
(from the GCC) on the ground.16

5. Transparency: Greater international cooperation and engagement have also meant that some Arab Gulf 
States have become increasingly more transparent about their funding by releasing more detailed statistics 
and data on their aid distribution, funding and planning.

6. Re-programming: There has also been some re-balancing in the focus of development assistance 
programmes, with education and health issues becoming a new focus, indicating a gradual movement away 
from direct budget support measures and large-scale projects.

7. Integrated: Since the late 1990s, Arab Gulf States have mixed their traditional focus on foreign assistance 
with other soft power and increasingly more hard powers tools. In particular, this has involved some 
contributions to international peacekeeping missions, as well as efforts to mediate a variety of regional 
conflicts, bolstered by their ability to facilitate negotiations through side payments to key actors in order to 
change their calculation and to consolidate peace by making large-scale investments. 

This new approach to crisis intervention is clearly discernible in the case of the UAE. It was the only Arab 
country to dispatch peacekeepers to Kosovo in 1999 and later followed suit by sending troops to Afghanistan 
in the early 2000s, where they served alongside US and other international forces.17

Despite these changes, Arab Gulf aid remains strongly focused on promoting ‘stability’, remains ‘untied’ from 

16 On the idea aid commitments in Yemen were used to intentionally “crowd out” other donors and dictate conditions for aid disbursement, see 
Salisbury (2018)

17 Ibish (2017), Ulrichsen (2016)
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a democracy promotion point of view, and continues to be predominantly focused on the same group of 
Arab countries. Overall, however, the development assistance of Arab Gulf States has clearly become more 
targeted and strategic throughout the 2000s, as Arab Gulf States integrated ODA into a much wider toolbox 
of strategic soft and hard power tools. 

5. The Stabilisation Toolbox of Arab Gulf States
Since 2011, Arab Gulf States have made concerted efforts to develop the tools and capabilities that will allow 
them to effectively push stabilisation efforts in the wider region. These often considerable investments have 
enabled Arab Gulf States to become increasingly central actors in regional stabilisation efforts. To realise their 
regional relevance, it is worth considering how comprehensive these efforts have become. To this end, the 
below provides a broad overview of the scale and scope of the stabilisation tools that Arab Gulf States have 
deployed in order to promote regional stability.

5.1. Humanitarian Assistance
Humanitarian funding is one of the areas where Arab Gulf States are playing a particularly disproportionate 
role. On their own account, members of the Coalition for Legitimacy in Yemen have contributed some US$18 
billion in funding to the conflict over four years, since the start of the conflict in 2015 until early 2019.18  
Saudi Arabia and the UAE alone were the second and third largest contributors to the UN Humanitarian Relief 
Fund for Yemen in 2018 and have further increased their pledges in 2019.19 Similarly, Saudi Arabia reports 
that is has provided US$2.35 billion to Syria between 2007 and 2017, the UAE contributed US$1.04 billion 
between 2012 and 2020,20 and Qatar claims to have given US$1.6 billion between 2012 and 2015.21

5.2. Structural Funding
These large sums of humanitarian assistance have been overshadowed by the significant structural funding 
that Arab Gulf States have provided at various stages across the region, in particular to countries like Egypt, 
Jordan, Bahrain, Morocco, and Oman. Between July 2013 and February 2015, Egyptian officials declared they 

18 Announcement by the Embassy of Saudi Arabia in Washington DC, “Saudi Arabia Donates an Additional USD $500 Million to Yemen Humanitarian 
Response Plan,” 26 February 2019, https://www.saudiembassy.net/news/saudi-arabia-donates-additional-usd-500-million-yemen-humanitarian-
response-plan 

19 By late August 2019, UN officials have expressed concern that not all pledges by Arab Gulf States have been fulfilled, or that delivery may have been 
delayed in particular cases.

