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Editor’s Introduction  
Asif Shuja* 

 

 

elations between India and the Middle East have long been based 
on three elements: manpower, remittances and oil. Traditionally, 
India has served well in providing manpower for infrastructural 

developments in the oil-rich Gulf countries and has in turn benefited 
from the massive remittances flowing back home from its workers in the 
region. For their part, the Gulf countries have historically served as a rich 
source of energy for India. However, this relationship is rapidly 
extending into new domains beyond the economic, specifically, 
transcending into the geopolitical realm. The deepening of India–Middle 
East relations is as much a story of India looking westward as it is about 
the Middle East turning its gaze eastward. In recent years, India and the 
Middle East have found common grounds to cooperate in the fields of 
counterterrorism and combatting religious extremism.  

Two other developments in recent years underscore the growing 
proximity between India and the Middle East region. The first is the 
transition of the Gulf economies away from their dependence on 
hydrocarbons. That shift naturally positions India, with its teeming 
millions, as an attractive market for the emerging industries in the Gulf 
countries. Notable in this context is the Gulf countries’ investment in 
India’s agriculture sector, which plays a crucial role in ensuring the Gulf’s 
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food security. Exemplifying this shift is the significant boost to non-oil 
trade between the UAE and India within just a year of the 
implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
Agreement they signed in 2022.1 

The other important factor is India’s ascent as a global economic 
powerhouse. In the context of China’s global influence today and the 
US-China rivalry, a rising India’s growing closeness with the Middle East 
is increasingly seen as a favourable development by the United States as 
well as the European Union. Reflections of such sentiments can be 
found in new regional groupings such as the QUAD and the I2U2. The 
QUAD, the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between Australia, India, 
Japan and the United States, brings India to the high table of geopolitics 
in the Asia-Pacific. Similarly, the I2U2 grouping, involving India, Israel, 
the UAE and the United States, underscores India’s crucial role in the 
Middle East. The most tangible manifestation of the fact that the 
Western powers are facilitating the deepening of India’s relationship with 
the Middle East was last year’s agreement on an India–Middle East–
Europe Economic Corridor. 

With the United States shifting its security focus from the 
Middle East to the Asia-Pacific, other major powers are seen as players 
that might fill the void in Middle East security. The question of how 
India is emerging as one such player is addressed through the papers in 
this volume of Insights. India’s relationship with Israel, especially under 
the purview of the I2U2 partnership, has generated much curiosity 
among observers. India’s longstanding economic ties with the GCC 

                                                           
1 Alkesh Sharma, “UAE-India Non-oil Trade Reaches US$50 billion in First Year of 
CEPA”, Business (The National), 13 June 2023, 
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/economy/2023/06/12/uae-india-non-oil-
trade-reaches-505bn-in-first-year-of-cepa/  

https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/economy/2023/06/12/uae-india-non-oil-trade-reaches-505bn-in-first-year-of-cepa/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/economy/2023/06/12/uae-india-non-oil-trade-reaches-505bn-in-first-year-of-cepa/
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countries, along with its ties with Iraq and Iran, have added to the 
strategic significance of the Middle East for India and given it strong 
reasons for a greater role in the Middle East. This volume seeks to 
unravel the evolutionary paths that the growing multifaceted connections 
between India and the Middle East might take and the challenges that 

could arise.  

 

*  Dr Asif Shuja is Director of Geopoconsult, a geopolitics 
management consultancy based in Dubai. He was formerly a Senior 
Fellow with the Middle East Institute, National University of 
Singapore.  
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I2U2: Change and Continuity 
in India’s West Asia Policy 

Deepika Saraswat* 

 

 

India’s participation in the quadrilateral partnership known as I2U2 is a 
transformational development in its West Asia policy. It is the 

culmination of India’s deepening strategic partnerships with the UAE 
and Israel and underscores a growing US-India convergence in West 

Asia. As the United States seeks to synergise its Indo-Pacific and Middle 
East strategies, India is keen to link with and foster an interconnected, 

cooperative Gulf-Mediterranean region as a pushback strategy against the 
growing Chinese economic presence and diplomatic activism in the 

region. Yet, despite its new-found willingness to work with the United 
States and its regional allies, India will seek to maintain its independent 

strategic vision of West Asia. 

 

 

hile on a visit to Israel in October 2021, India’s External 
Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar participated in a quadrilateral 
meeting with his counterparts from what has come to be 

known as the I2U2 countries, Israel, the United Arab Emirates and the 
United States. At the meeting, the I2U2 partners launched the 
International Forum for Economic Cooperation. Since then there have 
been several high-level meetings of the I2U2, including the first leaders’ 
summit during President Joe Biden’s visit to Israel in July 2022. More 
recently, the four countries created a joint business coalition to deepen 
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technological and private sector collaboration with a view to advancing 
practical cooperation in dealing with climate change crises and food, 
energy and maritime security.1  

The I2U2, as a new model of flexible partnerships, builds on the 
Abraham Accords, which normalised relations between Israel and several 
Arab countries, and on India’s strong bilateral strategic partnerships with 
the UAE and Israel. The I2U2 is intended to facilitate the integration of 
Israel with the wider region and provides an opportunity for India to 
forge mutually beneficial geo-economic connections across the Gulf and 
the Mediterranean subregions. India’s alignment with the United States 
and its allies in strengthening regional capabilities and addressing shared 
non-traditional security challenges marks a transformational development 
in India’s West Asia policy  

 

India-UAE Strategic Partnership 

The clear beginnings of the India-UAE strategic partnership – which was 
formalised by means of a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 
agreement during the visit of Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed to India 
in January 2017 – can be traced back to Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi's visit to the UAE in 2015. It was the first prime ministerial visit 
after a gap of 34 years. Thomas Wilkins notes that strategic partnerships 
are “formed when the partners perceive environmental uncertainty and a 
strategic fit with their partner and share a commitment to a system 
principle”.2 The joint statement signed during Modi’s visit was blunt in 
acknowledging that the relationship between the two governments had 
not kept pace with the exponential growth in relations between their 
people or the promise of this “natural strategic partnership”. It 

                                                      

1 Jack Dutton, “US, India, UAE, Israel Announce Creation of I2U2 Joint Business 
Coalition”, Al-Monitor, 19 April, 2023, https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2023/04/us-india-uae-israel-announce-creation-i2u2-joint-
business-coalition  
2 Thomas S. Wilkins, “Russo-Chinese Strategic Partnership: A New Form of Security 
Cooperation?” Contemporary Security Policy 29, no. 2 (2008): 358–383, quoted in H. D. P. 
Envall and Ian Hall, “Asian Strategic Partnerships: New Practices and Regional Security 
Governance”, Asian Politics and Policy 8, no. 1, (2016): 87–105. 

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/04/us-india-uae-israel-announce-creation-i2u2-joint-business-coalition
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/04/us-india-uae-israel-announce-creation-i2u2-joint-business-coalition
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/04/us-india-uae-israel-announce-creation-i2u2-joint-business-coalition
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emphasised the urgency for a “close strategic partnership” with 
rewarding prospects in these “uncertain times”.3 

 

“India saw opportunities in engaging the Gulf states, 
which were engaged in ambitious programmes of 

transforming their economies by embracing the new 
technological order and reinforcing their strategic 

location in the global trade and connectivity 
architecture.” 

 

In the face of the global power shift, where the future of the US 
role as the security guarantor in the Gulf looked uncertain, the UAE and 
other Gulf states were beginning to see merit in diversifying their ties 
with the rising powers in Asia, especially China and India, but also Japan 
and South Korea, who were prime destinations for their energy exports 
and presented trade and investment opportunities. India saw 
opportunities in engaging the Gulf states, which were engaged in 
ambitious programmes of transforming their economies by embracing 
the new technological order and reinforcing their strategic location in the 
global trade and connectivity architecture. India also hoped to attract 
investments from the sovereign wealth funds of the Gulf states to its 
own industrialisation initiatives such as “Make in India” and “Digital 
India”. 

On the security front, the UAE saw the need to cultivate new 
partnerships to combat religious extremism and terrorism at a time when 
transnational radical Islamist actors such as the Muslim Brotherhood and 
jihadists posed a threat to state structures and regional stability. For 
India, deepening counterterrorism cooperation was not limited to 
practical measures such as enhanced cooperation in the exchange of 

                                                      

3 Press Information Bureau, Government of India, “Joint Statement between the United 
Arab Emirates and India”, 17 August 2015, 
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=126127 
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financial intelligence related to money laundering and terrorist financing;4 
it also entailed wider appreciation of India’s traditional stance that 
Pakistan-sponsored cross-border terrorism against India on the pretext 
of jihad for Kashmir posed a security challenge to the wider Southwest 
Asian region.5 

 

“India-UAE cooperation in food and energy security and 
space research underscores the “strategic fit” that 

underpins successful strategic partnerships.” 

 

India-UAE cooperation in food and energy security and space 
research underscores the “strategic fit” that underpins successful strategic 
partnerships. The idea of an India-UAE food corridor was inspired by 
India’s partnership with Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) in 
establishing strategic petroleum reserves in the southern state of 
Karnataka. These reserves helped shore up India’s energy security amid 
India’s high import dependence and risks of supply-related disruptions in 
the Gulf.6 The UAE, which imports 90% of its food requirements, saw 
an opportunity to use its logistics capabilities as a major trading and 
transit hub to address food security concerns. In 2019, the UAE 
committed investments of up to US$7 billion over the next three years in 
mega food parks and related warehousing infrastructure in various Indian 
cities, with the involvement of the Dubai-based Emaar group, DP World 

                                                      

4 The Economic Times, “Dubai and India's Financial Regulators Seek Closer Cooperation”, 8 
February 2022, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/uae/dubai-
and-indias-financial-regulators-seek-closer-
cooperation/articleshow/89427082.cms?from=mdr  
5 Ranjit Gupta, “India’s Relations with West Asia: A New Era Dawns”, Middle East 
Institute, 7 March 2017, https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-relations-west-asia-
new-era-dawns  
6 Press Information Bureau, Government of India, “ISPRL Signs Memorandum of 
Understanding with ADNOC to explore storage of Crude Oil at Padur Underground 
Facility in Karnataka”, 12 November 2018, 
https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1552500  

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/uae/dubai-and-indias-financial-regulators-seek-closer-cooperation/articleshow/89427082.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/uae/dubai-and-indias-financial-regulators-seek-closer-cooperation/articleshow/89427082.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/uae/dubai-and-indias-financial-regulators-seek-closer-cooperation/articleshow/89427082.cms?from=mdr
https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-relations-west-asia-new-era-dawns
https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-relations-west-asia-new-era-dawns
https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1552500
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and other private sector players.7 The Covid-19 pandemic further drove 
home the importance of resilient supply chains, leading the two countries 
to fast track their joint work on integrating supply chains by 
strengthening infrastructure and dedicated logistics services for 
connecting farms to port.8  

 

“The Covid-19 pandemic further drove home the 
importance of resilient supply chains, leading the two 
countries to fast track their joint work on integrating 
supply chains by strengthening infrastructure and 
dedicated logistics services for connecting farms to port.” 

 

After the UAE established its space agency in 2014, it saw a 
valuable partner in India, which has a proven record of a sophisticated 
and cost-effective space programme, demonstrated by the success of its 
Mars Orbiter Mission and the Chandrayaan missions to the moon. The 
space agencies of the two countries signed a memorandum of 
understanding in 2016, after which they set up joint working groups for 
cooperation in the exploration of outer space for peaceful purposes .9 
The partnership continues to grow given that the UAE is pursuing an 
ambitious inter-planetary expedition and a lunar mission and has a 
dedicated national space fund with the goal of encouraging global 
partnerships in space sciences and technology.10  

                                                      

7 Consulate General of India, Dubai, “India Poised for Major Investments from the UAE 
in the Food Sector”, 10 December 2020, 
https://www.cgidubai.gov.in/news_letter_detail/?id=78  
8 John Benny. “Investors Start To Line Up for India-UAE $7b 'Food Corridor' Project”, 
Gulf News, 8 December, 2020, https://gulfnews.com/business/investors-start-to-line-up-
for-india-uae-7b-food-corridor-project-1.1607420397506  
9 Press Information Bureau, Government of India, “MoU between Indian Space 
Research Organisation and the United Arab Emirates Space Agency”, 25 May 2016, 
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=145640  
10 Huma Siddiqui, “Exclusive Interview: UAE Space Agency Set to Work with India in 
Science & Tech Says UAE Minister of Future Tech”, The Financial Express, 8 December 

https://www.cgidubai.gov.in/news_letter_detail/?id=78
https://gulfnews.com/business/investors-start-to-line-up-for-india-uae-7b-food-corridor-project-1.1607420397506
https://gulfnews.com/business/investors-start-to-line-up-for-india-uae-7b-food-corridor-project-1.1607420397506
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=145640
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As India decided to re-engage with the notion of free trade 
agreements (FTAs) to address pandemic-induced challenges of supply 
chain disruption and seek greater correspondence between geopolitical 
and economic partnerships, the UAE was a priority because of the high 
level of complementarity between the two economies and their 
comprehensive economic ties covering the movement of goods, services, 
capital and labour.11 The India-UAE comprehensive economic 
partnership agreement (CEPA), which came into force on 1 May 2022, 
was concluded within a record 88 days of commencing negotiations. It is 
a wide-ranging agreement, covering trade, investments, intellectual 
property rights, healthcare, digital trade and government procurement.  

 

The UAE was a priority [for India] because of the high 
level of complementarity between the two economies and 

their comprehensive economic ties covering the 
movement of goods, services, capital and labour. 

 

By providing duty waivers and reciprocal preferential market access to 
products and services in which each country holds competitive 
advantage, CEPA seeks to increase bilateral non-oil trade to US$100 
billion from the current US$40 billion within five years of the signing of 
the agreement.12 After CEPA eliminated duties on 97.4% of tariff lines, 
corresponding to 99% of Indian exports to the UAE, many Indian 
companies eying international expansion are tapping into the UAE’s re-
export potential, reinforcing the latter’s strategy of developing 

                                                      

2022, https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/science/exclusive-interview-uae-space-
agency-set-to-work-with-india-in-science-tech-says-uae-minister-of-future-tech/2906773/  
11 Amitendu Palit, “India-United Arab Emirates CEPA: New Beginning in India’s Trade 
Engagement”, ISAS Brief, National University of Singapore, 23 February 2023, 
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/papers/india-united-arab-emirates-cepa-new-beginning-in-
indias-trade-engagement/  
12 Ministry of Commerce and Industry, India, “India-UAE Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) Enters into Force”, 1 May 2022, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1821785  

https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/science/exclusive-interview-uae-space-agency-set-to-work-with-india-in-science-tech-says-uae-minister-of-future-tech/2906773/
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/science/exclusive-interview-uae-space-agency-set-to-work-with-india-in-science-tech-says-uae-minister-of-future-tech/2906773/
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/papers/india-united-arab-emirates-cepa-new-beginning-in-indias-trade-engagement/
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/papers/india-united-arab-emirates-cepa-new-beginning-in-indias-trade-engagement/
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1821785
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connectivity and trade corridors to gain business from trade flows 
between Asia and Africa as well as Europe.13  

 

India-Israel Strategic Partnership 

India made the strategic decision to enhance ties with Israel at a time 
when the Arab-Israeli conflict had lost its relevance as a major 
structuring factor in Middle East politics owing to the shifting balance of 
power in West Asia and the rise of new threats related to jihadist groups 
such as ISIS.14 Also, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
doctrine of “peace through strength” translated into a strategy of 
promoting Israel’s economic integration with the wider region, including 
countries that have differences with Israel, on the basis of the country’s 
strength in high technology across defence, intelligence, water, energy 
and its new-found gas resources in the Eastern Mediterranean.15 These 
trends allowed India to simultaneously deepen ties with both the Gulf 
states and Israel. 

In engaging Israel at the highest political level, India’s Bharatiya 
Janata Party–led government also overcame the country’s longstanding 
hesitation on account of its domestic political calculus.16 New Delhi’s de-

                                                      

13 Manoj Nair, “Watch: Under CEPA, UAE’s ‘Window to the World’ Concept Delivering 
Results for Indian Businesses”, Gulf News, 5 May 2023, 
https://gulfnews.com/business/markets/watch-under-cepa-uaes-window-to-the-world-
concept-delivering-results-for-indian-businesses-1.95548271; Mohammed Baharoon, 
“The Keys to Reading the UAE’s Strategic Map”, Middle East Institute, 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/keys-reading-uaes-strategic-map  
14 Raffaella A. Del Sarto, Helle Malmvig and Eduard Soler i Lecha, “Interregnum: The 
Regional Order in the Middle East and North Africa after 2011”, MENARA (Instituto 
Affari Internazionali), 1 February, 2019, 
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/menara_fr_1.pdf  
15 “Netanyahu: UAE Deal Based on Strength, Will Yield ‘True Peace’ with Palestinians”, 
Times of Israel, 16 August 2020, https://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahu-uae-deal-
based-on-strength-will-yield-true-peace-with-palestinians/  
16 Paulomi Ghosh, “On India-Israel, Jaishankar says: ‘We Could Have Furthered Ties 
but...’”, Hindustan Times, 5 September 2022, https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-
news/on-india-israel-jaishankar-says-we-could-have-furthered-ties-but-
101662341707564.html  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/menara_fr_1.pdf
https://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahu-uae-deal-based-on-strength-will-yield-true-peace-with-palestinians/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahu-uae-deal-based-on-strength-will-yield-true-peace-with-palestinians/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/on-india-israel-jaishankar-says-we-could-have-furthered-ties-but-101662341707564.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/on-india-israel-jaishankar-says-we-could-have-furthered-ties-but-101662341707564.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/on-india-israel-jaishankar-says-we-could-have-furthered-ties-but-101662341707564.html
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hyphenation of its bilateral ties with Israel and with Palestine saw further 
expansion of defence and development cooperation between India and 
Israel, with the latter keen to make the de-hyphenation permanent by 
deepening and broadening ties across the board.17  

 

“In engaging Israel at the highest political level, India’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party–led government also overcame the 

country’s longstanding hesitation on account of its 
domestic political calculus.” 

 

During Modi’s maiden visit to Israel in 2017, the two countries 
signed agreements for cooperation in six key areas, namely, space, water 
management, energy and agriculture. The two sides also agreed to set up 
a US$40 million India-Israel Industrial Research and Development and 
Technical Innovation Fund, which was launched during Netanyahu’s 
return visit to India the following year.18 In defence cooperation, which 
has been the strongest pillar of the relationship, the focus is now on 
defence technology cooperation through joint ventures with both state-
owned and private players in sectors ranging from surveillance 
capabilities and missile defence to niche equipment.19 The Indo-Israel 
Agricultural Cooperation Project, which was started in 2008, has been a 
success story, with 30 “centres of excellence” jointly established across 

                                                      

17 Herb Keinon, “What is India's De-Hyphenation Policy toward Israel and Why Does It 
Matter?”, The Jerusalem Post, 18 January 2018, https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/india-
israel/what-is-indias-de-hyphenation-policy-toward-israel-and-why-does-it-matter-538170  
18 Narendra Modi website, “India-Israel Joint Statement during the visit of Prime Minister 
to Israel”, 5 July 2017, https://www.narendramodi.in/india-israel-joint-statement-during-
the-visit-of-prime-minister-to-israel-july-5-2017--536253  
19 S Samuel C Rajiv, The India-Israel Strategic Partnership: Contours, Opportunities And 
Challenges, Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, Pentagon Press, 
New Delhi, 2023 

https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/india-israel/what-is-indias-de-hyphenation-policy-toward-israel-and-why-does-it-matter-538170
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/india-israel/what-is-indias-de-hyphenation-policy-toward-israel-and-why-does-it-matter-538170
https://www.narendramodi.in/india-israel-joint-statement-during-the-visit-of-prime-minister-to-israel-july-5-2017--536253
https://www.narendramodi.in/india-israel-joint-statement-during-the-visit-of-prime-minister-to-israel-july-5-2017--536253
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India, disseminating best agricultural practices and capacity building 
through professional training programmes.20  

 

“” 

 

Israeli Minister of Economy Nir Barkat’s visit to India in April 
2023 focused on institutionalising business-to-business ties, leveraging 
the complementarities of Israel’s technological prowess and India’s 
market size. Barkat told Indian media, “we’re the leading entrepreneurial 
country in the world. We understand how to leverage technology to solve 
many challenges and the opportunity with the economy of India, which 
is soon going to be the third largest economy, is scale scope [sic]”.21 As 
the two countries focus on business and technological collaboration in 
critical areas with robust involvement of the private sector, they are also 
negotiating an FTA. 

Israel is undergoing a transport revolution, with ambitious plans 
for doubling its railway network over the next two decades and linking it 
with neighbouring countries. It is also upgrading and privatising its 
underperforming ports.22 Despite US concerns, Chinese state-owned 
operator Shanghai International Port Group (SIPG) has built and 
operationalised a new terminal in the biggest Mediterranean port in 
Haifa. With Israel’s growing rehabilitation in its Arab neighbourhood and 
the need for alternatives to the Suez Canal, Haifa can potentially become 
a regional hub and also a link between Asia and Europe. The recent 

                                                      

20 ANI, “Envoy Gilon Inaugurates 30th Indo-Israel Centre for Excellence, Calls It 
“Significant Milestone” for Diplomatic Ties”, 22 January 2023, 
https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/envoy-gilon-inaugurates-30th-indo-israel-
centre-of-excellence-calls-it-significant-milestone-for-diplomatic-ties20230122183111/  
21 ANI. “I'm inspired by Opportunity of Collaborating between Israeli and Indian 
Economy”: Nir Barkat”, 19 April 2023, https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/im-
inspired-by-opportunity-of-collaborating-between-israeli-and-indian-economy-nir-
barkat20230419001651/  
22 “Israel to Double Rail Network by 2040”, International Railway Journal, 12 June 2017, 
https://www.railjournal.com/regions/middle-east/israel-to-double-rail-network-by-
2040/  

https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/envoy-gilon-inaugurates-30th-indo-israel-centre-of-excellence-calls-it-significant-milestone-for-diplomatic-ties20230122183111/
https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/envoy-gilon-inaugurates-30th-indo-israel-centre-of-excellence-calls-it-significant-milestone-for-diplomatic-ties20230122183111/
https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/im-inspired-by-opportunity-of-collaborating-between-israeli-and-indian-economy-nir-barkat20230419001651/
https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/im-inspired-by-opportunity-of-collaborating-between-israeli-and-indian-economy-nir-barkat20230419001651/
https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/im-inspired-by-opportunity-of-collaborating-between-israeli-and-indian-economy-nir-barkat20230419001651/
https://www.railjournal.com/regions/middle-east/israel-to-double-rail-network-by-2040/
https://www.railjournal.com/regions/middle-east/israel-to-double-rail-network-by-2040/
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acquisition of Haifa port by a consortium led by Adani ports, India’s 
largest private sector port developer and operator, is being touted as a 
“strategic investment”, which will boost trade lanes with the company’s 
Indian ports and expand its footprint into the European port sector.23  

 

The ‘Minilateral’ Turn 

The developments over the last two decades have seriously undermined 
the coherence of the Middle East as a geopolitical region organised 
around US interests and power.24 This trend has to do with the 
diminished US position following its unsuccessful nation-building project 
in Iraq, its ambivalent approach towards Arab uprisings, and its Iran 
policy, which together exposed the limits of American power while 
creating an expectation gap among its traditional allies. As a result, 
regional actors, including US allies, have been determined to pursue their 
own particular security and economic interests, rapidly expanding their 
ties with China and Russia.  

