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Abstract

The Arab Gulf states have emerged as significant practitioners of economic statecraft
over the past few decades. The oil booms of 1973 and the early 2000s have allowed
them to accumulate vast financial resources which they have deployed to shape
political and strategic outcomes in their wider region.

The Arab Gulf states possess multiple levers of economic statecraft. To begin with,
they are key exporters of oil and gas and enjoy considerable spare capacity, allowing
them – especially Saudi Arabia – to manipulate oil markets. During the 1970s and1

early 1980s, they were among the world’s largest and most generous donors of foreign
aid; between 2013 and 2017, they accounted for about 60 percent of all concessional
aid disbursed by non-Development Assistance Committee (DAC) members

1 Bassam Fattouh and Anupama Sen, ‘Saudi Arabia Oil Policy: More Than Meets the Eye?’ (Oxford
Institute for Energy Studies, June 2015), 9, 18–19, https://doi.org/10.26889/9781784670320.



worldwide. Following a state capitalist model of development, the Arab Gulf states2

have created large sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) and state-owned enterprises
(SOEs) with large amounts of assets at their disposal, including hundreds of billions
of dollars’ worth of holdings in the form of US, and to a lesser extent UK and
European, equities and bonds. Since the early 2000s, the Arab Gulf states have also3

channelled a large portion of their investments to the Arab Mashreq, dominating key
sectors such as finance, real estate, and telecommunications. Given their need for4

foreign labour, moreover, the Arab Gulf states have attracted millions of Arab and
South Asian migrant workers and have, as a result, turned into major sources of
inward remittances for countries in the Middle East and South Asia.5

Crucially, the Arab Gulf states have used these levers of economic statecraft to
achieve their strategic objectives and shape their regional environments. In doing so,
they have deployed and articulated a mix of strategies involving positive inducements
and economic coercion, while utilising a range of financial and economic tools such
as trade, direct financial support in the form of central bank deposits and in-kind oil
and gas transfers, foreign direct investments, aid, employment visas, boycotts, and
others. The Arab Gulf states have engaged in economic coercion on a few notable
occasions. In 1973, they imposed an oil embargo aimed at nations that supported
Israeli in the 1973 war and, in 1979, joined the Arab League in threatening to sanction
Canada if it relocated its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. More recently, Saudi6

Arabia suspended aid to Egypt in 2016 due to its frustration with Egypt’s policy in
Syria and delays in handing over the Tiran and Sanafir islands. In 2020, Saudi7

7 Karen E. Young, ‘A New Politics of GCC Economic Statecraft: The Case of UAE Aid and Financial
Intervention in Egypt’, Journal of Arabian Studies 7, no. 1 (2 January 2017): 124,
https://doi.org/10.1080/21534764.2017.1316051; Michele Dunne, ‘As Gulf Donors Shift Priorities, Arab
States Search for Aid’ (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 9 June 2020),
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/06/09/as-gulf-donors-shift-priorities-arab-states-search-for-aid-pub-8
2001.

6 Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, Economic Statecraft and Foreign Policy: Sanctions,
Incentives, and Target State Calculations (Oxon: Routledge, 2013), 88–98.

5 For more, see: Bessma Momani and Legrenzi, Matteo, Shifting Geo-Economic Power of the Gulf: Oil,
Finance and Institutions, Hardcover, The International Political Economy of New Regionalisms (Surrey:
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2011),
https://www.routledge.com/Shifting-Geo-Economic-Power-of-the-Gulf-Oil-Finance-and-Institutions/Mom
ani-Legrenzi/p/book/9781138261358; Hanieh, Capitalism and Class in the Gulf Arab States; Kristian
Coates Ulrichsen, The Gulf States in International Political Economy, International Political Economy
(Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015); Adam Hanieh, Money, Markets, and Monarchies: The Gulf
Cooperation Council and the Political Economy of the Contemporary Middle East, The Global Middle
East (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108614443.

4 Bessma Momani, ‘Shifting Gulf Arab Investments into the Mashreq: Underlying Political Economy
Rationales?’, in Shifting Geo-Economic Power of the Gulf: Oil, Finance and Institutions, Hardcover, The
International Political Economy of New Regionalisms (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2011),
168–73; Hanieh, Capitalism and Class in the Gulf Arab States, 149–51.