20 MOFAIC (2020), “UAE Aid Reaches Conflict-Affected Syrians in Syria,” 23 January 2020 
21 Qatar-America Institute (2018), “Qatar’s Humanitarian Aid to the people of Syria & Iraq,” 20 August 2018

11

EDA WORKING PAPER |  THE PRACTICE AND THEORY OF STABILISATION IN THE ARAB GULF STATES



had received over US$23 billion in assistance from friendly Arab Gulf States, followed by another aid package 
of US$12.5 billion, as well as several other contributions.22 In June 2018, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE 
pledged US$2.5 billion in aid to Jordan, following previous pledges.23 In October 2018, the UAE, Kuwait and 
Saudi Arabia also pledged some US$10 billion to Bahrain.24 In contrast to some previous efforts, much of this 
new funding comes with a new level of oversight, to ensure a wider long-term impact. 

5.3. Refugees
While Arab Gulf States have been resistant to granting refugee status to many of the individuals fleeing 
conflicts in the wider region, they have provided temporary shelter to growing numbers and have supported 
refugee issues across the region. Estimates of Syrian refugee entries to Saudi Arabia since 2011 range from 
just over 400,000 to 2.5 million (Government figures),25 while the UAE has provided over 120,000 residence 
visas to Syrians and pledged to take on a further 15,000 from refugee camps.26 Arab Gulf States are also 
providing funding for a number of refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, and even Greece.27 Although 
the overall numbers of those that are fleeing prosecution are smaller than amongst Syria’s neighbours, they 
indicate a growing contribution in a field where Arab Gulf States have previously shown little leadership.

5.4. Crisis Intervention
In addition to some of their financial contributions, Arab Gulf States are also making a growing military 
contribution to various crises in the region. During the Libyan conflict, both the UAE and Qatar made 
substantial contribution to the NATO no-fly zone.28 In 2011, the UAE and Saudi Arabia deployed Peninsula 
Shield forces to Bahrain, in response to a request from the Bahraini Government. Until recently, Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE have led a Coalition of Arab countries in Yemen, which at times included contributions from 
Bahrain, Kuwait, and Qatar. Several Arab Gulf States have also contributed forces to the military efforts of the 
Global Coalition against Daesh in the early stages of its operations.29 Arab Gulf States are also increasingly 

22 See, Egypt Independent, “Minister: Egypt received US$23 bn in aid from Gulf countries in 18 months,” 2 March 2015, https://ww.egyptindependent.
com/minister-egypt-received-us23-bn-aid-gulf-countries-18-months/ 

23 See: Reuters, “Gulf States pledge $2.5 billion aid package to Jordan,” 11 June 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-jordan-protests-gulf/gulf-
states-pledge-2-5-billion-aid-package-to-jordan-idUSKBN1J7026

24 See: Reuters, “Saudi, Kuwait, UAE to sign $10 billion Bahrain aid deal: Kuwait newspaper,” 4 October 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
bahrain-economy/saudi-kuwait-uae-to-sign-10-billion-bahrain-aid-deal-kuwait-newspaper-idUSKCN1ME0GC

25 For Government estimates, see: Al Arabiya, “Saudi Official: we received 2.5 mln refugees,” 12 September 2015, http://english.alarabiya.net/en/
News/middle-east/2015/09/12/Saudi-official-we-received-2-5-mln-Syrians-since-conflict.html. For a lower estimate, see: Bloomberg, “Syria’s 
Refugees Feel More Welcome in Europe Than in the Gulf,” 4 September 2015, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-04/syria-s-
refugees-feel-more-welcome-in-europe-than-in-the-gulf 

26 See: The National, “UAE to welcome 15,000 refugees from Syria,” 22 September 2016, https://www.thenational.ae/uae/uae-to-welcome-15-000-
refugees-from-syria-1.231435

27 See for example: The National, “Emirates Red Crescent Opens Refugee Camps in Greece,” 23 November 2016, https://www.thenational.ae/uae/
emirates-red-crescent-opens-refugee-camps-in-greece-1.224197

28 Chivvis (2013)
29 Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates have all contributed air assets in the early phase of the Counter ISIS operations. See Drennan 

(2014)
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deploying their forces out of territory, with the UAE and Qatar having pledged smaller contingents to NATO’s 
Operation Resolute Support in Afghanistan30 and Qatar previously deploying peacekeepers in Eritrea. Finally, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE maintain military bases across the Red Sea, providing them with strategic depth 
31 and Special Forces from the UAE, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia have engaged in counter-terrorism and support 
missions across a wide stretch of countries.

