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Summary 
• The European Union (EU) unveiled a ‘Strategic 

Partnership with the Gulf’ in May 2022 to intensify 
cooperation with the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC). The document focuses on several economic, 
political, security, and human rights issues. While 
this endeavour scores high on innovative ideas to 
revitalise their partnership, it falls short on specific 
implementation mechanisms. 

• This Insight critically analyses Gulf-EU relations and 
argues that both blocs and their members should 
either leverage the new ideas on their own or join 
hands with Asian players, who have found creative 
ways of enhancing East-East engagement over the 
last two decades. The Gulf-EU relationship could 
benefit by taking a leaf out of thriving Gulf-Asia 
relations and exploring minilateral arrangements. 

• While China is often seen as the first link in this 
endeavour, Japan, India, South Korea, and Southeast 
Asian countries, among others, also have overlapping 
interests and offer interesting and mutually-
beneficial collaboration options in the economic and 
security domains. 

• This Insight identifies several such unconventional 
win-win-win templates that the EU and its members 
could explore with the Gulf countries and even 
Israel, which is now high on the Gulf agenda after the 
Abraham Accords. 

• Some of the recommendations include:

- de-hyphenating the economic from political-
security issues while negotiating trade, 
investment, technology, and arms deals;

- recognising that Asian countries, including some 
in the Gulf, are playing significantly influential 
roles in global affairs, where the EU, on its own, 
would find it hard to compete;

- exercising strategic autonomy and developing 
strategic partnerships beyond the current focus 
on transatlantic ties, particularly with Asian 
countries, including China, which has adversarial 
ties with the US, non-confrontationist ties with 
Europe and good engagement with the Gulf 
countries.

- promoting a wide-angled ‘Eurasian’ partnership 
by linking the economic, diplomatic and security 
dynamics, which is crucial in a world that is more 
multipolar, multialigned and multi-connected 
than ever before;

- among several specific endeavours that could be 
considered are:

1. some EU and Gulf countries joining the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Cooperation or 
some EU countries joining the bilateral Gulf-
ASEAN [United Arab Emirates (UAE)-Indonesia] 
minilateral collaboration;

2. finding synergies between the EU-Japan Strategic 
Partnership Agreement and the UAE-Japan 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Initiative;

3. linking the GCC-Singapore free trade agreement 
(FTA) with the EU-Singapore FTA; 

4. developing more trilateral cooperation 
mechanisms like the France-India-UAE 
a r r a n g e m e n t ; 

5. EU joining Oman’s Duqm port project, where 
Asian and Gulf countries are involved;

6. exploring Gulf-Asia-France counter-terror and 
stabilisation efforts in the Sahel region.
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The Issue
At $99 billion, the EU is the GCC’s second-biggest 
trade partner representing about 12% of the six-
member bloc’s total global trade in 2020.1  The Joint 
Communication  between the European Commission2 

and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
and Security Policy – ‘Strategic Partnership with 
the Gulf’ – released in May 2022 focuses on energy, 
economic, trade, investment, security, humanitarian, 
and human rights issues. It also covers transportation, 
connectivity, digitalisation, innovation, space, and 
renewable energy, among others. It also focuses on 
GCC-Iran de-escalation opportunities. 

This document seeks to reinvigorate the 1998 EU-GCC 
Cooperation Agreement and 2017 EU-GCC Dialogue 
on Trade and Investment, which failed to facilitate a 
free trade agreement. However, it can “best be read as 
a statement of intent and independence, establishing 
a new baseline for cooperation in the face of a series 
of major systemic and state challenges … this strategy 
will be a slow burner, and there will be setbacks and 
difficulties ahead”.3

This stems from the fact that since the turn of the 
century, the Gulf countries, particularly from the GCC 
bloc, have shifted their focus towards Asia, first to tap 
the economic benefits and then to mull over security 
alternatives in the wake of US misadventures in and 
subsequent disengagement from the Middle East. The 
Gulf’s ‘Look East’ policy naturally hurt the interests of 
the European countries, whose economic slowdown 
withered their economic, diplomatic and security 
leverage in the region. 

