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Son yirmi yılda, hem Körfez İşbirliği Konseyi (KİK) ülkeleri hem de Türkiye, benzeri 

görülmemiş bir ekonomik büyüme gerçekleştirip bölgede etkili roller oynamaya 

başladı. Birbirine bağlı olarak, iki taraf arasındaki ilişkiler giderek ekonomik 

işbirliğinden stratejik ortaklıklara doğru genişledi. Bu, tüm alanlarda işbirliğini 

içerecek şekilde ortak çıkarlarının geliştirilmesi yoluyla açıkça ortaya çıktı. Bunun 

sonucu olarak, Türkiye bir süre için KİK tarafından “stratejik ortak” olarak kabul 

edildi. Irak’ın parçalanma potansiyeli, Suriye krizi, Yemen savaşı, devlet-altı 

aktörlerinin ortaya çıkan tehditleri ve Tahran’ın etkisinin artması gibi yeni bölgesel 

düzensizlikler, Türkiye-KİK ilişkilerine yeni bir ivme kazandırdı. Bununla birlikte, 

ilişkilerdeki bu olumlu ilerleme bölgede çatışan gündemlere dönüştü. İki rakip kamp 

ortaya çıktı. Türkiye ve Katar bir kampı temsil ederken, diğer kamp da Suudi 

Arabistan, Birleşik Arap Emirlikleri ve Bahreyn’den oluştu. İki kamp arasındaki 

farklılıklar Arap Baharı’nın yeni dinamiklerini temel alıp Mısır, Müslüman Kardeşler 

ve Libya konularında en açık halde tezahür etti. Bununla birlikte, Haziran 2017’den 

bu yana Katar ve Körfez üçlüsü (Suudi Arabistan, BAE ve Bahreyn) artı Mısır 

arasında yaşanan Körfez krizi taraflar arasındaki ayrışmayı arttırdı. Türkiye ile KİK 

ülkeleri arasındaki farklılıklar, İran’ın etkisini dengelemek için hala bir ittifaka ihtiyaç 

duyup duymadıkları sorusunu gündeme getirdi. Bu çalışma, işlevselcilik, güç dengesi 

ve tehdit dengesi gibi uygun uluslararası ilişkiler teorileri ışığında işbirliği ve 

çatışmanın bir karışımı olan bu karmaşık ilişkileri kavramayı amaçlamaktadır. 

Çalışmada röportajlar, arşiv belgeleri, kitaplar, makaleler, resmi konuşmalar ve 

istatistikler gibi farklı yöntemler kullanılmıştır. Kapsamı, 2002 yılından başlayıp 2017 

yılına kadar olan süre içerisindeki ilişkileri kapsamaktadır. Çalışma, tarafların farklı 

gündemleri olmasına rağmen, bölgesel güç denklemi dengesindeki etkilerini arttırmak 

ve ortak tehditlere karşı koymak için işbirliği yapmalarının önemli olduğu sonucuna 

ulaşmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: KİK, Türkiye, yakınsama, farklı gündemler, tehdit dengesi, 

ittifaklar 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Turkey have recently witnessed significant 

economic growth and increased political engagement in the Middle East. Their relations 

have also seen remarkable economic improvement and unprecedented political 

rapprochement due to the mutual perceptions of each other’s importance in achieving 

economic goals and strengthening their positions in the region. On one hand, the 

emergence of the GCC states, particularly Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE), as visible actors was accelerated in the context of the aftermath of the 

United States-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, the international economic crisis of 2008 and 

the Arab Spring since 2011. Using their growing capabilities of energy resources, capital 

accumulation, sovereign wealth funds and political roles as advantages, they became 

more involved in global issues and regional crises. On the other hand, Turkey, since 2002, 

with a fast-growing economy, also has an ambitious strategy to become a major regional 

power with an influence over the neighboring region and a prominent actor at the 

international level. Having relied on soft power for over a decade —through attempts to 

play roles of mediator of peace and stability and promoter of liberal values and 

democracy— Turkey has recently increased its activity in the region to maintain its 

interests, balance Iran’s increasing influence, support political transition and counter the 

emerging sub-state actors, even by hard power.  

The GCC states’ relations have improved rapidly with Turkey over the last decade. Their 

growing mutual interdependence has increased in energy, trade, business and investment. 

In 2005, the GCC states and Turkey signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to 

develop their cooperation in trade, investments, energy, transportation and cultural 

exchanges. In 2008, they signed another MoU that considered Turkey a ‘strategic partner’ 

and launched a High-Level Strategic Dialogue Mechanism to develop cooperation in 

political, economic, defense and culture fields. Geopolitically, the new disorders in the 

Middle East, which are threatening domestic stability and regional security, have initially 

increased Turkey-GCC rapprochement. The potential disintegration of Iraq and the 

consequences of the Arab Spring such as the Syrian crisis, the Yemeni war, the escalation 

of the sectarian Shiite-Sunni strife, the threats of the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIL) and the expansion of Iran’s influence are all critical challenges that have given new 
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momentum to Turkish-GCC relations. In this way, Turkey’s relations have developed 

with Qatar and Saudi Arabia in particular, where it signed strategic partnership 

agreements in 2014 and 2016 respectively, while its economic relations with the UAE 

have reached a very advanced level.  

However, the Arab Spring uprisings also produced new challenges and different 

perceptions that showed competing agendas and division between Turkey and the GCC 

as well as among the GCC states. New regional camps or alliances have appeared. Qatar 

has allied with Turkey to balance the increasing regional influence of Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE. Their divergences were clear in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood and Libya 

cases where their disputes were mainly based on ideological and political dynamics such 

as the advance of political Islam, the demands for democracy and the increasing 

possibilities of threatening the status quo and regime change. In addition, the Gulf crisis, 

where Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt cut off full relations with Qatar in June 

2017, has escalated their regional divergence in an unprecedented way. To balance this 

immediate threat, Doha has deepened its strategic relations with Turkey and increased the 

military cooperation by expanding the Turkish military base, which was established in 

2014. It has also restored diplomatic relations with Iran, which were severed in 2016. The 

increasing differences among Turkey and the GCC states raised a question of whether 

they still need an alliance in order to counterbalance Iran’s influence or not, and whether 

they should perceive Iran as a threat or a partner. Furthermore, the competition was not 

limited to these areas, but recently reached the Horn of Africa in quest for establishing 

military bases and competing for regional influence.  

Indeed, the study of Turkish-Gulf relations is no longer a traditional analysis of the 

development of the areas of cooperation between two parties. Rather, it is also concerned 

with the balance of power and balance of threat in the region. The visible economic 

growth of both parties, the rise of their political role and their new interests and ambitions 

are influential in the region and its future. Therefore, this research will study the growth 

of Turkey and the GCC states’ powers, their mutual perceptions as economic partners and 

potential regional allies, the major geopolitical shifts that brought them closer to 

balancing both Iran’s increasing influence and new emerging security threat, and finally 

the factors that have been dividing them and intensifying their competing agendas in the 

region. 
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Main argument 

Turkey and the GCC states showed a desire to deepen their strategic relationship in order 

to sustain their economic growth and increase their influence. At times, they have also 

looked to create an alliance to balance Iran’s power and its growing influence in the 

region. It is obvious that the rise of the GCC states and Turkey as regional actors has 

created divergent agendas and poses challenges to their common interests, which 

sometimes weaken their relations. Due to new differences in Turkey and Qatar’s policies 

with some of the GCC states, mainly Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the future relations of 

these actors will face challenges, while their alliance becomes questionable. Therefore, 

this thesis hypothesizes that the opposing perceptions and policies of those actors on many 

regional issues might divide them despite the fact that they were interested in developing 

their relations to form an alliance. It also hypothesizes that geopolitical regional rivalry 

for influence is not the only cause of conflict and re-alignment among the GCC states and 

Turkey. Rather, ideology, such as the potential advance of political Islam and democratic 

change, has also become a driver for alliance formation and competition. 

Research methodology and theoretical concepts 

Understanding Turkey and the GCC states’ relations requires multi-theoretical 

approaches because it is not merely a traditional analysis of the development of areas of 

cooperation between two parties. Rather, it also relates to the geopolitical contest for 

influence on a regional scale since both parties have recently emerged as influential actors 

and their perceptions and interests are a mixture of consistency and conflict. Therefore, 

the research will use three different approaches: the balance of power theory, the balance 

of threat theory and the functional approach.  

The Balance of power theory has emerged within the realist thought of international 

relations. States have always sought to balance the increasing power capabilities of rivals. 

Balance of power is not only mean attaining an equilibrium among states; rather it also 

includes competition and the looking to maximize states’ relative power to maintain 

security through different methods.  

According to Kenneth N. Waltz, the balance of power is seen by some as “the best 

guarantee of the security of states and the peace of the world. However, others see that it 



4 

has ruined states by causing most of the wars they have fought.”1 Hans Morgenthau has 

defined the balance of power as “a device for the self-defense of nations whose 

independence and existence are threatened by a disproportionate increase in the power of 

other nations.”2  

The balance of power theory exists when the order is anarchic. For Waltz, anarchy “is 

taken to mean not just the absence of government but also the presence of disorder and 

chaos.”3 He noted, “in anarchy there is no automatic harmony,” and the proposition that 

“among autonomous states, war is inevitable.”4 He suggested, “the roots of international 

conflict lie in both the clash of interests among states and the absence of effective 

supranational agencies for the regulation of this clash.”5 In this respect, Mearsheimer 

argued that the “conflict is common among states because the international system creates 

powerful incentives for aggression… States seek to survive under anarchy by maximizing 

their power relative to other states.”6  

Forming alliances is a common method to maintain the balance of power. Morgenthau 

argued that the competing nations “can add to their own power the power of other nations, 

or they can withhold the power of other nations from the adversary.” By these choices, 

they pursue a policy of alliances.7  

The theory of balance of power has recently been revised by Stephen Walt who developed 

a new concept of the balance of threat. The latter does not contradict the traditional 

balance of power theory; rather it looks to expand and explain the major factors that 

affected states’ decisions when they chose their allies. Where balance-of-power theory 

predicts that states ally in response to imbalances of power, balance-of-threat theory 

                                                 

1 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Philippines: Adison-Wesley Publishing, Inc., 1979), 

p. 117. 
2 Hans J. Morgenthau & Kenneth W. Thompson, Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and 

Peace (New Delhi: Kalyani Publishers, 1985 [1948]), p. 131. 
3 Waltz, p. 114. 
4 Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2001 [1954]), p. 186. 
5 David Singer, “International Conflict: Three Levels of Analysis,” review of Man, the State, and War by 

Kenneth N. Waltz, World Politics, vol. 12, no. 3 (April 1960), p. 458. 
6 John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War,” International 

Security, vol. 15, no. 1 (Summer1990), pp. 12-13.  
7 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), p. 201. 
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predicts that states seek allies when there is an imbalance of threat (that is, when one state 

or coalition is especially dangerous).”8  

Walt argued that states make alliances primarily to balance against the greatest threats to 

their security. “The degree to which a state threatens others, in turn, is a function of power, 

geographic proximity, offensive capabilities and perceived intentions.”9  

First, aggregate power capabilities: Walt did not ignore the balance of power theory, but 

certainly emphasized its fundamental factor, the distribution of power capabilities, as the 

first element of threat sources. He stated, “a state’s aggregate power may provide a motive 

for balancing or bandwagoning.”10 According to Harm J. de Blij, power is “the capacity 

of a nation to use its tangible and intangible resources in such a way to affect the behavior 

of other nations.”11 Morgenthau has also defined the national power as “the power of man 

over the minds and actions of other men.”12 Distribution of capabilities is based on 

national power elements, which could include the geographic aspects of a state, natural 

resources, a self-sufficiency of food, national character “for those who act for the nation 

in peace and war and formulate and support its policies,” national morale, which means 

the “degree of determination with which a nation supports the foreign policies of its 

government in peace or war,” and the quality of government that can transform the aims 

of its people into reality.13  

Secondly, geographic proximity: Walt assumed that states are more likely to “make their 

alliance choices in response to nearby powers than in response to those that are distant” 

because the proximity states can pose greater theat.14  

Thirdly, offensive capabilities: It is the ability to threaten another state. The immediate 

threats that offensive capabilities pose may create a strong incentive for others to 

                                                 

8 Stephen M. Walt, “Testing Theories of Alliance Formation: The Case of Southwest Asia,” International 

Organization, vol. 42, no. 2 (Spring 1988), p. 281. 
9 Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990 [1987]), p. 

vi; Stephen M. Walt, “Balancing Threat: The United States and the Middle East,” An Interview with 

Stephen M. Walt, Yale Journal of International Affairs (Spring/ Summer 2010), p. 10; Walt, “Testing 

Theories of Alliance Formation,” pp. 280-281.  
10 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 22-23.  
11 Harm J. de Blij, Systematic Political Geography (USA: Wiley, 1973), p. 59. 
12 Morgenthau & Thompson, p. 117. 
13 Ibid, pp. 117, 130-131, 151, 153, 158-161. 
14 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 23, 29-30. 
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balance.15 Fourthly, aggressive intentions: Policymakers are likely to misinterpret their 

allies’ efforts to improve relations with the main enemy if they focus solely on power and 

ignore the impact of changing intentions.16 Walt argued, “states that are viewed as 

aggressive are likely to provoke others to balance against them.”17  

Alliance Formation Strategies is an important part of the balance of threat theory. Walt 

asked a central question: how do states select their partners? He proposed the following: 

First, states ally against states that threaten them - that is, they “balance.” Secondly, states 

ally with states that threaten them - that is, they “bandwagon.” Thirdly, states select allies 

of alike ideology. Fourthly, foreign aid induces partners. Finally, alliance can be 

facilitated through political penetration.18  

First, balancing and bandwagoning: Walt discussed “whether states tend to balance 

strong or threatening powers by allying against them, or whether they are more likely to 

bandwagon by allying with the most powerful or threatening states.”19 In a balancing 

world, “strong states may be valued as allies because they have much to offer their 

partners, but they must take particular care to avoid appearing aggressive.” However, a 

bandwagoning world is much more competitive. If states tend to ally with those who seem 

most dangerous, then great powers will be rewarded if they appear both strong and 

potentially aggressive.20  

Secondly, ideology: Walt defined ideological solidarity as “a tendency for states with 

similar internal traits to prefer alignment with one another rather than alignment with 

states whose domestic characteristics are different.” He assumed that alignment with 

similar states may be viewed as a way of defending one’s own political principles and 

may enhance the legitimacy of a weak regime by demonstrating that it is part of a large, 

popular movement.21 He downplayed the importance of ideology in alliance choices, and 

                                                 

15 Ibid., pp. 24-25. 
16 Walt, “Testing Theories of Alliance Formation,” pp. 283-284, 313. 
17 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, p. 25. 
18 Douglas J. Macdonald, review of The Origins of Alliances by Stephen M. Walt, The Journal of Politics, 

vol. 51, no. 3 (August 1989), pp. 795-796. 
19 Walt, “Testing Theories of Alliance Formation,” p. 275.  
20 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, p. 27. 
21 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 34-35, 181. 
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stated, “we may exaggerate the apparent importance of ideology,”22 and added, it “plays 

relatively little role in determining alliance preferences.”23  

Thirdly, foreign aid: Walt assumed that states chose allies to obtain side payments of 

material assistance, such as economic or military aid.24   

These above-mentioned two theories could help in understanding the seeking for 

rapprochement between the Gulf states and Turkey to balance Iran’s increasing influence 

and to counter its threats to their security and interests in their immediate neighborhoods, 

particularly after the absence of Iraq’s influential power since 2003 and the emergence of 

new threats resultant of the uprisings in Bahrain, Syria and Yemen, which are directly 

linked with Iranian influence. The disagreement between some GCC states and Turkey 

has started with the overthrowing of Egyptian President Mohammad Morsi in July 2013. 