The active military role that Arab Gulf States have pursued in several regional hotspots has drawn broad 
international scrutiny and frequent criticism, in particular in those cases where it has not been embedded in 
a broad, western-led, multilateral operation.32 Arab Gulf States have rejected these criticisms and pointed 
out that their military activism – in most cases – was forced by the inaction of their western partners, or the 
aggressive behaviour of regional competitors.33 Regardless of the controversy they have triggered, these 
military engagements have granted Arab Gulf States a firm seat at the table in crisis resolution efforts in 
Libya, Yemen, Sudan, and previously Syria.  

5.5. Training
In parallel to their military deployments, Arab Gulf countries have provided a wide range of training and 
support services to foreign military and security forces from crises countries. Qatar and the UAE have trained 
Somali National Forces, with an UAE mission ending in 2018.34 Qatar has also trained Libyan opposition 
fighters during the 2011 uprising, while Saudi Arabia has reportedly provided training to Syrian opposition 
fighters.35 Both Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also provided structured large-scale training programmes 
for Yemeni troops in Yemen and abroad. Just as their military interventions, these training programmes 
have come under scrutiny from the West, for the impact they have had on the domestic dynamics of these 
conflicts.36    

5.6. Mediation
On the diplomatic level, Arab Gulf States have made various efforts to mediate regional conflicts. In Libya, 
the UAE has played an active role, hosting meetings between key Libyan players to support the UN process 
and remains an active participant in various multilateral efforts to address the crisis, such as the P3+3 Group 

30 As of June 2019, both the UAE and Qatar were finalising the details of their respective participation in NATO’s Operation Resolute Support, see: 
NATO, “Resolute Support Mission (RSM): Key Facts and Figures,” June 2019

31  Ibish (2017)
32 See for example: Human Rights Watch, “Yemen: Civilians Bombed, Shelled, Starved,” 17 January 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/17/

yemen-civilians-bombed-shelled-starved 
33 Neil Patrick, “The UAE’s War Aims in Yemen,” 24 October 2017, Sada
34 Reuters, “UAE ends programme to train Somalia’s military, 15 April 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-emirates-somalia-military/uae-ends-

programme-to-train-somalias-military-idUSKBN1HM0Y5
35 Barakat (2012); Schanzer (2012)
36 Salisbury (2018), Ardemagni (2017)
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on Libya, the Libya Quartet, and more recently the Berlin Process.37 Oman has used its neutral status to host 
negotiations on Yemen, Iran, and Libya.38 Kuwait played host to the first UN dialogue between the Houthis 
and the Yemeni Government and continues to mediate between the different sides in the conflict with Qatar.39 
Saudi Arabia has organised the Syria I and II Conferences of the Syrian Opposition. Qatar has facilitated 
the Arab Peace Plan for Syria and hosts negotiations with the Taliban.40 While many of these efforts have 
ultimately been unsuccessful, they demonstrate the growing role that Arab Gulf States seek when it comes 
to shaping political outcomes. 

5.7. Multilateral Diplomacy
In parallel, Arab Gulf States have also stepped up their engagement in multilateral stabilisation efforts. For 
instance, the UAE has served as the Co-Chair of the Working Group on Stabilisation and the Working Group 
on Strategic Communications of the Global Coalition against Daesh, where Saudi Arabia is the Co-Chair of 
the Working Group on Terrorism Financing.41 The UAE has also been a co-founder of the Syria Recovery Trust 
Fund (SRTF), to which it contributed US$18.7 million, while various the UAE and Kuwait have made smaller 
contributions to the UN’s Funding Facility for Stabilisation in Iraq, which has served as a key stabilisation tool 
for the UN in that country42. Kuwait, similarly, has hosted donor conferences on Iraq and Syria.