Europe has also struggled with the changes in the 
world order because of its US- and West-centric 
global geopolitical outlook. Following the Trump 
administration-induced disruptions in transatlantic 
ties, Europe is still weighing its strategies. Though 
there was enthusiasm for renewed transatlantic ties 
in the wake of the Russia-Ukraine war in early 2022, 
the duration of the war and how the US-Europe 
alliance deals with the resultant economic and political 
pressures will shape that gusto in the future.4  Since the 
Gulf region is a vital bridge for prosperity and peace 
for the entire world, including Asia and Europe, the 
Gulf countries and the EU must find new ways either 
on their own or by joining hands with Asian players to 
ensure that it does not have all the eggs in one basket.

This policy-oriented Insight begins with charting 
some of the finer details of the recent proactive 
Gulf economic-foreign policies and how they have 
enmeshed with Asia, flourishing at the expense of the 

Gulf-EU relationship. It then highlights some prevalent 
analyses on improving Gulf-EU ties and delves into 
why ‘minilateralism’ or ‘plurilateralism’ may be more 
effective than traditional bilateral or multilateral 
approaches. It then identifies and recommends some 
overlapping interests that offer scope for the countries 
in Europe, the Gulf and Asia to collaborate using 
flexible structures instead of competing against each 
other, thus enabling gains for all. 

Finally, the Insight argues that this wide-angled 
‘Europe-Asia’ partnership, especially linking the 
economic, diplomatic and security dynamics, is crucial 
in a world that is more multipolar than ever before, one 
in which the Asian countries, including some in the 
Gulf, are playing significantly influential roles, and with 
which the EU, on its own, would find it hard to compete.

Proactive Gulf
The ‘new’ and ‘middle power’5  Gulf has transformed on 
multiple fronts. Economic diversification, which began 
nearly two decades ago, is gaining momentum now 
with heavy investment in non-oil sectors like financial 
services, green energy, healthcare, transport logistics, 
and tourism, among others. There are also attempts 
to build partnerships in more ambitious sectors such 
as space technology, artificial intelligence, blockchain, 
fintech, and other applications of the fourth industrial 
revolution. These sectors have gained momentum 
during and after the COVID-19 outbreak. 

Due to the recent trade disruptions, the GCC 
governments are also diversifying their supply chains 
and encouraging the private sector to pursue more 
resilient trade links. This includes the GCC bloc adopting 
in 2020 a Kuwaiti proposal to create a joint food supply 
network across the subregion.6  The UAE announced 
in 2021 that foreign nationals can own 100% of 
commercial companies in the country, eliminating the 
need for nationals to hold the majority share,7  and the 
I2U2 food corridor project.8 Improving non-oil ties 
have the potential to impact markets beyond the Gulf 
region – in Asia, Africa and Europe too. 

In 2020 and 2021, the UAE announced a series of legal 
changes that make the country an attractive destination 
for foreign workers, including decriminalisation 
of alcohol use, permission for cohabitation among 
unmarried couples, and long-term residence.9 The need 
for overseas firms to have a regional headquarters in 
Saudi Arabia to qualify for government contracts from 
2024 is another example.10

The UAE also unveiled in September 2021 the ‘Projects 
of the 50’ to boost the country’s growth over the next 
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five decades. This includes signing comprehensive 
economic partnership agreements with eight countries 
– India, Israel, Indonesia, Turkey, UK, Kenya, South 
Korea, and Ethiopia. 

In addition, the ‘10×10 programme’ seeks to boost UAE 
exports by 10% to 10 high-priority markets – China, the 
UK, the Netherlands, Italy, Russia, Poland, Luxembourg, 
Australia, New Zealand, and Indonesia. These plans are 
vital for the UAE to attract foreign direct investment 
and double its GDP to $800 billion by 2030.11  Linking 
the economic to diplomatic and security strategies, 
the Gulf foreign policies have transitioned to a non-
ideological and pragmatic framework over the last two 
decades, which was evident with the Abraham Accords.

Most of these initiatives have involved partners beyond 
the Gulf, which has not helped the GCC evolve as an 
institution to meet the new challenges. The bloc is 
not a homogenous entity anymore, which complicates 
collective arrangements both for itself and others. 