3 Rachel Ziemba and Anton Malkin, ‘The GCC’s International Investment Dynamics: The Role of
Sovereign Wealth Funds’, in Shifting Geo-Economic Power of the Gulf: Oil, Finance and Institutions,
Hardcover, The International Political Economy of New Regionalisms (Ashgate Publishing Limited,
2011), 120–22; Adam Hanieh, Capitalism and Class in the Gulf Arab States (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan US, 2015), 94–98.

2 OECD Development Cooperation Directorate, ‘How Arab Countries and Institutions Finance
Development’ (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), accessed 4 January 2022,
https://www.oecd.org/dac/dac-global-relations/Development_finance_Arab_countries_institutions.pdf.



Arabia recalled its central bank deposits from Pakistan over political disagreements
relating to Kashmir. Although the Arab Gulf states have been more reluctant to use8

migration as a point of leverage against sending countries, the UAE’s imposition of a
visa ban on Pakistani nationals in November 2020 under the pretext of the COVID-19
pandemic, which some have attributed to political disagreements over Pakistan’s
relations with Turkey and Iran, suggests perhaps a greater willingness to
instrumentalise migration as a coercive tool of statecraft. Besides, the 2017 Gulf rift,9

during which Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain closed their borders and airspaces
to Qatar, suggests that the Arab Gulf states themselves are not immune from
economic coercion or the need to build economic resilience.

Meanwhile, the Arab Gulf states have made more frequent use of positive
inducements to achieve their foreign policy objectives. During the 1980s, they
provided Iraq with over $40 billion in assistance in an attempt to tilt the Iran-Iraq war
in Baghdad’s favour and keep Iran’s revolutionary regime in check. Following the10

2011 Arab Spring, the Arab Gulf states spent billions of dollars in aid and assistance
packages to stabilise friendly governments in Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and
Pakistan. In the Horn of Africa, Arab Gulf competitors have attempted to outbid one
another by providing aid and investments to Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and other
recipients.11

This brief overview suggests that over the past five decades, the Arab Gulf states’
strategies and practices of economic statecraft have evolved in tandem with their
environments and foreign policy priorities. Moments of flux in the regional order such
as 9/11 and the Arab Spring, or more drawn-out trends such as the recalibration of the
US’s role and presence in the Gulf region and regional rivalries with Iran, Turkey, and
other competitors have shaped the Arab Gulf states’ appetites for engaging in
economic statecraft. Meanwhile, low oil prices and growing fiscal constraints are also
forcing the Arab Gulf states to seek greater geopolitical returns on their investments
and assistance abroad. Looking ahead, the uncertainty surrounding their future
economic prosperity and the emergence of new providers of aid, loans, and
investments to the region such as China or India are factors that may prove decisive
for the future trajectory of the Arab Gulf states’ economic statecraft.

11 Jos Meester, Willem van den Berg, and Harry Verhoeven, ‘Riyal Politik: The Political Economy of Gulf
Investments in the Horn of Africa’ (Clingendael, April 2018),
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2018-04/riyal-politik.pdf.

10 Gerd Nonneman, ‘The Gulf States and the Iran-Iraq War: Pattern Shifts and Continuities’, in Iran, Iraq,
and the Legacies of War, ed. Lawrence G. Potter and Gary G. Sick (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US,
2004), 167–92, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781403980427_9..

9 Dawn, ‘FM Discusses Welfare of Pakistanis in UAE with Dubai Ruler’, Dawn, 18 December 2020,
https://www.dawn.com/news/1596391; Naveed Siddiqui, ‘FM Qureshi Takes up Visas Issue with UAE
Minister on OIC Sidelines’, 28 November 2020, https://www.dawn.com/news/1592878; Adnan Aamir, ‘A
Dilemma for Pakistan as UAE Cuts off Work Visas’, 14 December 2020,
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/dilemma-pakistan-uae-cuts-work-visas.