While this brief overview touches only on some of the more critical aspects of the growing stabilisation 
engagement by Arab Gulf States, it is clear that their contribution has become increasingly substantial, both 
in terms of soft and hard power tools. This is not to deny the critical role played by external, in particular 
Western actors, who continue to mobilise a substantial share of the military, diplomatic and financial muscles 
that are being used to address the crises in Syria and Iraq, and who remain important players in both Yemen 
and Libya. However, the growing size and multi-faceted nature of their engagement means that Arab Gulf 
States now have a critical role to play in determining how these crises play out – and eventually will be 
brought to a conclusion. 

37 On the Abu Dhabi meeting on Libya, see for example: Reuters, “Libyan rivals agree on need for national election: U.N.,” 28 February 2019, https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security/Libyan-rivals-agree-on-need-for-national-election-u-n-idUSKCN1QH1BM

38 On Oman’s role as a peacemaker, see Valeri (2014)
39 On Kuwait’s efforts to mediate, see Alajmi (2018)
40 On Qatari mediation efforts, see: Barakat (2014)
41 Victor Gervais, Beyond Daesh. The UAE’s Approach and Contribution to International Stabilisation and Reconstruction Efforts in Iraq
42 See: UNDP, Funding Facility for Stabilization: https://open.undp.org/projects/00089459
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6. Stabilisation Efforts in Practice
A closer examination of the efforts undertaken by Arab Gulf States shows that they have adopted their own 
approaches to stabilisation. While these approaches are not based on clearly defined stabilisation doctrines – 
as have been adopted by some of their partners – they are clearly discernible in the way they have approached 
various regional crises and contingencies.

First, Arab Gulf States consider stabilisation as political rather than technical in nature. In Libya, Yemen, 
or Iraq their focus has not been on providing limited technical support to address gaps in local security 
and governance, but on shaping a long-term political settlement that reflects their political preferences 
and respective visions. This is in line with the afore-mentioned approach of the UK Government that any 
stabilisation action is to be “planned and implemented with an overtly political objective in mind.”43 As such, 
it is clear that Arab Gulf States do not consider stabilisation as an a-political and purely technical activity that 
is limited to restoring local security and basic services in a post-conflict setting. Instead they see it as the 
first step of a long-term, state-building exercise that requires building local influence and a support base on 
the ground with the aim of influencing national bargaining processes to gain results and ensure preferred 
outcomes. 

Second, the stabilisation engagement of Arab Gulf States in respective crises in the region has been 
comprehensive, combining both hard and soft power tools, in terms of military support and humanitarian 
and development financing. However, in the case of Libya, these actions were rarely integrated, in the sense 
of civil and military efforts reinforcing each other. In fact, regional contributions to civilian aspects of crisis 
management in Libya have been limited. For example, none of the Arab Gulf States participated in multilateral 
efforts to manage migration and trafficking challenges, such as EU Operation Sophia; there has been limited 
real cooperation on issues such as border management, coast guard training, and police training outside of 
support for respective clients.44 Similarly, in Iraq, Egypt and Jordan have provided contributions to NATO’s 
training and capacity building mission, but Arab Gulf States have remained absent, making Afghanistan one 
of the few cases where they participated in multilateral crisis management.45

Third, while Arab Gulf States have started to make more substantial contributions to some multilateral UN 
instruments (as is the case in Yemen), they continue to prefer bilateral means of engagement in most cases, 
which provide them with greater leverage and underline their view of stabilisation as a largely political tool. 
This is confirmed by the fact that in Libya, Arab Gulf States have made no contribution to the UN’s Stabilisation 

43 See: “UK Principles for Stabilisation Organisations and Programmes”, Stabilisation Unit, UK Government, 2014, 6
44 For details on EUNAVFOR MED - Operation Sophie, see: https://www.operationsophia.eu/
45 For details on NATO Mission Iraq, see: https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_166936.htm
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Facility for Libya, rather preferring to provide assistance directly, and to selected groups.46 Similarly, despite 
a plethora of multilateral initiatives on Libya, Arab Gulf States have displayed a preference for taking 
actions bilaterally, instead of aiming for broader multilateral compromises. Thus, the UAE’s efforts to bridge 
differences amongst some of the Libyan protagonists – including LNA Commander General Khalifa Haftar, 
Presidency Council Head Faiez Serraj, and House of Representatives President Ageelah Saleh – while aimed 
at supporting the UN process, have taken place in a bilateral setting in Abu Dhabi.47