The UAE, Saudi Arabia and Israel have refused to join Western 
sanctions on Russia over its invasion of Ukraine. Earlier, in 2018, when 
the United States and China were already engaged in a trade war, Abu 
Dhabi Ports and China Ocean Shipping Company (Cosco) went ahead 
with a 35-year concession agreement allowing the latter to develop and 
operate a new container terminal in Khalifa port as part of China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative.25 In 2022, the central banks of the UAE and China 
completed a 40-day trial using digital currencies to settle trade, thus 
bypassing the dollar.26 These developments indicate that far from picking 

                                                      

23 “Haifa Port Acquisition by Adani a “Strategic Purchase” where “Price Didn't Matter”: 
Israeli Media”, The Economic Times, 18 July 2022, https://shorturl.at/cjkmz  
24 Marc Lynch, “The End of the Middle East”, Foreign Affairs, March/April 2022, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/africa/middle-east-map-new-reality  
25 Karen Gilchrist, “ China’s Cosco and Abu Dhabi Ports Develop Khalifa to Support 
Belt and Road Initiative”, CNBC, 8 December 2018, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/12/10/belt-and-road-abu-dhabi-ports-sees-huge-trade-
boost-from-cosco-deal.html  
26 Coco Feng, “China Tests Central Bank Digital Currency Use to Settle Trades via 
‘Bridge’ with Partners including Hong Kong, Thailand and UAE”, South China Morning 

https://shorturl.at/cjkmz
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/africa/middle-east-map-new-reality
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/12/10/belt-and-road-abu-dhabi-ports-sees-huge-trade-boost-from-cosco-deal.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/12/10/belt-and-road-abu-dhabi-ports-sees-huge-trade-boost-from-cosco-deal.html
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sides in the United States’ intensifying competition with China and 
Russia, the Gulf states are strengthening their economic sovereignty 
while forging diverse partnerships that can contribute to their global 
economic competitiveness. In light of changes in the strategic 
environment of the Middle East and the United States’ priorities in the 
Indo-Pacific, the Biden administration’s National Security Strategy has 
recalibrated the traditional US role of external security guarantor through 
bilateral alliances to a multilateral or integration-based approach to the 
region. The strategy notes: 

The United States will promote regional integration in the 
Middle East by building political, economic and security 
connections between and among US partners, including through 
integrated air and maritime defense structures while respecting 
each country’s sovereignty and independent choices.  

To find a strategic balance between retrenchment and presence, 
the US Central Command (CENTCOM) has redefined its posture in the 
region as security integrator.27 Explaining this new posture, CENTCOM 
Commander General Mike Kurilla noted that “we are in a race to 
integrate our partners before China and Russia can deeply penetrate the 
region”. As part of the US strategy of building an architecture of 
integrated deterrence across domains, Israel was realigned from the 
European Command to CENTCOM after Washington brokered the 
Abraham Accords.28  

 

                                                      

Post, 29 September 2022, https://www.scmp.com/tech/article/3194160/china-tests-
central-bank-digital-currency-use-settle-trades-bridge-partners  
27 Eleonora Ardemagni, “Defense Integration Refashions the US-GCC Alliance”, Italian 
Institute for International Political Studies, 24 February 2023, 
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/defense-integration-refashions-the-us-gcc-
alliance-118338  
28 US Department of Defense, “Remarks by Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Dr 
Colin Kahl at the IISS Manama Dialogue”, 18 November 2022, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3223837/remarks-by-under-
secretary-of-defense-for-policy-dr-colin-kahl-at-the-iiss-mana/  

https://www.scmp.com/tech/article/3194160/china-tests-central-bank-digital-currency-use-settle-trades-bridge-partners
https://www.scmp.com/tech/article/3194160/china-tests-central-bank-digital-currency-use-settle-trades-bridge-partners
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/defense-integration-refashions-the-us-gcc-alliance-118338
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/defense-integration-refashions-the-us-gcc-alliance-118338
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3223837/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-defense-for-policy-dr-colin-kahl-at-the-iiss-mana/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3223837/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-defense-for-policy-dr-colin-kahl-at-the-iiss-mana/
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“The I2U2 indicates the emergence of a deeper geo-
economic alignment among member countries by taking 
an approach based on trade, investment and technology 

to address overlapping security cum development 
challenges in energy, food and water security, and climate 

change agendas.” 

 

To meet the systemic challenge of China, the United States is 
increasingly relying on integration of its allies and partners within the 
framework of the rules-based international order. The emergence of 
mega-regions such as the Indo-Pacific, centred on new kinds of flexible 
multilateral partnerships such as the Quad, involving the United States, 
Japan, Australia and India, indicate the salience of coalitions amid the 
intensifying US-China security, economic and technological rivalry. 
Through these coalitions, countries can draw on their complementary 
strengths in addressing non-traditional security challenges such as climate 
change, pandemics and maritime security where cooperation is relatively 
non-contentious. But, more importantly, for the United States, these are 
instruments of regional and global economic restructuring through 
cooperative efforts in de-risking and diversification of supply chains, 
investment in transport infrastructure and greater technological 
cooperation.29  

Similarly, the I2U2 indicates the emergence of a deeper geo-
economic alignment among member countries by taking an approach 
based on trade, investment and technology to address overlapping 
security cum development challenges in energy, food and water security, 
and climate change agendas. After the maiden I2U2 summit in July 2022  

 

                                                      

29 Dhruva Jaishankar and Tanvi Madan, “How the Quad Can Match the Hype”, Foreign 
Affairs, 15 April 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-04-
15/how-quad-can-match-hype  

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-04-15/how-quad-can-match-hype
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-04-15/how-quad-can-match-hype
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“The alignment of the four players is based on their 
varied comparative advantages – such as the UAE’s 

nodal location in global connectivity and capital 
resources, Israel’s high technology and innovation, and 

India’s market size and production capacity …” 

 

agreed on increasing joint investment in six important areas of water, 
energy, transport, space, health and food security, a Joint Business 
Coalition was created in April 2023.30 The alignment of the four players 
is based on their varied comparative advantages – such as the UAE’s 
nodal location in global connectivity and capital resources, Israel’s high 
technology and innovation, and India’s market size and production 
capacity – which lend themselves to cooperative efforts aimed at 
reducing risks and creating mutually beneficial economic possibilities 
amid global uncertainties. There is little doubt that the launch of the 
India–Middle East–Europe Economic Corridor (IMEEC) on 10 
September 2023 during the G20 summit will have systemic impact when 
plans for the rail-cum-ports link come to fruition. The corridor will 
significantly enhance the status of Israel (and Saudi Arabia) in regional 
and even continental trade and connectivity, and also India’s role in the 
Eurasian economic order.31  

Also, for India, the Arabian Sea and wider Western India Ocean 
are integral to its Indo-Pacific strategy. During the India-US 2+2 
ministerial dialogue in 2022, India became an “associate partner” of the 
CENTCOM-led Combined Maritime Forces (CMF), which coordinates 

                                                      

30 The White House, “ Remarks by President Biden, Prime Minister Lapid, President bin 
Zayed Al Nahyan, and Prime Minister Modi at I2U2 Virtual Event”, 14 July 2023, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/07/14/remarks-
by-president-biden-prime-minister-lapid-president-bin-zayed-al-nahyan-and-prime-
minister-modi-at-i2u2-virtual-event/ 
31 Michaël Tanchum, “India’s Arab-Mediterranean Corridor: A Paradigm Shift in 
Strategic Connectivity to Europe”, ISAS, National University of Singapore, August 2021, 
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/South-Asia-Scan-Aug-2021-
V4.pdf  

https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/South-Asia-Scan-Aug-2021-V4.pdf
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/South-Asia-Scan-Aug-2021-V4.pdf
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counter-piracy and counterterrorism missions among 34 member 
countries for the security of civilian maritime traffic in the Red Sea, the 
Persian Gulf, the Gulf of Aden, Arabian Sea and the wider Indian 
Ocean.32 The Indian navy participated for the first time in the CMF-
coordinated International Maritime Exercise/Cutclass Express 2023, 
while Israel has been participating in the exercise since it came under 
CENTCOM in 2021.33 

 

Whither India’s Traditional Balancing Act? 

The transformation of India’s West Asia policy in terms of going beyond 
bilateralism to building regional partnerships must be seen in the context 
of the Biden administration’s recalibration of its Middle East strategy. As 
the Biden administration supported de-escalation in the region, including 
the revival of dialogue with Iran on the nuclear issue, a key focus of the 
Biden Middle East strategy has been to build on the Abraham Accords to 
promote regional integration initiatives, including building political, 
economic and security connections between and among US partners in 
the Middle East and the Indo-Pacific.  

The growing convergence between New Delhi and Washington 
in West Asia is based on their shared interests in an interconnected, 
cooperative Gulf-Mediterranean region, and a progressive integration of 
Israel within this region. The best bet for India and the United States for 
pushback against the growing Chinese economic presence and 
diplomatic activism in the Middle East is to offer better alternatives by 
fostering mutually beneficial relationships of interdependence, and 
support regional states’ balancing acts.  

 

                                                      

32 Dinakar Peri, “India Begins Cooperation with Bahrain-based Combined Maritime 
Forces”, The Hindu, 8 August 2022, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-
begins-cooperation-with- based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece  
33 Ministry of Defence, India, “Participation of INS Trikand in International Maritime 
Exercise/Cutlass Express 23 (IMX/CE-23)”, 10 March, 2023, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1905563  

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-begins-cooperation-with-%20based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-begins-cooperation-with-%20based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1905563
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“India is unlikely to welcome the I2U2 foraying into hard 
security issues beyond some cooperation in maritime 

security and in ensuring the freedom of navigation in the 
region’s waterways.” 

 

Notably, all four states envision the I2U2 as a cooperative 
framework driven by positive agendas rather than a zero-sum logic or 
prism of strategic competition. It is therefore not surprising that as India 
deepens commercial cooperation in the I2U2 format, it remains 
committed to jointly developing Iran’s Chabahar port as its gateway to 
Eurasia. Also, India is keen on linking Chabahar port to the eastern 
branch of the multi-modal International North–South Transport 
Corridor towards Central Asia.34 

Nevertheless, India’s growing convergence with the United 
States in West Asia is likely to pose challenges for India’s independent 
strategic vision of the region. India is unlikely to welcome the I2U2 
foraying into hard security issues beyond some cooperation in maritime 
security and in ensuring the freedom of navigation in the region’s 
waterways. If the current thaw between the Gulf states and Iran proves 
to be short-lived, India will find it difficult to perform its traditional 
balancing act between these rival players in the region. Amid regional 
environmental uncertainty, New Delhi would do well to have a proactive 

and adaptive approach to the region.  

 

*  Dr Deepika Saraswat is Associate Fellow at the West Asia Centre, 
Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, New 
Delhi. Her research focuses on Iran’s foreign policy and geopolitical 
developments in West Asia and Eurasia, and Indian foreign policy. 
Saraswat has a PhD in political geography from the School of 
International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 

                                                      

34 Press Information Bureau, Government of India, “Workshop Conducted on ‘Linking 
Chabahar Port with INSTC’”, 19 January 2023, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1892221  
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Earlier, she was Research Fellow at the Indian Council of World 
Affairs (ICWA). She is the author of Between Survival and Status: The 
Counter-Hegemonic Geopolitics of Iran (ICWA & Macmillan, 2022).  
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India Looks West While the 
MENA Region Turns Eastwards  

Implications of India’s Relations with Israel 

and the UAE 
 

Tiziano Marino and Giuseppe Dentice* 
 

 

 

Security and multilateralism are among the key pillars of India’s Look 
West policy that began in 2014. To broaden and deepen the country’s 

relations with the Middle East beyond the traditional aspects of 
hydrocarbon purchases and the presence of a large Indian diaspora in the 

Gulf, New Delhi has focused heavily on the UAE and Israel, two 
countries that look to the Indo-Pacific with great interest for strategic 

and commercial reasons. India has now formalised strategic partnerships 
with the UAE and Israel, and in 2021 joined the two and the United 

States to establish the “I2U2”. Amid increasing geopolitical polarisation 
and conflict, how important is the I2U2 to India? What are the prospects 
for regional cooperation between India and its Middle Eastern partners? 

Can India and its partners move beyond tactical responses to address 
broader strategic challenges in both the Middle East and the Indo-

Pacific? 
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lthough the focus of Indian foreign policy studies has mainly 
been on the evolution of New Delhi’s relations with its eastern 
neighbourhood and, more recently, on the maritime partnerships 

that have emerged within the Indo-Pacific region, as early as 2014 Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi had drawn attention to the importance for India 
of developing a global vision that would include actors located to the 
west, beyond the border with Pakistan.1  

 

“India has developed a much more strategic view of the 
Middle East compared with the post-independence years, 
when relations with the region were mainly characterised 
by solidarity for the Palestinian people and an essentially 

mercantilist interest in oil-producing countries.” 

 

Therefore, in parallel with the development of a “Look East” 
policy, which later evolved into the broader “Act East” policy and the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) with the United States, Australia 
and Japan, India’s strategic and foreign policy community began to focus 
on the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in order to structure and 
revitalise relations with the region. Contributing to this evolution has 
been the fact that India has developed a much more strategic view of the 
Middle East compared with the post-independence years, when relations 
with the region were mainly characterised by solidarity for the Palestinian 
people and an essentially mercantilist interest in oil-producing countries.2 
Even today, however, the pivot of the renewed relationship between 

                                                   

1 Office of the Prime Minister of India, “English Rendering of PM’s Address at the 
Launch of ‘Make in India’ Global Initiative”, 24 September 2014, 
https://www.pmindia.gov.in/en/news_updates/english-rendering-of-pms-address-at-
the-launch-of-make-in-india-global-initiative/ 
2 C. Raja Mohan, “India's Middle East Strategy”, Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS), 13 December 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/indias-middle-east-
strategy. 

A 
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India and the broader MENA region remains energy supply, with Iraq, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and also Iran (at least until the imposition of 
sanctions and strong US pressure during Donald Trump’s presidency),3 
standing out as Delhi’s main oil suppliers.4 In parallel, Qatar has emerged 
as a central player in LNG supplies to India, accounting for 
approximately 40% of New Delhi’s total imports in 2020–2021.5 Given 
India’s high annual energy consumption growth rate of 4.5% – much 
higher than the world average of 1.4%6 – New Delhi seems to have 
realised the need to leverage trade (inter)dependence with the region to 
strengthen its presence and expand areas of cooperation. As a result,  

 

“New Delhi seems to have realised the need to leverage 
trade (inter)dependence with the region to strengthen its 

presence and expand areas of cooperation.” 

 

India has sought to develop strategic partnerships in the public and 
private sectors with the oil giants of the Gulf, especially ARAMCO 
(Saudi Arabia) and ADNOC (UAE). Moreover, the Indian business 
community has increasingly focused on the Gulf and, particularly, the 
UAE, with some 11,000 new Indian companies joining the Dubai 
Chamber of Commerce in 2022, an increase that took the total number 

                                                   

3 The Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), “Crude Petroleum Iran – Historical 
Data 2018–2019”, https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-product/crude-
petroleum/reporter/irn; Kabir Taneja, “US rhetoric Dogs India-Iran Ties”, Observer 
Research Foundation (ORF), 1 June 2019, orfonline.org/research/us-rhetoric-dogs-india-
iran-ties-51500/ 
4 Bilal Abdi, “Iraq Maintains Top Position as India’s Crude Oil Supplier in 2018–2019”, 
The Economic Times – Energy World, 30 April 2019, 
https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/iraq-maintains-top-
position-as-indias-crude-oil-supplier-in-2018-2019/69106973. 
5 The Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), “Natural Gas Liquified – Historical 
Data 2020-2021”, https://oec.world/en/profile/hs/natural-gas-liquefied. 
6 Lok Sabha Secretariat (Research & Information Division), “Background Note on India-
Gulf Energy Cooperation”, August 2022, 
https://parliamentlibraryindia.nic.in/lcwing/India-Gulf%20Energy%20Cooperation.pdf  

https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-product/crude-petroleum/reporter/irn
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file:///C:/Users/t.marino/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/E2C5E8FS/orfonline.org/research/us-rhetoric-dogs-india-iran-ties-51500/
https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/iraq-maintains-top-position-as-indias-crude-oil-supplier-in-2018-2019/69106973
https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/iraq-maintains-top-position-as-indias-crude-oil-supplier-in-2018-2019/69106973
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of Indian companies registered with the chamber to around 83,000.7 
Also, with 9,136 Indian companies registered in Qatar as of 2022, that 
emirate was evidently another extremely attractive destination for Indian 
enterprises.8  

 

“In April 2017, India’s Integrated Defence Staff released 
the first public Joint Doctrine for the Indian Armed 
Forces (JDIAF-2017), in which the MENA area is 

defined as a “central pillar” in India’s external security 
paradigm.” 

 

An additional element that has traditionally made the MENA 
region of vital importance to India is the presence of a large diaspora. 
Since the 1970s, the broad MENA region, and more specifically the Gulf, 
has been an important destination for Indian economic migration, mainly 
from states such as Kerala, whose economy has become largely 
dependent on remittances. In recent years, the India-Gulf area has 
emerged as the second largest migration corridor in the world, and an 
estimated 8.5 million of the approximately 31 million non-resident 
Indians work in the Gulf.9 With Indians accounting for more than 30% 
of the expatriate workforce in the Gulf states10 and India absorbing a 
large part of the region’s energy resources, New Delhi began to realise 
the importance of stability in the region. In light of this, in April 2017, 

                                                   

7 Arabian Business, “UAE-India Trade to Reach $100bn in next 5 years”, Arabian 
Business, 24 January 2023, https://www.arabianbusiness.com/politics-economics/uae-
india-trade-to-reach-100bn-in-next-5-years  
8 Qatar News Agency, “Qatar Participates in CII Partnership Summit 2023 in India”, 18 
March 2023, https://www.qna.org.qa/en/News%20Area/News/2023-03/18/0015-
qatar-participates-in%C2%A0cii-partnership-summit-2023-in-india  
9 Bhupesh G. Chintamani, “India–GCC Countries Connection: Trends, Prospective, and 
Opportunities”, in Indian Migration to the Gulf Issues. Perspectives and Opportunities, ed. Anisur 
Rahman, Sameer Babu M, and Ansari PA John (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2023), p. 84. 
10 John Calabrese, “India-Gulf Migration: A Testing Time”, Middle East Institute, 14 
April 2020, mei.edu/publications/india-gulf-migration-testing-time  
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India’s Integrated Defence Staff released the first public Joint Doctrine 
for the Indian Armed Forces (JDIAF-2017), in which the MENA area is 
defined as a “central pillar” in India’s external security paradigm.11 New 
Delhi’s search for capital and technology to support the development of 
national modernisation plans, not least in the defence sector, also has 
contributed to increasing the region’s importance to India in recent years 
and has been a driving force in the development of relations with Israel.  

From a political perspective, India's approach of non-
interference in major regional disputes has contributed to the 
strengthening of relations with the MENA countries. Notably, this 
approach has enabled India not only to be recognised as a credible 
interlocutor, but also as a country with which partnerships can be 
developed that promote a multilateral vision of interstate relations and 
eschew the logic of bloc confrontation. For instance, President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi of Egypt, a country that has been traditionally non-aligned, 
paid an official visit to India in January 2023 to revive cooperation in the 
agriculture, digital and trade sectors.  

 

“This common approach in which geopolitical and 
geoeconomic issues create axes of convergence among 

Israel, the Gulf monarchies and India is strongly 
supported by the United States to counterbalance and 
contain new systemic developments emerging in the 

region.” 