East-East Camaraderie
Long before the US announced its strategic rebalancing 
policy of ‘pivot to Asia’, the GCC countries had set their 
eyes and recognised Asia as a future ally. Though these 
ties were rooted primarily in ‘transactional’ activities, 
they have evolved into ‘strategic’ tools capable of 
impacting geopolitics. The defining developments of 
Gulf-Asia ties lie in the events that occurred at the turn 
of the century due to Asia’s economic boom, which 
increased oil trade and investments; and the impact of 
9/11, which resulted in anti-Islam tensions in the West 
and the war on terror thereafter, all coinciding with 
Western economic slowdown and decelerating Gulf-
West engagement. 

The GCC’s exports to the United States and Europe 
declined from 60% to 41% between 2000 and 2018. 
Europe’s share in Gulf foreign trade declined from 24% 
in 1992 to 12% in 2020, with Asia becoming the new 
beneficiary.12  In comparison, GCC exports to emerging 
and developing Asian markets increased from 19% to 
28% between 2000 and 2018. This resulted in GCC 
trade with China increasing five-fold and that with 
India improving four-fold. 

Overall, the GCC’s total trade to emerging and developing 
countries (mostly in Asia) jumped from $124 billion 
in 2000 to $667 billion in 2018. This surpassed the 
GCC’s total trade with advanced economies, from $207 
billion to $527 billion during the same period.13  Further, 
following the shale revolution, the US imported less 
than 3% of its crude requirements in 2019, compared 
to Asia’s big four importers receiving 66% of their 
energy needs from the region.14

These factors impacted the region’s West-centric 
security dynamics with diminished US interest, 
influence and impact in the Gulf and wider region, 
leading to green shoots of a potential alternative 
security architecture involving multiple players. While 
there are major differences within the GCC bloc on 
several regional issues, all have endorsed exploring 
alternative security scenarios. This means that the 
Gulf’s tactical ‘hedging’ plan with Asia, as a buffer 
against the diminishing influence of the West, will 
strengthen in the future.15

Political vs Economic Reform 
An important reason for Gulf-Asia economic ties 
trumping Gulf-West ties is that the former carried 
no political agenda, unlike the latter. Asia was and 
continues to be uninterested in linking political reforms 
in the region to economic ties. The US-UAE and EU-GCC 
FTA negotiations were suspended in 2006 and 2008, 
respectively, revolving around these differences.16  
The UAE particularly opposed US demands for giving 
American expatriates salaries equal to nationals, 
permanent settlement rights and creation of trade 
unions, among others.17 The EU’s demands revolved 
around fulfilling standards of democracy and human 
rights, in return for trade concessions.18

Several EU members have continued raising concerns 
over issues that the GCC countries view as domestic 
and thus as ‘interference’ by an external power. At least 
five examples in 2021 and 2022 illustrate this.

1. The Dutch government postponed a trade mission 
in Qatar after a report that thousands of workers 
had died since the country was awarded the 2022 
World Cup.19  Similarly, the European Parliament 
adopted a resolution deploring Bahrain’s 
“deteriorating” human rights situation.20

2. Italy halted the sale of missiles to Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE due to concerns over the situation in 
Yemen.21

3. The European Parliament passed a (largely 
unheeded) resolution encouraging member states 
not to participate in Expo 2020 Dubai due to human 
rights issues.22

4. The UAE denounced in October 2022 the 
“interference” in the “internal affairs” of Jordan 
after the Dutch ambassador claimed declining 
media freedom in the Hashemite Kingdom.23
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5. A similar condemnation was made the same 
month after the EU’s top diplomat, Josep Borrell, 
described Europe as a “garden” and the rest of the 
world as a “jungle”.24

Amid such Western scrutiny and Gulf-EU differences, 
Gulf-Asia economic cooperation has strengthened, 
even impacting arms sales.25 While the Gulf-Asia non-
political approach is not a value in itself, it may be 
useful for European policymakers to conduct a cost-
benefit analysis of their normative agenda in their 
foreign affairs with the Gulf region and elsewhere.  