Fourth, while Arab Gulf States have focused on preserving the structure of the state, they have engaged 
with selected sub-national partners, when it comes to distributing assistance and support and to build their 
influence and leverage, consisting of tribes, religious groups, ethnic groups, and political parties. Building 
strong ties at a sub-national level has made Arab Gulf States important interlocutors in any conflict resolution 
effort, as some of these groups command significant spoiler potential. This has been the case in Libya, where 
the UAE, Saudi Arabia and Qatar have worked with a broad spectrum of different political, religious and tribal 
groups, as well as in Yemen, where Saudi Arabia and the UAE have worked with local groups.48 Similarly, in 
Syria, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and others have provided support to different sides of the opposition, at times 
complicating opposition efforts to form a united front against the Assad regime. While this approach has 
wielded political influence on the ground, the downside is that it can encourage political fragmentation; the 
risks are clear in both Yemen and Libya.49

Fifth, Arab Gulf States have emphasised legitimacy and the preservation of state institutions in their 
stabilisation efforts; even if the basis of legitimacy in some cases is not clear-cut and its contestation is 
a key driver of many of these crises. In Yemen and Bahrain, Arab Gulf State support has been for the 
internationally-recognised authorities; in the case of Libya, they have been divided over what some consider 
the domestic “output-legitimacy” of the Libyan National Army and that of the Presidency Council, which 
derives its legitimacy from a UN process.50 In Syria, Arab Gulf States have contested the legitimacy of the 
regime, but sought to preserve the legitimacy of state institutions, in particular the armed forces. In many 
cases, including in Bahrain and Egypt, the emphasis has been on preserving state institutions against internal 
enemies.  

Even though there is a willingness to foster some forms of internal compromise, as evidenced for example by 
the occasional bridge-building efforts in Libya or Sudan, often Arab Gulf States appear to favour a more rigid 
definition of legitimacy, which result in political outcomes that determine clear winners and losers. While 
this approach has the potential to lead to strong and centralised governance structures and favours insiders 

46 See: UNDP, “Germany Contributes €15 million more to the Stabilization Facility for Libya,” 26 February 2019, http://www.ly.undp.org/content/libya/
en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/Germany-contributes-15-million-more-to-the-Stabilization-Facility-for-Libya.html. While Qatar earlier 
announced that it would contribute €2 million to the initiative, it is no longer listed as a funder for the Stabilisation Facility for Libya.

47 The National, “Libyan PM and commander Khalifa Haftar agree to national election at Abu Dhabi meeting,” 28 February 2019, https://www.
thenational.ae/world/mena/libyan-pm-and-commander-khalifa-haftar-agree-to-national-election-at-abu-dhabi-meeting-1.831556

48 On Yemen, see for example: International Crisis Group (2019a), Ardemagni (2017), Salisbury (2018); On Libya, see for example: Lacher (2019), 
International Crisis Group (2019b)

49 On the conflict between the Hadi Government and the Southern Transitional Council, see for example: International Crisis Group (2019a)
50 The 2015 Libyan Political Agreement provides the basis of the legitimacy for the Tripoli-based Government under leadership of Faiez al Serraj, while 

Field Marshall Haftar has garnered recognition for his ability to unite other parts of Libya.
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and established institutions, it can encourage resistance from those that are being excluded; whether former 
Qaddafi-supporters, Islamists, or civil society activists, who have no direct claim to legitimacy or authority.  

Finally, even though it is possible to discern some commonalities in the approach of Arab Gulf States towards 
stabilisation issues, there have been clear differences between them. While Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE, 
have each taken a strongly pro-active approach, their neighbours have remained a lot more passive. Oman has 
largely abstained from directly engaging in regional crises to preserve its traditional neutrality and to serve as 
a mediator, as it has done on occasions in the case of Yemen, Libya, and Iran. Kuwait has pursued a somewhat 
similar approach, but has combined its mediation efforts with generous aid contributions, including through 
more multilateral channels. Thus, while there are some broad principles on which GCC States have based their 
stabilisation approaches, there remain also some significant differences.