8 Madiha Afzal, ‘The Pakistan-Saudi Arabia Relationship Hits a Bump in the Road’, Brookings (blog), 24
August 2020,
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/08/24/the-pakistan-saudi-arabia-relationship-hits-
a-bump-in-the-road/.



Studying the Economic Statecraft of the Arab Gulf States: Challenges and
Opportunities

The study of the Arab Gulf states’ economic statecraft is faced with several
methodological and conceptual challenges. Traditionally, the unavailability and
inconsistency of data on financial flows from the Gulf has arguably hampered
research into the Arab Gulf states’ economic statecraft. In the area of foreign aid, for
example, the public disclosure of data on Arab external assistance has, until recently,
tended to be ‘sporadic and limited’. Reports published by the Coordination Group,12

which comprises Arab national and donor institutions, typically contain aggregated
data that makes it difficult to estimate bilateral flows of aid. Moreover, aid data13

published by the Coordination Group often cannot be matched against ODA data
reported by Arab Gulf governments to OECD-DAC due to differences in coverage
and metrics.14

But the situation is slowly changing as data becomes more available. To compensate
for the shortfall, the AidData project at the College of William and Mary and the AEI
have attempted to compile activity-level data on Gulf ODA and OOF flows. The15

Arab Gulf states have also set up agencies and institutions, such as the UAE’s Office
for the Coordination of Foreign Aid, that have helped centralise reporting on foreign
aid. Since 2010, moreover, the UAE, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar have joined
OECD-DAC as participants and have begun to disclose disaggregated activity-level
data to the OECD, implying a greater degree of transparency and consistency in the
public disclosure of aid data. Beyond aid, several corporations and organisations16

track direct investments from the Arab Gulf states, including the Financial Times’ fDi
Markets, the AEI’s Gulf Financial Aid and Intervention Tracker, and The Netherlands
Institute of International Relations (Clingendael).17

Setting aside the quality and availability of quantitative data, determining whether
economic decisions, activities, or transactions are in fact instances of economic
statecraft or not often requires knowing their underlying motivations. In democratic
settings where decisions are often deliberated in public out of concern for
coalition-building, public opinion, or even democratic tradition, triangulating
decision-makers’ motivations is a relatively easier, if still challenging, task. In the

17 Meester, van den Berg, and Verhoeven, ‘Riyal Politik’.

16

​​https://www.oecd.org/countries/unitedarabemirates/unitedarabemiratesstatisticalreportingtotheoecddevelo
pmentassistancecommittee.htm

15 AidData, ‘Saudi Arabia TUFF Donor Dataset, Version 1.0’, January 2014,
https://www.aiddata.org/data/saudi-arabia-tuff-donor-dataset-level-1-v1-0; AidData, ‘Qatar TUFF Donor
Dataset, Version 1.0’, January 2014, https://www.aiddata.org/data/qatar-tuff-donor-dataset-level-1-v1-0;
Karen E Young, ‘Gulf Financial Aid and Direct Investment: Tracking the Implications of State Capitalism,
Aid, and Investment Flows’ (American Enterprise Institute, August 2020),
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Gulf-Financial-Aid-and-Direct-Investment.pdf?x91208.I

14 Ibid., pp. 1-2

13 https://www.arabfund.org/Default.aspx?pageId=610&mid=370; see for instance the AEFSD’s annual
report 2020 Annex Tables 11/1-11/5 https://www.arabfund.org/Data/site1/pdf/jaer/English/JAER2020.pdf

12 Mustapha Rouis et al., ‘Arab Development Assistance: Four Decades of Cooperation’ (Washington,
DC: The World Bank, June 2010), 1, https://unispal.un.org/pdfs/WorldBank_ArabDevAssistance.pdf.



Arab Gulf states, by contrast, such decisions are often taken by small groups of
individuals who tend to be unaccountable to domestic political institutions or
audiences. Decision-makers, therefore, often do not feel the need to justify their18

decisions or publicly deliberate their underlying rationale. This complicates the
analytical task of differentiating economic statecraft in the Gulf from other uses of
FDI, aid, visa bans, etc. that may be motivated by profit-seeking, humanitarianism,
responding to domestic political demands, public health concerns, etc.