Minilateralism over Bilateralism 
and Multilateralism 
In this milieu, it has been proposed that the EU should 
recalibrate its Gulf ties by adopting an “independent, 
proactive strategy … to protect its interests and 
increase its leverage over GCC states … reassess the 
basic framework of its relationships with GCC states, 
and find a shared definition of its goals and priorities 
in the MENA region…” More pertinently it has been 
recommended that Europe overcome its internal 
“divisions that GCC states have sometimes exploited … 
adopt a ‘core groups’ framework in which they exchange 
traditional bilateralism for coordinated bilateralism.”26

One characteristic shared by the EU, GCC and Asian 
blocs and countries is the inability to coordinate their 
foreign policies. This has compelled them to act either 
individually or in smaller units composed of several 
members of their respective blocs or regions.27  Brexit 
has intensified competition for Brussels as London 
has stepped up its own policies with the Gulf and 
Asian countries.28 This means most countries prefer to 
operate outside the framework of formal institutions 
and opt for issue-based short-term partnerships rather 
than long-term alliances. 

Given the empirical evidence of Asian countries thriving 
without a collective approach in their engagement 
both with the Gulf and Europe, EU countries too 
could benefit from “a piecemeal approach rather than 
strategic planning (wherein) its multilateral nature 
can affect the implementation of a largescale and fast 
response.”29

To address this, the idea of ‘minilateralism’ or 
‘plurilaterlism’ has gained traction in recent years. It 
is more practical because it is adaptable, economical 
and voluntary rather than shaped by institutional 
compulsions.

“It is a narrower — and usually informal – initiative to 
address specific problems with fewer states sharing 

the same interest; they are in essence, ‘task oriented’. 
The ‘tasks’ are often regionally focused, making them 
‘less threatening’ to states that see themselves as the 
target of bilateral alliances. Thus, minilateralism can 
overcome barriers to collective action by insisting on 
fewer actors and a narrower convergence of interests, 
identity or power.”30

While Gulf-Asia ties have many minilateral examples, 
similar models elsewhere include Mexico promoting 
a “lithium alliance” with Argentina, Bolivia and Chile 
to maximise their interests in the booming electric 
vehicles sector.31  And the US has also proposed “Chip 
4,” a semiconductor alliance with Japan, South Korea 
and Taiwan.32

It has been suggested that Europeans need to ease 
the tension between EU multilateralism in, and its 
members’ bilateral strategies to, the Middle East. This 
would allow them to capitalise on their multifaceted 
strategic advantages over the Gulf countries. To 
achieve this, the EU should “adopt a flexible unifying 
approach: a core groups framework. Like coalitions of 
the willing or coordinated bilateralism, this approach 
involves issue-driven alignments in which key groups 
of European states take the lead on specific initiatives, 
perhaps flanked by representatives of the European 
Council’s presidency trio.”33

Two examples illustrate this arrangement. First, the 
E3 – France, Germany and the UK – and Italy worked 
together on the Iran nuclear deal. Second, after France 
decided to host the headquarters of a European 
maritime security mission at Camp de la Paix naval 
base in Abu Dhabi, it invited other European countries 
to contribute to the mission, which Belgium, Denmark, 
Germany, Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands joined. 
Yet, the GCC members view the EU as “a weak strategic 
partner in the MENA region.”34

Europe’s Shift Towards Asia  
The biggest draw for the EU’s pursuit of robust ties 
with Asia, which includes the Gulf countries, is 
economic benefits first and security interests next. 
Asia is Europe’s largest trading partner, with China 
being the single biggest collaborator. Following FTAs 
with Japan, South Korea, Singapore, and Vietnam, 
Brussels is determined to deepen economic ties with 
other regional partners. 

Following more than four decades of the EU-ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) relationship, 
characterised as a “donor-recipient” engagement, their 
association was upgraded to a strategic partnership in 
2020. Though there is no clarity on the EU’s definition 
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of strategic partnership, the shared objectives include 
cooperation on COVID-19 response, climate change, 
green economy, sustainable development and 
connectivity, maritime cooperation, and cybersecurity. 
While the EU’s potential role in the security arena of 
the Indo-Pacific region, especially countering China’s 
influence, has always been flagged for collaboration, 
it is not the security developments that hastened the 
two blocs towards a strategic partnership.35  It was 
announced soon after the world’s largest FTA – the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
– was signed in 2020. 

The RCEP brings together 10 ASEAN members and its 
free trade partners – Australia, China, Japan, South 
Korea, and New Zealand. The Gulf countries are 
individually expanding ties with the ASEAN members. 
One of the big deals that remains underplayed is the 
nearly $33-billion UAE-Indonesia agreements signed 
in 2020 and 2021.36  Individual EU members or a core 
group could explore common areas of interest and 
collaborate, particularly in anticipation of a potential 
GCC engagement with the RCEP.