 

On the other hand, the formalisation in 2021 of the “I2U2” 
minilateral group, named after the participating countries, India, Israel, 
the UAE and the United States, also known as the “Quadrilateral of 
West Asia”, could be seen as an example of how India balances its 

                                                   

11 Integrated Defence Staff, India, “Joint Doctrine Indian Armed Forces”, April 2017, 
https://bharatshakti.in/wp-
content/uploads/2015/09/Joint_Doctrine_Indian_Armed_Forces.pdf  
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traditional foreign policy stance with closer strategic ties with the United 
States. Formed in the aftermath of the signing of the Abraham Accords, 
the I2U2 was created first and foremost as a minilateral platform in the 
Indo-Pacific tied in with the US strategy in this wider region.12 

 

India’s Relations with Israel and the UAE 

New Delhi has in recent years quickly transformed several decades of 
low-level engagements with Tel Aviv and the Gulf monarchies, elevating 
those engagements to strategic partnerships. Interestingly, this new 
approach, aimed at preserving and strengthening the national interests of 
the respective countries, has been fostered by the emergence of global 
tensions closely related to geopolitical, geoeconomic and strategic issues. 
In this context, the I2U2 countries have sought greater cooperation in 
several areas of mutual interest, starting with the construction of an 
India-Middle East interconnectivity system in areas such as technology, 
energy, transportation, space, and water and food security.13 

This common approach in which geopolitical and geoeconomic 
issues create axes of convergence among Israel, the Gulf monarchies and 
India is strongly supported by the United States to counterbalance and 
contain new systemic developments emerging in the region, such as 
those proposed by China. As stated by Michael Tanchum, “[f]or 
Washington, the development of an arc of commercial connectivity from 
India’s Arabian Sea coast to Israel’s Mediterranean coast with the UAE 
as its hub provides a geopolitical counterweight to China’s expanding 
commercial presence across the Indo-Pacific into the Middle East”.14 

                                                   

12 Narayanappa Janardhan and Gedaliah Afterman, “US Leans on Economic Strategy to 
Achieve Geopolitical Ends in the Middle East and Asia”, The Arab Gulf States Institute 
in Washington, 6 June 2023, https://agsiw.org/u-s-leans-on-economic-strategy-to-
achieve-geopolitical-ends-in-the-middle-east-and-asia/. 
13 The White House, “Joint Statement of the Leaders of India, Israel, United Arab 
Emirates, and the United States (I2U2)”, 14 July 2022, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/14/joint-
statement-of-the-leaders-of-india-israel-united-arab-emirates-and-the-united-states-i2u2/. 
14 Michael Tanchum, “The India–Middle East Food Corridor: How the UAE, Israel, and 
India Are Forging a New Inter-Regional Supply Chain”, Middle East Institute, 27 July 

https://agsiw.org/u-s-leans-on-economic-strategy-to-achieve-geopolitical-ends-in-the-middle-east-and-asia/
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This new posture between India and its West Asian partners aims to reap 
synergy through cooperation.15 

 

“The signing of the Abraham Accords and subsequent 
normalisation of diplomatic relations between Israel and 
the UAE, as well as the marginalisation of the Palestinian 
cause from regional and international agendas, constitute 

a turning point for all these countries.” 

 

However, India’s growing relations with the UAE and Israel 
carry potential complications. While India is formally helping Iran to 
develop its port in Chabahar – although there have been many delays 
caused by US sanctions, which have not only affected Iranian oil exports 
to India but also hindered Indo-Iranian cooperation on the development 
of the port – the Gulf monarchies boosted relations with India’s key 
rival, Pakistan, to offset Iran’s growing influence in the Middle East. In 
fact, for decades, Pakistan has acted as a regional balancing power against 
Iran. 

Nevertheless, the signing of the Abraham Accords and 
subsequent normalisation of diplomatic relations between Israel and the 
UAE, as well as the marginalisation of the Palestinian cause from 
regional and international agendas, constitute a turning point for all these 
countries. In fact, the normalisation agreements between Israel and the 
UAE (followed also by Israel’s normalisation with Bahrain, among other 
Arab countries) have reconfigured political alignments in West Asia: the 
accords have not only created opportunities for India’s bilateral 
engagements in the MENA region but also have led to the creation of 

                                                   

2022, https://www.mei.edu/publications/india-middle-east-food-corridor-how-uae-
israel-and-india-are-forging-new-inter. 
15 Manjari Singh, “India-UAE-Israel Relations: From Normalisation to 
Complementarities, Collaboration and Cooperation”, Raisina Files 2023, Observer 
Research Foundation (ORF), 3 March 2023, https://www.orfonline.org/expert-
speak/india-uae-israel-relations/. 
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trilateral cooperation between India, Israel and the UAE in many areas, 
including energy, medicine, agriculture and food security. While the 
volume of mutual trade between Israel, India and the UAE is 
continuously increasing, in terms of military relations India is a major 
importer of Israeli weapons.16 

 

“It is no secret that Washington is interested in 
encouraging India to take an active role in maintaining 
the security of the Gulf region as a counterweight to 

Chinese influence in that arena.” 

 

Not surprisingly, the signing of the Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) between India and the UAE and the 
ongoing talks for a Free Trade Agreement between India and Israel fit 
into an almost win-win dynamic aimed at helping to forge a triangular 
political and economic partnership. Moreover, the geographical 
proximity of the three countries makes them more willing to implement 
joint infrastructural projects – not only in refining and petrochemicals, 
but also in ports, roads and projects on connectivity of a highly strategic 
nature (such as the railway that could connect the Middle East to India.17 
The goal is to stress that they have a concrete framework of cooperation 
– but not in an exclusive way – under the US banner and its strategy for 
the Indo-Pacific region.18 Some of the projects undertaken under the 
I2U2 banner appear to be envisaged as alternatives to Chinese initiatives 
such as those under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

                                                   

16 Michael Tanchum, “The India–Middle East Food Corridor”. 
17 B. Ravid, “Scoop: US, Saudi Arabia, Others to Discuss Railway Project Connecting 
Middle East”, Axios, 6 May 2023, https://www.axios.com/2023/05/06/saudi-arabia-
india-railway-middle-east-biden. 
18 John Calabrese, “The US and the I2U2: Cross-Bracing Partnerships across the Indo-
Pacific”, Middle East Institute, 27 September 2022, 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/us-and-i2u2-cross-bracing-partnerships-across-indo-
pacific. 
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It is no secret that Washington is interested in encouraging India 
to take an active role in maintaining the security of the Gulf region as a 
counterweight to Chinese influence in that arena. The triangular axis 
between India, Israel and the UAE indeed has a highly strategic value 
and demonstrates India’s interest in profiling itself to the countries of the 
Middle East as an alternative (along with the United States) to China. 
Notwithstanding its focus on economic cooperation, the I2U2 has a clear 
geopolitical impact, which sees an almost unique opportunity for India to 
place itself as a geostrategic pivot between the Indo-Pacific and the wider 
Mediterranean. Indeed, from this perspective, India is seeking new forms 
of development that also involve strategic logistics and interconnections 
of various kinds with the likes of Israel, the UAE and Saudi Arabia, as 
well as historically important entities such as Egypt, which operates the 
Suez Canal. 

 

I2U2: The West Asia Quad 

The first meeting of the I2U2 that took place in October 2021 
represented a culmination of the growing relationship between India, 
Israel and the UAE, which began a few years earlier. On that occasion, 
Indian Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar visited Israel, where he met with 
Israeli Foreign Minister Yair Lapid, while the UAE and US foreign 
ministers joined them in a virtual meeting. Notably, the four ministers 
discussed expanding economic and political cooperation in the Middle 
East and Asia, including through trade, combating climate change, energy 
cooperation and strengthening maritime security.19 In addition, given that 
the Covid-19 pandemic was at a critical phase then, the meeting offered 
an opportunity to explore joint solutions in the health sector. The first 
meeting mainly served to make clear the nature of the forum – i.e., as an 

                                                   

19 US Department of State (Office of the Spokesperson), “Secretary of State Antony J. 
Blinken’s Meeting with Emirati Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed, Indian 
External Affairs Minister Dr. Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, and Israeli Foreign Minister and 
Alternate Prime Minister Yair Lapid”, 18 October 2021, 
https://www.state.gov/secretary-of-state-antony-j-blinkens-meeting-with-emirati-
foreign-minister-sheikh-abdullah-bin-zayed-indian-external-affairs-minister-dr-
subrahmanyam-jaishankar-and-israeli-foreign-minist/. 

https://www.state.gov/secretary-of-state-antony-j-blinkens-meeting-with-emirati-foreign-minister-sheikh-abdullah-bin-zayed-indian-external-affairs-minister-dr-subrahmanyam-jaishankar-and-israeli-foreign-minist/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-of-state-antony-j-blinkens-meeting-with-emirati-foreign-minister-sheikh-abdullah-bin-zayed-indian-external-affairs-minister-dr-subrahmanyam-jaishankar-and-israeli-foreign-minist/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-of-state-antony-j-blinkens-meeting-with-emirati-foreign-minister-sheikh-abdullah-bin-zayed-indian-external-affairs-minister-dr-subrahmanyam-jaishankar-and-israeli-foreign-minist/


India-Middle East Relations                                                                    India Looks West 

 

29                                                                                     INSIGHTS | 27 February 2024 

 

example of pragmatic tactical alignment rather than a platform inspired 
by ideological factors.20 Nine months later, during a trip by US President 
Joe Biden to Israel, the first I2U2 leaders-level meeting was held, with 
Prime Minister Modi and UAE President Mohamed bin Zayed bin Sultan 
Al Nahyan attending remotely. Among the areas surfaced for possible 
cooperation were water, energy, transportation, space, health and food 
security.21 Notably, the issues of food security and clean energy were at 
the centre of the discussions, highlighting that the I2U2 was essentially a 
“geoeconomic rather than geopolitical” forum.22  

 

“Projects related to the construction of integrated food 
parks throughout India and hybrid renewable energy in 

Gujarat state have highlighted what the real strategic 
value of the I2U2 is for India: capital and technology in 

exchange for facilitated access to the fast-growing Indian 
market.” 

 

In this context, projects related to the construction of integrated 
food parks throughout India and hybrid renewable energy in Gujarat 
state have highlighted what the real strategic value of the I2U2 is for 
India: capital and technology in exchange for facilitated access to the 
fast-growing Indian market. However, the changed international 
environment shaped by the conflict in Ukraine and the growing tension 
between Washington and Beijing offered the four I2U2 actors a chance 
to revive the political aspects of the arrangement. In this regard, the West 

                                                   

20 Harshil Mehta, “How I2U2 Is Truly a Platform for 21st Century”, News18, 19 July 
2022, https://www.news18.com/news/opinion/how-i2u2-is-truly-a-platform-for-21st-
century-5585119.html. 
21 The White House, “Joint Statement of the Leaders of India, Israel, United Arab 
Emirates, and the United States (I2U2)”.  
22 Navdeep Suri and Kabir Taneja, “Editor’s note”, in I2U2: Pathways for a New Minilateral, 
ed. Navdeep Suri and Kabir Taneja (New Delhi: Observer Research Foundation, 2023), 
p. 5. 
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Asian Quad is an important element of the strategy put in place by the 
United States to get closer to India, now that relations with China are 
deteriorating. Moreover, both Delhi and Washington are banking on the 
I2U2 to counter China’s growing influence in the MENA region, which 
has been highlighted recently by its role in the Iran-Saudi Arabia 
rapprochement.  

The geopolitical aspects, however, do not overshadow the 
economic nature of the I2U2, as recent meetings show. In February 
2023, the first meeting of I2U2 deputy ministers in Abu Dhabi provided 
an opportunity to discuss investment opportunities with private sector 
stakeholders to address issues related to energy crisis management and 
growing food insecurity. In addition, in April 2023, senior officials from 
the United States, India, Israel and the UAE signed a memorandum of 
understanding to create a joint trade coalition. In this context, it is 
expected that the United States, together with Israel, will seek to deepen 
the political aspects of the agreement in the near future. Despite any 
efforts of this nature, however, it is by no means certain that India and 
the UAE will change their pragmatic approach to the I2U2, and this 
difference in agenda between these two players and the United States 
could be the main challenge that the minilateral will face in the future.23 

 

Prospects 

Despite the slow pace of growth in Middle East–India connection, its 
potential is vast in terms of complementarities, collaboration and 
cooperation.24 The intention to tap this potential emerged strongly at the 
G20 summit held in India in September 2023, where a memorandum of 
understanding was signed for the creation of a corridor linking India and 
Europe through the Middle East, consisting of railway and shipping 

                                                   

23 Jack Dutton, “US, India, UAE, Israel Announce Creation of I2U2 Joint Business 
Coalition”, Al-Monitor, 19 April 2023, https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2023/04/us-india-uae-israel-announce-creation-i2u2-joint-
business-coalition  
24 Manjari Singh, “India-UAE-Israel Relations”. 
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lines, along with high-speed data cables and energy pipelines.25 This 
project, still at an embryonic stage, is only the latest of several multilevel 
and multidimensional engagements that have allowed India and its 
Middle Eastern partners to better integrate and orient their national, 
inter-regional and global interests in a vast, potentially connected region 

 

“In the short to medium term, it is also relevant to 
observe how India’s (and even the UAE’s) independent 
stance with respect to the Russia-Ukraine confrontation 

will affect the nature of the I2U2.” 

 

from the Mediterranean (and Europe) to the Indian Ocean, passing 
through the Middle East. In this context, it is worth considering that 
projects under the I2U2 banner, as well as the India-Middle East–Europe 
Corridor, always involve the United States, which needs to present 
concrete initiatives to countries in the Middle East region that are eager 
to avoid a zero-sum game between Washington and Beijing. In the short 
to medium term, it is also relevant to observe how India’s (and even the 
UAE’s) independent stance with respect to the Russia-Ukraine 
confrontation will affect the nature of the I2U2.  

Overall, amid the intensifying competition between China and 
the United States, players such as India, Israel and the UAE have decided 
to pay new attention to protecting their interests in order to avoid being 
marginalised in the geopolitical dynamics of the near future. In other 
words, India, Israel, and the UAE are working to create what may be a 

new transregional order in Asia.26  

                                                   

25 Tiziano Marino, “The India-Middle East-Europe Corridor in Europe’s Indo-Pacific 
Strategy”, The Diplomat, 21 September 2023, https://thediplomat.com/2023/09/the-
india-middle-east-europe-corridor-in-europes-indo-pacific-strategy/  
26 Mohamed Soliman, “An Indo-Abrahamic Alliance on the Rise: How India, Israel, and 
the UAE Are Creating a New Transregional Order”, Middle East Institute, 28 July 2021, 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/indo-abrahamic-alliance-rise-how-india-israel-and-
uae-are-creating-new-transregional  
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The Emerging Military-Security 
Cooperation Between India 

and Its GCC Partners  

Opportunities and Challenges 
 

Alvite Ningthoujam* 

 

 

Military-security cooperation between India and some of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council states has gained steady momentum in recent years, 

evidenced by frequent visits of high-level officials and conduct of 
bilateral military exercises. What has brought the military-security 

establishments of India and these states are their shared threat 
perceptions, particularly their concerns regarding cross-border terrorism. 

Another important contributory factor is the ongoing military 
modernisation both in India and the GCC countries. India has 

aspirations of becoming a major arms supplier and is looking to tap 
Middle Eastern markets, but China’s growing footprint in the region, 

marked by a visible arms trade, could challenge India’s ambitions. 

 

 

ndia’s engagement with some of its Middle Eastern partners, 
particularly the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member states, is 
no longer confined to the traditional energy-dominated trade and I 
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remittance-related financial activities; military-security cooperation 
between these players has gained significant momentum. This new 
pattern of engagement has become discernible particularly since the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)–led government headed by Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi came to power in May 2014. The government has given 
priority to what is called the “Look West Policy”.1 Modi, for his part, has 
shown personal interest in warming up to the leaders of the Middle 
Eastern region.2  

 

“Chief among the factors contributing to the growth in 
military-security cooperation between India and the GCC 

states is their shared threats perceptions.” 

 

Chief among the factors contributing to the growth in military-
security cooperation between India and the GCC states is their shared 
threats perceptions, notably their concerns relating to cross-border 
terrorism stemming from non-state actors including Al Qaida, remnants 
of outfits like the Islamic state of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and its tentacles in 
South Asia, radicalisation of various movements and their potential for 
violent extremism, as well as associated risks such as terror financing and 
money laundering. The Gulf states have also felt the need to forge 
cooperation and partnerships in the military-security domain with new 
players owing to the perceived disengagement from the region of the 
United States, which has long been their strongest source of political as 
well military support. This quest to forge military partnerships for 
security and political reasons coincides with India’s objective of 

                                                   

1 Guy Burton, “India’s ‘Look West’ Policy in the Middle East under Modi”, Middle East 
Institute, 6 August 2029, https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-look-west-policy-
middle-east-under-modi 
2 Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “Modi’s Personal Touch to Diplomacy Furthers Indian 
Interests Worldwide”, The Economic Times, 26 April 2018, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/modis-personal-touch-
to-diplomacy-furthers-indian-interests-worldwide/articleshow/63930507.cms?from=mdr  

https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-look-west-policy-middle-east-under-modi
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safeguarding its maritime security interests in the Middle East region by 
increasing its military diplomacy, particularly through arms exports.  

The burgeoning of military-security ties between India and the 
GCC states is also driven by both sides’ desire to establish defence 
industrial cooperation for economic and technological gains. Both state-
owned and private defence companies from India and the GCC 
countries are looking for collaborations in the defence technological 
sector, including the possibility of co-production of weapons systems. 
During the past few years, several important MoUs or defence-related 
agreements have been signed between the Indian government and some 
GCC states as well as between private defence firms from both sides, 
particularly for co-production of certain types of weapons systems.  

According to a report by the Indian defence ministry, India has 
thus far exported the following equipment and components to some of 
the GCC countries.  

 

India’s arms exports to the GCC 

Item Recipient Country 

Bulletproof jackets and helmets Bahrain 
Oman 
Qatar 
Saudi Arabia 
UAE 

Armour shielding binoculars Saudi Arabia 

Ammunition (5.56 mm–155 mm) UAE 

Firearms components UAE 

Batteries UAE 
Kuwait 

 

Source: Indian Defence Goes Global, Department of Defence Production, 
Ministry of Defence, Government of India, 18 February 2020. 
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Regardless of the lacklustre arms trade, as indicated above, there is 
potential for progress. Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar are the major 
arms-importing countries in the GCC and are also diversifying their 
import sources, which makes them ideal customers for the Indian 
defence industry. 

The growth in political ties between India and the GCC states 
has significantly facilitated the strengthening of their military-security ties, 
predominantly focusing on counter-terrorism, money laundering, 
cybersecurity, organised crime, human trafficking and anti-piracy,3 and 
gradually expanding to initiatives for collaboration in defence technology. 
The UAE and Saudi Arabia, India’s third and fourth largest trading 
partners, seem to be making significant headway in partnering with the 
Indian defence industry.  

 

The UAE  

India’s military-security ties have shown the most impressive growth with 
the UAE, a leading player in the military domain among the Gulf states. 
Modi’s coming to power coincided with the appointment of the crown 
prince of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan 
(commonly known as MbZ), as the de facto ruler of the UAE in January 
2014. The rise of the two men seems to have played an instrumental role 
in ushering in a new era in Indo-Emirati ties. Giving impetus to the 
bilateral relationship was the signing of a Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership agreement in February 2015 during Modi’s visit to the UAE.4 
Apart from security dialogues, the evolving military-security ties between 
the two countries also involve cooperation in fields like counter-
terrorism, maritime security, military exercises, intelligence sharing, 
manufacture of defence items, cybersecurity, initiatives to prevent money 

                                                   

3 Rahul Roy-Chaudhury, “India and the Gulf Region: Building Strategic Partnerships,” 
IISS, 29 August 2018, https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2018/08/india-gulf-strategic-
partnerships  
4 “Joint Statement between the United Arab Emirates and the Republic of India”, 
Ministry of External Affairs, India, 17 August 2015, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/25733/Joint_Statement_between_the_United_Arab_Emirates_and_t
he_Republic_of_India  
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laundering, drug trafficking and various transnational crimes, as well as 
extradition arrangements and police training.  

 

“In what could be considered a breakthrough, in 
February 2023, India’s Hindustan Aeronautics Limited 

and the UAE defence firm EDGE signed a MoU 
regarding joint design and development of missile 

systems and unmanned aerial vehicles.” 

 

The MoU on defence, which was signed during the visit of Al 
Nahyan to India in January 2017, laid the grounds for cooperation in the 
field of defence technology.5 The increasing quest for technological 
advancements has led both the public and private sectors of the two 
countries to collaborate in the research and development domain. In 
what could be considered a breakthrough, in February 2023, India’s 
Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL) and the UAE defence firm 
EDGE signed a MoU regarding joint design and development of missile 
systems and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs).6 Also in February 2023, 
the Indian firm ICOMM, a company under the Megha Engineering & 
Infrastructures Ltd (MEIL) group, signed an agreement with the UAE-
based small arms company CARACAL to manufacture in India 
CARACAL’s complete line of small arms for the Indian market.7 This 

                                                   

5 “List of Agreements/MOUs Exchanged during the State Visit of Crown Prince of Abu 
Dhabi to India”, Ministry of External Affairs, India, 25 January 2017, 
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/27967/List+of+AgreementsMOUs+exchanged+during+the+State
+visit+of+Crown+Prince+of+Abu+Dhabi+to+India  
6 “Abu Dhabi Defence Firm Signs MOU with India’s HAL at UAE’s Defence Expo”, 
LiveMint, 23 February 2023, https://www.livemint.com/news/india/abu-dhabi-defence-
firm-signs-mou-with-india-s-hal-at-uae-s-defence-expo-11677109205445.html 
7 “ICOMM to partner with UAE’s CARACAL to Manufacture Small Arms in India.” The 
Indian Express, 22 February 2023, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/icomm-
partner-uae-caracal-manufacture-arms-india-8460789/ 
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initiative is in line with New Delhi’s “Make in India” and “Atma Nirbhar 
Bharat” initiatives.8  

 

“An important hallmark of Indo-Emirati military-security 
ties is the regular conduct of joint military exercises in all 

three services.” 

 

In the field of arms trade, India’s state-run Ordnance Factory 
Board signed a deal worth US$45.75 million with the UAE in August 
2019 to supply around 50,000 artillery shells used with Bofors guns.9 This 
deal holds significance, considering India’s ambition to emerge as one of 
the major exporters of indigenously designed and manufactured defence 
items. The UAE, on the other hand, is diversifying its weapons import 
sources to reduce its reliance on some of its traditional Western 
suppliers, especially the United States. The UAE is also said to have 
expressed interest in acquiring Indian-manufactured BrahMos missiles 
and Akash missile systems.10 

An important hallmark of Indo-Emirati military-security ties is 
the regular conduct of joint military exercises in all three services. For 
instance, naval exercises are regularly conducted with a view to increasing 
interoperability and synergy between the two navies. Similarly, the air 
forces of the two countries organise combat exercises. In late February 
and early March 2023, an Indian air force contingent participated in 

                                                   

8 “Make in India”, http://www.makeinindia.com/about 
9 Manu Pubby, “In Its Largest Ever Export Order, OFB to Supply 50,000 Bofors shells 
to UAE”, The Economic Times, 3 August 2019, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/in-its-largest-ever-export-order-
ofb-to-supply-50000-bofors-shells-to-uae/articleshow/70501461.cms  
10For further analysis, see Saroj Bishoyi, “India’s Defence Exports: Recent Trends and 
the Way Forward”, VIF Paper, Vivekananda International Foundation, September 2023, 
p.18.  
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Exercise Desert Flag VIII at the Al Dhafra airbase in the UAE.11 In 
recent years, the maritime agencies of India and the UAE have carried 
out joint exercises as part of goodwill visits. These activities are crucial 
from the standpoint of advancing the shared maritime security objectives 
of both the countries in the Indian Ocean, particularly the Gulf region.  