This led to the emergence of new regional camps based on the divergence over ideological 

issues of political Islam and contest for regional influence. Primarily, Qatar has allied 

with Turkey to balance the increasing regional influence of Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

Since the Gulf crisis in June 2017, Doha has followed two main strategies of the balance 

of threat theory. It has balanced with Turkey and bandwagoned with Iran to balance the 

immediate threats of its neighboring Gulf countries after they cut off their relations with 

Doha. Furthermore, Turkey has more recently cooperated with Iran to counter urgent 

threats of non-state actors in its neighborhood with Syria and Iraq. 

The research will also use insights from the functionalist and neo-functionalist theoretical 

approaches to comprehend how Turkey and the GCC states employ the economic 

cooperation to reach political rapprochement. 

Functionalism was the suggested answer to the issue of “how to bring states closer 

together to deal with issues that transcend territorial boundaries.”25 David Mitrany was 

one of the earliest pioneers of this approach. Later on, Ernst B. Haas has developed it and 

                                                 

22 Ibid., 39. 
23 Walt, “Testing Theories of Alliance Formation,” p. 313.   

24 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 218, 225, 261. 
25 Martin Griffiths, Terry O’Callaghan & Steven C. Roach, International Relations: The Key Concepts, 3rd 

edition (New York, NY: Routledge, 2014), p. 124. 
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introduced neo-functionalism that expands the area of integration to political and security 

fields.  

The origin of functionalism stems from Mitrany’s emphasis on bringing sustainable peace 

among nations after centuries of conflict. He argued, “The task that is facing us is how to 

build up the reality of a common interest in peace… that would bring them actively 

together, not the old static and strategic view but a social view of peace.” He then 

proclaimed his approach in order to tackle this problem through building a common 

interest in protracted peace, and said, “We must put our faith not in a protected peace but 

in a working peace; it would [be an] aspiration of social security taken in its widest 

range.”26  

At the beginning of the past century, new transnational actors began to emerge with 

remarkable success, such as the International Labor Organization. Its sectorial activity 

extended beyond national borders.27  

The concepts of a ‘working peace system’ and a ramification process were affirmed by 

Mitrany.28 This system was built around international agencies, which had functional 

responsibilities in managing problems for which there was a consensus to cooperate. 

These international agencies were to assume some of the attributions of nation-states, 

within the so-called ramification process. The consequence of this process was a domino 

effect, as cooperation in one field could lead to a new cooperation in another field.29 In 

this respect,  

international cooperation should begin by dealing with specific transnational problems 

(such as disease control) where there is some prospect of applying specialized technical 

knowledge and where the success of ad hoc functional arrangements will hopefully lead 

to further efforts to replicate the experience in a widening process.30  

                                                 

26 Siegfried Schieder & Manuela Spindler (Ed.), Theories of International Relations (New York: Routledge, 

2014), pp. 91-94, cited in David Mitrany, A Working Peace System: An Argument for the Functional 

Development of International Organization (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1966 [1943]), p. 92. 
27 Mihai Alexandrescu, “David Mitrany: From Federalism to Functionalism,” Transylvanian Review, vol. 

16, no. 1 (Spring 2007), p. 25; Adrian-Claudiu Popoviciu, “David Mitrany and Functionalism: The 

Beginnings of Functionalism,” Revista Româna de Geografie Politica, vol. 12, no. 1 (May 2010), p. 162. 
28 Robert O. Keohane, review of The Functional Theory of Politics by David Mitrany, The American 

Political Science Review, vol. 72, no. 2 (June 1978), p. 805.  
29 Alexandrescu, p. 25. 
30 Griffiths, O’Callaghan & Roach, p. 124. 
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Paul Taylor, in his introduction of Mitrany’s The Functional Theory of Politics, argued, 

“It was always misleading to suggest that functionalism was designed to do away with 

politics.”31 Indeed, Mitrany had obviously referred to the relationship of politics and 

economics. He argued:  

The relationship between the nature of warfare and the nature of political and economic 

organization became in that way so close as to approach unity… politics and economics 

are being welded together. When politics and economics have by the nature of things 

become thus closely intertwined, it will not serve to try to bring only one under the rule 

of reason while leaving the other to be ruled by the fist.32  

Functionalism has inspired what has become known as ‘neo-functionalists’ to develop its 

ideas. Ernst B. Haas, the pioneer of neo-functionalism acknowledged the functionalists’ 

contribution to international organizations and said, “Although I don’t agree with certain 

aspects of their approach, I believe that it has done more to cast the study of international 

organization in a dynamic and comprehensive context than most other approaches.”33  

Integration at a regional level is a key concept focused on in neo-functionalism. Haas 

supposed, “If we want to use Functionalism as an analytical tool for the study of 

international organizations, we cannot sidestep the definition of integration.”34 He also 

emphasized that political integration is:  

[T]he process whereby political actors in several distinct national settings are persuaded 

to shift their loyalties, expectations and political activities to a new center, whose 

institutions possess or demand jurisdiction over pre-existing national states. The end 

result is a new political community, superimposed over the pre-existing ones.35  

The separation of technical issues from political ones is not recognized in neo-

functionalism. Haas emphasized:  

                                                 

31 Keohane, p. 805. 
32 David Mitrany, “Interrelation of Politics and Economics in Modern War,” The Annals of the American 

Academy of political and Social Science, vol. 192, no. 1 (July 1937), pp. 82, 88. 
33 Ernst B. Haas, Beyond the Nation-State: Functionalism and International Organization (UK: ECPR 

Press, 2008 [1964]), pp. 19-20. 
34 Ibid., p. 45.  
35 Ben Rosamond, “The Uniting of Europe and the Foundation of EU Studies: Revisiting the 

Neofunctionalism of Ernst B. Haas,” Journal of European Public Policy, vol. 12, no. 2 (2005), p. 241.  
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[P]ower and welfare are far from separable. Indeed, commitment to welfare activities 

arises only within the confines of purely political decisions, which are made largely on 

the basis of power considerations. Specific functional contexts cannot be separated from 

general concerns… The distinction between the political and the technical, between the 

politician and the expert, simply does not hold because issues were made technical by a 

prior political decision.36 

Neo-functionalism has also given much importance to the spillover effect in expanding 

the sectors and fields of cooperation. Haas assumed that states would find themselves 

entangled in regional pressures and end up resolving their disputes by conceding a wider 

scope and transferring more authority to the regional organizations. Eventually, their 

people will begin shifting more of their hopes to the region and satisfying them will 

increase the likelihood that economic-social integration will spill over into political 

integration.37 Increase in commercial, financial and personal transactions between 

individuals, institutions and sub-national groups will make it easier to reach complex 

deals and to attract the most uncooperative of opponents.38  

Indeed, using insights from a functional approach is related, in this research, to the 

theories of balance of power and balance of threat. Both focus on forming alliances as a 

method of balancing. Since the functional approach is based primarily on deepening 

cooperation to reach political rapprochement, this may also help states in forming 

alliances to protect their interests and counter mutual threats.  

The GCC and Turkey’s economic growth has led to increase their cooperation. While an 

MoU in 2005 aimed at developing their cooperation in trade, investments, energy and 

cultural exchanges, the High-Level Strategic Dialogue Mechanism of 2014 has expanded 

the cooperation to the fields of politics, defense and security. On the bilateral level, 

Turkey has promoted its relations with Qatar to sign a mutual defense agreement in 2014 

and to establish a military base. It has also employed the growing relations with Saudi 

                                                 

36 Haas, Beyond the Nation-State, pp. 28, 43. 
37 Philippe C. Schmitter, “Ernst B. Haas and the Legacy of Neofunctionalism,” Journal of European Public 

Policy, vol. 12, no. 2 (April 2005), p. 257. 
38 Ibid., p. 266. 
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Arabia to reach an unprecedented agreement of strategic partnership in 2016 including 

political, security and defense areas.  

This research has used different methods to achieve its objectives. It used primary and 

secondary sources such as archive documents, statements, key official speeches and 

statistics of both Turkey and the GCC states. It made use of interviews, which would help 

in explaining some aspects of both parties’ mutual perceptions and their positions on 

related issues. It also used the most important books, peer-reviewed articles, research 

papers and analyses related to the topic. It analyzed and compared different statistical data 

to explain the growth of both parties and the development of their relations during the 

period of study.  

Scope of the research 

The scope of this research starts in 2002 and extends to 2017, because, firstly, this period 

has witnessed the growth of the Turkish and GCC states economies and political roles.  

Secondly, before 2002, Ankara had no significant interest in the Gulf area, except through 

Western alliances or energy imports. In turn, the GCC states did not give significance to 

wide ties with Turkey because of its traditional non-involvement policy, its economic 

weakness and the absence of investment incentives. 

Thirdly, the economic crisis in 2001 caused economic considerations to become a priority 

to Turkish foreign policy under the ruling of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet 

ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) since November 2002. This led to the strengthening of 

economic ties and mutual trade exchange with the GCC states.  

Fourthly, after the September 11 incidents in Washington and New York, the United 

States (US) foreign policy adopted a new approach towards the Middle East. It declared 

a ‘war on terrorism’ and invaded Afghanistan and Iraq. Simultaneously, it sought to 

strengthen the relations with its partners, particularly Turkey and the Gulf states. The US 

gradually started to promote Turkey as a model, which facilitates its involvement in the 

region’s politics. 

Fifthly, the invasion of Iraq in 2003 has imposed challenges to Turkey and the GCC and 

created a new imbalance among regional powers. Iran became a hegemon in Iraq’s 

politics since the Iraqi Shiite parties, which are supported by Tehran, have controlled the 
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government in Baghdad. This situation has upset both Turkey and the GCC. Turkey, 

under the AKP, has sought to overcome the traditional non-involvement policy and 

initiated an active one. Therefore, Turkey and the GCC sought rapprochement in order to 

balance Iran’s emerging influence. For this reason, the research takes this period as a 

breakthrough because both regional geopolitical realities and the new Turkish political 

elites facilitated this rapprochement.  

Sixthly, in this period, Turkey-GCC states’ bilateral and collective relations have grown 

in an unprecedented manner. For the first time, as above-mentioned, the GCC and Turkey 

signed memorandums of understanding and launched a high-level mechanism to develop 

cooperation in all fields. The bilateral relations have also developed substantially. 

Seventhly, the period of study extends until the end of 2017 because the writing of this 

thesis started at this point. Furthermore, two major incidents, in both Turkey and the Gulf, 

have happened around this time: the failure coup attempt in Turkey in July 2016 and the 

Gulf crisis since June 2017. Both have left a clear impact on Turkey-GCC relations 

because they led to increased intra-division and enhanced their opposing alliances.  

However, the research traced, in short, the historical background of the evolution and 

origin of the GCC and the development of Turkey-GCC states relations before 2002. This 

could help in understanding the development of current relations. 

Research questions 

The research aims to answer this main question: What are the main opportunities and 

constraints in the newly emerging relations between the GCC states and Turkey? To 

answer this question, there are sub-questions linked to it:  

 What are the positions of the GCC states and Turkey in their mutual perceptions?  

 Is there a common vision to form an alliance to balance regional powers and 

counter emerging threats?  

 What are the differences among the GCC states and Turkey? To what extent have 

they intensified the division on a regional level? 

Research objectives 

The research also aims to achieve many objectives, as follows: 
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 To study Turkish-GCC relations in a comprehensive way that explores the factors 

affecting their convergence and divergence. 

 To trace and analyze the GCC alliance formation to balance its neighboring 

regional powers and emerging threats. It also traces how some of the GCC states 

became influential actors in the region. 

 To trace and explore the growth of Turkey’s power and its seeking of alliances to 

balance other regional powers and threats.  

 To explore the contribution of economic cooperation or the functional approach 

to the development of the GCC alliance as well as Turkey-GCC political 

convergence. 

 To comprehend the mutual perceptions of Turkey and the GCC states that may 

impact their relations, alliances and regional policies.  

 To examine areas of cooperation and competition among the GCC states and 

Turkey. 

 To add a new contribution to literature on Turkish-GCC relations.  

Significance of the research 

The Turkish-GCC relations have rapidly developed since the beginning of the century. 

The economic growth of both parties, the rise of their regional role and their seeking for 

influence are influential in the region and its future. Hence, it is important to study these 

relations in terms of current regional developments. This research attempts to introduce 

a comprehensive analysis and detailed information, which could help the decision-makers 

improve their relations and reduce their differences over regional issues. 

Research’s limitations  

Some difficulties have faced the researcher, such as:  

 Insufficient academic literature dealing directly with this topic in a comprehensive 

way.  

 Illiteracy of the researcher in the Turkish language, which made access to 

government information and reports difficult. However, this difficulty was mostly 
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overcome because of the abundance of English literature on Turkey, mostly 

written by Turkish experts and officials. In addition, most of official data is 

produced in both Turkish and English. 