The EU and ASEAN are still far from negotiating a free 
trade agreement. But it could consider ways of linking 
the GCC-Singapore FTA signed in 2008 with the EU-
Singapore FTA signed in 2018. This could provide the 
EU-ASEAN strategic partnership the scope to develop 
a broader strategy with the external partners of both 
blocs. 

In 2019, the EU and Japan signed three agreements – 
economic, digital and strategic. Apart from the EU-Japan 
Economic Partnership Agreement, which is the world’s 
largest FTA dealing with economies worth $25 trillion, 
they also signed the EU-Japan Strategic Partnership 
Agreement (SPA). These are aimed at promoting free 
trade, multilateralism and the rules-based order.37  
These efforts could be linked to, for example, the UAE-
Japan Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Initiative 
signed in 2018,38 which focuses on energy, trade, space 
exploration, and the environment.

A sign of these new partnerships expanding to 
acquire a wider Europe-Gulf-Asia collaboration was 
exemplified by a French-Japanese consortium winning 
a $147.5 million annual contract in 2021 to operate 
and maintain the Dubai Metro and Tram. It is valid for 
nine years, translating into $1.33 billion, and can be 
renewed for six more.39

In the EU’s other forays in Asia, it agreed with India 
in 2021 to relaunch trade talks that was suspended 
in 2013. The two parties signed a ‘connectivity’ 
partnership to reinforce infrastructure links and 

cooperate on developing cutting-edge technology 
using 5G.40  The two sides also agreed to build joint 
infrastructure projects in Africa, Central Asia and the 
Indo-Pacific.41  This could resemble the minilateral 
partnerships that India has with Japan and the UAE to 
build a cancer hospital in Kenya and an ICT centre in 
Ethiopia, respectively.42

Over the last decade, the EU has complemented 
its economic pivot by striving to build key security 
partnerships with Asian countries. The EU’s growing 
strategic presence in Asia as a soft security actor – 
dealing with issues such as ocean governance, disaster 
prevention and recovery, piracy, cybercrime, and 
trafficking – is now on the threshold of transforming 
into hard security cooperation.43

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
Opportunities  
The BRI has already enlisted the participation of several 
European, Gulf and Asian countries. About two-thirds 
of the EU members are formal BRI partners, including 
Greece, Portugal and Hungary, among others. China 
has also funded projects beyond the EU bloc, in the 
Western Balkans and Eastern Europe. It is estimated 
that BRI-related rail projects in Europe are worth about 
$13.5 billion.44

After consideration of Iran’s involvement in the BRI, 
the GCC countries are now part of the initiative. 
The UAE’s DP World could play a significant role in 
offering minilateral opportunities. It is contributing 
to increasing connectivity between west and east 
Europe, while enhancing global links, including along 
BRI projects. In 2019, it had at least nine deep-sea 
terminals in Europe.45  In 2021, the port operator 
announced expanding its European inland network, 
adding three key ports in the Alsace region of France to 
“improve transport connections in the border triangle 
region between France, Switzerland and Germany” 
and also connect with ports in the Netherlands and 
Belgium.46  The port’s presence in the Middle East, the 
Horn of Africa and the EastMed region and plans in 
Central Asia, enable it to geopolitically link its ‘string 
of ports’ from the UAE to the heart of Europe through 
the BRI corridors.

A Gulf-Asia precedent of broader BRI minilateral 
cooperation in a third country already exists with the 
UAE and Saudi Arabia investing in the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor and Oman’s Duqm port project. 
Europe could join China and the Gulf countries to 
replicate the Pakistan and Oman cooperative projects 
elsewhere. The China-UAE comprehensive partnership 
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and China-Iran 25-year agreements are two possible 
options that the EU and its members could explore 
via co-investment with the Beijing-based Asian 
Infrastructure and Investment Bank. This could take 
the form of EU-China-Gulf collaboration in Africa 
or borrow from the 2018 ‘EU Strategy on Connecting 
Europe and Asia’.47

Further, the EU’s Trans-European Transport Networks 
are being extended to countries bordering Asia, which 
could be connected with networks in Central Asia. The 
EU could specifically look at collaborating with the GCC 
countries on BRI projects in the “Stan” countries. 