 

“Indicating robust engagement in these areas, the UAE 
has been deporting to India not only terrorists but also 

sympathisers of outfits like Jaish-e-Mohammad and ISIS 
in recent years.” 

 

With threats from terrorist organisations and other non-state 
actors remaining unabated, cooperation in the areas of counter-terrorism 
and cyber security as well as information and intelligence sharing have 
also become some of the trademarks of military-security ties between the 
two countries. Indicating robust engagement in these areas, the UAE has 
been deporting to India not only terrorists but also sympathisers of 
outfits like Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM)12 and ISIS in recent years.13 Related 
to such cooperation is the strong interest expressed by both governments 
to disrupt “the use of web and social media for promotion of extremist 
and violent ideologies; preventing the use of religious centres to radicalise 
youth and recruit terrorist cadres.”14 Given that radicalisation of 

                                                   

11 “Indian Air Force to Participate in Exercise Desert Flag VIII,” Press Information 
Bureau, India, 25 February 2023, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1902383 
12 Anirban Bhaumik, “UAE Deports Jem Terrorist to India”, Deccan Herald, 3 April 2019, 
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/uae-deports-jem-terrorist-to-india-726678.html  
13 Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “UAE Quietly Deporting IS sympathisers of Indian Origin”, 
The Economic Times, 6 December 2018, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/uae-quietly-deporting-
is-sympathisers-of-indian-origin/articleshow/66963305.cms  
14 “India-UAE Joint Statement during State Visit of the Prime Minister of India to 
UAE”, Ministry of External Affairs, India, 11 February 2018, 
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
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impressionable youths is a common phenomenon that could adversely 
impact the national security of both countries, engagements are in place 
between the UAE-based Sawab and Hedayah centres and Indian 
establishments involved in countering violent extremism (CVE). With 
the increasing use of cyber media to propagate violent extremist ideology, 
and also with Al Qaida and ISIS having virtually become transnational 
terrorist franchises, close coordination on tackling these real-time 
security threats is firmly binding India and some of its Middle Eastern 
partners, including the UAE.  

 

Saudi Arabia  

The military-security dimension of Indo-Saudi relations is gaining 
momentum, evidenced by the nature of the agreements signed and the 
high-level political and military-related visits that have taken place. 
Among bilateral institutional mechanisms, the India-Saudi Arabia Joint 
Committee on Defence Cooperation (JCDC) enables both sides to 
identify areas of mutual interest and cooperation. Alongside this, an 
MoU on defence cooperation signed during the February 2014 visit to 
India of the then crown prince and defence minister (now king) Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud paved the way for furthering the relationship to a 
new level and emphasised the sharing of expertise, training and defence 
industry cooperation.15  

To add thrust to the growing defence cooperation, the then 
Indian army chief, General MM Naravane, visited Saudi Arabia in 
December 2020, making the first such visit by an Indian army chief to 
Saudi Arabia. Lieutenant General Fahd Bin Abdullah Mohammed Al-
Mutair, commander of the Royal Saudi Land Forces, made a reciprocal 

                                                   

documents.htm?dtl/29476/IndiaUAE+Joint+Statement+during+State+Visit+of+the+P
rime+Minister+of+India+to+UAE+February+1011+2018 
15 “Joint Statement on the occasion of the Official Visit of Crown Prince, Deputy Prime 
Minister and Defence Minister of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to India”, Ministry of 
External Affairs, India, 28 February 2014, https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/23014/Joint_Statement_on_the_occasion_of_the_Official_Visit_of_
Crown_Prince_Deputy_Prime_Minister_and_Defence_Minister_of_the_Kingdom_of_S
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visit to India in February 2022. These two visits signalled interest on 
both sides to intensify their ties. From just bilateral exercises and training 
of Saudi military personnel by the Indian navy and institutions like the 
Indian National Defence Academy (NDA), these two countries now look 
to forging joint defence industrial collaboration. The latter aspect ties in 
with the military modernisation programmes under way in both 
countries.16  

 

“The Saudi Arabian Military Industries (SAMI) and the 
Indian armed forces were said to have discussed possible 

cooperation in the area of multiple launch rocket 
systems.” 

 

During Modi’s visit to the kingdom in October 2019, the Saudi 
General Authority of Military Industries (GAMI) and the Department of 
Defence Production in India’s Ministry of Defence agreed to collaborate 
in military acquisition, industries, research, development and 
technology.17 Although details are lacking, the Saudi Arabian Military 
Industries (SAMI) and the Indian armed forces were said to have 
discussed possible cooperation in the area of multiple launch rocket 
systems (MLRS).18 In addition, like the UAE, Saudi Arabia is said to have 
expressed interest in acquiring Indian-manufactured BrahMos missiles 
and Akash missile systems.19 

                                                   

16 Anthony H. Cordesman, “Military Spending: The Other Side of Saudi Security, Centre 
for Strategic and International Studies”, CSIS, 13 March 2018, https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180315_Saudi_Military_Spending.pdf 
17 “List of MOUs/Agreements Signed during the Visit of Prime Minister to Saudi 
Arabia,” Ministry of External Affairs, India, 29 October 2019, 
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/31981/List+of+MoUsAgreements+signed+during+the+visit+of+P
rime+Minister+to+Saudi+Arabia+October+29+2019 
18 “Saudi Arabia, India, and MLRS ToT,” Tactical Report, 8 July 2022, 
https://www.tacticalreport.com/daily/59899-saudi-arabia-india-and-mlrs-tot 
19See Saroj Bishoyi, “India’s Defence Exports: Recent Trends and the Way Forward”.  
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Another area of cooperation is the maritime domain, where both 
sides have shown increasing keenness to strengthen their ties. Here, their 
interest is especially strong in the western Indian Ocean region, home to 
some of the world’s busiest shipping lanes, including those in the Red 
Sea, the Gulf of Aden, the Arabian Sea, the Gulf of Oman, and the 
Persian Gulf.20 Notably, the Indian and Saudi naval forces conducted 
two joint naval exercises in August 2021 and May 2023, covering tactical 
manoeuvres, search and rescue operations, and an electronic warfare drill 
to enhance interoperability.21 

 

“Countering threats from … militias … that have 
mastered guerrilla warfare tactics over several years … is 
an area where India’s expertise in fighting such threats 

could be imparted to the Saudis.” 

 

 With a view to taking the relationship to newer heights, India and 
Saudi Arabia agreed in February 2019 to establish a Comprehensive 
Security Dialogue at the national security adviser level and set up a Joint 
Working Group on Counter-terrorism.22 In October 2019, during Modi’s 
visit to the kingdom, the two countries set up the India-Saudi Strategic 
Partnership Council (SPC). The council held its first meeting in 

                                                   

20 Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan, “India-Saudi Security Ties Getting Stronger”, The 
Diplomat, 19 February 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/02/india-saudi-security-ties-
getting-stronger/ 
21 “Indian Navy, Royal Saudi Arabia Navy Prepare for Bilateral Naval Exercise”, NDTV, 
16 March 2023, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/indian-navy-royal-saudi-arabia-navy-
prepare-for-bilateral-naval-exercise-
3867203#:~:text=Indian%20Navy%20Forces%2C%20Royal%20Saudi,first%20was%20i
n%20August%202021. 
22 “India-Saudi Arabia Joint Statement during the State Visit of His Royal Highness the 
Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia to India”, Ministry of External Affairs, India, 20 February 
2019, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/31072/IndiaSaudi+Arabia+Joint+Statement+during+the+State+Vis
it+of+His+Royal+Highness+the+Crown+Prince+of+Saudi+Arabia+to+India 
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September 2023 in New Delhi.23 These steps could be considered timely 
strategic decisions as the two countries face multidimensional security 
threats, not only on land, air and sea, but also in cyberspace. Such 
security dialogues could serve as a platform for both sides to discuss 
prevailing regional geosecurity dynamics and explore new areas of 
cooperation in the security realm. Despite being one of the military 
powers in the region and spending billions of dollars annually on arms 
purchases, Saudi Arabia appears to have limited experience in countering 
threats from groups like the Yemen-based Houthi militias, who have 
mastered guerrilla warfare tactics over several years. This is an area where 
India’s expertise in fighting such threats could be imparted to the Saudis, 
by for example, enhancing joint military training programmes and 
exercises.24 While India continues to face cross-border terrorism 
(including seaborne threats), Saudi Arabia remains vulnerable to frequent 
missile and drone attacks on major oilfields and civilian dwellings. Within 
the framework of counter-terrorism cooperation, the two countries are 
giving greater priority to preventing the flow of funds to terror groups 
and boosting information and intelligence sharing. Meanwhile, under the 
framework of the extradition treaty signed in 2010, the kingdom has 
extradited to India terrorists from Al Qaida and Lashkar-e-Toiba. These 
security-related developments are visible signs that relations are moving 
beyond the traditional energy trade.  

 

Oman 

The Sultanate of Oman is considered India’s closest defence partner 
among the Gulf states, and it is the first country with which New Delhi 

                                                   

23 “Joint Statement during the State Visit of HRH the Crown Prince and Prime Minister 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to India,” Ministry of External Affairs, India, 11 
September 2023, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/37110/Joint+Statement+during+the+State+Visit+of+HRH+the+
Crown+Prince+and+Prime+Minister+of+the+Kingdom+of+Saudi+Arabia+to+India
#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner
%20of%20India. 
24 Alvite Ningthoujam, “India and Saudi Arabia: Scaling New Heights”, The Diplomat, 28 
October 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/10/india-saudi-arabia-ties-scaling-new-
heights/  

about:blank#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner%20of%20India
about:blank#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner%20of%20India
about:blank#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner%20of%20India
about:blank#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner%20of%20India
about:blank#:~:text=Both%20sides%20praised%20the%20burgeoning,largest%20trade%20partner%20of%20India
about:blank
about:blank


India-Middle East Relations                               India-GCC Military-Security Cooperation 

 

44                                                                                     INSIGHTS | 27 February 2024 

 

signed an MoU, in 2005.25 It is primarily the strategic location of this 
country that makes it imperative for India to strengthen its strategic 
partnership with Oman. Although the visit of the then Indian defence 
minister, Manohar Parrikar, to Oman in May 2016 laid the foundation 
for the deepening of defence ties, Modi’s visit to Muscat in February 
2018 has revitalised the overall bilateral relationship. The India-Oman 
Joint Military Cooperation Committee (JMCC), the latest meeting of 
which was held in March 2022, evaluates and guides overall bilateral 
defence cooperation. The strategic partnership is underscored by the fact 
that Oman provides operational turnaround (OTR) for Indian navy ships 
for anti-piracy patrols as well as technical support for landing and 
overflight of Indian air force planes.26  

 

“Considering India’s maritime strategy of countering the 
Chinese navy’s growing surreptitious activities in the 

Indian Ocean region, access to [the port of] Duqm is a 
breakthrough for India as well as for Indo-Omani 

strategic cooperation.” 

 

For the past several years, the Indian and Omani navies have 
been cooperating in combating piracy in the Indian Ocean. Oman’s 
location at the mouth of the Persian Gulf and Arabian Sea makes it 
critical for the security of the sea lines of communication (SLOCs) in the 
region.27 It is telling that an annexure to the MoU on military 

                                                   

25 Shubhajit Roy, “Explained: India, Oman Ties and Why Its Top Defence Official’s 
Delhi Visit Important”, The Indian Express, 31 January 2022, 
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-india-oman-ties-defence-
officials-mohammed-nasser-al-zaabi-delhi-visit-7748422/ 
26 “Manohar Parrikar Visit: India and Oman Sign Four Key Defence Agreements”, 
Financial Express, 22 May 2016, https://www.financialexpress.com/economy/india-and-
oman-sign-four-key-defence-agreements/262806/  
27 Muddassir Quamar, “Growing Indo-Gulf Defence Cooperation and Future 
Prospects”, Middle East Institute, 28 October 2018. http://www.mei.org.in/growing-
indo-gulf-defence-cooperation-and-future-prospects 
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cooperation signed between the two countries in February 2018 has 
granted India access to Oman’s port of Duqm for military use and 
logistical support, including maintenance.28 Duqm’s location on the 
southeastern seaboard of Oman, overlooking the Arabian Sea and the 
Indian Ocean as well as its proximity to the Shahid Beheshti port at 
Chabahar in Iran makes access to it important for the Indian navy. 
Considering India’s maritime strategy of countering the Chinese navy’s 
growing surreptitious activities in the Indian Ocean region, access to 
Duqm is a breakthrough for India as well as for Indo-Omani strategic 
cooperation.  

 

“Defence ties between India and Oman have also been 
highlighted through regular interoperability exercises 

between the two armed forces.” 

 

Defence ties between the two countries have also been 
highlighted through regular interoperability exercises between the two 
armed forces. For example, as part of their efforts to strengthen counter-
terrorism cooperation, the Indo-Oman Joint Military Exercise Al Najaf 
IV between the armies of the two countries and their latest naval 
exercise, “Naseem Al Bahr” (Sea Breeze), were conducted in late August 
2022 and November 2022, respectively.29 Alongside these initiatives, 
counter-extremism/radicalisation cooperation has figured prominently in 
almost all their bilateral discussions, and both sides promote robust 

                                                   

28 Subhajit Roy, “India gets access to strategic Oman port Duqm for military use, 
Chabahar-Gwadar in sight,” The Indian Express, 13 February 2018, 
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-gets-access-to-strategic-oman-port-for-
military-use-chabahar-gwadar-in-sight-5061573/ 
29 “Indo-Oman Joint Military Exercise Al Najaf IV Concludes,” Press Information 
Bureau, India, 13 August 2022, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1851645 
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cybersecurity cooperation. Oman is known for having the best 
cybersecurity preparedness in the Arab world.30  

 The strengthening of ties between the two countries has come 
about at a juncture when India’s defence manufacturing and exports are 
on a gradual rise. For instance, in 2010, there were reports about the 
Royal Oman Army inducting the Indian-made INSAS (Indian small arms 
system), manufactured by the Ordnance Factory Board.31 The political 
goodwill between the leaderships of the two countries is expected to give 
further boost to their military-security ties.  

 

Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar: Gaining Momentum  

India’s military-security cooperation with Qatar and Bahrain has 
improved following the visits of Modi in 2016 and 2018, respectively. 
The focal areas of cooperation include enhancing counter-terrorism 
cooperation, intelligence exchanges, safety of sea lanes, anti-piracy and 
cybersecurity. The existence of a deputy national security advisers–level 
security dialogue with Bahrain provides both sides an avenue to discuss 
regional and international issues and military-security cooperation. In a 
move to augment maritime security ties, India’s deputy chief of the Naval 
Staff visited Bahrain in July 2022.32  

Qatar, an energy-rich country, has expressed interest in joint 
production of defence equipment in India under the “Make in India” 
initiative.33 An agreement for defence and security cooperation was 

                                                   

30 “Oman on Top in Cyber Security Readiness in Arab world”, Gulf News, 25 November 
2017, https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/oman/oman-on-top-in-cyber-security-
readiness-in-arab-world-1.2130299  
31 “Oman All Set to Use India’s INSAS Rifles”, Hindustan Times, 22 April 2010, 
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india/oman-army-all-set-to-use-india-s-insas-
rifles/story-MRxpigdWBkn5NEpS3TZCfI.html 
32 “Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, India Visits Kingdom of Bahrain”, Embassy of India, 
Bahrain, 22 July 2022. 
33 “India-Qatar Joint Statement during the visit of Prime Minister to Qatar”, Ministry of 
External Affairs, 5 June 2016, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/26870/IndiaQatar_Joint_Statement_during_the_visit_of_Prime_Mi
nister_to_Qatar  
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signed in November 2008,34 but the relationship has been mostly 
restricted to military training, joint exercises and naval ship visits, 
including the conduct of maritime exercises between the two navies in 
November 2019.35 However, as India strives to become a weapons-
exporting country, Qatar has the potential to become one of its clients, 
both in the realms of arms trade and technological collaboration.  

The opening of a Kuwaiti defence attaché office in New Delhi in 
early 2020 could be seen as a preliminary step towards enhancing defence 
and security ties.36 Currently, India-Kuwait ties are restricted to navy-to-
navy and maritime cooperation in the Indian Ocean region.  

 

Prospects 

There are clear indications that both India and the GCC states are 
transforming their bilateral relations beyond the energy trade dimension, 
which has long been the mainstay of their ties. Continuing threats from 
non-state actors (including terrorist organisations) in both India and the 
GCC countries have pushed the two sides towards forging robust and 
comprehensive military-security cooperation. Instability in the Middle 
East could give rise to undesirable socio-economic as well as security 
consequences for India. A stable Middle East, therefore, is crucial for 
India, considering its increasing trade with and investments in the region 
and the presence of a large Indian diaspora in some of the Gulf states. 

While it will probably take time for Indian defence 
manufacturers to break into new markets, the emerging pattern of ties 
suggests a strong potential for forging co-production initiatives between 
India and the GCC countries. Greater cooperation in the defence 

                                                   

34“India-Qatar Relations”, Ministry of External Affairs, May 2016, p. 3, 
https://mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Qatar_May_2016.pdf 
35 “Joint Exercise between the Qatari Emiri Navy and the Indian Navy Forces (the Roar 
of the Sea)”, Press Information Bureau, 18 November 2019, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1591973  
36 Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “Kuwait Opens Defence Attaché Office in India to Ramp 
Up Security Cooperation”, The Economic Times, 20 February 2020, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/kuwait-opens-defence-attach-
office-in-india-to-ramp-up-security-cooperation/articleshow/74230367.cms?from=mdr 
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industry sector is a possibility, given that the Gulf states are embarking 
on rapid military industrialisation programmes and are also in search of 
alternative arms vendors. India will certainly welcome investments from 
the affluent Gulf countries in the co-development and manufacturing of 
defence items that would help boost the Indian defence industry. For the 
key Gulf states, the quest for technological advancement in the defence 
industry sector gives them strong incentives to boost ties with India. 
Indian defence firms are likely to bag arms contracts, possibly in the 
category of missile systems and small arms and ammunition.  

India, however, is likely to closely monitor the existing and 
emerging nature of military-security cooperation between Pakistan and 
the Gulf states, mainly the UAE and Saudi Arabia. Both these Gulf states 
and Pakistan have forged strong military partnerships since the Cold War 
period, and there have been important visits of top-level Pakistani 
military officials to the Gulf countries in recent years to discuss enhanced 
defence cooperation. As India looks to promote defence technological 
collaboration with its GCC partners, it is likely to exercise caution to 
ensure that there is no transfer of critical technologies to third parties.  

 

“In the long run, China’s growing footprint in the region 
could pose a competition to India’s state-run and private 

stakeholders in the region.” 

 

Given recent geopolitical developments, arms exporters like 
Israel and China are also hoping to clinch mega defence deals with the 
GCC states, whose traditional arms suppliers are the internationally 
reputed ones like the United States, United Kingdom, France and Italy. 
These include exporters like Israel and China. As China played an 
important role in brokering the rapprochement between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran in March 2023, there is a fair chance that Beijing will use this 
diplomatic breakthrough to make further political and economic, but also 
important military and technological, inroads into the region. In the long 
run, China’s growing footprint in the region could pose a competition to 
India’s state-run and private stakeholders in the region. Having said that, 
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the ongoing political realignments in the Middle East could also open 
avenues for multilateral partnerships, even raising the prospects for 
collaborations between India, the GCC states and countries like France, 
the United States, Japan and Israel, including in the defence sector.  

Realpolitik and convergence of strategic interests have been 
instrumental in bringing India and the Gulf countries closer in the 
military-security domain notwithstanding some of their ideological 
differences. The existence of political goodwill between the governments 
of India and the Gulf states provides further ground for more robust and 

comprehensive military-security partnerships in time to come.  

 

*  Dr Alvite Ningthoujam is an Assistant Professor at the Symbiosis 
School of International Studies (SSIS), Symbiosis International 
(deemed) University, Maharashtra, India. He holds a PhD from 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, India. From July 2017 to July 2019, he 
served as a Consultant at the Strategic Affairs Wing of the National 
Security Council Secretariat, Prime Minister’s Office, New Delhi, 
and handled issues pertaining to the West Asia–North Africa 
(WANA) region and Iran. Dr. Ningthoujam was among the five 
young researchers from India who participated in the Next 
Generation Initiative organised by the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office, UK, in 2017.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article was first published online by the Middle East Institute (NUS) on 24 October 2023 

 



 

50                                                                                     INSIGHTS | 27 February 2024 

 

India, the Arab Gulf Countries 
and the Pakistan Factor  

 

Khurram Abbas* 
 

 

On the deep-rooted rivalry between India and Pakistan, particularly on 
the Kashmir issue, the Saudi-led GCC countries had long lent diplomatic 
and strategic support to Islamabad. For instance, Saudi Arabia supported 
Pakistan during the 1965 and 1971 wars against India. However, in the 

past few years, the GCC countries have been trying to adopt an 
equidistant approach towards India and Pakistan. For instance, rather 
than supporting Pakistan, the GCC countries remained neutral and 

offered mediation during the February 2019 India-Pakistan tensions. This 
paper observes that the shift in the GCC countries’ stance is due in part 
to Pakistan’s reluctance to play a proactive role in conflicts in the Middle 

East. New Delhi’s growing economic, political and diplomatic clout is 
another important factor in the shift in the GCC countries’ stance. 