Literature review  

The literature on direct Turkish-GCC relations is a very small field. Despite the fact that 

Turkey has become close to the GCC states since the beginning of the century, most of 

the published books in this regard are interested in examining the Turkish policy in its 

broad Islamic, Arab and the Middle East contexts. The Turkish-GCC ties occupied only 

some chapters or pages in these books. As well, there are insufficient academic articles 

dealing directly with this topic. The list of previous published references showed the 

relatively small number of articles that relate directly to Turkish-GCC relations. They are 

limited to specific issues of the topic and are mostly not updated to meet the new emerging 

factors that affect Turkish-GCC rapprochement or competition.  

There are good books and articles examining Turkish-GCC relations, such as Özden 

Zeynep Oktav & Helin Sarı Ertem (eds.), GCC-Turkey Relations: Dawn of a New Era 

(Cambridge: Gulf Research Centre, 2015); Ali Diriöz, “Turkey and the GCC Strategic 

Partnership after 5 Years,” Ortadogu Analiz (2013); Bulent Aras, “Turkey and the GCC: 

An Emerging Relationship,” Middle East Policy (2005); Cameron Brown, “Turkey in the 

Gulf Wars of 1991 and 2003,” Turkish Studies (2007); Muhittin Ataman, “Turkey and 

Saudi Arabia” SETA Policy Brief (2012); Özden Oktav, “The Gulf States and Iran: A 

Turkish Perspective,” Middle East Policy (2011). Oktav and Ertem’s edited volume is the 

sole book that examined this full topic. However, it consisted of fragmented articles or 

conference papers where each author examined a specific area. It was also written before 

the major division among Turkey and the GCC states happened in 2016-2017. The other 

works had discussed some areas of cooperation or studied relations of Turkey with one 

of the GCC states. In addition, most of these works had focused on the emerging 

cooperation between Turkey and the GCC. A few of them have touched on differences 

and rivalry between the two parties. Therefore, this research will provide a new 

contribution to the topic by presenting a full manuscript and a comprehensive analysis on 

a regional scale and in terms of current developments.  
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Topics of the research 

The research includes four chapters as well as introduction and findings of the study. 

Chapter one will explore the growth of Turkey’s power and the position of the Gulf in its 

perceptions strategically and economically. In this respect, it will trace how Turkey has 

sought to regain its regional status since 2002. Because of substantial domestic reforms 

and rapid economic growth, Turkey became an influential actor in regional politics. 

However, because its ability to settle problems or exert influence is limited, as the Syrian 

crisis shows, the Gulf region is considered an advantage for Turkey for two reasons: First, 

the strategic depth concept that sees this region as a part of Turkey’s historical and 

geographical space. Second is the economic factor, where GCC markets, capital, 

investments and energy resources are considered great opportunities for Turkish 

economic growth.  

Chapter two will explore the GCC’s establishment, its economic significance and its 

rising regional role. It will also trace the emergence of some GCC member states as 

influential economic and regional actors and how the contest for influence has risen 

among them. Due to their rising power, the GCC relationships have been expanding with 

regional and international actors. In this way, this chapter will explore Turkey’s position 

in the GCC states’ perceptions as both an economic partner and a potential regional ally. 

Chapter three will examine the convergence dynamics of the GCC states and Turkey. It 

will briefly trace the history of the rapprochement between the two parties. It will also 

discuss how major geopolitical shifts brought Turkey and the GCC states closer to 

balancing both Iran’s increasing influence and new emerging security threats. In this way, 

it will examine key regional issues and threats that drive the rapprochement between the 

two parties. This includes, firstly, their empowerment of Sunni Arabs and Kurds in Iraq. 

Secondly, their agreement on Syria, that regime change could directly affect the regional 

balance of power. Thirdly, the emergence of the ISIL and its rapid expansion, which 

posed a threat to their security and created a common interest in countering it. Fourthly, 

the Yemeni war, which initially gained Turkey’s support and raised the hopes of forming 

an alliance to counterbalance Iran and enhance economic partnership.  

Chapter four will analyze the division among the GCC states and Turkey and their 

competing agendas in the region. This rivalry was raised mainly between Turkey and 
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Qatar on one hand and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain on the other. Their clash of 

perceptions and interests has intensified towards a number of significant issues, such as 

Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood, Libya and Iran. In addition, the Gulf crisis since June 

2017 has escalated their competition in an unprecedented way and raised questions over 

the impact of Turkey’s military base in Qatar on its relations with other GCC states. 

Finally, the contest of the opposing parties was not confined to the Gulf region, rather, it 

extended to the Horn of Africa in seeking to establish military bases. Besides the fact that 

the divergence seems an ideological conflict towards such perceived threats, it is also a 

power politics struggle for influence.  

Finally, the conclusion will discuss the research’s main findings on the current relations 

and mutual perceptions of the GCC states and Turkey in terms of new emerging alliances 

and contest for regional influence. It will raise questions over the future of their strategic 

partnership, which has rapidly developed previously.  
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 1: THE GROWTH OF TURKEY AND ITS 

PERCEPTION OF THE GULF  

Turkey has sought to regain its power and revive its historical status since 2002. It has 

been looking to alter the regional balance of power in its favor, since its influence does 

not meet its geographical and historical significance. A new active foreign policy has 

been developed, which is centered around making Turkey an influential regional power. 

Ankara believes that this would qualify it to exert influence in many areas, particularly in 

the Middle East, and allows it to have an important say in international policies.  

To achieve the new strategic vision, Turkey has launched extensive domestic reforms, 

sought economic growth and engaged actively in regional politics. As a result, it has 

rapidly grown and achieved a fundamental shift both domestically and regionally. It 

becomes a rising or middle power in terms of power indicators and an influential actor in 

regional politics. However, as other regional powers in the Middle East, it cannot set 

agenda, settle problems or advance its influence without support of great powers or 

without forming alliances. Its ability to exert influence is limited even in its immediate 

neighborhood, as the Syrian crisis shows.  

In this regard, the Gulf region is considered an advantage for Turkey. Two main factors 

have been playing a prominent role in recognizing the Gulf as an area of significant 

interest to Turkey. First, the strategic depth concept that perceives this region as a part of 

Turkey’s historical and geographical space. The second is the economic factor, since the 

GCC energy resources and markets are considered great opportunities for Turkish 

economic growth.  

This chapter consists of two sections. The first will study the factors behind the recent 

rise of Turkey, such as domestic reforms, economic growth and the new active foreign 

policy. It will also question whether this fundamental growth is enough to meet Turkey’s 

self-aspiration as a central regional power or if it still needs the help of great powers and 

alliance-forming to modify the balance of power to its favor as well as counter threats. 

The second section will focus on how Turkey perceives the Gulf region strategically and 

economically.  
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2.1. The Rise of Turkey in the New Middle East Power Equation 

The three main factors that are behind the rise of Turkey recently are the following: First, 

political stability and domestic reforms led mainly by the AKP’s governments since 2002. 

Secondly, exponential economic growth.1 Thirdly, a new foreign policy approach that 

engaged actively in Turkey’s neighborhoods. These changes raise the question of whether 

Turkey has enough power to exert influence independently or balance regional powers.  

2.1.1. Domestic Reforms and Political Stability  

There is an effect that is mutual between home and abroad. As some theorists of 

international relations concur, the “transformation in domestic policy has affected the 

foreign policy doctrine.”2 The transformation of Turkish politics is basically the result of 

domestic changes in the country. The idea of defying the status quo and of active foreign 

policy is attributed to former President Turgut Özal (1983-1993), characterized by 

restructuring the Turkish economy and launching an active foreign policy at early 1990s.3 

In October 2001, the parliament passed reforms, such as reducing restrictions on human 

rights. It also increased civilian representation on the National Security Council (Milli 

Güvenlik Kurulu, MGK) and adopted a new Civil Code mainly to improve freedom of 

association and assembly.4  

However, the reforms policy gained momentum under the AKP. The latter’s political 

vision shows that its foreign policies are based mainly on domestic necessities and it aims 

at bringing stability to the country. It stated that the party “redefined one of the key 

principles of Turkish foreign policy as tipping the freedom-security balance to the 

advantage of individual and societal freedoms.”5 Hence, foreign relations was supposed 

                                                 

1 Valeria Talbot, “Turkey‐GCC Relations in A Transforming Middle East,” Analysis, no. 178 (June 2013), 

p. 3. 
2 Alexander Murinson, “The Strategic Depth Doctrine of Turkish Foreign Policy,” Middle Eastern Studies, 

vol. 42, no. 6 (November 2006), p. 945. 
3 Ibid., p. 945.  
4 Meliha Benli Altunisik, “The Possibilities and Limits of Turkey’s Soft Power in the Middle East,” Insight 

Turkey, vol. 10, no. 2 (2008), p. 43. 
5 “The AKP Political Vision 2023,” p. 58, The AKP official website, accessed 9/9/2018, at: 

https://bit.ly/1NQGfE7 
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to be used as a means for structural reforms in Turkey to expand freedoms, promote 

democracy and achieve economic development.  

The AKP has accelerated the reform process. In August 2003, freedom of expression and 

freedom of assembly were strengthened through a new package of amendments to the 

constitution. There was also a change in the MGK. The head of Council became civilian 

and the number of civilian members became equal to military members. Furthermore, the 

executive powers of the Council have been curtailed.6 A number of restrictions relate to 

the Kurdish issue had been lifted, such as the lifting of the state of emergency, the release 

of prominent Kurdish politicians from prison and the ending of bans on use of the Kurdish 

language.7 The AKP also passed reforms in the judicial system. By 2009, civilians were 

only to be trialed in civilian courts. The constitutional referendum in 2010 increased the 

size of the Supreme Council of Judges and the Prosecutors (Hâkimler ve Savcılar Yüksek 

Kurulu, HSYK) from seven to 22 prosecutors and gave it a greater degree of autonomy 

from the government. It also gave citizens the right to apply to the Constitutional Court 

for their individual cases if their basic rights and fundamental freedoms are violated.8  

By the constitutional referendum of April 2017, the AKP passed comprehensive reforms 

to the political system. The presidential system had adopted instead of the parliamentary 

system of the government. HSYK members were reduced to 13, where four members to 

be appointed by the President and seven will be appointed by the Grand Assembly. The 

referendum passed by 51.18 percent.9 These consecutive reforms have increased the role 

of civil society in foreign policy making.10 Furthermore, the AKP plans to adopt a new 

civil constitution replacing the current constitution that was created by the military rule 

in 1983. 

                                                 

6 Altunisik, pp. 43-44. 
7 Ali Balci, “The Kurdish movement’s EU policy in Turkey: An analysis of a dissident ethnic bloc’s foreign 

policy,” Ethnicities, vol. 15, no. 1 (February 2015), pp. 83-84. 
8 Meltem Müftüler-Baç, “Judicial Reform in Turkey and the EU’s Political Conditionality: (Mis)Fit 

between Domestic Preferences and EU Demands,” MAXCAP Working Paper, no. 18 (January 2016), pp. 

13-16, at: https://bit.ly/2QF5EX6 
9 Supreme Election Council, “Announcement from Supreme Election Council Regarding to the 

Constitutional Amendment Referendum Held on 16th April 2017,” accessed 13/10/2018, at: 

https://bit.ly/2NEYdgL 
10 Bülent Aras & Rabia Karakaya Polat, “Turkey and the Middle East: Frontiers of the New Geographic 

Imagination,” Australian Journal of International Affairs, vol. 61, no. 4 (December 2007), p. 477. 



20 

The EU’s agreement at the summit of Helsinki in 1999 of the accession Turkey was one 

of the main drivers in accelerating the reform process and in expanding freedoms later. 

The decision also prompted Turkey to seek economic ties and trade partners to boost its 

economy to meet EU requirements and standards.11 The AKP has also given more 

importance to the EU’s full membership. It argued, “Legal reforms and new regulations 

have been passed as part of the EU’s acquis Communautaire and they have raised and 

strengthened Turkey’s democratic standards.”12 The AKP needed a common policy 

agreed upon by most of the society. By affiliating itself with the EU, the AKP was aiming 

to build confidence in internal politics and portrayed the EU membership as a vehicle for 

economic and political reforms.13 

2.1.2. Turkey’s Economic Growth 

Turkey has achieved an unprecedented economic rise since 2002. According to the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the Turkish 

economy has grown exponentially fast.14 As a mid-size economic power, Turkey has been 

the fastest growing economy in Europe.15 It ranks as the world 17th largest economy in 

2017.16 During this period, Turkey has been able to reach to world markets.  

Unquestionably, these developments had to start somewhere. After Turkey experienced 

economic severe crisis in 2001, it adopted financial reforms supported by the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), the negotiations with the EU for its membership and the AKP’s 

adoption of economic liberalism. This led to economic recovery. During 2002-2007, the 

real GDP grew on average by 6.8 percent annually. Per capita GDP grew from $3250 to 

close to $9000 by 2007.17 The cumulative net foreign direct investment (FDI) reached 

about $76 billion, which is almost eight times higher than the $10 billion received during 

                                                 

11 Ibid., p. 475. 
12 “The AKP Political Vision 2023,” pp. 58, 63. 
13 Esen Kirdis, “The Role of Foreign Policy in Constructing the Party Identity of the Turkish Justice and 

Development Party,” Turkish Studies, vol. 16, no. 2 (2015), pp. 182-183. 
14 Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), “OECD Economic Surveys: 

Turkey,” July 2018, p. 13, accessed 15/9/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2NnCY7D 
15 Hüseyin Bagci, “The Role of Turkey as a New Player in the G20 System,” in Wilhelm Hofmeister (Ed.), 

G20: Perceptions and Perspectives for Global Governance (Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, 2011), p. 147. 
16 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects: Broad-Based Upturn, but for How Long? January 2018, p. 

151, accessed 15/9/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2Fv7Aww 
17 Ibid., p. 10. 
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the 1995-2001 period.18 EU membership represents an important lever for the Turkish 

economy and encourages foreign investment. Erdoğan stated in 2005, “We believe that 

the accession negotiations with the EU will play an important role in increasing foreign 

direct investment to Turkey.”19 On a domestic level, the AKP turned to adopting an 

economic liberal ideology and policies that aimed at entrusting the economy.20 Certain 

policies were implemented such as privatization, reducing the state’s role in economy and 

opening the country for foreign investment.21  

The 2023 vision of the AKP has contributed to the motivation of economic growth. The 

party has set specific objectives to be realized. These broad goals include: To be among 

the top ten economies of the world in terms of the GDP, to increase exports to 500 billion 

dollars per year, to increase per capita income to $25000 and to reach an annual GDP of 

$2 trillion.22 These goals are often points of reference in successive AKP electoral 

programs and its leaders’ statements. At his inauguration in 2014, President Erdoğan 

stressed the importance of achieving these goals in the coming period. “We will focus on 

the 2023 targets. We will realize a faster and healthier economic development,”23 he 

remarked. 