7. Towards a Theoretical Framework
It clearly emerges from above that Arab Gulf States have become important and influential actors on 
stabilisation issues in the Middle East; and increasingly in adjacent regions, such as the Horn of Africa. 

Figure 3: Pillars of Regional Stabilisation 
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However, what is perhaps less clear is the ultimate aim of their stabilisation efforts and what motivates 
and drives them. Stabilisation, when it is not limited to purely technical support measures but pursues a 
clear political agenda, directly contributes to and affects state-formation processes. Distributing resources 
at a sub-national level, or empowering specific groups and interlocutors, by default has an impact on how 
domestic interests are being formulated and how these interests are bargained. The question is whether 
these efforts are systematic or opportunistic and whether they are embedded into a comprehensive vision of 
the means and ends of stabilisation.

When considering these issues, analysts have offered a variety of explanations. According to some, Arab 
Gulf States have sought to prop up “authoritarian” leaders to forestall a potential spill-over of instability to 
their own countries and allies.51 Others have emphasised “ideological competition” amongst the Arab Gulf 
States as a key driver for their engagement on regional stabilisation issues.52 Finally, the argument has been 
made that Arab Gulf States have intervened reactively in order to halt the aggressive actions of a geopolitical 
competitor – Iran53. While these may or may not be accurate descriptions of what has motivated the growing 
foreign policy activism of Arab Gulf States when it comes to regional crises, on their own they tell us little 
about how they approach stabilisation issues. In particular, what are the visions of “the state” that Arab Gulf 
States seek to promote through their engagement? And what kind of “stability” do they seek to achieve?  

In a narrow sense, the literature differentiates between two prominent models of state formation in the 
region. On one end is the modern Weberian state, which at the most basic consists of three elements: 
territorial control, monopoly of force, and legitimacy.54 It is only through legitimacy that political authority 
is established. And according to Weber, political authority distinguishes itself by being based on popular 
sovereignty and representative democratic institutions. In traditional interpretations of Weber, the modern 
state is therefore seen as synonymous with the establishment of democratic institutions and professional 
bureaucracies.

Weber’s model sharply differentiates this “modern” view of the state from “pre-modern” or traditional forms 
of authority, which rest on personal ties and the “established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions 
and the legitimacy of those exercising authority under them.” Building on Weber, Norbert Elias and Charles 
Tilly, depict the process of state formation as a gradual “civilising process”, where the monopoly of power first 
becomes concentrated, before it becomes publicly controlled and framed by common rules and institutions. 
Western legal-rational state institutions are seen as the results of century-long processes of codification, 
secularisation, and rationalisation, the outcome of which eventually gives rise to the modern state.55

51 Hassan (2018)
52 Kinninmont (2019)
53 Gause (2014)
54 Weber (1991), p. 78
55 Jung (2009)

18

EDA WORKING PAPER |  THE PRACTICE AND THEORY OF STABILISATION IN THE ARAB GULF STATES



This view of the modern nation state is regularly juxtaposed with that of the “tribal state” in which various 
distinct groups, tribes, and ethnicities continuously compete for power and resources. Politics is a zero-sum 
game, that does not deliver compromises, but clear winners and losers.56 Stability is guaranteed by the victory 
and supremacy of one coalition of groups over the other. Much has been written about the role that tribes 
have played in the state formation processes of Arab Gulf States. Moreover, while many analysts originally 
argued that the relevance of tribes faded across the region, as they were replaced by modern state structures, 
others have pointed towards a more recent revival in the relevance of tribes and tribal politics in the region.57