 

 

he Arab Gulf countries, particularly, Saudi Arabia, had long 
forged close political and strategic relations with Pakistan. The 
Pakistani air force had played an active role in the development of 

the Royal Saudi Air Force (RSAF) and, in fact, during Saudi Arabia’s Al-
Wadiah dispute with Yemen in the 1960s, Pakistani pilots flew RSAF 
fighter jets.1 Pakistani army engineers built fortifications along the Saudi-
Yemen border. The Pakistan army was also critical in assisting Saudi 

                                                   

1 Shaul shay, “Saudi Arabia and Pakistan – Strategic Alliance”, Herzliya Conference 
Papers, April 2018, https://www.runi.ac.il/media/u2tmcjst/shaulshaysaudi-
arabiapakistanen22-4-2018.pdf  

T 

https://www.runi.ac.il/media/u2tmcjst/shaulshaysaudi-arabiapakistanen22-4-2018.pdf
https://www.runi.ac.il/media/u2tmcjst/shaulshaysaudi-arabiapakistanen22-4-2018.pdf
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authorities in ending the standoff during the 1979 seizure of the Grand 
Mosque in Mecca. Pakistan subsequently sent 15,000 soldiers to Saudi 
Arabia in the 1980s to strengthen the country’s defence against any 
attempted attack.  

 

Fraying Strategic Relations 

The quid pro quo for such strong support from Pakistan was that in the 
1960s–1980s the Arab countries in general, and Saudi Arabia in 
particular, supported Pakistan in its long-standing rivalry with India. 
Riyadh’s backing for Islamabad throughout the India-Pakistan wars of 
1965 and 1971 was a clear indication of its pro-Islamabad policies. King 
Faisal generously at that time gave Pakistan 75 planes and referred to 
the Indian attack in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) as "treacherous".2 

For Pakistan, such support from the Arab countries was 
important. Throughout its 76 years of independence, Pakistan has faced 
several foreign policy crises in various regions, especially within its South 
Asian backyard, and crises arising from major power competition during 
the Cold War era. But the Middle East was a unique region in Pakistan’s 
foreign policy, remaining free of foreign policy shocks for Islamabad. 
The Arab Gulf countries provided unprecedented diplomatic support to 
Pakistan on various political and strategic issues. In particular, the 
countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) provided unequivocal 
support on the Kashmir issue and on the Afghanistan conflict. In fact, 
India, with the world’s largest Muslim minority population, participated 
in the inaugural meeting of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC) in 1969 and would have been a member of the organisation if not 
for Pakistan’s objections and the Arab countries’ acquiescence – 
grudging or ungrudging – in Pakistan’s views.3  

                                                   

2 Khurram Minhas, “The Saudi Mediation”, Express Tribune, 13 March 2019, 
https://tribune.com.pk/story/1928061/the-saudi-mediation  
3 Gurbachan Singh, “How Pakistan Scuttled India's Invitation to the First OIC Plenary”, 
The Wire, 23 February 2019, https://thewire.in/diplomacy/india-pakistan-oic-first-
plenary 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/1928061/the-saudi-mediation
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It was this relationship of trust between the Gulf countries and 
Pakistan that led to the signing of various security agreements between 
them. The security pact of 1982 with Saudi Arabia is one of the most 
prominent in this context. The pact entails Pakistan providing military 
support to maintain Saudi Arabia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
Islamabad’s civilian leadership’s frequent assurances of support for Saudi 
Arabia since then promoted Pakistan to the rank of second largest 
security guarantor of Saudi Arabia after the United States. Indeed, a 
contingent of 13,000 Pakistani troops was deployed in Saudi Arabia as a 
deterrent to protect the country against potential aggression by Iraq 
during the first Gulf War in 1991.4  

 

“In the 1960s–1980s the Arab countries in general, and 
Saudi Arabia in particular, supported Pakistan in its long-

standing rivalry with India.” 

 

Naturally, then the leadership of the Gulf countries had 
expectations of Pakistan playing a proactive role in support of their 
interests in various Middle Eastern conflicts. The 21st century in fact has 
brought massive shockwaves to the Middle Eastern region that tested 
Pakistan’s assurances of support for the Gulf countries. The region 
experienced fundamental geopolitical shifts ranging from the Arab 
Spring, the rise and fall of ISIS, the Iran nuclear deal, the US 
disengagement from the region, Saudi-Iranian tensions in 2016, the Qatar 
diplomatic conflict and the Yemen conflict. Some of these events posed 
existential threats to the Gulf monarchies and had a profound impact on 
the strategic thinking of the ruling elites.  

To mitigate some of these challenges, the Gulf countries sought 
the support of their allies, such as Pakistan. They included Pakistan in an 
Islamic military alliance known as the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism 
Coalition (IMCTC) and sought Islamabad’s military support in the 
Yemen conflict in 2015. However, the Saudi and Emirati demand for 

                                                   

4 Shaul shay, “Saudi Arabia and Pakistan – Strategic Alliance”. 
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military support surprised the security and foreign policy apparatus of 
Pakistan. Pakistan in fact adopted a policy of neutrality in the Yemen 
conflict, which was surprising for the Arabs, especially Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE. The way Islamabad handled its posture of neutrality added fuel 
to fire. Pakistan’s National Assembly passed a unanimous resolution 
officially announcing its neutrality in the Saudi-led coalition’s campaign 
against Yemen.5 This policy of neutrality was not well received by the 
Gulf countries. The then UAE deputy foreign minister, Anwar 
Mohammed Gargash, even warned that Pakistan would pay a “heavy 
price” for its neutral stand.6 

 

“Pakistan’s policy of neutrality in Middle Eastern 
conflicts in recent years has dented its ability to garner 
the outright support of the Arab Gulf countries in the 

India-Pakistan conflict.” 

 

Pakistan’s policy of neutrality in Middle Eastern conflicts, 
notably, its repeated offers of mediation between Saudi Arabia and Iran,7 
has dented its ability to garner the outright support of the Arab Gulf 
countries in the India-Pakistan conflict. India’s growing economic 
cooperation with and political clout in the Middle Eastern region is an 
additional factor in this respect. This shift in the GCC countries’ stance 
has been evident since the Pulwama incident of 2019, which resulted in a 
military standoff between India and Pakistan. The Arab countries sought 
to establish a role as mediators in the India-Pakistan conflict rather than 

                                                   

5 Asad Hashim, “Pakistan Parliament Backs Neutrality in Yemen Conflict”, Al Jazeera, 10 
April 2015. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/4/10/pakistan-parliament-backs-
neutrality-in-yemen-conflict  
6 Dawn, UAE Minister Warns Pakistan of ‘heavy price for ambiguous stand’ on Yemen”, 
11 April 2015. https://www.dawn.com/news/1175284  
7 Khurram Abbas, “Passive Mediation in Persian Gulf Conflicts: An Analysis of 
Pakistan’s Peace Initiatives”, Asian Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies 13, No. 4, pp. 
604–620. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/4/10/pakistan-parliament-backs-neutrality-in-yemen-conflict
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/4/10/pakistan-parliament-backs-neutrality-in-yemen-conflict
https://www.dawn.com/news/1175284
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side with Pakistan. This approach is contrary to the Arab countries’ 
policies of the 1960s–1980s.  

Islamabad’s neutral approach seems to have diminished 
Pakistan’s relevance to the Gulf countries. Islamabad has nothing to 
offer to the Gulf countries except security assurances in return for 
generous economic and political support from the Gulf countries. 
Pakistan’s negative trade balance with the GCC countries (Figure 1) as 
well as heavy reliance on oil imports – that too for deferred payments – 
has diminished Islamabad’s ability to influence the Arab countries for its 
political and strategic gain.  

Figure 1. Pakistan-GCC Trade 

Source: Pakistan Business Council Market Access Report 2022, 
https://www.pbc.org.pk/research/potential-for-a-pakistan-gcc-free-trade-agreement-
market-access-series-
2022/#:~:text=Other%20top%20exports%20of%20Pakistan,'%20(HS%2D620322)  
 

Dynamics of India-GCC Relations 

In contrast to Pakistan, India, over the past two decades, has gradually 
increased its foothold in the Gulf region to establish a deep economic 
and political presence. India’s major strength in the Gulf region is its 
energy and merchandise trade (Tables 1–2) and vibrant diaspora that has 
helped to increase New Delhi’s soft power. A major boost to the 
economic presence of India in the Gulf region came about on 27 July 
2005 when India’s then prime minister, Manmohan Singh, formally 
unveiled India's “Look West” policy, which is aimed at deepening India's 
ties with countries to its West, stretching from Afghanistan to the Persian 

https://www.pbc.org.pk/research/potential-for-a-pakistan-gcc-free-trade-agreement-market-access-series-2022/#:~:text=Other%20top%20exports%20of%20Pakistan,'%20(HS%2D620322)
https://www.pbc.org.pk/research/potential-for-a-pakistan-gcc-free-trade-agreement-market-access-series-2022/#:~:text=Other%20top%20exports%20of%20Pakistan,'%20(HS%2D620322)
https://www.pbc.org.pk/research/potential-for-a-pakistan-gcc-free-trade-agreement-market-access-series-2022/#:~:text=Other%20top%20exports%20of%20Pakistan,'%20(HS%2D620322)
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Gulf region,8 but in reality focused on the Gulf region. This policy is seen 
as a driving force in organising and prioritising India's interests in the 
region. It is a comprehensive strategy for strengthening ties with the 
region. The key determinants of this policy include frequent state visits, 
defence and security cooperation, the security of oil and gas supplies, and 
the welfare of the Indian diaspora in the region. Since then, India has 
also increased its cooperation with the Arab countries in areas such as 
information technology and technology transfer.  

Table 1. Indian Imports from the Gulf Region (in US$ million) 

Country 2006–2007 2012–2013 2017–2018 

Bahrain 471.23 664.66 431.12 

Kuwait 5993.23 16588.13 7165.70 

Oman 458.90 2009.72 4264.29 

Qatar 2060.08 15693.08 8409.08 

Saudi Arabia 13355.33 33998.11 22069.96 

United Arab 
Emirates 

8655.28 39138.36 21739.96 

Source: “Region-wise Imports, Export Import Databank”, Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry, India, 2018, http://commerce-app.gov.in/eidb/irgncntq.asp  
 

Furthermore, India has granted the GCC countries most 
favoured nation (MFN) status in the hope that such status can help India 
obtain a free trade agreement (FTA) with the GCC.9 India’s public and 
private sectors have been actively establishing business and partnerships 
with entrepreneurs and investment authorities from the Gulf countries. 
In terms of oil and gas, India has proven to be an attractive market for 
the Gulf region throughout the years. The GCC is the largest trading 
bloc for India, with exports to the region in FY 2021–22 valued at 

                                                   

8 Prime Minister’s Office, India, “PM Launches ‘Look West’ Policy to Boost Cooperation 
with Gulf”, Press Release, 27 July 2005, 
http://pmindia.nic.in/prlease/pcontent.asp?id=278  
9 Zahid Shahab Ahmed and Stuti Bhatnagar, “Gulf States and the Conflict between India 
and Pakistan”, Journal of Asia Pacific Studies 1, No. 2 (2010), 2pp. 59–291.  

http://commerce-app.gov.in/eidb/irgncntq.asp
http://pmindia.nic.in/prlease/pcontent.asp?id=278
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approximately US$44 billion and imports at US$110 billion.10 The GCC 
countries account for about 35 per cent of India's oil imports and 70 per 
cent of its gas imports. In 2021–22, India's total crude oil imports from 
the GCC amounted to about US$48 billion, while gas imports amounted 
to about US$21 billion.11 GCC investments in India are currently valued 
at more than US$18 billion.12 India is developing a strategic petroleum 
reserve in Karnataka state with the assistance of the UAE, which has 
strengthened its reliance on the region. Furthermore, the Indian Oil and 
Gas Corporation is collaborating with Saudi Arabia to build a refinery in 
the state of Andhra Pradesh.13 

Table 2. Indian Exports from the Gulf Region (in US$ million) 

Country 2006–07 2012–13 2017–18 

Bahrain 184.52 603.47 556.82 

Kuwait 614.81 1061.08 1497.99 

Oman 630.97 2599.49 2728.30 

Qatar 331.53  687.18 1471.88 

Saudi Arabia 2,590.77  9785.70 5410.70 

United Arab 
Emirates 

12,021.77 36316.65 31175.50 

Source: “Region-wise Exports, Export Import Databank”, Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry, India, 2018, http://commerce-app.gov.in/eidb/ergncntq.asp  

 

                                                   

10 Ministry of Commerce and Industry, India, “India-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
Decide to Pursue Resumption of Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Negotiations”, 25 
November 2022, 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1878714#:~:text=GCC%20cou
ntries%20contribute%20almost%2035,and%2070%25%20of%20gas%20imports   
11 Ministry of Commerce and Industry, India, “India-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
Decide to Pursue Resumption of Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Negotiations”. 
12 Ministry of Commerce and Industry India, “India-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
Decide to Pursue Resumption of Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Negotiations”. 
13 Harsh V. Pant, “India’s Relations with Iran: Much Ado about Nothing”, The Washington 
Quarterly 34, No. 1, (Winter 2011), pp. 61–74. 

http://commerce-app.gov.in/eidb/ergncntq.asp
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1878714#:~:text=GCC%20countries%20contribute%20almost%2035,and%2070%25%20of%20gas%20imports
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1878714#:~:text=GCC%20countries%20contribute%20almost%2035,and%2070%25%20of%20gas%20imports
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In the security and defence arena, India has in recent years 
stepped up its cooperation with the Gulf countries. India’s increased 
security and defence engagement is driven by two aims: to protect India’s 
oil supplies and to counter terrorist activities arising from the region that 
could pose a threat to Indian economic interests. At this point, India is 
attempting to formalise its security cooperation with the GCC countries. 
New Delhi has bilateral defence cooperation with Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE, Oman, and Qatar in the areas of military training, intelligence 
sharing, counterterrorism and money laundering. Among all GCC 
countries, Oman is of particular interest to India. India has several key 
defence-related agreements with Oman, including a military protocol 
signed in 1972, under which Indian navy personnel were deputed to man 
Oman’s navy for three years. A joint military cooperation committee 
(JMCC) was established between the two countries in 2008, which meets 
on an annual basis to review bilateral defence cooperation. Furthermore, 
a memorandum of understanding on military cooperation was signed in 
2018, which allows the Indian navy access to the strategically located port 
of Duqm.14 

 

“In the security and defence arena, India has in recent 
years stepped up its cooperation with the Gulf 

countries.” 

 

Remittance inflows from the Indian diaspora play an important 
role in the development of the Indian economy. The GCC countries 
account for more than 28 per cent of the remittance inflows into India.15 

                                                   

14 Geoffrey Kemp, “The East Moves West: India, China and Asia’s Growing Presence in 
the Middle East”, (Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2010), pp. 44–46. 
15 Pratap John, “Remittances to India from Qatar, Four Other GCC Countries Drop 
between 2016 and 2021: World Bank”, Gulf Times, 23 January 2023, https://www.gulf-
times.com/article/652616/business/remittances-to-india-from-qatar-four-other-gcc-
countries-drop-between-2016-and-2021-world-bank; Shafeeq Rahman, “Why 
Remittances from the Middle East Matter to India”, Fair Observer, 26 February 2018, 

https://www.gulf-times.com/article/652616/business/remittances-to-india-from-qatar-four-other-gcc-countries-drop-between-2016-and-2021-world-bank
https://www.gulf-times.com/article/652616/business/remittances-to-india-from-qatar-four-other-gcc-countries-drop-between-2016-and-2021-world-bank
https://www.gulf-times.com/article/652616/business/remittances-to-india-from-qatar-four-other-gcc-countries-drop-between-2016-and-2021-world-bank
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The Gulf region is the most popular destination for Indian expatriates. 
As of December 2022, over 8.8 million Indians lived and worked in the 
Gulf region in various capacities.16 According to estimates, one Indian 
worker in the Gulf region may support nearly 20 family members in 
India.17 The security and well-being of Indian expatriates, as well as the 
prospect of greater remittances, are two major reasons for India's 
growing collaboration with the Gulf region through friendly political 
relations. India is working hard to ensure that Indian workers in the 
region have legal rights. In this regard, it has signed a number of 
conventions and agreements with host countries to ensure the safety and 
well-being of Indian residents. 

 

“The … culture of maligning Muslims and Islam [in 
India] has caused a degree of concern in the Gulf 

countries. … [But] overall, such incidents have not 
damaged the positive trajectory of official ties between 

India and the GCC countries.” 

 

India's growing positive international image has facilitated its 
relationship with the Gulf countries. However, the Indian domestic 
political environment, where a culture of maligning Muslims and Islam 
has emerged in some quarters, has caused a degree of concern in the 
Gulf countries. This concern was especially evident in the early days of 
Covid-19, when an international gathering held in India by the Tablighi 
Jamaat movement led to the spread of the virus. The Kuwaiti 
government, a princess from the UAE and the Arab intelligentsia 
condemned the various negative social media posts spawned by the 
incident, including some by Indians working in the Gulf countries. The 

                                                   

https://www.fairobserver.com/region/middle_east_north_africa/global-remittances-
middle-east-gulf-india-labor-force-news-43199/  
16 Ministry of External Affairs, India, “Population of Overseas Indians”, December 2022 
https://mea.gov.in/images/attach/NRIs-and-PIOs_1.pdf  
17 Geoffrey Kemp, “The East Moves West”, p. 27. 

https://www.fairobserver.com/region/middle_east_north_africa/global-remittances-middle-east-gulf-india-labor-force-news-43199/
https://www.fairobserver.com/region/middle_east_north_africa/global-remittances-middle-east-gulf-india-labor-force-news-43199/
https://mea.gov.in/images/attach/NRIs-and-PIOs_1.pdf
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verbal condemnations were followed by actions against the perpetrators 
of such posts in the GCC countries. Over a dozen Indian expatriates 
were deported while many were served notice to refrain from posting 
negative comments directed against any community, religion, caste or 
creed. Repeated appeals from Indian foreign missions in the GCC 
countries along with stern action by local authorities served to mute the 
voices of the vociferous elements among Indians in the region. Overall, 
such incidents have not damaged the positive trajectory of official ties 
between India and the GCC countries.  

 

India-Pakistan and the Quest for GCC Support  

Currently, the majority of Islamabad’s diplomatic and political elite 
believe that Pakistan’s neutrality in Middle Eastern conflicts is a rational 
choice, considering the country’s demographic structure and its political 
and security interests. The situation in Afghanistan and terrorism in 
Pakistan have had an impact on the mindset of the Pakistani public and 
their leaders. More than four decades of conflict in Afghanistan have 
resulted in the mass migration of Afghans into Pakistan and burdened 
Pakistan’s already fragile economy. Various social, economic and security 
problems in Pakistan, especially smuggling and drug issues, are now 
directly associated with Afghan refugees. Further, terrorism in Pakistan 
has killed over 70,000 people18 and inflicted direct and indirect losses of 
over US$152 billion,19 which further crippled Pakistan’s economy.  

These security concerns have had significant cognitive impacts 
on how Pakistanis view their external environment and resulted in the 
propagation of populist narratives. According to this narrative, fighting 
for others in Afghanistan and the Middle East has severely affected 
Pakistan’s social and economic fabric. The key conclusion that this 
narrative lends to is that Pakistan should not be involved in security 
alliances or fight others’ wars; it should remain neutral in regional 

                                                   

18 Khurshid Ahmed, “Officials Say ‘War on Terror’ Caused over $150 Billion in Losses 
for Pakistan since 9/11”, Arab News, 11 September 2021, https://arab.news/2y3gx 
19 Khurshid Ahmed, “Officials Say ‘War on Terror’ Caused over $150 Billion in Losses”.  

https://arab.news/2y3gx
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conflicts.20 Although this narrative is directed particularly against aligning 
closely with the United States of America, it also refers to the Gulf 
countries,21 especially Saudi Arabia.  

But Islamabad still has hopes of reviving its close relationship 
with the Gulf countries albeit without active involvement in Middle 
Eastern conflicts. It is confident that the recent efforts of the Gulf 
countries to manage conflicts through dialogue, notably, the 
normalisation of relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran, brokered by 
China, the re-admission of Syria into the Arab League, the truce in 
Yemen and the resolution of intra-Arab conflicts, have reduced the 
diplomatic pressures of Saudi Arabia and the UAE on Pakistan. More 
significantly, Saudi Arabia’s recent refusal to join a G20 tourism working 
group meeting organised by India in Srinagar, the capital of Kashmir, has 
boosted Pakistan’s confidence that it can continue with its policy of 
neutrality in Middle Eastern conflicts without losing the diplomatic 
support of the Gulf countries on the Kashmir issue.  

 

“Islamabad still has hopes of reviving its close 
relationship with the Gulf countries albeit without active 

involvement in Middle Eastern conflicts.” 

 

On the other hand, New Delhi too has bagged various 
diplomatic successes vis-à-vis the Gulf countries. India’s growing 
economic and political muscle has compelled the Gulf countries to de-
hyphenate their policies on Kashmir and economic relationship with 
India. Since the establishment of the OIC in 1969, Pakistan has used the 
organisation as a tool to garner the support of Arab and Muslim 
countries against India on the Kashmir issue. However, despite 
Islamabad’s extraordinary diplomatic efforts and veiled threats since 

                                                   

20 Ayaz Gul, “Khan: Pakistan Can Never Again Be US Partner in War”, Voice of 
America, 30 June 2021, https://www.voanews.com/a/south-central-asia_khan-pakistan-
can-never-again-be-us-partner-war/6207681.html  
21 Khurram Abbas, “Passive Mediation in Persian Gulf Conflicts”.  

https://www.voanews.com/a/south-central-asia_khan-pakistan-can-never-again-be-us-partner-war/6207681.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/south-central-asia_khan-pakistan-can-never-again-be-us-partner-war/6207681.html
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2019,22 it has not been able to convene an OIC summit on the Kashmir 
issue. Instead, the UAE invited India as a “guest of honour” at the OIC 
meeting in 2019 despite Pakistan’s concerns and efforts to scuttle the 
invitation.23 Furthermore, India scored another political victory when the 
UAE decided earlier this year to invest in Kashmir despite its political 
stance of supporting Kashmir-related UN Security Council resolutions 
and regardless of Pakistan’s concerns.24 It appears that New Delhi has 
convinced the Arab countries to prioritise economic interests over any 
political differences on Kashmir.  