Therefore, the AKP often makes comparisons between the economic situation of Turkey 

upon assuming power and the situation that it has reached under his rule. It stated: 

Between the years of 2002-2011, our GDP has increased from 230 billion dollars to 774 

billion dollars while our income per capita has increased from $3500 to $10,000... While 

the interest Turkey paid in 2002 made up 15.5% of its GDP, in 2011 this rate was reduced 

to 3.4%... We have restored the much-deserved prestige of the Turkish Lira by removing 

                                                 

18 Mihai Macovei, “Growth and economic crises in Turkey: leaving behind a turbulent past?” Economic 

Papers, no. 386 (October 2009), p. 14, accessed 15/7/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2C6WLkX  
19 Defne Günay & Kaan Renda, “Usages of Europe in Turkish Foreign Policy towards the Middle East,” 

Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, vol. 16, no. 1 (2015), p. 58. 
20 A. Erinç Yeldan & Burcu Ünüvar, “An Assessment of the Turkish Economy in the AKP Era,” Research 

and Policy on Turkey (2015), p. 1, at: https://bit.ly/2RG9EI1  
21 Gökhan Bacik, “Turkey and Pipeline Politics,” Turkish Studies, vol. 7, no. 2 (2006), p. 303. 
22 “The AKP Political Vision 2023,” p. 52.  
23 “‘New Turkey’ is born, says new President Erdogan,” Anadolu Agency, 28/8/2014, accessed 9/10/2018, 

at: http://goo.gl/3zbhNn 
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six zeros while reducing inflation to single digits… The foreign exchange reserves 

increased from $28 billion in November 2002 to $110 billion (including gold) in 2012.24  

Turkey’s economic growth continues. The international economic institutions data 

supports this despite many domestic shocks and regional geopolitical problems. The IMF 

projects that Turkey’s GDP at current prices reaches $909.89 billion in 2018 and it may 

reach $1,155.94 billion in 2022, while GDP per capita in 2018 was $11,114.25 Despite 

the setback of GDP growth rate to 3.2 percent in 2016, the World Bank data shows that 

Turkey has overcome the impact of internal problems and achieved a high growth rate 

within one year, which reached 7.4 percent.26 Exports have risen from $36 billion in 2002 

to $156 billion in 2017.27 Inflation is currently running at about 11.1 percent, which is 

significantly down from the runaway inflation figures of the 1980s and 1990s at 65 

percent.28  

Despite these economic achievements, Turkey is experiencing some imbalances. It 

remains highly dependent on imported oil and gas.  In aggregate GDP Turkey ranks as 

the world’s 17th biggest economy, but in GDP per capita it is in 57th position. 

Furthermore, the agricultural sector remains very big, accounting for 25.2 percent of 

employment, but only 9 percent of the GDP.  Furthermore, the exchange rate of the 

Turkish lira has dropped, against the US Dollar, to an unprecedented rate during the AKP 

rule. It dropped from TL 1.35 in April 2005 to about TL 6.35 in September 2018. 
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Table 1.1 

 Turkey’s Economic Growth 2002-2018 

2018 2017 2002  

909 887 230 GDP ($ billion) 

5.1 7.4 - GDP growth (%) 

11114 10602 3581 GDP per capita ($) 

10.2 10.2 - Unemployment rate 

(%) 

53.2 28.3 74 Public Dept (% of 

GDP) 

- 156 36 Exports ($ billion) 

- 11.1 65 (1990s) Inflation (%) 

- 84.2 28 Foreign reserves ($ 

billion) 

- 10.9 1.8  FDI ($ billion) 

Source: Data collected by author based on the following sources: Turkish Statistical 

Institute (TUIK), at: https://bit.ly/2CxaOAr; World Bank, Global Economic Prospects: 

Broad-Based Upturn, but for How Long? January 2018, p. 151, accessed on 15/9/2018, 

at: https://bit.ly/2Fv7Aww; IMF, “Report for Selected Countries and Subjects,” World 

Economic Outlook Database, April 2018, at: https://bit.ly/2xmh8a0; OECD, “OECD 

Economic Surveys: Turkey,” July 2018, accessed on 15/9/2018, at: 

https://bit.ly/2NnCY7D; “The AKP Political Vision 2023,” pp. 48-49, the AKP official 

website, accessed 9/9/2018, at: https://bit.ly/1NQGfE7; “Turkey Economy Data,” Focus 

Economics, October 2, 2018, accessed on 3/10/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2DcGHk1  

Achieving the 2023 economic goals, particularly the objective of ranking as the 10th 

largest economy globally, will face some obstacles. The AKP leadership will have to 

overcome a challenge to meet this ‘promise’ to Turkish voters. The rise to the tenth place 

may not be achieved easily by the same means that got Turkey to the 17th rank in the 

world. It has been able to overcome many developing countries, which were shared by 

developmental weakness. Today, Turkey must compete with high-level industrial and 

productive economies to move to the next place. It should exceed seven big economic 

countries —like Canada (GDP $1,798.512), Russia ($1,719.900), South Korea 

($1,693.246), Spain ($1,506.439), Australia ($1,500.256), Mexico ($1,212.831), 

Indonesia ($1,074.966), and the Netherlands ($945.327)29—to be in the tenth place. 
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Turkey is not alone in dreaming of gaining greater economic power. Countries that are 

currently behind Turkey have also been limbering up for a while. Competitiveness will 

clearly be key.30 

Finally, despite some economic obstacles and geopolitical tensions at its neighborhoods, 

GDP growth averaged nearly 7 percent in the period between 2010 and 2017,31 which 

promotes Turkey and gives its policies momentum to build partnerships and to be more 

engaged in regional and international economic organizations. 

2.1.3. Turkey’s Growing Regional and International Role  

In tandem with substantial reforms and economic growth at home, Turkey sought to 

reflect this by expanding its influence abroad, especially in its immediate neighborhood. 

The AKP aspired to solve Turkey’s historical and political problems with neighboring 

countries in order to create an appropriate environment for its active engagement after 

decades of self-isolation, to reduce national security threats, to boost its economic 

interests and to strengthen its status in the regional balance of power.  

Since it came to power, the AKP emphasized that Turkey should play a key role stemming 

from its historical and geographical depth. Ahmet Davutoğlu, the Prime Minister (2014-

2016) and the main intellectual contributor to the restoration of Turkey’s position,32 

stated, “Central countries such as Turkey, which occupies a central position in the Afro-

Eurasian continent, do not accept to remain confined to a particular region.”33 He believed 

that this position would qualify Turkey to exert influence in neighboring areas. 

Accordingly, this situation should transform the regional impact into an international one, 

allowing Turkey to “create international policies.”34 The AKP’s political vision 
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reaffirmed this vision, stated, “We believe that Turkey is destined to play a historic and 

critical role in its region and the world.”35  

The AKP’s new principles of foreign policy sought to implement this vision. Davutoğlu 

has defined such principles as follows:  

A balance of security and democracy to allow the Republic to establish an area of 

influence in its environs; a ‘zero problem policy towards Turkey’s neighbors’; developing 

relations with Turkey’s neighboring regions and beyond; adherence to a multidimensional 

foreign policy aimed at complementarity rather than competition; and rhythmic or 

sustained diplomacy including the institutionalization of Turkey’s foreign policy.36  

Regionally, the AKP’s vision hoped that Turkey would play active roles, including the 

role of mediator, model, promoter of peace and stability, third party and facilitator of 

communications. It envisages itself as “the only party in the region with reliable channels 

of communication with all parties and can engage with all.”37 Turkey is based on its active 

mediation roles among many conflicting parties, such as its key role in the Syrian-Israeli 

negotiations in 2003-2004.38 It played the role of facilitator between Iraqi Sunni parties 

and the US in 2007 to broaden Iraqis’ participation in the peace process. In 2008, 

Erdoğan’s effort to broker an agreement among Lebanese factions was to avoid a conflict 

that might have undermined the relative calm in Lebanon since 1990.39 Based on its open 

channels with Hamas, Turkey mediated to end the Israeli attack on Gaza in early 2009. 

Thus, Turkey sought to be an indispensable player of all processes.40 

Turkey has also attempted to play a ‘liberalizer’ role; that refers to the efforts to export 

liberal values to the region as a country reconciling a liberal economic system and 

democracy.41 Davutoğlu has considered democracy the most important tool of Turkish 
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soft power.42 Former Turkish President Abdullah Gül also believed that democracy, a 

free-market economy, modernization, reforms and regional cooperation are among the 

most prominent features of Turkey. He stated, “[T]he whole world appreciates that 

Turkey… has been a role model for all the world with its democratic and secular 

system.”43 He also indicated that Turkey’s role is “attached firmly to the principles of a 

free-market economy and has a valuable and unique experience in implementing reforms 

[and] modernity.”44 

Turkey has sought to develop its relations with most states and sub-state actors in the 

region and has been able to build strategic partnerships with many influential countries, 

particularly during the first decade of the millennia. The increasing role of Turkey and its 

attempts to solve problems has made it aspire to be an influential regional power. 

However, following the Arab Spring uprisings since 2011, its policies have become 

vulnerable to criticism and its relations with many states have been weakened. This will 

be discussed later in chapters four and five.  

Globally, Turkey seeks to become an actor at international arena. Indeed, the AKP 

perceived Turkey as “a major player that contributes to peace and stability in its region 

and the global order.”45 Davutoğlu argued, “The dynamism and activeness in diplomacy 

necessitates that Turkey exists in the world arena”.46 Turkey’s multi-dimensionality 

policy targets to increase its relevance and role on the international arena and to balance 

its relations with all regional and international actors. Rhythmic diplomacy also aims at 

intensifying Turkey’s presence in most international and regional organizations and 

forums and to offer initiatives to solve global problems.  

In this regard, Turkey has strengthened its relations with many great powers such as 

Russia and China, but at the same time continues to be an ally of the US and looks forward 

to the EU’s membership. “As we go to the West and work for European membership, we 
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will not turn our back to the East, the South or the North… More than Turkey’s 

importance is its multi-dimensionality network of relations,” Erdoğan said.47 Russia is an 

example of the fundamental change in new Turkish diplomacy. Despite the historical 

confrontation and rivalry, it aspired to turn mistrust into cooperation and strategic 

partnership. Moscow is one of Turkey’s largest partners and supplies it with about two-

thirds of its gas needs. The bilateral trade turnover reached about $38 billion ($16.14 

billion as Turkish exports and $22 billion as imports) in 2018,48 and both countries are 

interested in maintaining this positive trend and to reach $100 billion in the future.49 

In addition, the AKP’s political vision aspires for Ankara to play a key role in the 

development of the United Nations (UN). The AKP’s program stated, “There will be 

some inevitable changes in… the UN structure of governance… Our goal and mission is 

to place Turkey among those countries that will shape the new global system.”50 The 

Turkish Foreign Ministry also noted, “Turkey has adopted a more proactive approach 

towards the UN in recent years striving to contribute effectively to all the issues on the 

UN agenda.”51 Davutoğlu also added:  

The last step in Turkey’s active diplomacy is our work within various international 

organizations, primarily the UN. We were a member of the Security Council in 2009-

2010, an important milestone as it was the first time after more than 50 years...We are 

also resolutely committed to our aim of making Istanbul the center of the UN.52  

Turkey also accessed global economic organizations. The Turkish economic growth led 

to Ankara’s membership in the Group of Twenty (G20) in 2009.53 The latter, which was 

founded in 1999, can be considered a concrete symbol of emerging middle and great 
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powers in the global economy’s center.54 Turkey also became a founding-member of 

some economic groupings such as MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey and 

Australia) in September 2013.55 According to Rento L.P. Marsudi, the Indonesian 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, “the fluidity of power shift as well as complex global 

problems give a room for ‘middle powers’ to play… MIKTA aspires to become a bridge-

builder and agenda-setter in a changing global order.”56 In 2016, Turkey’s trade with 

MIKTA members increased to $11 billion.57 Additionally, Turkey has become a member-

state in some groupings such as MINT (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria and Turkey), and 

CIVETS (Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey and South Africa). These 

groupings hope to play a key role in the future functioning of the global economic system. 

Due to Turkey’s increasing problems haunting its immediate neighborhood, it strives to 

extend its economic reach to other regions and to foster its own global vision by keeping 

close relations with other countries and through such groupings.58  

Accordingly, the AKP’s governments are keen to work within international political and 

economic institutions, serving its strategic goal that views Turkey as a regional as well as 

an international player.  

2.1.4. Turkey’s Potential to Impact the Regional Balance of Power  

Based on the rise of Turkey’s economic and political regional role, several concepts such 

as regional power, central country, middle power and rising or emerging power have been 

attached to Turkey. Furthermore, Turkey looks forward to set the agenda of its immediate 

neighborhoods and provide them with security. However, would its power be enough to 

exert influence abroad or set the region’s agenda? Can Turkey act independently in the 

foreign policy arena? Or does it still need to coordinate with other powers or form 

alliances to alter the balance of power in its favor?  

Fundamentally, Turkey has redefined its regional and international status since 2002. 