The blurred boundary between public and private capital in the Arab Gulf states also
raises a host of conceptual and methodological difficulties. Should the study of
economic statecraft in the Gulf context remain limited to the use of economic and
financial levers of statecraft by government agencies, SOEs, or SWFs? Or should it
instead include investments from private corporations and high net-worth individuals
or aid from private charitable institutions and foundations, especially those belonging
to or closely connected with the ruling elite? Scholars have taken different approaches
to answering these questions, resulting in a degree of inconsistency within the
literature as to the inclusion criteria of what counts as economic statecraft in the Gulf
context.

This workshop aims to grapple with some of these conceptual and methodological
challenges that arise in the study of Gulf economic statecraft. It aims to do so by
eliciting a scholarly conversation that elucidates the advantages and drawbacks of
these various conceptual and methodological choices. It also seeks to address some of
the methodological hurdles posed by the lack of data or the often-opaque nature of
policymaking in the Arab Gulf states.

Description and Rationale

Objectives and Scope
The objective of this workshop is to build on the nascent academic interest and initiate
a multidisciplinary scholarly conversation on the topic of economic statecraft, coercion,
and resilience in the Gulf. Economic statecraft in the Gulf has been an understudied
topic that has the potential to shed new light on the foreign policies and statecraft of the
Arab Gulf states. Studying the Arab Gulf states allows us to examine the practice of
economic coercion by hydrocarbon-rich states in a South-North and South-South
context. By broadening the scope of the discussion to include economic resilience,
moreover, this workshop looks at the Arab Gulf states as practitioners but also as
potential targets of economic coercion.

This workshop builds on the growing academic interest in Gulf economic statecraft by
inviting multidisciplinary contributions from the fields of International Political
Economy (IPE), Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), political science, international law,
and others. It seeks to examine the following questions:

18 Kuwait, due to elite factionalism and vocal parliament, may be an exception.



● How should we think about and conceptualise Gulf economic statecraft? How
does Gulf economic statecraft compare to economic statecraft deployed by other
countries in other regions? How does it fit in the wider literature on economic
statecraft? What are its commonalities and specificities?

● What are the motivations behind Gulf economic statecraft? What foreign policy
objectives does Gulf economic statecraft serve?

● What tools and instruments of economic statecraft have the Arab Gulf states
deployed? How do they decide which tools to use? Do different tools have
different effects on target nations?

● How effective is Gulf economic statecraft? To what extent have the Arab Gulf
states been able to exploit their economic and financial leverage to achieve their
strategic objectives? Which factors condition their success?

● In what ways do the Arab Gulf states’ political institutions and political
economies condition their vulnerability to external economic coercion?

● What are the implications of the Arab Gulf states’ state capitalist development
model for their ability to use economic statecraft?

● What effects have energy prices had on Gulf economic statecraft? How is the
prospect of lower oil prices – and therefore potentially declining government
revenues – affecting how Gulf policymakers think about economic statecraft?

Contribution to the Field of Gulf studies
Although economic statecraft and coercion has been studied and theorised by scholars
since at least the 1980s, Gulf and Middle Eastern area studies have only recently begun
to examine the economic statecraft of the Arab Gulf states. The academic literature19

and policy debates have tended to focus on the US-China rivalry and its ramifications
in the economic field, paying relatively little attention to economic statecraft in the
Gulf. The 2011 Arab Spring, however, has accentuated scholarly interest in the
economic statecraft of the Arab Gulf states. The scholarly interest in researching the20

20 See for example: Khalid S. Almezaini, The UAE and Foreign Policy: Foreign Aid, Identities and
Interests (Oxon: Routledge, 2012); Bessma Momani and Crystal A Ennis, ‘Between Caution and
Controversy: Lessons from the Gulf Arab States as (Re-)Emerging Donors’, Cambridge Review of
International Affairs 25, no. 4 (1 December 2012): 605–27,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2012.734786; Will Bartlett et al., ‘The UAE as an Emerging Actor in
the Western Balkans: The Case of Strategic Investment in Serbia’, Journal of Arabian Studies 7, no. 1 (2
January 2017): 94–112, https://doi.org/10.1080/21534764.2017.1322753; Young, ‘A New Politics of GCC
Economic Statecraft’; Young, ‘Gulf Financial Aid and Direct Investment: Tracking the Implications of
State Capitalism, Aid, and Investment Flows’; Peter Salisbury, ‘Aiding and Abetting? The GCC States,
Foreign Assistance, and Shifting Approaches to Stability’ (Center for the Middle East, Rice University’s
Baker Institute for Public Policy, September 2018),
https://www.bakerinstitute.org/media/files/files/8cb451f5/cme-pub-carnegie-salisbury-091718.pdf; Hae
Won Jeong, ‘Beyond Resource Diplomacy and Economic Statecraft: UAE-ROK Relations in the 21st