 

Conclusion 

Islamabad’s economic crisis, as well as its heavy reliance on the economic 
assistance of the Gulf countries, has limited any political influence it once 
had with the latter. New Delhi, on the other hand, has succeeded in 
recent years in convincing the major Gulf countries to de-hyphenate 
their political positions from their economic interests, particularly as 
India’s global political and economic influence increases. This new 
approach on the part of the Arab Gulf countries is also due to their own 
changing priorities. These countries have begun mending fences within 
the region through conflict management and normalisation of relations 
with regional stakeholders. They have even begun normalising relations 
with Israel, putting their long-standing political support for Palestine on 
the back-burner. Today the dominant discourse in the Arab Gulf is how 
to achieve economic sustainability and social modernisation. In this 
context, India has more relevance for these countries than a politically 
unstable and economically fragile Pakistan. Thus, the Gulf countries 

                                                   

22 Islamuddin Sajid, “Pakistan Lashes Out at Saudi-led OIC Silence on Kashmir”, 
Anadolu Agency, 6 August 2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-lashes-
out-at-saudi-led-oic-silence-on-kashmir/1934076  
23 Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “India Invited as Guest of Honour for 1st Time Ever by 
OIC; Delhi's Big Pitch in Islamic World”, Economic Times, 23 February 2019.  
24 Fayaz Bukhari, “India's Jammu and Kashmir Gets First Foreign Investment from 
Dubai's Emaar”, Reuters, 20 March 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/india/indias-
jammu-kashmir-gets-first-foreign-investment-dubais-emaar-2023-03-20/  

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-lashes-out-at-saudi-led-oic-silence-on-kashmir/1934076
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-lashes-out-at-saudi-led-oic-silence-on-kashmir/1934076
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/indias-jammu-kashmir-gets-first-foreign-investment-dubais-emaar-2023-03-20/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/indias-jammu-kashmir-gets-first-foreign-investment-dubais-emaar-2023-03-20/
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prioritise mediation over siding with Pakistan in conflicts/tensions 
involving India and Pakistan.  

Pakistan sees the growing India-GCC relationship as a negative 
sum game, an effort on the part of New Delhi to neutralise Islamabad’s 
long-standing partners, especially on the Kashmir issue. While Pakistan 
may not require the strategic support of the Gulf countries, their political 
and diplomatic support on the Kashmir issue is of significant value for 
Pakistan. We can thus expect to see continuing contestation between 
India and Pakistan to secure the political support of the Gulf countries 

on international and regional issues, especially Kashmir.  

 

*  Dr Khurram Abbas is Director, India Study Centre, at the Institute 
of Strategic Studies Islamabad.  
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Not-So-Warm India-Iran 
Relations 

Economic and Geostrategic Implications 

for India 
 

Shafat Yousuf* 
 

 

India and Iran share cultural, religious and economic ties dating back to 
ancient times. India has vital economic and strategic interests in Iran, 

ranging from energy security and counterterrorism to accessing Central 
Asia and Eurasia. But India’s relations with Iran are increasingly 

hampered by its growing strategic alignment with the United States. In 
complying with US sanctions and limiting its relationship with Iran, India 

has not only lost a reliable and cheap energy source but has also 
compromised its strategic autonomy and national interests. Its receding 
relationship with Iran opens up strategic space for China to increase its 

influence in Iran and the region, which defeats one of India’s key 
motivations in pursuing closer ties with the United States.  

 

 

ndia and Iran have historically had a deep cultural connection that 
has resulted in friendly perceptions of one another.1 In mediaeval 
times, the Persian language was the dominant language of India’s 

princely courts and of scholarly works in India. The language provided a 
translation medium for the literary treasures in the Indic and Persian 

                                                   

1 For a comprehensive overview of India-Iran relations, see Sujata Ashwarya, India-Iran 
Relations: Progress, Problems and Prospects (New York: Routledge, 2017). 

I 
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civilisational traditions. Persian poetry has had a deep influence on 
Indian literary traditions while Iranian arts and architecture have 
influenced India’s artistic growth and explorations.2 In the recent past, 
apart from trade and student exchanges (for both seminary and 
university studies), Indian cinema has gained wide viewership in Iranian 
society. Indian films and stars are well recognised in Iran, and they are 
often a common conversational starter between people from India and 
Iran.3  

 

“A strategic gap remains between India and Iran despite 
the signing of partnership declarations in 2001 and 2003 

and the issuing of encouraging public statements.” 

 

However, the deep historical and cultural roots between the two 
countries have not corresponded with strong state-to-state relations in 
recent times. A strategic gap remains between the two nations despite the 
signing of partnership declarations in 2001 and 2003 and the issuing of 
encouraging public statements. India’s growing strategic alignment with 
the United States in recent years – intended largely to counter China’s 
growing power in Asia – has affected its strategic autonomy and regional 
interests.4 Under US influence, India in 2019 halted oil imports from 
Iran, depriving itself of one of its biggest and cheapest sources of 
energy.5 Also, India’s involvement in some major projects in Iran, such 
as Chabahar port, the Chabahar–Zahedan rail link and the Farzad B gas 
project, saw long delays, due in part to India’s reluctance to move faster 

                                                   

2 For a study of meeting and diverging points in the Indian and Iranian art traditions, see 
Nasir Raza Khan (ed.), Art and Architectural Traditions of India and Iran: Commonality and 
Diversity (New York: Routledge, 2022). 
3 The author was witness to many such conversations during his stay in Iran in 2019–20. 
4 On the US influence on the ties, see Uma Purushothaman, “American Shadow over 
India-Iran Relations,” Strategic Analysis 36, no. 6 (2012): 899–910. 
5 Nayanima Basu and Mahua Venkatesh, “India Gives In to US Pressure, Fully Stops 
Import of Iran Oil”, The Print, 9 May 2019, https://bit.ly/44O5L8N. 

https://bit.ly/44O5L8N
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in the face of US sanctions on Iran.6 Although work on Chabahar port – 
dubbed a strategic game-changer – eventually began in 2016, Tehran 
dropped India from both the rail and gas projects, citing delays on New 
Delhi’s part. These developments have created a strategic dilemma for 
India. Its fraying relationship with Iran due to US influence has opened 
up strategic space for China to increase its involvement in Iran and push 
its foreign policy agenda in India’s extended neighbourhood.7 
Consequently, India’s ability to secure its own strategic interests in Iran 
and the wider Middle East and Central Asian regions has been weakened. 

 

Loss of a Cheap Source of Energy 

India is one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, with a huge 
demand for energy. According to official Indian statistics, India’s oil 
imports have been well in excess of 80% of its total oil consumption in 
recent years, soaring to 87.3% in 2022–23 (see Table 1). Rising oil prices 
since 2020 have put a significant strain on India’s economy. India’s oil 
import bill in the 2021–22 fiscal year was US$119.2 billion, almost 
double the amount spent in the previous fiscal year, and rose to 
US$158.3 billion in 2022–23.8 In 2022, India’s external affairs minister 
acknowledged the toll taken by rising prices, saying they were breaking 
India’s back.9 As the Indian economy grows, its energy needs are likely to 
increase in the coming years. According to the International Energy 
Agency (IEA), India’s fossil fuel import bill is estimated to triple in the 

                                                   

6 MK Bhadrakumar, “How India Lost Its Way in the Persian Gulf”, Asia Times, 21 May 
2021, https://bit.ly/3pWunNJ. 
7 On the China-Iran partnership, see Jonathan Fulton, “The China–Iran Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership: A Tale of two Regional Security Complexes”, Asian Affairs 53, no. 1 
(2022): 145–163. 
8 Sukalp Sharma, “India’s Reliance on Imported Crude Oil at Record High of 87.3% in 
FY23”, Indian Express, 25 April 2023, citing Indian Ministry of Petroleum and Natural 
Gas, https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-on-
imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/ 
9 “Spike in Oil Price Is Breaking Our Back, Says Jaishankar after Talks with US”, Mint, 28 
September 2022, https://bit.ly/3D89kLn.  

https://bit.ly/3pWunNJ
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-on-imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-on-imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/
https://bit.ly/3D89kLn
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next two decades.10 By 2040, India’s net dependence on imported oil will 
be more than 90%. In one of four IEA scenarios for India – India’s 
Stated Policies Scenario (STEPS) – natural gas becomes the fastest-
growing fossil fuel and its consumption share doubles to 20% by 2024.  

Such a scenario calls for not just securing long-term partnerships 
with fuel-exporting nations but also diversifying the energy portfolio. 
Iran serves both purposes for India in this scenario. However, after 2018, 
when the Trump administration withdrew from the nuclear agreement 
with Tehran – known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) – and imposed fresh sanctions on Iran, New Delhi was no 
longer able to secure an extension of the earlier waiver from Washington 
for complying with the sanctions.  

 

Table 1. Share of Imports in India’s Crude Consumption 

 

Financial Year 
 

Import Shares 
 

Domestic  
oil shares 

 

2018–2019 83.8 16.2 

2019–2022 85 15 

2020–2021 84.4 15.6 

2021–2022 85.5 14.5 

2022–2023 87.3 12.7 

 
Source: Sukalp Sharma, “India’s Reliance on Imported Crude Oil at Record High of 
87.3% in FY23”, Indian Express, 25 April 2023, citing Indian Ministry of Petroleum and 
Natural Gas, https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-
on-imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/ 

 

India’s decision to stop oil imports from Iran in 2019 to comply 
with the US sanctions has resulted in the loss of some significant trade 

                                                   

10 International Energy Agency, India Energy Outlook 2021, 
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/1de6d91e-e23f-4e02-b1fb-
51fdd6283b22/India_Energy_Outlook_2021.pdf.  

https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-on-imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/commodities/india-reliance-on-imported-crude-oil-at-record-high-of-87-3-in-fy23-8573996/
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/1de6d91e-e23f-4e02-b1fb-51fdd6283b22/India_Energy_Outlook_2021.pdf
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/1de6d91e-e23f-4e02-b1fb-51fdd6283b22/India_Energy_Outlook_2021.pdf
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benefits and added to the burden of high oil prices. Iran, with the world’s 
second-largest natural gas and third-largest oil reserves,11 was a reliable 
and cheap source of energy for India.12 Before 2019, India was able to 
fulfil nearly 10% of its oil requirements from Iranian supplies. Tehran 
would offer discounts on oil prices and insurance costs. India also 
benefitted from flexible and deferred payments, apart from the two-
month trade credit offered by Iran.13 In 2018, before India began  

 

“The distance between India’s Kandla port and Chabahar 
port [in Iran] is less than the distance between New Delhi 

and Mumbai, India’s financial capital.” 

 

reducing Iranian oil imports, Tehran had increased its freight discounts 
to Indian oil-importing firms.14 It also offered free shipping along with 
an extended credit period.15 For India, these discounts significantly 
contributed to overall import cost reduction. In addition, overall trade 
with Iran enjoyed lower shipping time and expenses on account of the 
shorter voyage times between India and Iran. The distance between 
India’s Kandla port and Chabahar port is less than the distance between 
New Delhi and Mumbai, India’s financial capital.  

Importing Iranian oil had opened other benefits for India. The 
Indian rupee had earlier become a trading currency for oil payments due 

                                                   

11 US Energy Information Administration, “Country Analysis Executive Summary: Iran”, 
17 November 2022, 
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Iran/pdf/iran_exe.
pdf.  
12 Saiyed Zegham Murtaza, “Why India Is Looking Forward to Resume Importing Oil 
from Iran”, National Herald, 22 March 2022, https://bit.ly/3XNs78c. 
13 Arun Singh, “The Impact of Iran Oil Sanctions on India”, Forbes India, 24 June 2019, 
https://bit.ly/3NTsb1G. 
14 Nidhi Verma, “Indian State Firms Plan to Nearly Double Iranian Oil Imports: 
Sources”, Reuters, 6 April 2018, https://bit.ly/3K2zanF. 
15 Nidhi Verma, “Exclusive: Indian Refiners Pay for Iranian Oil in Rupees – UCO Bank 
Executive”, Reuters, 8 January 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-iran-
payment-exclusive-idUSKCN1P21XF/  

https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Iran/pdf/iran_exe.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Iran/pdf/iran_exe.pdf
https://bit.ly/3XNs78c
https://bit.ly/3NTsb1G
https://bit.ly/3K2zanF
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-iran-payment-exclusive-idUSKCN1P21XF/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-iran-payment-exclusive-idUSKCN1P21XF/
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to US sanctions on Iran. It saved India foreign reserves and helped offset 
the depreciation of the rupee.16 The barter trade between the two nations 
allowed India to buy oil against its goods and services, thus saving 
additional foreign reserves and further reducing overall import costs. 
Iranian light crude is compatible with Indian oil refineries. Changing the 
configuration to process other grades of oil would have been an 
expensive affair for these refineries.17 All in all, Iran had turned out to be 
a trusted oil supplier for India and on occasion had continued supplies 
despite delays in payments.18 

 

“In 2022–23, when Russia became one of the biggest oil 
suppliers to India, the Indian government justified it in 

the name of sovereign decision-making and India’s 
national interest.” 

 

Increased dependence on other countries for oil due to the loss 
of Iranian oil makes India more vulnerable to oil price shocks and supply 
disruptions. Despite the United States’ attempts to maintain oil price 
stability, India has had to face price instability, at least in the short term.19 
To lower the massive cost of importing energy, India felt compelled to 
buy discounted oil from Russia, defying pressures from the West, 
especially the United States. In 2022–23, when Russia became one of the 
biggest oil suppliers to India, the Indian government justified it in the 

                                                   

16 “India to Buy Iranian Oil in Rupees: Here’s how the Agreement will Work,” CNBC 
TV18, 7 December 2018, https://www.cnbctv18.com/energy/india-to-buy-iranian-oil-
in-rupees-heres-how-the-agreement-works-1623141.htm.  
17 Singh, “The impact of Iran Oil Sanctions on India”.  
18 Sanjiv Shankaran, “Iran Oil Supply to India Continues, Despite No Payment”, Business 
Today, 24 July 2011, https://www.businesstoday.in/magazine/features/story/india-has-
not-paid-to-iran-for-oil-supply-22450-2011-07-19. 
19 “US Deadline Ends, India Stops Purchasing Iranian Oil”, The Economic Times, 24 May 
2019, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/oil-gas/us-deadline-ends-
india-stops-purchasing-iranian-oil/articleshow/69475495.cms. 

https://www.cnbctv18.com/energy/india-to-buy-iranian-oil-in-rupees-heres-how-the-agreement-works-1623141.htm
https://www.cnbctv18.com/energy/india-to-buy-iranian-oil-in-rupees-heres-how-the-agreement-works-1623141.htm
https://www.businesstoday.in/magazine/features/story/india-has-not-paid-to-iran-for-oil-supply-22450-2011-07-19
https://www.businesstoday.in/magazine/features/story/india-has-not-paid-to-iran-for-oil-supply-22450-2011-07-19
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/oil-gas/us-deadline-ends-india-stops-purchasing-iranian-oil/articleshow/69475495.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/oil-gas/us-deadline-ends-india-stops-purchasing-iranian-oil/articleshow/69475495.cms
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name of sovereign decision-making and India’s national interest.20 
However, New Delhi may not be able to continue taking such a stand in 
defiance of pressures from Washington nor can it resume the oil trade 
with Tehran. 

US sanctions on Iran hindered not just India’s energy trade with 
Iran but also the negotiations for India’s involvement in the Pars gas 
project in southern Iran. Despite an initial US$3 billion agreement for the 
project, New Delhi was perceived in Tehran to have lacked goodwill 
after it stopped its activities in developing Farzad B block of the Pars gas 
field in 2012, citing the difficulties emerging from the US sanctions. 
Subsequently, following the lifting of US sanctions under the Obama 
administration, India put up a financial proposal for the project but it did 
not meet Iran’s expectations and India was dropped from the project in 
2019.21 This was a clear loss for India as the Indian firm ONGC Videsh 
Ltd had been part of the initial exploration in the Farzad B block in 2008.  

 

“US sanctions on Iran hindered not just India’s energy 
trade with Iran but also the negotiations for India’s 

involvement in the Pars gas project in southern Iran.” 

 

The Pars gas project was the latest addition among joint oil and 
gas project non-starters between India and Iran. Previously, the Iran-
Pakistan-India Gas Pipeline and the Middle East to India Deepwater 
Pipeline (MEIDP) between India and Iran failed to take off.22 Iran and 

                                                   

20 “India Strongly Defends Import of Crude Oil from Russia amid Ukraine War,” 
NDTV, 05 December 2022, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/india-strongly-defends-
import-of-crude-oil-from-russia-amid-ukraine-war-3580532.  
21 “Farzad-B Gas Field Development Deal To Be Signed Soon: NIOC Head”, Tehran 
Times, 12 July 2020, https://tinyurl.com/39crerpf. Also, see Kallol Bhattacherjee, “Iran to 
Develop Farzad B Gas Field Domestically, Dumps India”, The Hindu, 17 May 2021, 
https://tinyurl.com/4vb32yfy.  
22 Manish Gupta, “$5 billion Undersea UAE-Gujarat Gas Pipeline Proposed”, Financial 
Express, 15 May 2023, https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/5-billion-undersea-
uae-gujarat-gas-pipeline-proposed/3089046/. 

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/india-strongly-defends-import-of-crude-oil-from-russia-amid-ukraine-war-3580532
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/india-strongly-defends-import-of-crude-oil-from-russia-amid-ukraine-war-3580532
https://tinyurl.com/39crerpf
https://tinyurl.com/4vb32yfy
https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/5-billion-undersea-uae-gujarat-gas-pipeline-proposed/3089046/
https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/5-billion-undersea-uae-gujarat-gas-pipeline-proposed/3089046/
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Oman are working on developing gas pipelines and there are proposals 
to connect these with India, which could boost New Delhi’s energy 
security.23 While the Biden administration had earlier said it would return 
to the JCPOA nuclear deal if Iran showed compliance, the negotiations 
so far have not yielded any compromise. In these circumstances, US 
influence on India’s Iran policy does not make it likely that such an 
ambitious project can be realised. 

 

Geo-economic and Strategic Losses  

Iran’s location makes it a geo-economically significant hub as India 
expands its connectivity with the Central Asia and Eurasia regions. 
Chabahar port on the southeastern coast of Iran is a crucial confluence 
of sea and land routes that would allow India to enhance trade with these 
regions, saving both time and costs. Lying on India’s west, the port 
bypasses the country’s hostile neighbour, Pakistan, which has been a 
major hurdle for India in establishing a land route with its extended 
neighbourhood. Chabahar is a vital point to realise geo-economic 
initiatives such as the International North-South Transport Corridor 
(INSTC) and the Ashgabat Agreement for a multimodal transport system 
to facilitate the transportation of goods from the Eurasia region onwards 
to Central Asia and the Indo-Pacific regions via Iran. Besides these 
initiatives, the potential free trade agreement between India and Russia 
makes Iran a natural transit point.24 Iran also is central to India’s plan of 
importing gas from the Central Asian region, given its lack of other 
options.25  

Considering Chabahar port’s strategic location, India signed an 
agreement with Iran in 2003 to jointly develop the port. The agreement 
came about as Tehran was looking for investments to develop its 

                                                   

23 Rajeev Agarwal, “India-Iran Ties Are Ripe for a Reset”, The Diplomat, 11 June 2022, 
https://thediplomat.com/2022/06/india-iran-ties-are-ripe-for-a-reset/. 
24 Nidhi Verma and Krishn Kaushik, “India, Russia in Talks on Free Trade Deal to 
‘Further Deepen Bilateral Commercial Ties’”, The Print, 17 April 2023, 
https://tinyurl.com/m5kjxj7k. 
25 “India and Iran Sign ‘Historic’ Chabahar Port Deal”, BBC News, 23 May 2016, 
https://tinyurl.com/bdedny8k. 

https://thediplomat.com/2022/06/india-iran-ties-are-ripe-for-a-reset/
https://tinyurl.com/m5kjxj7k
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infrastructure and New Delhi wanted to secure its interests as an 
emerging power. The immediate push for India’s involvement in 
Chabahar was China’s efforts to develop Pakistan’s Gwadar port on the 
Arabian Sea in 2002. The port is part of China’s so-called string of pearls 
strategy of developing military and commercial facilities from mainland 
China to Africa.  

 

“India’s attempt to restart the Chabahar project in 2016 
constitutes a response to the perceived encirclement by 

China through its Belt and Road Initiative.” 

 

However, it was only in 2016 that India sought to revive its 
involvement in the Chabahar project. The long delay was due to US 
sanctions. Meanwhile, Beijing had already started work on Gwadar and 
also launched its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, which 
heightened New Delhi’s fear of Chinese economic and strategic 
encirclement. Moreover, the BRI’s land project of building Karakoram 
Highway to connect China with Pakistan goes through Pakistan-
controlled Gilgit-Baltistan. This constitutes a challenge to India’s 
sovereignty as Gilgit-Balistan was previously part of the pre-1947 
princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, which is claimed in its entirety by 
India. India’s attempt to restart the Chabahar project in 2016 thus 
constitutes a response to the perceived encirclement by China through its 
BRI.26  

Meanwhile, as India began strengthening relations not just with 
the United States but also Israel – Iran’s arch enemy in the region – it 
was hard put to balance those relationships with its ties with Iran. India 
delayed its involvement in two other Indo-Iran joint projects: the 
aforementioned Farzad gas field development and the Chabahar–
Zahedan railway link. Consequently, Iran dropped India from the railway 

                                                   

26 See Kashif Hasan Khan and Ali Omidi, “China-India Counterbalancing Measures 
through International Corridors and Ports: The Focus on Chabahar and Gwadar Ports”, 
Journal of Liberty and International Affairs 9 (2): 144–63. 
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project in 2020, four years after signing the agreement for it,27 citing long 
delays from the Indian side in funding and starting the work. The rail link 
connects Chabahar port to the Iranian city of Zahedan, near Afghanistan, 
which would have given a major boost to India’s efforts to access the 
Central Asian and Eurasia regions. Loss of both the projects and the 
slow start on Chabahar port reflect poorly on India’s pursuit of its 
strategic interests in Iran and the wider region.  

 

“For India, all this has increasingly become a zero-sum 
game, where New Delhi’s loss of influence in the Middle 

East and Central Asia turns out to be Beijing’s gain.” 

