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Abstract
Climate change is increasingly reshaping the political economy of the Gulf region by intensifying pressures across water availability, energy systems, and food security. Rising temperatures, chronic water scarcity, and growing dependence on energy-intensive desalination and food imports have transformed climate change into a systemic risk multiplier operating across the water-energy-food (WEF) nexus. While Gulf states have made visible progress in sector-specific climate initiatives - particularly in renewable energy deployment and urban sustainability - governance responses to climate risks remain largely fragmented, limiting the effectiveness of adaptation and resilience strategies.
This paper examines climate change through a WEF nexus lens, focusing on governance and policy integration in the Gulf. It argues that siloed institutional arrangements governing water, energy, and food systems undermine climate resilience and constrain long-term economic diversification efforts. The study addresses three interrelated questions: (1) how climate change amplifies interdependencies and vulnerabilities across water, energy, and food systems in the Gulf; (2) why existing governance structures struggle to manage these interconnected risks; and (3) what forms of integrated governance can strengthen resilience while supporting sustainable economic diversification agendas.
Using a comparative policy analysis approach and selected case illustrations from Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, the paper maps institutional responsibilities, coordination mechanisms, and policy priorities across the WEF sectors. The analysis highlights how climate-driven stressors—such as rising cooling demand, escalating desalination costs, and food supply disruptions—expose governance gaps and create fiscal and strategic risks for hydrocarbon-dependent economies. It situates these challenges within broader national development visions, demonstrating how climate-informed WEF governance can reduce systemic vulnerabilities and enable innovation in renewable energy, water efficiency, and climate-resilient food systems.
The paper proposes an integrated governance framework for managing the WEF climate nexus in the Gulf, emphasizing cross-ministerial coordination, climate-risk mainstreaming in economic planning, improved data integration, and opportunities for regional cooperation. By explicitly linking climate resilience to economic diversification strategies, the study contributes to debates on climate governance, sustainability transitions, and state capacity in resource-dependent economies.
The findings offer policy-relevant insights for Gulf policymakers, researchers, and practitioners seeking to move beyond sectoral climate responses toward systemic, governance-driven solutions aligned with long-term development and post-oil economic transformation.