Through the ‘strategic depth’ concept, Davutoğlu focused on the role of geography in 
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redefining Turkey’s status. He argued that Turkey occupies a geographically central 

position, and added:  

In terms of geography, Turkey occupies a unique space. As a large country in the midst 

of Afro-Eurasia’s vast landmass, it may be defined as a central country with multiple 

regional identities that cannot be reduced to one unified character…Taking a broader, 

global view, Turkey holds an optimal place in the sense that it is both an Asian and 

European country and is also close to Africa through the Eastern Mediterranean.59  

Accordingly, Turkey has become unacceptable to describe as a peripheral, bridge or an 

ordinary country. Davutoğlu called on Turkey to abandon the traditional defensive policy 

and isolation, aspiring to play an influential role. In this sense, he stated: 

A central country with such an optimal geographic location cannot define itself in a 

defensive manner… provid[ing] security and stability not only for itself, but also for its 

neighboring regions. Turkey should guarantee its own security and stability by taking on 

a more active, constructive role to provide order, stability and security in its environs.60  

The ‘strategic depth’ consists of historical and geographic depth. Davutoğlu considered 

the historical depth very important because Turkey has a multidimensional historical 

legacy. He emphasized that the Ottoman Empire is the source of this historical heritage, 

because it established a more stable political structure on three continents in the 16th 

century.61 He considered that the most important historical factor that distinguishes 

political culture is that Turkey was the ‘center’ of a civilization that built a long-lasting 

political system.62 On the other hand, the geographical depth places Turkey in its rightful 

place in the center of many geopolitical spheres of influence.63 In other words, the 

geographical and historical depths extend mainly to the Muslim world, where Turkey is 

geographically at the heart and where historically many Muslim countries have ruled for 

centuries, as the center of the Caliphate. 
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Despite these aspirations, some analysts argued that Turkey is defining “a position for 

itself that is difficult to sustain with the available power basis of the country.”64 Middle 

power may be the appropriate description of Turkey so far. William Hale described it as 

a middle power that defines its capabilities through “military power, economic resources, 

and development.”65 Davutoğlu himself recognized Turkey as a middle power that needs 

to coordinate with a great power. “Turkey, as a middle-size central country, on the other 

hand, needs the strategic weight of a continental superpower,” he stated.66 Hüseyin Bagci 

described Turkey as a “middle power, a country that cannot determine or regulate political 

developments alone, but has valuable ‘soft power’ assets to make a systematic impact 

together with other countries or through international institutions.”67  

The emerging or rising regional power concept is a fashionable term used “to underline 

the increasing regional engagement, capacity and activism of states in their own 

regions.”68 Accordingly, definitions of the concepts of middle power, rising power and 

regional power are fluid because their meanings are close. The difference lies in the extent 

to which the state plays its role alone or needs assistance of other powers and forming 

alliances to do so.  

1.1.1.1. Turkey’s Material and Ideational Power 

To identify Turkey’s status, it is important to examine its material and moral capabilities 

through basic national power characteristics, such as geography, population, economic 

growth, military preparedness, national morale, the quality of the government and 

ideational power, which have been discussed theoretically in the balance of power in the 

introduction. 

First, because Turkey is located close to different strategic areas, it was always deemed 

a significant asset of great power rivalry.69 Due to its large space, 769,632 km2, Turkey 
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has an abundance of natural resources. The more resources a country might have, the 

more it may sustain.70 However, it is heavily dependent on oil and gas imports to keep its 

economy going.71  

Secondly, the population is also deemed an important factor of a country’s power.72 

According to A.T. Mahan, human action is very important in order to mobilize material 

capabilities. Its importance depends on the quality of population.73 The latter includes 

many quantifiable considerations such as age distribution, sex, living standards, health, 

education, productive capacity and skills, composition of ethnic groups and minorities 

and degree of effectiveness.74 Turkey, with its estimated population of 81 million, stands 

as the 19th most populated state worldwide and the second in Europe.75  

Thirdly, impressive records of economic growth since 2002 is perhaps the main reason to 

focus on its rising power. Turkey’s GDP, which reached $909 billion, compared 

favorably to regional states: Saudi Arabia’s $748 billion, Iran’s $418 billion, Israel’s $373 

billion, and Iraq’s $223 billion in 2018.76 Turkey has performed well recently as 

aforementioned, but it is difficult to compare with the great powers such as the US, 

Germany, China or Russia. Nevertheless, its economy is the biggest in the Middle East 

region.  

Fourthly, Turkey has one of the significant military power in the region.77 It has the 

second largest number of military soldiers and the fourth strongest military in the 

NATO.78 The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) reported that the 

level of military spending in 2014 in Turkey was in the 15th place in the world, at $22.6 

billion.79 However, despite its large military and expenditure, Turkey still majorly 
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depends on great powers to buy and import arms technology systems such as recent 

negotiations with the US and Russia to buy F-35 fighters and the S-400 air defense 

system, respectively. Turkey also lacks nuclear technology, while some regional states 

possess nuclear weapons, such as Israel, and while Iran develops an advanced nuclear 

program believed to lead to the production of nuclear weapons. 

Fifthly, national morale, as defined in the introduction, is a degree of supporting the 

government policies. There are obvious situations where national morale is likely to be 

high, especially at times of great crisis.80 It is hard to measure the national morale. 

However, in Turkey there is an important indicator that shows the people’s support of the 

government. The AKP’s success in 11 consecutive elections and 3 constitutional 

referendums during the period of 2002-2018 indicates such support to the ruling party’s 

policies. This support was most evident when a great crisis occurred, such as the failed 

coup d’état in July 2016. It is worth mentioning that this support has overlapped with the 

economic growth and political stability during this period. 

Sixthly, the quality of government, which the launch of strategies that enhance a state’s 

power cannot be achieved without a competent government. Mahan emphasized on the 

role of government in the national power characteristics because the result of policies is 

not determined by geographical factors, rather by the action of the government.81 Turkey 

has undergone fundamental changes since 2002. Although many factors contributed to 

the new changes, the ‘leadership’ or the AKP governments played the key role. It 

introduced a new program, new opportunities, new vision, and a new strategy that 

redefined the status of the country and its relations. In general, it defied the status quo and 

set up a program for changing the situation. 

Seventhly, Turkey’s ideational power can be explained by its soft power. But this power 

is not easily measured. Diplomatic activities undertaken by Turkey, development aid, the 

spreading of Yunus Emre Institutes and hosting of summits and forums constitute 

ideational power resources.82 Turkey’s official development aid has increased from $85 

million in 2002 to $3.3 billion in 2013. According to the Turkish Cooperation and 
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Coordination Agency (TIKA), “Turkey increased its official development assistance by 

29.7 percent to exceed 3.3 billion USD. This ranked Turkey among the countries with 

highest rate of increase in assistance as was the case in recent years.”83  

Yunus Emre Enstitüsü is also deemed by the Turkish government a tool of soft power. It 

is a public foundation to promote Turkish history, culture and language. It carries out 

studies for teaching Turkish in the cultural centers established abroad. Starting to operate 

in 2009, it has more than 56 cultural centers abroad. It aims to open 100 centers by 2023.84 

According to Şeref Ateş, President of the institute, the institute looks to “play a significant 

role in making the ancient sound of Turkish language heard in the world as well as 

introducing our historical and cultural heritage.”85 These ideational power resources may 

contribute to Turkey’s rising power.86  

1.1.1.2. Turkey’s Position in the New Regional Balance of Power  

Despite the fact that Turkey’s policies have shown a significant shift in strengthening the 

state’s own capabilities and increasing the regional and international role, it has not 

reached the level of full independent foreign policy roles, even in its immediate 

neighborhood, which was clearly shown during the Syrian crisis. The settlement of such 

an issue required the cooperation of Turkey with great and regional powers, namely 

Russia and Iran. Turkey could be considered a regional power in the Middle East 

compared to other regional powers such as Iran, Israel and Saudi Arabia. All these states 

have actively engaged in regional issues, but none of them can set policies or settle 

problems without the support of great-power allies. To advance their influence, they also 

need to form alliances with other states in the region or even with sub-state actors. 

Some Turkish analysts believe that “Turkey is a middle power, which greatly affects the 

regional issues but cannot set policies of the region. One of the best proofs for this 

argument is that when the US retreated from the regional conflicts (especially in Egypt 
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and Syria respectively) Turkey’s role started to diminish considerably.”87 On the other 

hand, some believe that Ankara’s dependence on other great powers or alliances is 

relative. According to Mehmet Can Palanci, the dependency is mutual, “great powers 

should have to feel cooperate with Turkey in order to implement their regional policy. On 

the other hand, because of its lack of economic capacity, Turkey usually needs help from 

other countries for its regional policies.”88 Others believe that Turkey’s dependency is 

based on its enmity or amity relations. “An enmity relationship may render impossible 

any policy action seemingly possible in terms of material capacity for a regional power 

by increasing the costs, while an amity relationship may make possible an action that 

seems impossible to realize for a middle power by decreasing the costs.”89  

Therefore, Turkey, as a middle power, is not expected to balance others alone.90 Turkey’s 

power might not be sufficient to become a soft balancer in terms of distribution of power 

in the entire system, but its influence in region is important to become a soft balancer 

against great powers.91  

As mentioned in the introduction, states form alliances against a potentially hegemonic 

state or a possible aggressor to preserve the equilibrium,92 because the absence of balance 

is too dangerous. This means that states are observing the region and growth of other 

actors’ roles. Accordingly, they change or alter some policies or existing alliances in 

response to these changes and to maintain the balance of power in their favor. 

Ankara’s role has been affected since 2011 due to the Arab Spring uprisings. Some 

analysts argued that Turkey had miscalculated and overestimated its influence and 

cultural affinity with the Arab world, and Arab accessibility to Turkish leadership and 
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soft power.93 Savante E. Cornell, a scholar specializing in security issues in Eurasia and 

Turkey, argued that the Arab Spring events suggest that the Ankara’s discourse did not 

match by effective influence. “Building regional influence of the type to which Turkey 

aspires is a process that takes place gradually over decades and not as an immediate result 

of the hyperactivity diplomacy,” he added.94 In contrast, other regional actors have 

increased their influence in Turkey’s neighborhoods since 2011, such as Iran, which now 

has an advantage in Iraq and Syria. The image of Turkey, which has been promoted as a 

central country or regional power that sets the agenda and provides security and stability, 

has been slightly diminished.  

However, other great and regional powers cannot ignore Turkey if they want to succeed 

in the region. As aforementioned, the Syrian crisis revealed Turkey’s limited influence, 

but no power can settle the dispute without Turkey’s approval or partnership. Russia and 

Iran negotiate with Turkey to give impetus to their plans for ending the conflict. This is 

obvious through the Astana conferences95 as well as the Turkish agreement with Russia 

over Idlib, a Syrian province in the north-west, in September 2018. The US also cannot 

ignore Ankara’s views or its national interests in north-east Syria. Despite its security and 

military backing of the Democratic Union Party (PYD) and the Syrian Democratic 

Forces,96 the US has taken into consideration Turkey’s objections over this policy and 

agreed to deploy US-Turkish security patrols in Manbij to force these groups to leave the 

city. 
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To act more effectively, Turkey needs to increase its capabilities, soft power and form 

alliances with great powers or other regional actors. In this way, it understands the 

influence of the US. It realizes that both states should cooperate at regional level to attain 

their goals.97 However, their relations have recently witnessed some setbacks, particularly 

during the Syrian crisis where Turkey did not receive enough support to end the conflict 

rapidly and in a way that maintains Ankara’s interests. Alternatively, Turkey has 

coordinated with Russia and Iran to settle the conflict despite its concerns over the roles 

of these two powers, which are the main supporters of the Syrian regime. 

2.2. The Gulf’s Position in Turkey’s Perception 

Turkey’s relations have developed rapidly with the GCC states during the AKP rule since 

2002. Two main factors have been playing an important role in perceiving the Gulf as a 

strategic interest. First, the ‘strategic depth’ concept, where the AKP perceives the Gulf 

as an extension to the country’s historical and geographical space and one of the most 

important regions where Turkey could exert its influence. Turkish-Gulf relations are no 

longer perceived solely as traditional diplomatic cooperation between two parties. Rather, 

it is also concerned with the balance of power and threats in the region, in particular with 

Iran.  

The second is the economic factor, which is fundamental in the AKP’s perception of the 

GCC states. The Gulf region is considered a promising opportunity for Turkish economic 

growth. Turkey is well aware that this region, which contains roughly 66 percent and 45 

percent of the world’s oil and gas reserves, respectively, has strategic importance in any 

regional and global power struggle calculations.98 In order to be a leading regional power, 

better economic relations with the GCC states may contribute to achieve this central 

objective. 
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2.2.1. The Gulf’s Position in the Turkish ‘Strategic Depth’  

The AKP seeks to use the historical and religious ties with the regions that were part of 

the Ottoman Empire. It believes that Turkey has largely neglected relations with countries 

where it has strategic and national interests.99 It has presented Turkey as a Muslim country 

that has traditional values and shares with Muslim countries geographic proximity, 

historical legacy, solidarity and a common destiny that brings them together.100 This 

requires Ankara to deepen its ties with these countries and adopt an active engagement.101  

According to Turkish analysts, Turkey and the GCC states share the same religion and 

have various cultural similarities mainly based on their religion and historical 

background.102 Others believe that Turkey should develop special relationships within all 

Ottoman Empire hinterland. If it desires to increase its strength and position, it must 

improve its relations with the GCC states because it needs their cooperation to achieve 

this aim regionally.103 However, these commonalities are not sufficient to remove all 

other divergences in their identity and culture.104  

Since the Gulf is one of Turkey’s maritime basins, it is a part of Turkey’s strategic depth, 

according to Davutoğlu. He argued, “to define Turkey’s maritime policy by referring to 

nearby maritime basins, we tried to show the areas of state’s influence in the Black Sea, 

the Eastern Mediterranean, the Caspian Sea and the Gulf of Basra.”105 By this, he 

indirectly refers to the importance of the Gulf in Ottoman legacy as well. Indeed, the Gulf 

formed the link between Basra on its northern coast and trade routes to the Indian 

subcontinent via the Arabian Sea. In addition, it was a way of cultural and civilizational 

connection between Istanbul and South-East Asia. According to Siret Hursoy, “the Gulf 
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region offers Turkey a new sense of depth in southern Asia as it connects West Asia to 

East Asia and extends into the Eurasian region.”106 

By creating a group of ‘Ottoman lakes’, such as the Black Sea, the Red Sea and the Gulf, 

studies show that the Ottomans intended to be part of the international trading network. 

Piri Reis presented his world map to Selim I just after the Sultan arrived in Egypt in 1517. 

Selim took the map and made use of it to plan future military expeditions in the Indian 

Ocean. Sultan Suleyman initiated four naval expeditions to the Indian Ocean between 

1538 and 1554. During this period, a powerful navy under the leadership of Grand 

Admiral Hayruddin Barbarossa was established. From bases in the Gulf and the Red Sea, 

he conquered Yemen. The Ottomans’ interest in the Gulf was about controlling the 

Arabian Sea region as the true passage to India to control the spice trade and timber 

transfer to Basra and Baghdad.107 These policies towards the Red Sea and Gulf indicate 

the existence of a ‘trading state’ logic as well as a geostrategic approach, which are 

relatively similar to the essence of recent Turkish-Gulf relations.108  

Turkish-GCC relations have recently developed strategically. At the collective level, 

Turkey and the GCC signed an MoU in May 2005 including an Economic Cooperation 

Framework Agreement with its objective being a Free Trade Agreement (FTA). This 

agreement pointed towards strengthening and developing trade, investments, energy, 

cultural and scientific cooperation.109 Both parties insisted on increasing their mutual 

interdependence, encouraging the cultural activities and people’s interaction. In doing so, 

they paved the way to broaden their cooperation in high-politics areas to counter common 

geopolitical challenges.  