 

For Iran, reliance on India became questionable despite its 
efforts to maintain a public image of healthy ties. Consequently, Iran 
deepened its engagement with China, a trusted partner in difficult times, 
both in trade and international diplomacy. For China, the lack of robust 
India-Iran relations provides it a significant opportunity to fill the 
vacuum and expand its influence in Iran at India’s cost. China has not 
only deepened strategic relations with Iran using investment as a tool but 
has also gained economically from cheap Iranian oil. China continued 
importing oil from Iran despite US sanctions, taking advantage of the 
low prices and gaining leverage over Iran.28 It used that influence to bring 
about a rapprochement in 2023 between Iran and its erstwhile enemy, 
Saudi Arabia. For India, all this has increasingly become a zero-sum 
game, where New Delhi’s loss of influence in the Middle East and 
Central Asia turns out to be Beijing’s gain. Given its desperate need for 
foreign investment and India already out of two major projects, Iran 
signed a 25-year strategic partnership agreement with China in 2021. The 
agreement involves Chinese investments worth US$400 billion in various 

                                                   

27 Suhasini Haidar, “Iran Drops India from Chabahar Rail Project, Cites Funding Delay”, 
The Hindu, 14 July 2020, https://tinyurl.com/3x72kw6d.  
28 Rachel Adams-Heard and Nick Wadhams, “China Rejects US Request to Cut Iran Oil 
Imports”, Bloomberg, 3 August 2018, https://bit.ly/3K11Nle. 

https://tinyurl.com/3x72kw6d
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sectors, including energy, infrastructure, trade and security.29 This 
strengthening of the relationship between Iran and China amid India’s 
hesitation in speeding up the Chabahar development project could well 
open up the potential for Chinese involvement in the project.30  

 

“India’s ability to pursue its geostrategic interests in the 
Middle East and Central Asian regions also hinges in part 

on Iran.” 

 

Apart from the geo-economic significance of Iran for India, 
India’s ability to pursue its geostrategic interests in the Middle East and 
Central Asian regions also hinges in part on Iran, and Afghanistan is a 
significant example of this. India and Iran have common interests in 
Afghanistan, ranging from the political stability of the country and 
countering extremism emanating from Afghanistan (as well as from 
Pakistan). India invested significantly in Afghanistan’s reconstruction and 
development after the US war removed the Taliban from power in late 
2001. However, with the withdrawal of US and NATO forces from 
Afghanistan and the Taliban’s return to power in 2021, India needs Iran 
more than ever before to secure its security interests in Afghanistan. 
Pakistan had considerable sway over the Afghan Taliban before the US 
invasion. With the Taliban again at the helm of affairs in Kabul, Pakistan 
seems to be in a stronger position to expand its influence in the country 
and pursue its geostrategic agenda against India.31 Tehran provides New 
Delhi a safe conduit to Afghanistan and the scope to work together for 
the stability of the war-torn nation and prevent it from becoming a haven 

                                                   

29 Farnaz Fassihi and Steven Lee Myers, “China, with $400 Billion Iran Deal, Could 
Deepen Influence in Mideast”, The New York Times, 27 March 2021, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/27/world/middleeast/china-iran-deal.html. 
30 Silvia Boltuc, “Chinese Interests in Iranian Ports”, Special Eurasia, 27 January 2022, 
https://www.specialeurasia.com/2022/01/27/china-iran-port/. 
31 See Zahid Ullah, “Contextualising the Taliban Redux (2021): Is the Taliban Takeover 
of Afghanistan a Pyrrhic Victory for Pakistan?” Small Wars & Insurgencies 33, no. 7 (2022): 
1177–1202. 
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for extremism against India. India sent Covid-19 vaccines to Afghanistan 
via Iran in 2022 and food aid through Iranian territory in 2023.32  

 

Conclusion 

With the rise of China and the West-dominated world order increasingly 
challenged by the Sino-Russian alliance, India faces a major challenge in 
balancing its foreign relations and securing its strategic interests. This is 
no truer than in India’s extended neighbourhood, where it finds a vital 
need to safeguard its legitimate interests as a rising power. India’s 
aspirations are increasingly challenged by the close ties between its Asian 
rivals, China and Pakistan, which have developed a strategic partnership. 
In such a scenario, India has no other more friendly power in its 
neighbourhood than Iran, with which it has had deep historical relations 
and overlapping strategic interests. But, with the United States becoming 
a significant influence on Indo-Iran relations in recent years, India seems 
to have slowed down its efforts to develop a robust partnership with 
Iran. This trend has come with strategic implications for India. 

India complied with the US sanctions on Iran and halted oil 
imports from Iran in 2019, losing a cheap supplier as its energy needs 
grow. New Delhi also lost strategic projects in Iran – the Chabahar–
Zahedan railway link and Farzad gas field development – owing to its 
policy of keeping a safe distance from Iran in view of the growing US-
India strategic partnership. 

India’s policy of balancing China by aligning with the United 
States seems to have backfired in Iran as India’s receding ties with Iran 
have opened up strategic space for China to increase its influence in Iran 
and the larger region. Lack of the kind of economic and military clout 
that China wields has caused India to lose out to the latter in various 
regional security and trade initiatives. By failing to enhance its relations 
with an emerging Iran, India risks losing out on potential economic 
benefits and a strategic partnership.  

                                                   

32 “India Cements Relations with Afghanistan by Routing Food Aid through Iran”, 
Business Standard, 31 May 2023, https://bit.ly/3Of7oqH. 

https://bit.ly/3Of7oqH
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The changing geopolitical scenario, with a growing Iran-China-
Russia partnership, calls for India to enhance its engagement with Iran. 
In fact, Iran is not only growing stronger militarily but is fast emerging 
from isolation in the rapidly changing geopolitical context and becoming 
a regional power in the Middle East and Central Asia. Bashar al-Assad – 
Iran’s Syrian ally – is consolidating his country’s victory in the civil war in 
Syria, and Iran-supported Houthis have been gaining a foothold in 
Yemeni affairs. Also, the Iran-GCC rivalry, an important impediment to 
India’s efforts to foster closer ties with Iran, has become less intense, 
with the GCC nations, particularly Saudi Arabia, warming up to Iran.33 
Furthermore, Iran has gained full membership in the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the BRICS bloc, reflecting Iran’s 
growing importance as a regional power. With the US presence receding 
from the Middle East and China increasing its engagement of the region, 
Iran is indispensable to the attainment of India’s regional aspirations as 
an emerging power. India would need to do more to engage with Iran to 

enhance and safeguard its strategic and economic interests.  
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33 For India’s challenges in the context of the Iran-GCC Rivalry, see Prasanta Kumar 
Pradhan, “GCC-Iran Rivalry and Strategic Challenges for India in the Gulf”, Indian 
Foreign Affairs Journal 6, no.1 (2011): 45–57. 
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DP World, Adani and Port 
Politics 

Maritime Logistics as a Lens to Understand 
India’s Ties with the Middle East 

 

Albert Vidal* 
 

 

Ports are not just critical infrastructure but also serve as economic 

gateways and have geopolitical implications. This paper explores 

relations between India and its Middle East partners from a ports and 

maritime logistics perspective, highlighting the potential for a shared 
and interconnected future that is rich in synergies. Middle Eastern 
partners, utilising their strengths as hydrocarbon producers, major 

logistics players and managers of large sovereign wealth funds, could 
address the bottlenecks hindering India's growth while in turn benefitting 

from food security and ample returns on investment in a stable client 
with a colossal domestic market. 

 

 

n 2015, the Indian navy unveiled an updated maritime strategy that 
signalled its desire to play a greater role in the Middle East region. 
The strategy identified the Persian Gulf, Arabian Sea, Gulf of Aden, 

and Red Sea as primary areas of interest for India's maritime security, 
I 
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with the Mediterranean designated as a secondary area.1 India's efforts to 
secure access to the French base in Djibouti, its participation in joint 
naval exercises with Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and its recent 
participation in the US-led multinational Combined Maritime Forces all 
reflect India's evolving approach to the region.2 India’s growing interest 
in the region’s maritime security is a logical extension of its increasing 
economic interests and trade ties with its Middle Eastern partners. Such 
trade relies heavily on the region’s ports owing to a lack of viable land 
routes. 

 

“India’s growing interest in the maritime security of the 
Middle Eastern region is a logical extension of its 

increasing economic interests and trade ties with its 
partners in the region.” 

 

All this is happening against the backdrop of an Indian economy 
that has grown at an average rate of 6.2% during the past 10 years3 and 
the expansion of Gulf-based port operators. Since 2017, for example, the 
UAE’s largest port operator’s total assets increased from US$23 billion to 
US$47 billion.4 Trade ties between India and the UAE, which is New 

                                                   

1 Darshana M. Baruah, “India’s Evolving Maritime Strategy”, The Diplomat, 3 December 
2015, https://thediplomat.com/2015/12/indias-evolving-maritime-strategy/. 
2 Mohammed Abu Zaid, "Cairo Announces Egyptian-Indian Naval Exercises in the 
Mediterranean",  Arab News, 12 September 2021, 
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1927396/middle-east; Dinakar Peri, "Navy Seeks 
Access to French Base in Djibouti for Refuelling", The Hindu, 19 April 2019, 
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/navy-seeks-access-to-french-base-in-
djibouti-for-refuelling/article26881399.ece; Dinakar Peri, "India Begins Cooperation with 
Bahrain-Based Combined Maritime Forces", The Hindu, 8 August 2022, 
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-begins-cooperation-with-bahrain-
based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece. 
3 Trading Economics, "India Fiscal Year GDP Growth", 
https://tradingeconomics.com/india/full-year-gdp-growth. 
4 DP World, "Annual Report and Accounts, 2017", https://www.dpworld.com/-
/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-

https://thediplomat.com/2015/12/indias-evolving-maritime-strategy/
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1927396/middle-east
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/navy-seeks-access-to-french-base-in-djibouti-for-refuelling/article26881399.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/navy-seeks-access-to-french-base-in-djibouti-for-refuelling/article26881399.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-begins-cooperation-with-bahrain-based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-begins-cooperation-with-bahrain-based-combined-maritime-forces/article65741512.ece
https://tradingeconomics.com/india/full-year-gdp-growth
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/financial-reports/annual-results/2017/dp-world-annual-report-2017.pdf?rev=7bf3758ffff44e49bfe69b3300ab14f7
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/financial-reports/annual-results/2017/dp-world-annual-report-2017.pdf?rev=7bf3758ffff44e49bfe69b3300ab14f7
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Delhi’s third largest trading partner, have flourished since the signing of 
the Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement. Total bilateral 
trade was projected to rise from US$73 billion in the fiscal year 2021–
2022 to US$88 billion the following fiscal year.5 Some of the key players 
sustaining those commercial exchanges are major port operators and 
large corporate conglomerates, including the UAE’s DP World and AD 
Ports Group, as well as the Indian companies Adani and India Ports 
Global Limited. More recently, new actors are coming on the scene, such 
as Saudi Arabia’s RSGT and Qatar’s QTerminals.  

 

“A ports and maritime logistics perspective is highly 
relevant [to examining bilateral ties], given the critical role 

of ports in a country's infrastructure and their deep 
connection to political and economic dynamics.” 

 

The role of India in the Middle East has often been 
overshadowed by the United States and China in media and scholarly 
coverage, making India an understudied actor in the region. This paper 
aims to contribute to the small but growing subset of literature on India–
Middle East relations, taking a unique approach by analysing those 
relations from a ports and maritime logistics perspective. This approach 
is highly relevant to their ties, given the critical role of ports in a country's 
infrastructure and their deep connection to political and economic 
dynamics. 

For instance, India's investment in the Iranian port of Chabahar 
and Israel’s port of Haifa is inseparable from broader strategic 

                                                   

relations/financials-and-presentation/financial-reports/annual-results/2017/dp-world-
annual-report-2017.pdf?rev=7bf3758ffff44e49bfe69b3300ab14f7; DP World, “Annual 
Report and Accounts, 2022”, 2022, https://www.dpworld.com/-
/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/annual-report-
2022/full-report-2022.pdf?rev=a7cbe818771244e7a43dd5f8324a077b. 
5 ET EnergyWorld, “India-UAE Bilateral Trade to Surpass USD 88 Billion This Year”, 23 
November 2022, https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/india-
uae-bilateral-trade-to-surpass-usd-88-billion-this-year/95706582.   

https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/financial-reports/annual-results/2017/dp-world-annual-report-2017.pdf?rev=7bf3758ffff44e49bfe69b3300ab14f7
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/financial-reports/annual-results/2017/dp-world-annual-report-2017.pdf?rev=7bf3758ffff44e49bfe69b3300ab14f7
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/annual-report-2022/full-report-2022.pdf?rev=a7cbe818771244e7a43dd5f8324a077b
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/annual-report-2022/full-report-2022.pdf?rev=a7cbe818771244e7a43dd5f8324a077b
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/annual-report-2022/full-report-2022.pdf?rev=a7cbe818771244e7a43dd5f8324a077b
https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/india-uae-bilateral-trade-to-surpass-usd-88-billion-this-year/95706582
https://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-gas/india-uae-bilateral-trade-to-surpass-usd-88-billion-this-year/95706582
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considerations such as promoting the International North-South 
Transport Corridor and forging closer ties with Israel as part of the I2U2 
alliance. Additionally, the UAE’s extensive port investments in India 
have made it a key actor for India’s long-term economic success, while 
also making India a crucial food security partner for the UAE. 

The first section of the article examines the UAE-India 
relationship, given the former’s dominant role in the maritime logistics 
sector across the region. The activities of two major Emirati port 
operators, DP World and AD Ports, are analysed in detail. The second 
section investigates India’s ties with its other major Middle Eastern 
partners such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Iran, Oman, Egypt and Israel, with 
a focus on ports and maritime logistics. The last section explores the 
potential consequences of a recent scandal involving Adani and its 
impact on India’s geopolitical standing in the Middle East. 

 

The UAE's Strategic Investments in India's Ports and 

Logistics 

DP World, one of the world’s largest port operators, is the main Middle 
Eastern corporate player in India's maritime logistics sector (see Figure 
1). Since 1997, DP World has been operating container terminals in India 
and as of early 2021 handled almost 30% of the country's export-import 
volumes through its six terminals, which have a combined capacity of 6 
million TEU.6 A wholly-owned subsidiary of DP World, Hindustan Ports 
Private Limited (HPPL), manages its terminals and has achieved notable 
successes recently. In 2021, DP World signed a memorandum of 
understanding with the government of Tamil Nadu to invest US$270 

                                                   

6 DP World, “Investor Presentation, April 2021”, April 2021, 
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-
tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-
presentation/investor-presentations/2021/dp-world_investor-presention_apr-2021-
v2.pdf?rev=f0f8e8e9fcae42558ab7ad659b8ef3b6; The Maritime Executive, “DP World to 
Develop Mega-Container Terminal in Northwest India”, 23 February 2022, 
https://maritime-executive.com/article/dp-world-to-develop-mega-container-terminal-
in-northwest-india. 

https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2021/dp-world_investor-presention_apr-2021-v2.pdf?rev=f0f8e8e9fcae42558ab7ad659b8ef3b6
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2021/dp-world_investor-presention_apr-2021-v2.pdf?rev=f0f8e8e9fcae42558ab7ad659b8ef3b6
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2021/dp-world_investor-presention_apr-2021-v2.pdf?rev=f0f8e8e9fcae42558ab7ad659b8ef3b6
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2021/dp-world_investor-presention_apr-2021-v2.pdf?rev=f0f8e8e9fcae42558ab7ad659b8ef3b6
https://maritime-executive.com/article/dp-world-to-develop-mega-container-terminal-in-northwest-india
https://maritime-executive.com/article/dp-world-to-develop-mega-container-terminal-in-northwest-india
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million in a new container terminal.7 The Emirati conglomerate also won, 
in 2023, a concession to develop and operate a mega-container terminal 
at Tuna Tekra in Gujarat state, with a capacity of 2.2 million TEU.8 

 

“DP World is one of the biggest rail operators in India 
… [it also] boasts one of India’s most extensive logistics 

networks.” 

 

In addition, DP World has partnered with India’s sovereign 
wealth fund, National Investment and Infrastructure Fund (NIIF), to 
accelerate its investments in India’s ports and logistics sector. In 2018, 
the two entities established Hindustan Infralog Private Limited (HIPL), 
a platform to invest up to US$3 billion in logistics in India.9 Within two 
months, HIPL bought Continental Warehousing Corporation, a major 
multimodal logistics company, for US$400 million.10 Since then, DP 
World has made substantial investments in India, developing a large 
logistics network that includes seven multimodal inland terminals, six 
cold storage facilities, seven container freight stations, and numerous 
warehouses, most of which are connected to DP World’s rail network.11 

                                                   

7 Port Technology International “DP World to Develop Tamil Nadu Container Terminal”, 14 
September 2021, https://www.porttechnology.org/news/dp-world-to-develop-
container-tamil-nadu-terminal/.  
8 Khaleej Times, “DP World Wins Bid for Development of a Mega-Container Terminal at 
Deendayal Port”, 23 February 2022, https://www.khaleejtimes.com/business/dp-world-, 
ins-bid-for-development-of-a-mega-container-terminal-at-deendayal-port.  
9 DP World holds 65% of HIPL and NIIF holds 35%. See Deccan Chronicle, “DP World, 
NIIF to Invest $3 Billion in Ports and Logistics”, 22 January 2018, 
https://www.deccanchronicle.com/business/in-other-news/230118/dp-world-niif-to-
invest-3-billion-in-ports-and-logistics.html.  
10 HIPL’s first investment was to acquire a US$400m controlling stake in Continental 
Warehousing Corporation, a leading multimodal logistics company with a pan-India 
presence. See Maritime Insight, “HIPL Acquires 90% Stake of Continental Warehousing 
Corporation in India”, 20 March 2018, https://www.marineinsight.com/shipping-
news/hipl-acquires-90-stake-of-continental-warehousing-corporation-in-india/.  
11 The Maritime Executive, “DP World to Develop Mega-Container Terminal in 
Northwest India”. 

https://www.porttechnology.org/news/dp-world-to-develop-container-tamil-nadu-terminal/
https://www.porttechnology.org/news/dp-world-to-develop-container-tamil-nadu-terminal/
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https://www.marineinsight.com/shipping-news/hipl-acquires-90-stake-of-continental-warehousing-corporation-in-india/
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Not surprisingly, DP World is also one of the biggest rail operators in 
India, with seven inland rail terminals and 30 container trains connecting 
it to major cities across the country.12 

DP World boasts one of India’s most extensive logistics 
networks, which includes three economic zones currently under 
development in Mumbai, Chennai and Cochin, in addition to the other 
facilities mentioned above.13 The partnership with NIIF has been fruitful, 
with a deal signed in July 2022 for NIIF to acquire a 22.5% stake in 
HPPL for US$300 million, providing additional liquidity to further 
accelerate DP World’s investments in Indian ports and logistics.14 

 

“DP World has also leveraged its vast network of ports 
and marine services to connect the Indian market to 

other rapidly growing markets in Africa and the Middle 
East.” 

 

Beyond providing greater connectivity to the Indian domestic 
market, the Emirati conglomerate has also leveraged its vast network of 
ports and marine services to connect the Indian market to other rapidly 
growing markets in Africa and the Middle East (Figure 2). This was 
particularly facilitated after DP World acquired several business units of 
the Indian company Transworld, which offers feeder services across the 
Indian Ocean.15 DP World’s investments in logistics infrastructure such 
as cold storage facilities, warehouses and transportation aim to enhance 

                                                   

12 Journal of Commerce, “DP World Eyes Indian Rail Logistics Expansion”, 19 August 2016, 
https://joc.com/article/dp-world-eyes-indian-rail-logistics-expansion_20160819.html.  
13 DP World, “Investor Presentation December 2022”. 
14 DP World, “DP World and NIIF Announce Broadening of Partnership in India”, 30 
June 2022, https://www.dpworld.com/news/releases/dp-world-niif-announce-
partnership-in-india/.  
15 DP World, “DP World Acquires Feeder & Regional Trade Operators”, 19 August 
2020, https://www.dpworld.com/news/releases/dp-world-acquires-feeder--regional-
trade-operators/.  

https://joc.com/article/dp-world-eyes-indian-rail-logistics-expansion_20160819.html
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the UAE’s food security by creating a UAE-India food corridor that 
could attract up to US$7 billion in investment.16  

 

Figure 1. India–Middle East Relations from a Ports Perspective  

 

Created by the author using Datawrapper, https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/w5Fjp/2/ 

  

                                                   

16 Michaël Tanchum, “The India-Middle East Food Corridor: How the UAE, Israel, and 
India Are Forging a New Inter-Regional Supply Chain”, Middle East Institute, 22 July 
2022, https://www.mei.edu/publications/india-middle-east-food-corridor-how-uae-
israel-and-india-are-forging-new-inter.  

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/w5Fjp/2/
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Figure 2. DP World’s Connectivity in the Indian Subcontinent, Middle East and 
Africa  

 

Source: DP World Investor Presentation, March 2023, p. 31, 
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-
tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-
presentation/investor-presentations/2023/2023_03_dp-world_investor-
presention.pdf?rev=7bdbab79b8604f1ea0275fea9e70ceb 

 

DP World’s investments in India aside, AD Ports, a rapidly 
expanding Emirati port operator, has joined forces with India’s Adani 
Ports to explore strategic joint investments in Tanzania’s logistics 
infrastructure.17 This effort began shortly after the Tanzanian Port 
Authority approached Adani for investment support to develop its 
maritime infrastructure. Projects being considered include the building of 

                                                   

17 Adani Ports and Logistics, “AD Ports Group and Adani Ports and SEZ Ltd Sign MoU 
for Joint Infrastructure Investments in Tanzania”, 4 August 2022, https://origin-
webapp.adaniports.com/newsroom/media-releases/ad-ports-group-and-adani-ports-and-
sez-ltd-sign-mou-for-joint-infrastructure-investments-in-tanzania.  

https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2023/2023_03_dp-world_investor-presention.pdf?rev=7bdbab79b8604f1ea0275fea9e70ceb
https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2023/2023_03_dp-world_investor-presention.pdf?rev=7bdbab79b8604f1ea0275fea9e70ceb
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https://www.dpworld.com/-/media/project/dpwg/dpwg-tenant/corporate/global/media-files/investor-relations/financials-and-presentation/investor-presentations/2023/2023_03_dp-world_investor-presention.pdf?rev=7bdbab79b8604f1ea0275fea9e70ceb
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several ports,18 investments in rail, maritime and digital services, 
industrial zones, and the establishment of maritime academies in 
Tanzania.19 Tanzania's location as a gateway for goods moving in and out 
of its six landlocked neighbours provides significant potential for growth. 
With the African Continental Free Trade Area now in play, Tanzania is 
expected “to emerge as a major transit point for general commodities 
and petroleum products”, making these port investments even more 
promising.20 

Although AD Ports has ambitious plans of partnering with 
Adani, it is DP World that has made significant investments in India's 
maritime logistics sector, positioning itself far ahead of any regional 
competitor.  