United Nations former secretary-general Ban Ki-Moon 
said in 2019 that the BRI could “turn Asia and Europe 
into one continent, instead of merely a geographical 
concept”.48

Alternative plans to counter the BRI are also being 
floated. Washington announced in 2021 plans for a 
“green belt and road” and “build back better”. Soon 
after, the EU unveiled the $350-billion ‘Global Gateway’ 
project 2021. While there may be merits in these 
initiatives, it is premature to forecast their impact. 

Abraham Accords and I2U2
The 2020 Abraham Accords normalised Israel’s relations 
with the UAE and Bahrain, marking an inflection point 
in the Middle East and global affairs. It opened doors 
for a broader network with several Asian countries, 
which have parallel and complementary relationships 
with the UAE and Israel.

One such example is the I2U2 (India, Israel, the 
UAE, and the US) and its “partnership for the future” 
to promote innovative initiatives in water, energy, 
transportation, space, health, and food security. After 
announcing their formation in late 2021, a virtual 
summit was held in July 2022. The group agreed to 
pool resources to modernize infrastructure, expand 
connectivity between and among them, promote 
startups, advance low-carbon development pathways 
for industries, find new waste treatment solutions, 
encourage the development of green technologies, 
and improve public health. Projects worth $2.3 billion 
were announced towards implementing some of the 
plans.49

It is here that EU-Israel’s ongoing efforts to improve 
relations could add value to Gulf-EU ties. In 2021, the 
EU and Israel moved closer towards restoring a key 
annual bilateral forum that has remained stalled since 
2012. If this materialises, it could help replicate some 
minilateral projects in the Gulf-Asia-Israel realm. 

Such broad-based collaboration would enable 
different countries, with minimal ideological baggage, 
to potentially pool their talent and resources. Another 
important factor is the common thread linking most 
of the EU, Gulf and Asian countries – their strategic 
partnerships with the US.

UAE-France-India Trilateral  
The France-India dynamic has recently gained 
momentum, finding common cause on regional 
and global issues. French and Indian companies are 
exploring joint projects in the Gulf in energy, technology, 
finance, and other sectors. Of particular interest is 
the France-India-UAE trilateral ecosystem which is 
pregnant with possibilities, both from geoeconomic 
and geostrategic perspectives. This includes the three 
countries spearheading the International Solar Alliance 
to generate one terawatt of energy by 2030, which 
requires about $1 trillion funding. 

On the security front, while Dassault Rafale fighter 
jets arrived in India in 2020, the two countries’ air 
forces conducted joint exercises in 2021. In a “cocktail 
of marketing and geopolitical tactic” of common 
interests, the Rafale jets en route from France to India 
were refuelled mid-air by the UAE Air Force and some 
of these jets even stopped over at the French base in 
Al Dhafra, UAE.50  This could go a step further with 
the possible three-way collaboration in strategic joint 
manufacturing of defence equipment and aircraft.51

It is in the maritime security domain, France supports 
“a free and open Indo-Pacific” not only with India, but 
also with Japan. The new push to build France-India 
collaboration could be viewed as an attempt to fill 
the void created by the US’s increasing propensity to 
pursue an ‘America First’ policy.52  Even as Washington 
remains New Delhi’s preeminent partner in the Indo-
Pacific, Paris’s “resident power” status renders it New 
Delhi’s partner of choice in the Indian Ocean region.53  
Enmeshed in this are associated security concerns in 
the Gulf waters, the mainstay of Asian-European trade 
and energy supply routes.

In more concrete developments in the maritime 
domain, the UAE joined France and India for trilateral 
naval exercises in the Gulf waters in 2021.54  France is 
also conducting another trilateral with the Indonesian 
Navy. Since the focus of the GCC bloc is on linking and 
enhancing political-economic-security cooperation, 
these countries offer potential cross-regional and 
cross-sectoral collaborative opportunities.