19 For literature that deals with the topic of economic statecraft generally, see for example: Edward N.
Luttwak, ‘From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce’, The National
Interest, no. 20 (1990): 17–23; William H. Kaempfer and Anton D. Lowenberg, International Economic
Sanctions: A Public Choice Perspective (New York: Avalon Publishing, 1992); Michael Mastanduno,
‘Economics and Security in Statecraft and Scholarship’, International Organization 52, no. 4 (1998):
825–54; Jean-Marc F. Blanchard et al., Power and the Purse: Economic Statecraft, Interdependence, and
National Security (Abingdon-on-Thames: Psychology Press, 2000); Blanchard and Ripsman, Economic
Statecraft and Foreign Policy; Albert Hirschman, National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2018); David A. Baldwin, Economic Statecraft: New Edition
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2020).



political and governance implications of Gulf foreign aid or financial intervention has
also been fuelled by the increasing availability of data on Gulf foreign aid and
investments.

Despite these advances, the literature on the economic statecraft of the Arab Gulf states
is still in its infancy. This workshop aims to invite multidisciplinary contributions from
the fields of International Political Economy (IPE), Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA),
political science, international law, and others on the topic of economic statecraft,
coercion, and resilience in the Gulf. By doing so, the workshop seeks to arrive at a
more refined, multi-perspectival understanding of the topic of economic statecraft,
coercion and resilience in the Gulf while contributing to the multidisciplinary character
of Gulf studies. In the aim of connecting the field of Gulf studies more closely to
broader theoretical debates on economic statecraft, this workshop also seeks to test,
refine, and explore the explanatory potential of theories and models of economic
statecraft, using the Arab Gulf states as case studies.

Workshop Agenda & Paper Topics
Papers submitted to the workshop are expected to address some of the following topics:

● The policy effectiveness of various strategies and tools of Gulf economic
statecraft, including trade, investments, foreign aid, other forms of financial
support, visa bans, etc.

● The role of state-owned enterprises, sovereign wealth funds, and national
champions in Gulf economic statecraft

● Global energy markets and OPEC/OPEC+ as privileged arenas of Gulf economic
statecraft

● Comparative analyses of economic statecraft in the Gulf and in other regional
contexts

● The Arab Gulf states’ arms purchases and the defence policy – economic
statecraft nexus

● Migration to the Gulf and economic coercion in a South-South context
● Inside the black box of Gulf economic statecraft: the policy process, the input of

the private sector, and the articulation between political and economic imperative
in the making of economic statecraft s

● The financialization of Gulf capital, investments in American and European
sovereign bonds, and their implications for Gulf economic statecraft

● Regional and international financial institutions as instruments and targets of the
Arab Gulf states’ economic statecraft

● The historical evolution of Gulf economic statecraft
● Economic statecraft as a foreign policy strategy of the small Gulf states
● Economic coercion in the Gulf and international law

Publication Plan
The workshop organisers plan on publishing accepted papers that satisfy the
peer-review process within a special issue of an academic journal that specializes in

Century’, Asian Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies 13, no. 2 (3 April 2019): 226–45,
https://doi.org/10.1080/25765949.2019.1605569; Dunne, ‘As Gulf Donors Shift Priorities, Arab States
Search for Aid’.



economic statecraft, political economy, international relations, or Middle Eastern area
studies.

Acknowledgment of and Agreement with the Workshop Director and Publication
Guidelines
We hereby acknowledge and accept the GRM’s Workshop Director Guidelines and
Publication Guidelines.
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