Another MoU signed in September 2008, considering Ankara a ‘strategic partner’, which 

was the first country to be given this status.110 As aforementioned, this has intensified the 
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political and strategic dialogue. The two parties launched a High-Level Strategic 

Dialogue Mechanism to develop collaboration in politics, economics, defense and 

culture.111 They agreed to meet periodically through this new mechanism. During the first 

meeting in September 2008, political and strategic matters have been discussed.112 

Turkey’s former Foreign Minister Ali Babacan stressed Ankara’s interest in the stability 

of the GCC states. “Today, there is a belt of crisis in the Middle East, and it is 

unfortunately in an area between Turkey, in the north and the Gulf, in the south,” he said. 

113 In July 2009, the High-Level Strategic Dialogue was held and the two parties decided 

to launch the Joint Committee for Economic Cooperation (JCEC).114 In October 2010, 

this Council was held in Kuwait, a Joint Action Plan was adopted and eleven joint 

working groups were established, serving several areas of cooperation.115 The JCEC, held 

in June 2011, reviewed the areas of cooperation.116 High-Level Strategic Dialogue was 

held again in January 2012 and reaffirmed the desire of deeper cooperation.117 

Turkey has played a role in developing cooperation between the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) and some GCC states through the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative 

(ICI), established in 2004 during the NATO summit in Istanbul. Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait 

and the UAE joined the ICI in 2006 and became NATO partners.118 The ICI provides 

states, including the GCC states, with practical security cooperation and looks to counter 

emerging threats.119 
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It was not only collective cooperation with the GCC that had made significant progress. 

Turkey has also tended to be more involved in the Gulf through bilateral relations. Saudi 

Arabia and Qatar are two main countries that Turkey has developed its relations with to 

the level of strategic partnerships. 

With Saudi Arabia, Turkey has employed the growing bilateral relations in low-profile 

fields to reach the unprecedented agreement of strategic partnership in April 2016. In 

2006 and 2007, King Abdullah bin Abdul-Aziz visited Turkey to advance their 

relations.120 During the visit of Erdoğan to Saudi Arabia in December 2015, the two 

countries decided to establish a high-level cooperation and dialogue mechanism to further 

deepen and diversify their bilateral relations. In this regard, during the visit of King 

Salman to Turkey in April 2016, an MoU was signed, establishing the Turkish-Saudi 

Coordination Council mechanism. The establishment of this council constitutes a 

significant step towards institutionalizing the multidimensional relations.121 As an 

indication of new cooperation in security and defense areas, Saudi warplanes joining in 

the war against the ISIL, led by the US, have often operated out of Turkey’s Incirlik 

airbase.122 

Turkey has gradually promoted its relations with Qatar to sign a mutual defense 

agreement in 2014 and to establish a military base in the Gulf.123 Their relations have 

been fostering in all areas. They closely cooperate on regional issues. The Supreme 

Strategic Committee was established in 2014. It has held many summit meetings.124 The 

importance of a mutual defense agreement became clear during the Gulf crisis in June 

2017, where the Turkish parliament approved the deployment of more soldiers in 

Turkey’s military base in Qatar, as will be discussed in chapter four. It seems that Turkey 
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aims to achieve two goals: first, to strengthen its strategic partnership with Qatar and to 

transform it into a model of Turkish-Arab strategic cooperation. Secondly, Turkey may 

seek to be a third party in the equation of the regional balance of power in the Gulf, which 

has been confined to two regional opposing powers, Iran and Saudi Arabia, with the 

absence of Iraqi power since 2003. 

2.2.2. Turkey’s Economic Interests in the Gulf  

Turkey and the GCC states’ economic growth contributes to fostering their relations since 

2002. Both have complementary economic structures, which offer a good basis to develop 

trade connections. The economic objective was fundamental to the AKP governments’ 

stand towards the Gulf. The GCC energy resources, markets and investments are of great 

importance for Turkey’s economy as well as its influence.  

Generally, Turkey’s role of trade has significantly increased in the 21st century. ‘Trading 

state’ was the motto adopted by Prime Minister Turgut Özal during the late 1980s, “trade 

but not aid” gained momentum and openly prioritized economic interests in shaping the 

outlines of foreign policy.125 Some analysts argued that the AKP has realized that national 

interest cannot be solely determined in terms of a narrowly defined national security, and 

that economic considerations are just as important.126  

Indeed, there had long been significant financial investment from GCC states in Turkey. 

In the 1990s, there was considerable suspicion among Turkey’s secular elites that the 

emergence of Anatolian bourgeoisie or Tigers associated with religious conservatives 

benefited from what was referred to as ‘green investment’ from the GCC states –the term 

‘green’ denoting Islam.127 At the beginning of the 2000s, this new wealthy middle class 

and a strong private sector emerged with a desire for more dynamic access to free and 

globally integrated markets. The activity of businessmen in Turkey is now a permanently 

operating factor in Turkey’s engagement in the Gulf region,128 while the trading state 
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phenomenon is among the main factors of Ankara’s current policy making towards this 

region.129 

The AKP governments strengthened trade-based relations with the GCC states. The idea 

was that a growing role for the bureaucrats in determining the economic dimension of 

foreign policy, rather than the military dimension, would affect positively on 

rapprochement with the GCC states.130 Some Turkish analysts deem that the GCC states 

are important in terms of the FDI and energy. The FDI has played a crucial role in 

Turkey’s financial stability in the last decade. As an oil consuming state, Turkey needs to 

form close relationships with all oil producing states.131  

Turkey’s disappointment with the EU accession talks also played a role in building close 

relations with the GCC states.132 In addition, the economic dimension of Turkey-GCC 

relations influences political targets of Turkey’s ambitious 2023 vision. Turkey needs 

good economic outcomes to achieve its 2023 vision objectives. The GCC states have a 

significant role to play in this regard.133 Transportation investments, such as highways, 

conventional and high speed railways, sea and airports; energy investments, such as 

nuclear and fossil fueled thermal plants and renewable energy projects; research and 

development investments; industrial transformation to the production of high technology 

products; initiation and dissemination of venture capital and business angels – these are 

all investments that require high amounts of capital. At this point, policy makers attach a 

lot of significance to attracting Gulf capital,134 which will be detailed in chapter two. 

Hence, companies and investors from the GCC have already started to invest in Turkey 

in sectors such as finance, agriculture and energy, particularly from Qatar. The 

contribution of GCC states to these investments can help Turkish services and industrial 

sectors to transform into a higher value-added structure with a higher level of technology, 

and thus make it more competitive in the global markets.135 
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The GCC states represent an important market for Turkish products.136 Turkey looks to 

increase its exports to all regions to meet its goal of exporting $500 billion per year by 

2023.137 The GCC states are consuming societies. They look to diversify their imports 

from different regions and countries. Turkey is a competitive source to GCC markets 

because of its proximity and the diversity of its agricultural, food and industrial products. 

The GCC states are growing markets, which attract Turkish exports. The total trade 

volume reached to $21.8 billion in 2017. The volume of Turkish exports to the GCC states 

amounted to $13.5 billion, while the volume of Turkish imports from the GCC amounted 

to $8.4 billion. The balance is in favor of Turkey, which amounted about $5.1 billion (see 

table 1.2).  

However, trade with the GCC still represents a small volume compared to other countries. 

Among the top 20 countries in terms of Turkish exports in 2017, the only GCC countries 

are the UAE and Saudi Arabia, with about $9.2 billion and $2.7 billion, respectively. 

Many countries in the Middle East exceeded Saudi Arabia in receiving Turkish exports 

such as Iran by $3.3 billion, Israel by $3.4 billion and Iraq by $9 billion. In addition, 

Turkey’s trade with other groups of countries is much larger than its trade with the GCC. 

For instance, Ankara’s trade volume with the EU is $74 billion in 2017, while Germany 

alone receives about $15 billion of Turkish exports.138 Therefore, Turkey is a large 

producer and has a wide range of industrial and agricultural products that can meet the 

demands of large markets. The GCC markets are still expanding and are promising for 

Turkey.  
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Table 1.2  

Turkey’s Trade with the GCC States 2017 ($ Thousand) 

Tablo 1.  

Balance 

Volume Imports Exports Country 

624,361 4,844,683 2,110,160.66 2,734,522.34 Saudi 

Arabia 

3,637,236 14,731,077.28 5,546,920.55 9,184,156.73 UAE 

384,788 913,041.45 264,126.48 648,914.97 Qatar 

270,459 609,265.62 169,402.84 439,862.78 Kuwait 

126,362 316,460.22 95,048.81 221,411.41 Oman 

40,717 414,220.86 186,751.49 227,469.37 Bahrain 

5,083,926 21,828,748.43 8,372,410.83 13,456,337.60 Total 

Source: Data collected and calculated by author based on: TUIK, “Exports by countries, 

1996-2018;” TUIK, “Imports by countries, 1996-2018.” 

Energy is a promising area of cooperation. Turkey imports nearly 98 percent of the natural 

gas, particularly from Russia, Iran and Azerbaijan.139 It also imports about 94 percent of 

its oil.140 Despite primary crude oil imports come from Iraq and Iran, Saudi Arabia 

provides Turkey with 10 percent, while Qatar provides Ankara with a quarter of its 

liquefied natural gas (LNG).141 As an emerging regional power, Turkey’s increasing need 

for energy resources is one of reasons that push Ankara towards a rapprochement with 

the GCC states.142 Furthermore, Turkey’s strategic location is between the major 

hydrocarbon-producing GCC countries and the large consumer markets in Europe, 

making it a natural energy hub. Therefore, Turkey looks to attract the GCC investments 

in projects that relate to their interests.143  
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Ankara is interested in other important fields of economic cooperation. It looks to expand 

the role of its construction companies in the Gulf, which already have contracts to build 

big projects such as new terminals at both Kuwait’s and Bahrain’s International airports, 

the infrastructure of upcoming World Cup 2022 in Qatar and Dubai’s Expo 2020 and the 

Gold Line of Doha Metro. It also seeks to attract the GCC citizens to be active in Turkey’s 

real estate market. Indeed, they have bought about one-fourth of all properties sold to 

foreigners in 2017.144 Turkey is interested to be a main source of the GCC food imports. 

It ranks among the highest global agricultural export growth markets.145 Tourism in 

Turkey is a major export sector.146 Total number of visitors was about 26.3 million in 

2017.147 Despite the fact that the total number from the GCC states did not exceed 777 

thousand in 2016,148 Turkey is looking to attract more visitors from the Gulf’s wealthy 

region. This can enhance its goal of increasing the revenues of the service sector.  

To conclude, this chapter has examined the growth of Turkey’s power capabilities and 

the potential to affect the regional balance of power. Despite the rise of its national power 

capabilities and the proactive foreign policy roles, Turkey is a middle or regional power, 

which can play some roles to settle problems through mediation, but it cannot set its own 

agenda or settle major problems at the regional level without fundamental support and 

forming alliances with great or regional powers. To meet its economic growth and 

advance its influence in the regional balance of power equation, Turkey looks to enhance 

its relations with the GCC states, which occupy a significant position in its perception, 

through institutionalization mechanisms as well as on the bilateral level. The following 

chapter will explain the importance of the GCC states, their growing regional roles and 

how they, in turn, perceive Turkey. 
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 2: THE RISE OF THE GCC STATES’ REGIONAL 

ROLE AND TURKEY’S POSITION IN THEIR PERCEPTIONS 

The Gulf, at present, has great geopolitical significance. It lies between Asia, Europe and 

Africa and at the crossroads of maritime trade. It also has an increasingly strategic 

economic position, with more than a third of the world’s oil and gas reserves, all while 

its states possess large financial assets and foreign investments. The Gulf is no longer 

only of interest for the Western developed countries, but also for the emerging economies 

of the East, including Turkey.  

The establishment of the GCC in 1981 was an expression of the desire of its founding 

states (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE) to achieve economic 

integration and balance both security threats and the emerging regional powers such as 

Iraq and Iran. Recently, the GCC economies have been among the fastest-growing in the 

world. Accumulation of financial surpluses resulting from oil and gas exports have 

increased their roles regionally and internationally. Although the GCC has reflected a 

common desire for collective action, its individual states have risen as leading actors in 

Arab politics, especially Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE, and sometimes have led to 

intra-competitions. 

The GCC states also face many challenges and threats from regional powers as well as 

sub-state actors. To strengthen their position in the regional balance of power and to 

counter threats, they sought alliances with great and regional powers. In this way, the 

GCC states view Turkey as an emerging economic and political power. But perceiving 

Turkey as a regional partner is based on the degree of convergence on its policies with 

those states and on common interests.  

This chapter will discuss the GCC states’ growth and their perceptions of Turkey. It 

consists of two sections. The first will examine the circumstances leading to form the 

GCC alliance, its objectives and its common characteristics. It will trace the economic 

and geopolitical rise of the GCC and its assertive roles that have steadily developed to 

shape Arab politics, particularly since the Arab Spring. In this regard, it will also focus 

on the leading actors. The second section will explore the position of Turkey in the GCC 
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states’ perceptions as both an economic partner and a potential regional ally, despite the 

occasional disagreement on some regional issues. 

2.3. The Rise of The GCC States’ Regional Roles 

The regional proactivity of the GCC states is a result of their growing capabilities as well 

as the changing dynamics in the regional political landscape. This section analyzes such 

a substantial shift through tracing and analyzing the GCC alliance genesis, the economic 

growth of its member states and their growing regional roles. 

2.3.1. The GCC Genesis  

The GCC was founded in May 1981 to encourage economic integration, promote 

cooperative security and balance emerging regional threats. The objectives of the 

organization have been outlined by article four of the founding Charter. It focused on 

economics, education and culture, with the aim of achieving “coordination, integration, 

and inter-connection between Member States in all fields in order to achieve unity 

between them.” It also aims at fostering relations and areas of cooperation including 

economic affairs and natural resources.187 

Obviously, the Charter focused on economic cooperation to strengthen intra-relations and 

achieve unity. This sought-after objective overlaps with the neo-functional approach, 

which argued that cooperation in common areas would lead to political convergence and 

the transfer of more authority to regional organizations.188 Despite security issues were 

not mentioned in the Charter, military cooperation has become an important area for the 

GCC states.189 The Ministerial Council, held in September 1981, called for taking 

immediate and effective steps to “strengthen political and security coordination.” The 

major objective is the improvement of member states’ security arrangements by 
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integrating their military capabilities.190 Therefore, they established a joint force, the 

Peninsula Shield Force (PSF), in October 1982. 