Although tribal dynamics clearly maintain social and political relevance across the region, they did not 
subjugate the modern state to “pre-modern” tribal power struggles. Instead, writers like Miriame Cooke have 
pointed to a merging of modern and tribal elements into a “tribal modern” that is has become the new reality 
of the region: tribal belonging interacts with cosmopolitan pluralism, while tribal customs and traditions 
merge with modern forms of governance and statecraft.58 The merging of tribal and modern elements of the 
state raises questions over the bifurcated model of Weberian statehood and strengthens the arguments of 
Post-Weberians that have argued for the need to “move beyond western legal-rational standard and look at 
how legitimacy is being negotiated” in other cultural contexts.59

Arab Gulf States have demonstrated that a melange of modern and tribal elements has the ability to 
deliver well-managed and increasingly tolerant societies, based on modern state structures, and governed 
by competent authorities – and that they can be a source of stability.60 The same idiosyncratic model of 
statehood, combining social segmentation with effective governance, appears to shape their stabilisation 
activities and visons of regional stability as such.

In a wide-ranging interview with the Council of Foreign Relations in 2017, the UAE’s Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs, Dr Anwar Gargash, reiterated this point of view. In his view the Middle East resembles a 
vulnerable “mosaic of ethnicities and sects and cultures”.61 Once this mosaic is shattered by revolutionary 
forces, wide-spread violence and chaos is bound to follow, in particular against the region’s minorities, 
thereby creating a space for extremists to enter. According to Gargash, young Arabs consider the Gulf, with 
its combination of good governance, state effectiveness, legal security, and traditional forms of legitimacy, 
as the most attractive models of governance to embrace, as successive Arab Youth surveys appear to have 
confirmed.62

56 Khoury & Kostiner (1990), Salzman (2008)
57 Al-Kuwari (2018)
58 Cooke (2014)
59 Lottholz & Lemay-Hébert (2016)
60 Al Qassemi (2012)
61 Council on Foreign Relations (2017)
62 Ibid
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This fusion of elements of the modern, Weberian state, and the parochial, tribal state, are at the basis of the 
stabilisation efforts developed by many Arab Gulf States. It suggests that tribalism and social segmentation 
do not have to be a source of social tension and violence, as long as they are well managed and pluralism and 
diversity are protected by an effective legal framework and well-functioning state institutions. This vision is 
deeply rooted in the national development path of the Arab Gulf States. However, whether it can be easily 
transferred and is able to provide a basis for sustainable stability in other Middle Eastern countries remains 
yet to be seen.

8. Conclusions
This paper provided an overview of the practice and theory of stabilisation in the Arab Gulf States. It traced 
the rapid emergence of Arab Gulf States as increasingly central stabilisation actors across the region. A 
combination of geopolitical, social, and economic factors have thrust these countries into the centre of the 
stabilisation dilemma now facing the wider Arab region.

 Whether by accident or design, Arab Gulf States now play a central role in the stabilisation processes in many 
crisis countries where their interests and ideas meet those of other international actors. Sometimes their 
stabilisation efforts and visions may be complementary; sometimes they are not. However in the absence of 
any officials doctrines and strategies on stabilisation the aims and intentions of Arab Gulf States often appear 
obfuscated to many of these outsiders. For better or worse, this has only added to the suspicion with which 
in particular their traditional western partners have considered their efforts and risks leading to friction and 
misunderstandings.

This also applies in the case of the UAE, given its central and closely scrutinised role in Yemen, Libya, and the 
Horn of Africa and the large focus it has placed on regional stability in the articulation of its foreign policy 
more generally. Moreover, the UAE has been a direct participant in international stabilisation efforts in Syria 
and Iraq in collaboration with its western partners.

All of this makes it important for the UAE to carefully articulate a more comprehensive doctrine and visions 
for its stabilisation efforts across the region. Not only to prevent misunderstanding and friction, but also to 
foster wider support for its regional foreign policy objectives. However, any stabilisation doctrine requires a 
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firm theoretical foundation on which to pin its stabilisation initiatives and to better define the UAE’s wider 
ambitions for regional stability.

This means that additional research could be undertaken into how the UAE conceptualises “stability” and 
“the state” from a theoretical perspective and what the “means” and the “model” are that the UAE seeks to 
promote. Building the theories and concepts that underpin the UAE’s regional vision will ultimately be crucial 
to inform and sustain the articulation of its foreign policy. 
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