 

Port Investments and Logistics Ties Between India and the 

Rest of the Middle East   

Although Saudi Arabia has no investments in Indian ports as of April 
2023, there have been notable developments in recent years. Since Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Saudi Arabia in 2019, the Saudi Public 
Investment Fund (PIF), a sovereign wealth fund, has made significant 
acquisitions in India, buying stakes in the retail, wireless and fibre-optics 
arms of Reliance, India’s largest public company, which also owns several 
private ports. In March 2022, Adani reportedly discussed joint 
investment opportunities with the Saudi oil company Aramco and PIF, 
and reports emerged that Adani may offer PIF the opportunity to invest 

                                                   

18 More specifically, a US$500 million three-berth expansion at Dar es Salaam Port, the 
construction of a major port in Bagamoyo worth US$1 billion, a US$600 million plan for 
the Mangapwani multipurpose port in Zanzibar, and a US$300 million investment in a 
new oil jetty in the Dar es Salaam harbour. 
19 Adani Ports and Logistics, “AD Ports Group and Adani Ports and SEZ Ltd Sign MoU 
for Joint Infrastructure Investments in Tanzania”, 4 August 2022, 
https://www.adaniports.com/newsroom/media-releases/ad-ports-group-and-adani-
ports-and-sez-ltd-sign-mou-for-joint-infrastructure-investments-in-tanzania.  
20 Angelo Mathais, “Adani-AD Ports Partnership Aims to Position Tanzania as Regional 
Logistics Hub”, The Loadstar, 9 August 2022, https://theloadstar.com/adani-ad-ports-
partnership-aims-to-position-tanzania-as-regional-logistics-hub/.  
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in infrastructure in India, probably involving ports.21 A few months later, 
Adani reportedly approached PIF again to raise additional funds.22 In 
July 2022, Gagan Seksaria, the director of global investments at RSGT, a 
PIF-backed Saudi port operator, expressed interest in the Indian market 
and revealed that the company was actively “evaluating upcoming 
concessions and acquisition opportunities in the ports sector”.23 
According to Seksaria, India is a big source of food imports for the 
kingdom, which may explain why the Saudi Agricultural and Livestock 
Investment Company is investing in agricultural projects in India, 
following in the UAE’s footsteps.  

 

“There has been a marked increase in connections 
between Saudi and Indian ports.” 

 

Alongside the discussions between PIF and Adani, there has 
been a marked increase in connections between Saudi and Indian ports. 
Between October 2022 and October 2023, Saudi ports were added to 17 
different shipping services that also serve Indian ports.24  Meanwhile, 
Bahri Logistics, Saudi Arabia’s national shipping carrier, has signalled that 

                                                   

21The Hindu, “Gautam Adani Explores Partnerships with Saudi Aramco”, 21 March 2022, 
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/gautam-adani-explores-partnerships-
with-saudi-aramco/article65245129.ece.  
22 Financial Express, “Gautam Adani Looks to Raise $5 Billion Equity to Cut Debt, 
Approaches Qatar, Saudi Sovereign Funds”, 24 November 2022, 
https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/gautam-adani-looks-to-raise-5-billion-
equity-to-cut-debt-approaches-qatar-saudi-sovereign-funds/2889430/.  
23 P. Manoj, “Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund-Backed Red Sea Gateway Terminal 
Eyes Indian Port Opportunities, Says a Top Official”, The Economic Times, 2022, 
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/saudi-arabias-public-
investment-fund-backed-red-sea-gateway-terminal-eyes-indian-port-opportunities-says-a-
top-official/92694248.  
24 Based on a database developed by the author; available upon request. The database is 
based on statistics from the website of Mawani Saudi Ports Authority, 
https://mawani.gov.sa.   

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/gautam-adani-explores-partnerships-with-saudi-aramco/article65245129.ece
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/gautam-adani-explores-partnerships-with-saudi-aramco/article65245129.ece
https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/gautam-adani-looks-to-raise-5-billion-equity-to-cut-debt-approaches-qatar-saudi-sovereign-funds/2889430/
https://www.financialexpress.com/industry/gautam-adani-looks-to-raise-5-billion-equity-to-cut-debt-approaches-qatar-saudi-sovereign-funds/2889430/
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/saudi-arabias-public-investment-fund-backed-red-sea-gateway-terminal-eyes-indian-port-opportunities-says-a-top-official/92694248
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/saudi-arabias-public-investment-fund-backed-red-sea-gateway-terminal-eyes-indian-port-opportunities-says-a-top-official/92694248
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/saudi-arabias-public-investment-fund-backed-red-sea-gateway-terminal-eyes-indian-port-opportunities-says-a-top-official/92694248
https://mawani.gov.sa/
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its growth focus will be on countries with “trade scale and captive 
demand”, such as India, China and the United States.25 

 

“Qatar has demonstrated an interest in entering India’s 
ports and logistics sector, and it is likely to continue 
seeking opportunities to operate Indian ports in the 

future.” 

 

With Qatar, India’s relationship in the maritime logistics arena 
dates back at least to 2017, when representatives from Mwani Qatar, the 
entity responsible for managing the nation’s seaports and shipping 
terminals, visited India to explore cooperation and investment 
opportunities with Adani Ports.26 Discussions during that visit included 
opportunities for partnership in ports, maritime transport, logistics, and 
food security, including launching new lines between Qatar’s Hamad 
Port and ports handled by Adani. Some tangible progress was made in 
May 2023, when Mwani Qatar and the Mediterranean Shipping Company 
inaugurated a new shipping line connecting Hamad Port with two Indian 
ports.27 The Adani Group has a close relationship with the Qatar 
Investment Authority (QIA), which has been acquiring stakes in the 
group since 2019,28 purchasing 25% of Adani Electricity Mumbai for 

                                                   

25 Bahri Logistics, “Annual Report 2022”, n.d., 
https://www.bahri.sa/media/nrcnv3fb/bahri-annual-report-2022.pdf.  
26 The Peninsula, “Mwani Qatar Holds Talk with Adani Ports”, 22 July 2017, 
https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/22/07/2017/Mwani-Qatar-holds-talk-with-Adani-
Ports.  
27 The Peninsula, Mwani Qatar Launches New Service Linking Hamad Port to Indian 
subcontinent’, 23 May 2023, https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/23/05/2023/mwani-
qatar-launches-new-service-linking-hamad-port-to-indian-subcontinent. 
28 Financial Express, “Gautam Adani Looks to Raise $5 Billion Equity”. 

https://www.bahri.sa/media/nrcnv3fb/bahri-annual-report-2022.pdf
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about US$450 million.29  In late 2022, Adani reportedly approached QIA 
as it sought to raise US$5 billion in equity.30 

 

“India has engaged with Iran, where it has operated the 
Shahid Beheshti Terminal at Chabahar Port since 2018 
through the state-owned India Ports Global Limited.” 

 

In June 2022, Qatar’s QTerminals31 submitted a bid for the 
container terminal at Jawaharlal Nehru Port, competing with DP World 
and other port operators.32 Two months later, QTerminals submitted 
another bid to build a mega container terminal at Tuna Tekra.33 
However, QTerminals was unsuccessful in both attempts, as the French 
shipping firm CMA CGM and an Indian company jointly won the June 
2022 bid,34 and DP World won the August 2022 bid.35 Despite Qatar’s 
lack of success, the country has demonstrated an interest in entering 

                                                   

29 Nikkei Asia, “Adani to Sell 25% in Mumbai Power Distribution Unit to Qatar Fund”, 
11 December 2019, https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Energy/Adani-to-sell-25-in-
Mumbai-power-distribution-unit-to-Qatar-fund.  
30 Financial Express, “Gautam Adani Looks to Raise $5 Billion Equity”. 
31 Majority owned by Mwani Qatar. 
32 P. Manoj, “J N Port Authority Gets Seven Price Bids for Privatising Its Self-Run 
Container Terminal”, ET Infra, 15 June 2022, 
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/j-n-port-authority-
gets-seven-price-bids-for-privatising-its-self-run-container-terminal/92235145.  
33 P. Manoj, “Adani Ports, D P World and QTerminals File Initial Bids for Mega 
Container Terminal at Deendayal Port in Kandla”, ET Infra, 31 August 2022, 
https://infra.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/ports-shipping/adani-ports-d-p-
world-and-qterminals-file-initials-bids-for-mega-container-terminal-at-deendayal-port-in-
kandla/93907222  
34 CMA CGM, “CMA CGM and J M Baxi Win the Tender for Privatization of Jawaharlal 
Nehru Port Container Terminal”, 29 July 2022, https://www.cma-
cgm.com/news/4132/cma-cgm-and-j-m-baxi-win-the-tender-for-privatization-of-
jawaharlal-nehru-port-container-terminal?cat=portsandterminals.  
35 DP World, “DP World Wins Bid for Development of a Mega-Container Terminal at 
India’s Deendayal Port”, 2 February 2023, 
https://www.dpworld.com/news/releases/dp-world-wins-bid-for-mega-container-
terminal-at-indias-deendayal-port/. 
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India’s ports and logistics sector, and it is likely to continue seeking 
similar opportunities to operate Indian ports in the future.  

In addition to the three Arab Gulf states, India has engaged with 
Iran, where it has operated the Shahid Beheshti Terminal at Chabahar 
Port since 2018 through the state-owned India Ports Global Limited. 
New Delhi was reported to have provided a grant of US$85 million and a 
credit facility of US$150 million for the port’s development, which is 
India’s first foreign port project. In November 2022, India’s foreign 
minister met with Iran’s deputy foreign minister to discuss further 
development of the port, and a few months later India allocated an 
additional US$12 million for Chabahar’s development.36 

 

“In the port of Duqm in Oman, India secured access for 
military use and logistical support.” 

 

Across the Arabian Sea, India has engaged Oman, although 
India-Oman ties in the maritime logistics domain are limited to the port 
of Duqm. There, India secured access for military use and logistical 
support and invested US$62 million in an Indo-Omani joint venture to 
build a sebacic acid plant, which opened in 2019 in Duqm’s Special 
Economic Zone.37 Oman has also invited Indian companies to invest in 
the special economic zones adjacent to the ports of Duqm, Sohar and 
Salalah.38  

                                                   

36 Financial Tribune, “India Allocates Just Over $12m to Development of Chabahar in 
2023-24 Budget”, 5 February 2023, https://financialtribune.com/articles/domestic-
economy/116979/india-allocates-just-over-12m-to-development-of-chabahar-in-2023-24.  
37 Shubhajit Roy, “India Gets Access to Strategic Oman Port Duqm for Military Use, 
Chabahar-Gwadar in Sight”, The Indian Express, 13 February 2018, 
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-gets-access-to-strategic-oman-port-for-
military-use-chabahar-gwadar-in-sight-5061573/; Economist Intelligence Unit, “Sebacic 
Acid Plant in Duqm Begins Production”, 25 February 2019, 
https://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1327689516.  
38 Maritime Gateway, “The Significance of Duqm Port for India”, 15 February 2022, 
https://www.maritimegateway.com/the-significance-of-duqm-port-for-india/.  
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Further west, Gautam Adani met with Egypt’s president during 
the latter’s visit to India in January 2023 and discussed opportunities for 
his company to invest in Egypt’ ports and logistics sectors.39  President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi reportedly welcomed Adani’s interest in investing in 
Egyptian ports, saying that he would support investments in the Suez 
Canal through Egypt’s sovereign wealth fund.40 The president also stated 
that Egypt was considering allocating land for Indian industries in the 
Suez Canal Economic Zone (SCZONE), which was later emphasised by 
the chairman of SCZONE during Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Egypt 
in June 2023.41 

 

“In what became the biggest infrastructural investment 
by an Indian company in Israel, the Adani Group 

invested US$1.2 billion in January 2023 to acquire a 70% 
stake in Haifa Port.” 

 

Lastly, Israel is another major country where India has made 
significant inroads in the maritime logistics sphere. In what became the 
biggest infrastructural investment by an Indian company in Israel, the 
Adani Group invested US$1.2 billion in January 2023 to acquire a 70% 
stake in Haifa Port, which handles about half of Israel’s cargo, while 
Israel’s Gadot Group purchased the remaining 30%.42 Gautam Adani 

                                                   

39 Gautam Adani [@gautam_adani], “An Honour to Have Met HE President Sisi and His 
Ministers...” Twitter (now “X”) Post, 26 January 2023, 
https://twitter.com/gautam_adani/status/1618664840993832960.  
40 Egyptian Gazette, “Sisi Says Ready to Extend Support to Adani Group and Its Future 
Projects in Egypt”, 26 January 2023, https://egyptian-gazette.com/egypt/sisi-says-ready-
to-extend-support-to-adani-group-and-its-future-projects-in-egypt/.  
41 Adam Lucente, “Egypt’s Sisi Meets Modi, Inks ‘Strategic Partnership’ on Landmark 
India Visit”, Al-Monitor, 27 January 2023, https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2023/01/egypts-sisi-meets-modi-inks-strategic-partnership-
landmark-india-visit.  
42 Sudarshan Varadhan, “Israel Sells Haifa Port to India’s Adani Ports, Israel’s Gadot for 
$1.2 Bln”, Reuters, 14 July 2022, https://www.reuters.com/business/indias-adani-ports-
israels-gadot-buy-haifa-port-israels-finmin-2022-07-14/.  
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joined PM Benjamin Netanyahu in a ceremony for the signing of the 
takeover and reportedly expressed his commitment to keep investing in 
Israel. For Netanyahu, Indian investments in Haifa could help establish a 
land-based trade route through Jordan and Saudi Arabia to connect the 
Mediterranean and the Gulf, bypassing the Suez Canal.43  

These examples demonstrate the depth and breadth of India’s 
engagement with its partners in the Middle East in the ports and 
maritime logistics sector, shedding light on the variation in India’s 
engagement with these countries. With some, like the UAE, India acts 
mostly as a recipient, whereas with others, like Israel and Iran, Indian 
corporate actors are in the driver’s seat. 

 

Implications of the Adani Scandal 

On 24 January 2023, Hindenburg Research published a report44 

accusing the Adani Group of large-scale fraud and stock manipulation, 

causing market losses of over US$110 billion in 10 days (Figure 3).45 

By early March, Adani Group had sold minority stakes in four 

subsidiaries to strengthen its liquidity in preparation for upcoming 

debt payments.46 

                                                   

43 Rami Amichay, Ari Rabinovitch, and Dan Williams, “India’s Adani Says to Keep 
Investing in Israel after Haifa Port Takeover”, Reuters, 31 January 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/indias-adani-says-keep-investing-israel-
after-haifa-port-takeover-2023-01-31/.  
44 Hindenburg Research, “Adani Group: How the World’s 3rd Richest Man Is Pulling the 
Largest Con in Corporate History”, 24 January 2023), 
https://hindenburgresearch.com/adani/.  
45 Sayan Chakraborty, “Adani Group’s Market Loss Tops $110 Billion after Wild 
Trading”, Nikkei Asia, 3 February 2023, 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Companies/Adani-Group/Adani-Group-s-market-
loss-tops-110-billion-after-wild-trading.  
46 These were Adani Enterprises, Adani Ports & SEZ, Adani Transmission, and Adani 
Green Energy. See Navamya Ganesh Acharya, Carolina Mandl, and Echo Wang, “India’s 
Adani Group Gets $1.87 Bln Investment from US Firm GQG”, Reuters, 2 March 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/markets/deals/gqg-partners-buy-shares-worth-187-bln-adani-
group-firms-2023-03-02/.  
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Figure 3. Value of Adani Group’s Shares (in Indian Rupees) 

 

Source: Adani Enterprises Ltd, 
https://www.google.com/finance/quote/ADANIENT:NSE?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjlje
v10O3-AhXIlWoFHa_EAlQQ3ecFegQIDxAg&window=6M  

 

This massive loss in value did not fully alienate Adani’s Middle 
Eastern partners, some of whom had invested significant amounts of 

money in the group during the past few years. The UAE’s state-owned 

bank NBD Emirates, for example, had helped the Adani Group raise  

 

“The massive loss in value did not fully alienate 

Adani’s Middle Eastern partners, some of whom had 

invested significant amounts of money in the group 

during the past few years.” 

 

US$5.8 billion back in 2019. Later, in 2022, Abu Dhabi’s International 
Holding Company (IHC) invested US$2 billion across three Adani 

Group companies. A week after the Hindenburg report, IHC sent a 

clear message of support by announcing an investment of nearly 
US$400 million in the Indian conglomerate, stating that “our interest 

in Adani Group is driven by our confidence and belief in the 
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fundamentals of Adani Enterprises Ltd; we see a strong potential for 

growth from a long-term perspective.”47 

 

“The UAE and Israel's unwavering support for the Adani 
group could be a result of the two countries’ improved 

relations with India as part of the I2U2 minilateral, which 
first met in July 2022.” 

 

Also a week after the publication of the report, Gautam Adani 
attended the ceremonial signing of Adani Ports’ takeover of Haifa Port, 
in partnership with the Gadot Group. During the ceremony, he appeared 
smiling next to Prime Minister Netanyahu.48 Later on, Israel’s 
ambassador to India defended his country’s decision to partner with 
Adani, arguing that the Indian group has “the potential to make Haifa 
the port it needs to be”.49 In March 2023, reports emerged that Adani 
had secured a US$3 billion loan from an undisclosed sovereign wealth 
fund, which sources claimed was from the Middle East.50 The UAE and 
Israel's unwavering support for the Indian group could be a result of the 
two countries’ improved relations with India as part of the I2U2 
minilateral, which first met in July 2022.51 

                                                   

47 John Hyatt, “Gautam Adani’s Middle Eastern Allies Help Him Shrug off Fraud 
Allegations, Wealth Plunge”, Forbes, 31 January 2023, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2023/01/31/gautam-adanis-middle-eastern-
allies-help-him-shrug-off-fraud-allegations-wealth-plunge/.  
48 Hyatt, “Gautam Adani’s Middle Eastern Allies Help Him Shrug off Fraud Allegations”. 
49 Times of India, “‘Adani Group Has the Potential’: Israel Backs Haifa Port Decision”, 23 
February 2023, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/adani-group-has-the-
potential-israel-backs-haifa-port-decision/articleshow/98164720.cms?from=mdr.  
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There are several possible outcomes for Adani Group. If the 
company continues to lose value, it may withdraw from its joint venture 
with AD Ports in Tanzania, which could lead the latter to lean more 
heavily on China’s Hutchison Ports, its other primary partner with whom 
it is exploring investment opportunities in Tanzania. Such an eventuality 
would strengthen Beijing’s position in the region, bringing the UAE and 
China even closer. In the Eastern Mediterranean, Adani’s divestment 
from Haifa port is a possibility, which would give DP World another 
chance to win the tender to operate the port. This would reinforce the 
UAE-China duo again, as companies from both countries would be 
operating terminals in Israel’s major port. Also, Adani may decide to sell  

 

Figure 4. Quick Recovery of Adani Ports’ Shares (in Indian Rupees) 

 

Source: Google Finance, Adani Ports and Special Economic Zone Ltd, 
https://www.google.com/finance/quote/ADANIPORTS:NSE?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj
9_Inj0O3-AhW-mmoFHSq2AYIQ3ecFegQIIBAi 

 

off some assets elsewhere, as it did in early March 2023 to meet debt 
repayments.52 Should it decide to sell some ports, however unlikely, 

                                                   

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/14/joint-
statement-of-the-leaders-of-india-israel-united-arab-emirates-and-the-united-states-i2u2/.  
52 This is not a far-fetched scenario. In fact, Adani recently sold a port in Myanmar for 
US$30 million, after investing at least US$127 million in it. However, this was not due to 
financial pressures, but because the company faced the threat of US sanctions after the 
military coup in February 2021. See Reuters, “India’s Adani Ports Sells Myanmar Port for 
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Adani would find interested buyers in the Middle East, including DP 
World, AD Ports, Saudi Arabia’s RSGT, and perhaps Mwani Qatar.  

In brief, the aforementioned developments would undermine 
India's influence in the Indian Ocean and the Middle East and North 
Africa region, while bolstering China's presence. Such an outcome would 
also result in increasing the UAE’s leverage over India, while diminishing 
its sway over China, since New Delhi would no longer be a significant 
alternative to Beijing for Abu Dhabi. 

 

“The rapid recovery of Adani Ports, coupled with the 
eagerness of Gulf-based port operators to invest in 
Indian ports, bodes well for the country's economic 

progress.” 

 

Others would disagree with the above projection, arguing that 
the scandal is not enough to scare away investors.53 First, Adani’s 
infrastructure empire fits with the Indian government’s economic 
agenda. Second, infrastructure is arguably the right sector to invest in 
during financial crises as it provides a steady revenue flow, alleviating 
debt-related concerns. Third, many investors are still optimistic about 
India’s growth potential. Although the broader Adani conglomerate is 
recovering more slowly, the shares of Adani Ports (Figure 4), which 
crashed almost 50% in just 10 days after 24 January, recovered around 
75% of its losses as of early March 2023.54 By August, it had fully 
recovered its pre-crash value, showing a high degree of resilience. 
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54 Adani Ports’ share price on 10 March was about 696 Indian Rupees. See Aseem 
Thapliyal, “Adani Ports Shares Rebound 76% from 52-Week Low; How Long for Full 
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The rapid recovery of Adani Ports, coupled with the eagerness 
of Gulf-based port operators to invest in Indian ports, bodes well for the 
country's economic progress. This trend also highlights a shared and 
interconnected future that is rich in synergies, wherein Middle Eastern 
partners will utilise their strengths as hydrocarbon producers, major 
logistics players and managers of large sovereign wealth funds to address 
the bottlenecks hindering India's growth. In turn, they will reap the 
rewards of a stable client with a colossal domestic market, ample returns 

on investment and food security.  
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