A decade earlier, many major developments and threats had a profound impact on the 

Gulf states’ perception of regional security. These circumstances had led to the formation 

of an alliance to defend their security and coordinate policies and developmental plans. 

First, the successful implementation of the oil embargo in 1973-1974 and the 

Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries’ (OPEC) decision to raise oil prices 

showed that they could amass influence if they coordinate their policies. The accumulated 

surplus capital, because of new oil prices, encouraged the Gulf states to look for greater 

cooperation.191 Secondly, the fall of the Shah’s regime in Iran in 1979, which brought to 

power, through revolution, an Islamic and anti-monarchy regime. The Iranian revolution 

was a decisive turning point, shifting relations to overt tensions.192 The Gulf states shared 

with the Shah an interest of maintaining the status quo after the withdrawal of United 

Kingdom (UK) forces from the area in 1971. The Iranian revolution, however, swept 

away this relatively stable situation and the monarchies in the Gulf thought that they 

would also be threatened. Thirdly, the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan in 

December 1979 further intensified the security concerns of the Gulf states. The latter 

thought that the Soviets were marching towards the warm-water in the Gulf as well as 

strengthening their ties with the pro-Soviet states in the region. Finally, when the Iran-

Iraq war broke out in September 1980, the general impression was that Iraq would impose 

a quick victory on Iran, which would curtail its ideological threats. This did not happen, 

and the war ended up in stalemate. This raised the fears of the Gulf states of the war’s 

spillover effects.193 Therefore, they called for the formation of a collective framework 

among them.  

Indeed, Iraq and Iran had been excluded from the GCC. The Iraq-Iran war gave a reason 

for the GCC states to separate themselves from their Baathist neighbor.194 They 

                                                 

190 Hasan-Askari Rizvi, “Gulf Cooperation Council,” Pakistan Horizon, vol. 35, no. 2 (Second Quarter 

1982), p. 33.  
191 Ibid., p. 30. 
192 Sanam Vakil, “Iran and the GCC Hedging, Pragmatism and Opportunism,” Research Paper, Chatham 

House, Middle East and North Africa Programme (September 2018), p. 4.  
193 Ibid., pp. 4-5; Rizvi, pp. 30-31; Kechichian, p. 853.  
194 David Priess, “The Gulf Cooperation Council: Prospects for Expansion,” Middle East Policy, vol. 5, no. 

4 (January 1998), pp. 22-23.  



49 

emphasized that this regime did not share economic and political features with their 

conservative systems.195 Iraq had considered the GCC an instrument established to curtail 

Baghdad’s influence in the Gulf region.196 On the other hand, Iran is often perceived by 

the GCC states as responsible for promoting discontent among the Shiite community in 

the Gulf, whereas Iran has always viewed that the GCC meant to maintain foreign powers’ 

(mainly the US) interests in the Gulf to subvert the Iranian revolution.197  

Therefore, the emergence of the GCC gives credit to the balance of threat theory. The 

level of external and internal threat to their sovereignty persuaded GCC leaders to pursue 

the protection of a regional organization and to provide common security for the Gulf.198 

Stephen Walt stated, “The formation of the Gulf Cooperation Council following the 

Iranian revolution reveals the same tendency for states to seek allies to oppose external 

threats.”199 It has also related to the balance of power theory. The withdrawal of UK in 

the early 1970s and the ‘filling up’ of the strategic void by the US encouraged the Gulf 

states to create an allied regional entity. These two great powers sought to prevent any 

international or regional power from being denied access to their vital energy interests. 

According to Hans Morgenthau, “Control over them [the Gulf states] traditionally has 

been an important factor in the distribution of power, in the sense that whoever is able to 

add them to his other sources of raw materials [oil] adds that much strength to his own 

resources and deprives his competitors proportionately.”200 The GCC states also sought, 

through their new organization, to balance both Iran and Iraq, the emerging powers in the 

region. 

Indeed, the GCC states possess common values and mutual identity.201 They agreed on 

the construction of a common Gulf identity to counter the threatening ideologies in the 
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Gulf. Their cooperation was not only sought for integration, but also to reinforce a Gulf 

identity.202 The founding Charter referred to common characteristics and interests that 

solely distinguish the GCC states. It stated, “Being fully aware of the ties of special 

relations, common characteristics and similar systems founded on the creed of Islam 

which bind them; and desiring to effect coordination, cooperation and integration between 

them in all fields.”203 Mohammad al-Rumaihi, Professor of Sociology at Kuwait 

University, said: 

The GCC states are involved in many social elements. There is geographic proximity, the 

similarity of traditional production methods and the relations of kinship. Many Gulf Arab 

families have links with each other since internal migration in the past was common 

without any complications. Today, these states share oil and gas production, and various 

security concerns.204  

John Duke Anthony, the Founding President of the National Council on US-Arab 

Relations, considered the GCC states’ common language and culture, similar history, 

compact geographic territory and common external threats the most influential factors in 

maintaining solidarity and cohesion.205 They also have similar economic structures based 

on hydrocarbon exports and similar experiences of rapid economic development and 

industrialization.206 Furthermore, a shared interest in maintaining monarchical rule 

produces solidarity among GCC ruling families.207 Besides Jordan and Morocco, they are 

the only monarchial survivors in the Middle East. Just a few decades ago, the region was 

fairly bristled with crowns. Iran’s Shah did not fall until 1979, and kings reigned in Egypt 

until 1952, Iraq until 1958, Yemen until 1962, and Libya until 1969.208 The GCC was 
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perceived as an alliance because of the shared sense of Khaleeji (Arab Gulf).209 This 

alternative identity could weaken Iran’s ideological reach in their internal affairs.210 Thus, 

the establishing of the GCC reflected the desire of its members to cooperate to advance 

their common identity, interests and security.  

2.3.2. Economic Rise of the GCC States 

Enhanced economic relations was one of the pillars of the GCC. The Charter and the 

Unified Economic Agreement (UEA) in 1981 has focused on economic integration.211 

The Charter stated, “To formulate similar regulations in various fields including the 

following: Economic and financial affairs Commerce, customs and communications 

Education and culture.”212 The UEA aimed to reduce barriers to the movement of capital 

and labor within the GCC,213 eliminate customs duties, establish a common tariff on 

imports, coordinate oil policies and monetary and banking policies, including the ultimate 

adoption of a common currency.214 

In 1983, the GCC launched its FTA to increase trade flows between member states.215 In 

addition, a revised Economic Agreement was signed in 2001.216 It listed specific steps to 

establish a GCC Monetary Union. The member states agreed to establish a customs union 

in 2005, a common market in 2007 and a single GCC currency in 2010.217 While GCC 

common market had come into being in January 2008, there have been some setbacks to 

achieving the monetary union. Oman announced that it would not join the union by 2010, 

and in May 2007, Kuwait declared that it was moving from the dollar peg to an 
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undisclosed currency basket, although it reaffirmed its commitment to join the union. The 

UAE has also announced that it will not participate in the initial launch of the currency 

due to the disagreement over the location of the GCC Central Bank.218  

Obviously, the GCC states have embarked on economic integration through collective 

agreements and institution-building that unites their efforts. It seems that they sought to 

achieve two goals: First, strengthen cooperation functionally through connecting people 

and political regimes with economic interests of mutual benefit to promote convergence 

and overcome differences. The second is the creation of a strong economic and political 

bloc that balances the neighboring regional powers and increases the economic role of 

the GCC states in the global economy, especially with the increasing importance of their 

role in energy exports and thus the accumulation of financial wealth, as follows. 

2.3.2.1. Oil: A Main Driver in Advancing the GCC’s Influence 

Hans Morgenthau has clearly defined the impact of oil on world politics and the 

advantages to producing-states in advancing their influence. He argued that oil has 

seemingly made these states important and even powerful factors in world politics. He 

added: 

[A] state that has nothing to go on by way of power, which is lacking in all the elements 

that traditionally have gone into the making of national power, suddenly becomes a 

powerful factor in world politics because it has one important asset – oil. [Such states] 

can exert enormous – and under certain conditions even decisive – power over nations, 

which have all the implements of power at their disposal except one – deposits of oil.219  
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The nationalization of oil companies in the 1960s220 and  the unprecedented soar of oil 

prices in the 1970s had led to huge increases in the financial incomes of the Gulf states.221 

Today, the GCC states have 40 percent of world oil proven reserves or 501 billion barrels 

and 23 percent of natural gas proven reserves or 1462.3 trillion cubic feet. In 2017, the 

GCC states contributed to world oil production with 17.32 million barrels daily as well 

as 412.3 billion cubic meters of natural gas (see table 2.1).  

With the increasing of hydrocarbons reserves and production, the GCC states hold a key 

position in the global economy.222 George Abed, IIF’s director for Africa and the Middle 

East, felt that, “while the oil sector will remain the principal driver of the economies of 

the region, there are also important drivers toward diversification, especially in the larger, 

more populated countries.” 223 Economic diversification efforts have led to the emergence 

of other vibrant sectors such as agriculture, commerce, construction, banking, 

manufacturing, telecommunication, transportation, tourism and social services.224  

  

                                                 

220 Nationalization is the process of transforming the private property of the means of production into 

collective ownership, with the aim of achieving public interest. The nationalization of oil companies started 

in the Gulf by confiscating oil production operations and private property to obtain more revenue. For 

instance, in 1973, the Saudi Arabia bought a 25 percent interest in the US oil company (Aramco), increasing 

that interest to 60 percent the following year. In 1980, Riyadh increased its interest in Aramco to 100 

percent, and in 1988, it changed the Company name to Saudi Aramco. See: “Our history: Driven by the 

curiosity to explore,” Saudi Aramco, accessed 3/8/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2FMpRbc; “Nationalization,” [In 

Arabic: Ta’amim], marefa.org, accessed 3/8/2019, at: https://bit.ly/31jMHia; Edward L. Morse, “A new 

political economy of oil?” Journal of International Affairs, vol. 53, no. 1 (Fall 1999), p. 4. 
221 Bessma Momani & Crystal A. Ennis, “Between caution and controversy: Lessons from the Gulf Arab 

states as (re-) emerging donors,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs, vol. 25, no. 4 (2012), p. 608.  
222 Tok, McSparren & Olender, p. 155.  
223 Pamela Ann Smith, “GCC foreign wealth rises to $2 trillion,” The Middle East, no. 388 (April 2008), 

accessed 18/11/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2SfP7d4 
224 Serhan Cevik, “Without Oil, How Do Gulf Countries Move? Non-hydrocarbon Business Cycles,” 

Journal of Economic Integration, vol. 29, no. 2 (June 2014), p. 245.  



54 

Table 2.1 

GCC Oil and Natural Gas Reserves and Production (2017) 

Country

  

Oil reserves 

(billion 

barrel) 

Gas reserves 

(trillion cubic 

feet) 

Oil production 

 (million barrel/ 

day) 

Gas production 

(billion cubic 

meter) 

Bahrain 0.632 5.5 0.20 15.1 

Kuwait 104 59.9 2.70 17.4 

Oman 5.4 23.5 0.88 32.3 

Qatar 25 879.9 0.63 175.7 

Saudi 

Arabia 

268 283.8 9.96 111.4 

UAE 98 209.7 2.94 60.4 

Total 501 1462.3 17.32 412.3 

Source: “OPEC Share of World Crude Oil Reserves,” OPEC, 2016, accessed 21/11/2018, 

at: https://bit.ly/1jKA6cN; Crude oil production, Institute of International Finance, 

October 3, 2018, accessed 21/11/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2DRtvjM; BP Statistical Review 

of World Energy, 2017, accessed 21/11/2018, at: https://on.bp.com/2DHnh71 

2.3.2.2. The GCC’s Growing Financial Power  

With the increase in oil prices, the GCC governments amassed a huge capital that will 

play bigger roles in world markets.225 The GCC states ranked among the most powerful 

economies. The World Bank’s GDP rankings for 2017 indicate that Saudi Arabia had a 

GDP of $683.8 billion, the UAE was at $382.5 billion, and Qatar was at $167.6 billion; 

their global rankings were 19, 29, and 54, respectively.226 Table 2.2 shows that the GCC 

states have achieved enormous economic growth since the GCC’s inception. The total 

GDP has increased more than five-fold from $260.5 billion in 1981 to $1354 billion in 

2017. The GDP per capita has had an average growth from $18197 in 1981 to $39136 in 

2017. 

The value of GCC export earnings had reached about $554.5 billion in 2017, which oil 

and gas constitute the main commodities. The GCC imports also has grown significantly, 
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increasing to reach $467.85 billion in 2017. The GCC’s total foreign trade of $1022.6 

billion is considered a huge contribution to world trade compared to such small states, as 

shown in table 2.3. 

The trade among the GCC states has grown nearly twenty-fold since its establishment. It 

was worth around $5 billion in 1983 and it has reached more than $100 billion. However, 

it remains relatively low. It made up about 10 percent of the GCC’s total foreign trade 

($1022.6 billion) in 2017.  

Table 2.2 

GCC economic growth between 1981 and 2017 

Country GDP  

(Current $ 

billion) 

1981 

GDP  

($ billion) 

2017 

GDP per 

capita 

(Constant 2000 

$) 

1981 

GDP per capita  

($) 

2017 

Bahrain

  

3.47 35.31 10,452 20,240 

Kuwait 25.06 120.13 15,561 31,430 

Oman 7.26 72.64 5,007 14,440 

Qatar 7.83 167.61 .. 61,070 

Saudi 

Arabia 

183.94 683.83 15,782 20,080 

UAE 32.92 382.58 44,186 39,130 

Total 260.48 1354.1 18197 

(GCC average) 

39136 

(GCC average) 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database, accessed 21/11/2018, at: 

https://data.worldbank.org/country; Nasser Al-Mawali, “Intra-Gulf Cooperation Council: 

Saudi Arabia Effect,” Journal of Economic Integration, vol. 30 no. 3 (September 2015), 

p. 537. 
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Table 2.3 

GCC States Trade (2017) 

Country  Exports 

($ billion) 

Imports 

($ billion) 

Total foreign trade  

($ billion) 

Bahrain 16.7 16.4  33.1  

Kuwait 54.1 30.95  85.04  

Oman 34.9 29  63.9  

Qatar 77.3 32.6  109.9  

Saudi Arabia 203.6 174.7  378.2  

UAE 167.9 184.2  352.1  

Total  554.5 467.85 1022.6 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database, accessed 21/11/2018, at: 

https://data.worldbank.org/country; Gulf Cooperation Council website, Member States, 

accessed 19/11/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2S45kSn 

As key suppliers of the world’s oil and gas, the GCC states have accumulated vast wealth. 