It is in this spirit that the foreign ministers of the UAE, 
France and India met on the sidelines of the United 
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Nations General Assembly in 2022 to chart a strategic 
partnership.55

Eurasia and Iran   
Amid the US-Iran standoff on the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), the European approach 
of preventing nuclear proliferation by Tehran and 
advocating a diplomatic solution to the crisis is closer 
to the Asian approach. The E3, European Union, China, 
Japan, India, and South Korea have emphasised the 
need to support de-escalation efforts and evolve a 
diplomatic initiative on regional security. This needs to 
be continued without undermining the concerns of the 
GCC countries, especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE, on 
ballistic missiles. Combining the mediation services of 
Oman, Kuwait, as well as Asian and European powers 
– all of them with good ties on either side of the Gulf – 
could offer greater stability to the region compared to 
the limited players that are currently negotiating with 
Iran. With Saudi Arabia and the UAE recently engaging 
in dialogue with Iran,56  it could be an opportune time 
to test the possibility of a wide-angled collective 
negotiation before diving into a potential collective 
Gulf security architecture.

There are also opportunities for Europe and Asia to 
work together on the Gulf-Black Sea International 
Transport and Transit Corridor, which involves Iran, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Bulgaria, and Greece. 
This project links with China’s BRI and the Mumbai-
Moscow International North-South Transport Corridor, 
whose transit routes pass through Iran. It also connects 
well with Iran’s cooperation with the 2019 Moscow-
led Eurasian Economic Union.57

On the security front, while the GCC countries faced 
the wrath of US-Iran tension in the last few years, 
especially in 2019 and 2020, Washington’s diminished 
credibility and deterrence value in the region also 
became evident. To maintain their equidistance with 
both sides of the Gulf, Japan, South Korea and India 
did not join the US-led coalition to protect the Gulf 
waterways.58

Collective Security   
The Indo-Pacific – regarded as the ‘maritime underbelly’ 
of Asia – is now recognised as the global economic 
centre of gravity. The region around the Indian Ocean 
is important as it connects Europe, Asia, and the Gulf 
countries, thus attracting the interest and attention 
of the world powers. This necessitates collaborations 
in various fields, especially maritime security, thus 
opening prospects for minilateral partnerships beyond 

the Quad (US, India, Japan, and Australia). Despite 
their contrasting identities, most countries have 
comparable interests in the Indo-Pacific. 

Reflecting the awareness of the Indo-Pacific region’s 
growing strategic importance, the EU adopted the 
‘Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’ in 
2021. The main takeaways of this strategy include 
working with partners, not only in Europe, but with 
“third countries for mutual benefit” and enhancing 
cooperation within regional organisations like ASEAN 
and Asia-Europe Meeting; readiness to work with, not 
against, China; and advance a free, open, and secure 
maritime supply routes as part of its commitment to 
address transnational security challenges.59

Concepts and forums like the Indian Ocean Rim 
Association, which has Gulf, Asian and European 
members, SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the 
Region) and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium could 
add value in the maritime domain to sustain a safe 
and secure Indo-Pacific region.60  Despite different 
geographies, the fact that their interests overlap was 
evident when France, the UAE, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, 
South Korea, India, and the United States participated 
in Desert Flag – a multilateral air combat exercise at 
the Al Dhafra base in Abu Dhabi – in 2021.

The chinks in the US security approach became more 
apparent after the attacks on oil tankers and facilities 
in the Gulf in 2019 and 2020. Two interconnected 
trends stood out: Washington’s diminished credibility 
and deterrence value; and the security vulnerability for 
the GCC countries, especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 
Recalibrating the security arrangement to reflect the 
changing realities could mean several things, including 
a collective security architecture that brings together 
principal regional and extra-regional players, including 
those in Asia, the Gulf, Russia, Europe, and the US too.

But, while Asian and Eurasian cooperation on soft 
security issues is easy to realise, joint efforts on 
hard security issues that involve guarantees against 
perceived external threats are bound to be beset with 
challenges. This is due to the lack of consensus on 
shared strategic perceptions and a trust deficit among 
the involved players.

Since its formation in 1981, the GCC has been 
preoccupied with security concerns. Yet, the region’s 
security continues to be perilous. The GCC countries 
could positively consider alternative arrangements 
that achieve a strategic balance among their global 
stakeholders and guarantee a better regional security 
environment. This strengthens the case for European 
and Asian countries to collaborate with the Gulf 
countries to evolve a collective security architecture.
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Conclusion   
Terming the ‘new’ assertive foreign policies of the 
Gulf countries, especially the UAE, as symbolic of the 
“New Middle East”, some have drawn attention to its 
partnerships with “New Europe” – countries in Eastern 
and South-Eastern Europe like Serbia and Greece. 
Apart from several economic deals in recent years, 
the UAE and Greece agreed in 2021 to participate in 
joint military exercises, with the possibility of the US, 
Cyprus and Israel also partaking in it.61

While the GCC countries have become major power 
players, Europe is largely focused on economic 
interaction with them. “Competitive European 
bilateralism has severely undermined efforts to 
formulate a common European policy on the region 
– and, accordingly, European attempts to use the EU-
GCC format to shape developments there.”62  The 2008-
2009 global financial crisis added to the EU’s woes 
by exposing the myth of the infallibility of Western 
financial institutions. This drove the Gulf countries to 
shift investments homewards and to Asia and Africa 
too. Moreover, while the EU has found it difficult to take 
collective action, there are very few countries in the 
bloc that have the economic, political or security heft 
on their own to make an impact on the Gulf countries. 

The situation has become harder due to intensifying 
intra-European competition for economic 
opportunities. The EU’s problems are reflected in the 
GCC bloc too, with the discord over Qatar in 2017 and 
the UAE-Saudi economic competition. Thus, the EU and 
GCC are in similar boats in not being able to achieve 
consensus on strategic issues.

The EU has also struggled to develop a common 
European foreign and security policy, leaving the US 
to lead on these issues. Asia, however, is advancing 
its economic interests through ‘quiet’ political and 
security investment. Some Chinese tactics that EU 
members could benefit from are: one, “quasi-mediation 
diplomacy,” which promotes defending “commercial, 
political and diplomatic interests rather than core 
security and strategic interests”; and two, investing in 
conflict ‘management’ over ‘resolution’ in dealing with 
Saudi and UAE’s differences with Turkey and Iran.63

Europe must come to terms with not only the declining 
US dominance but also the growing influence of the 
Gulf countries in the region and beyond, and the 
increasing role of the Asian powers. In dealing with 
the Gulf region by ‘cultivating’ Asia, minilateralism 
or plurilateralism could be beneficial. It is narrower 
in scope, informal, less bureaucratic, task-oriented, 
economical, and effective too.

Institutionalised multilateral solutions to global 
problems may become tougher in future amid 
increasing competition and stress on strategic 
autonomy among members of various organisations 
and blocs. Even if the EU manages to find ways to 
evolve a common minimum programme to pursue, it is 
unlikely to garner consensus within the GCC bloc. The 
fact that the Gulf Union, promoted by Saudi Arabia in 
2011, did not gain traction, is proof of the misgivings.

While minilateralism has its advantages, there are risks 
too. But, in a milieu where existing mechanisms are 
insufficient, the pros of minilateralism far outweigh 
the cons.

“The world is splitting into multiple groups, both formal 
(alliances) and informal (trade corridors), which will 
reshape everything from supply chains to sustainability 
… We are entering a period of ‘vertical globalization’ … 
replacing the old era of globalisation … Many of these 
new exclusive blocs created by the US no longer involve 
Canada, France or Germany. Rather, besides the United 
Kingdom, the US is doubling down on the Indo-Pacific, 
which presents a dilemma for its old partners in Europe 
and the Middle East: Should they stick with the US, or 
place their bets elsewhere?” 64

Another idea promoting minilateralism is the “Eurasian 
age”, where the “new century” promises…

“…not the emergence of a new centre but a world 
balanced between Western and Asian poles. Contrary to 
the Cold War, these two poles will be deeply integrated 
… For all their differences, the main political and 
economic blocs are increasingly integrated. Modern 
society by its very nature pushes towards larger 
spheres of action and technology breaks old barriers 
of geographic distance. By combining contradiction 
and integration, we are entering the second age of 
globalisation, where borders tend to dissolve but 
cultural and civilisational differences do not.”65

(This Insight is an updated and abridged version of 
a research paper titled ‘Rerouting EU-Gulf Ties via 
Plurilateral Collaboration with Asia’, published by 
Bussola Institute, Brussels, in March 2022.)
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