They own the largest sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) of the world.227 The volume of the 

GCC’s SWFs has reached nearly $3 trillion in 2017. They account for more than one-

third of the global SWFs, which amount to $7849 billion. If one takes the population size 

in these countries into account – which is only 55 million (0.73 percent of the world’s 

population) – the concentration of SWFs assets in the Gulf region would have a further 

implication. (See table 2.4). This has highlighted the significant financial power of the 

sponsoring governments of the respective funds.228 

During the world financial crisis in 2008, the GCC’s SWFs played significant role in 

Western financial institutions.229 Despite suffering considerable losses after this crisis, 

the GCC states recovered rapidly. The strong recovery in oil prices had boosted the assets 
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of those funds. The GCC’s SWFs become some of the world’s largest net suppliers of 

financial resources.230  

Furthermore, the rising prominence of SWFs recognized as capable of influencing the 

mounting geopolitical rivalry,231 particularly in the Arab world. Egypt, traditionally the 

most influential Arab state in Arab politics, has received tens of billions of dollars in 

financial aid and politically-oriented investments from the GCC states during the period 

2011-2017, which will be further analyzed in chapter four. 

Consequently, huge wealth and capital flow have generated four strategic realities: 

making the GCC states major international investors, underscoring their purchasing 

power, enabling them to develop strategic economic partnerships232 and advancing their 

political influence.  

Table 2.4  

GCC Population and Sovereign Wealth Funds (2017) 

Country  Population (million) SWFs ($ billion) 

Bahrain 1.49 10.6 

Kuwait 4.14 524 

Oman 4.64 24 

Qatar 2.64 320 

Saudi Arabia 32.94 718 (2 funds) 

UAE 9.40 1319 (5 funds) 

Total  55.25 2915.6 

World total  7550 7849 

Source: Sovereign wealth Fund Rankings, February 2018, accessed 15/3/2018, at: 

https://bit.ly/2ziJvaD; World Bank, World Development Indicators database, accessed 

21/11/2018, at: https://data.worldbank.org/country 
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2.3.3. The Growing Geopolitical Roles of the GCC States  

In coincidence with the economic rise, the regional political activism of the GCC states 

has increased significantly. Instead of traditional powerful Arab states, such as Egypt, 

Iraq and Syria, the GCC states became major actors in shaping Arab politics. Their 

assertive roles have steadily developed since the establishment of the Council. Their 

regional influence became obvious after the Arab Spring in 2011, where they play at least 

two major roles: as sponsors of regime change in some countries such as Syria and Libya 

and as supporters of maintaining the status quo and regime survival in others such as 

Bahrain. In addition, some GCC states have been playing leading roles in the region, such 

as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar.  

Since the establishment of the GCC, its member states’ national security concerns are 

mainly centered on the threat of Iran, both directly to their interests and territorial integrity 

and, more broadly, to the spread of Iranian hegemony. This is more a matter of strategy 

than a matter of strong difference in threat perception among GCC members.233 They 

became more involved in security issues because of the emerging threats such as Iraq-

Iran war 1980-1988, the invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Iraq’s war in 2003 and the Arab 

uprisings since 2011.234 The GCC deployed their common military arm, the Peninsula 

Shield Force (PSF), to counter the Shiite protesters in Bahrain in 2011.  

The Arab Spring has provided GCC states with a chance to play a geopolitical role and 

expand their influence in the region.235 Besides their growing, and sometimes disputed, 

roles in Egypt, Libya, Syria and Yemen, the GCC’s decision in December 2011, for joint 

cooperation with Morocco and Jordan “to reach the desired partnership” conveyed how 

influential the GCC states are in supporting existing Arab monarchies.236 The GCC 

decided to establish a “fund for development which will begin by providing support for 
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development projects in Morocco and Jordan with an amount of 2.5 billion dollars for 

each.”237  

The proposed formation of a Gulf Union also showed the self-confidence of the GCC’s 

emerging capabilities as well as a response to the Arab uprisings to cement a conservative 

monarchies bloc. In December 2011, King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz proposed that the 

GCC should move “to the stage of unity in a single entity.” The Saudi Crown Prince (at 

that time), Salman Bin Abdul Aziz, stated that this proposal would entail a “strong union 

with integrated economies, a joint foreign policy and a common defense system.” Despite 

the fact that this idea is not welcomed by many GCC states,238 it indicates to the new 

regional activism of the GCC.   

With the substantive economic growth and emerging military capabilities, three of the 

GCC states became more active in regional issues: Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar. 

2.3.3.1. Saudi Arabia  

Because of its large natural resources, strategic location and religious importance, Saudi 

Arabia is deemed a significant country in the Muslim world.239 Its leadership in the Arab 

world has emerged since the Desert Storm Operation in 1991 and the US led-invasion of 

Iraq in 2003. The outcome of the two wars was the destruction of Iraq’s strategic 

capabilities and its absence as an Arab leading power. Two other major Arab states, Egypt 

and Syria, have mostly become influenced by the GCC since the establishment of the 

Damascus Declaration in March 1991, which gathered the GCC states, Egypt and Syria 

to fill the strategic gap after Iraq’s defeat. Egypt and Syria have also become receivers of 

financial aid from the GCC states, as will be detailed in chapter four, which contributed 

to weaken their political role that had been the most effective in the Arab world since 

1950s. 
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Saudi Arabia has become an active actor in many Arab issues such as Palestine, Lebanon, 

Syria and Yemen.240 For example, it declared a peace initiative with Israel in March 2002, 

which was adopted by the Arab League.241 Since the start of the uprising in Syria in 2011, 

Saudi Arabia has used this opportunity to enhance its leadership in the region. Another 

underlying reason for Saudi involvement is to win the Levantine front of the struggle with 

Iran.242 It became the main counterbalance of Iran’s influence in Lebanon, which supports 

the local Shiite party of Hezbollah, through supporting the main Sunni Muslim party, al-

Mustaqbal, of the Prime Minister Saad al-Harriri. Indeed, it was enabled to form and led 

many alliances in the region. It formed an Arab Coalition that initiated a military 

operation in Yemen since March 2015 and it held an Arab Islamic-American summit in 

May 2017. 

At the level of the GCC, Saudi Arabia is a peculiar power because it has the largest 

territory, population and economy as well as a religious status. It also has borders with all 

other GCC states. These features make Riyadh “a natural leader of the GCC 

organization.”243 

Globally, Saudi Arabia is the largest exporter of oil and it can play a key role in 

moderating oil prices by acting as a “swing producer,” meaning that it readjusts its 

production compared to the fluctuations in the production from other countries and the 

evolution of global crude oil demand.244 It is the only Arab and the only OPEC member 

in the G20.245 In this regard, it will host summit of the G20 leaders in 2020.246 The 

kingdom has strategic relations with the US because of its importance as a main supplier 

of oil to the international market and because of its geostrategic position in the Gulf. In 
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the context of the rise of the Saudi regional leadership, the role of this alliance, which has 

been supported in most of the regional roles, cannot be overlooked.  

2.3.3.2. Qatar 

Qatar has the third largest reserve of natural gas globally, directly following Russia and 

Iran, which accounts for over 60 percent of the GCC with about 879 trillion cubic feet. It 

is also the first producer of LNG globally with a production of 175.7 billion cubic meters 

in 2017. These natural resources have accumulated a huge capital. Qatar’s GDP is about 

$167 billion while it has a SWF valued at $320 billion, despite its very limited area (11600 

km2) and small population (2.64 million) (See tables 2.1 and 2.4). 

It can be argued that in the aftermath of Shaikh Hamad bin Khalifa’s coming to power in 

1995, Qatar would emerge as a remarkably proactive actor whose substantial wealth 

would be put to the service of its national development as much as diplomacy. Some 

analysts argued, “[T]oday a small country like Qatar can make a bigger impact 

regionally.”247 Recently, Qatar has appeared as a prominent peace mediator such as in 

Lebanon, Sudan, Yemen, Palestine and between Eritrea and Djibouti.248 

Qatar has also played significant regional roles beyond its small geographical size. Since 

the Arab uprisings in 2011, it has emerged with an important diplomatic and military role. 

It engaged in backing the Syrian opposition factions. It became a member-state of the 

Group of Friends of the Syrian People that was initiated by France in 2012 with the 

purpose of finding a solution to the Syrian crisis. In Libya, it conducted a leading role in 

financing and arming the Libyan revolution in 2011. It has also supported the Presidential 

Council of Libya in Tripoli as well as the Government of National Accord (LNA) led by 

Fayez al-Sarraj. In Egypt, Qatar has supported the Egyptian revolution that ousted the 

former President Hosni Mubarak in 2011. It also became one of the most active actors in 

supporting Egypt during the army’s rule as well as the rule of the former President 

Mohammad Morsi 2012-2013. This will be discussed in detail in chapters four and five.  
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Indeed, Qatar seeks to use its financial, media and soft power capabilities to overcome 

the two major powers’ dominance that curtail it; Saudi Arabia and Iran. The Emir of 

Qatar, Shaikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, has indicated in his first speech after the Gulf 

crisis in June 2017 that Qataris “were able to understand the implications of the attempt 

to impose pressure on this country, and the gravity of the subservience to language of 

incitement, threats and diktats.”249 Mohammad al-Musfir confirmed that “the current 

political leadership in Riyadh poses a threat to the security, safety and independence of 

the State of Qatar.”250 On the other hand, Qatar is concerned over Iran’s increasing 

regional influence, particularly its policies in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen. Al-Musfir 

stated, “Iran is a distrustful neighbor of the Gulf states for historical and sectarian 

reasons.”251 To deter these perceived threats, Qatar has worked to strengthen its military 

and strategic partnerships with the US, and more recently with Turkey. 

Furthermore, Qatar was also interested in displaying its international footprint. It hosted 

the WTO round (Doha round 2005) and the UN Climate Change Conference at Doha in 

2012. It will also host the FIFA World Cup in 2022.252  

2.3.3.3. The UAE  

The UAE has been increasingly seen as an important actor in the region due to its military 

activities in Yemen since 2015, its political and economic support of Egyptian Defense 

Minister Abdel Fattah Sisi, who overthrew President Morsi in 2013, and vocally backed 

sanctions against neighboring Qatar since June 2017. It has also been playing a main role 

in countering challenges posed by the Arab uprisings since 2011,253 as will be detailed in 

chapters four and five. 
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While consolidating its status as a regional financial center, the UAE has also quietly 

become the second largest economy in the Middle East and a rising military power.254 

Economically, the UAE has the world’s largest SWFs, and accounts for $1319 billion 

because of its vast oil and gas reserves and production, the returns of its investments, the 

financial activities, particularly through the Financial Center in Dubai, and the trading 

and services industries. Despite its small area (83, 600 km2) and relatively small 

population (9.40 million), its GDP was accounted at over $382 billion (ranking it 30th 

globally) and total foreign trade of about $352 billion in 2017 (See tables 2.1 and 2.4).  

Militarily, the UAE spent $22.8 billion on defense — ranking it the 14th globally. Arms 

imports increased by 63 percent between the periods of 2007-2011 and 2012-2016, 

according to the SIPRI.255 Some analysts argued, “Despite its small military (about 

50,000 military personnel), the UAE is well equipped with the most advanced weapon 

systems and has gained operational experience in Afghanistan and Somalia.”256 It has 

participated in many military operations such as in Bahrain, Libya, Yemen and against 

the ISIL. The Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed appears convinced of the 

UAE’s approach. He spoke of the “heroic role” of the military in defending “Arab security 

against attempts to interfere in its domestic affairs and combating the forces of 

extremism.”257  

Many regional challenges have recently prompted Abu Dhabi to adopt an assertive 

foreign policy. First, the shift in American geostrategic priorities during Obama’s 

presidency. The UAE and others of the region’s leaders accused him of abandoning 

former Egyptian President Husni Mubarak in 2011. It also derided Obama’s decision to 

sign the Iran Nuclear Deal in 2015, with Tehran, believing it would embolden the Islamic 

republic. This has hinted at a growing sense in the Gulf that it can no longer depend on 

Washington as protector, adding that this makes self-reliance on its own defense 

capabilities a top priority.258 Secondly, Iran is perceived as a threat, and the UAE 
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constantly criticizes it for the involvement in Arab affairs. An analyst in Abu Dhabi 

argued, “Iran, in its current position, is a threat to the Gulf Arab states, because of the 

ambitions of geopolitical and sectarian hegemony.”259 In addition, the UAE accuses Iran 

of occupying its three islands: Greater Tunb, Lesser Tunb, and Abu Musa since 1971. It 

is keen to ensure that the consecutive GCC Supreme Council statements that support its 

sovereignty over these islands.260 Thirdly, the UAE leadership’s anxiety, caused by the 

threat of Islamism, certainly contributes to its new activism. It harbors a deep sense of 

enmity toward militant Islamists as well as the political Islam movements, and perceives 

them as an existential threat to its domestic authority,261 particularly after the Arab Spring. 

It has concerns that if such movements succeed in one Arab country, they will threaten 

existing and status quo regimes in others. 

2.4. The GCC States’ Perceptions of Turkey 

The GCC states view Turkey as an emerging economic and political power. As this 

section will show, Turkey is perceived by the GCC states as a promising market for 

investments and economic diversification, particularly since the two sides have 

complementary economic structures. Geopolitically, the GCC states view Turkey as a 

significant regional power that may balance Iran’s increasing regional influence and 

threats. However, intra-GCC differences over Turkey’s positions are clear, which will be 

detailed later on. 

2.4.1. Turkey’s Economic Importance to the GCC  

Due to the structure of the GCC economies is dominated by hydrocarbons, economic 

diversification is benefiting the GCC states.262 This requires the GCC states to use the 

accumulated wealth in investments away from oil and gas sectors. However, the GCC’s 

foreign investments faced a challenge. These states have been investing their surplus 
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petrodollars in developed economies, particularly in the West. Because of the lower 

economic growth in Western markets, those investments have started to decline since the 

world financial crisis in 2008.263 Therefore, the GCC’s new ‘Look East’ policy must be 

viewed in the context of the changes the world is going through. Asia is expected to 

become a center of global power in the mid-21st century. The newly emerging Asian 

powers, including Turkey, are geographic neighbors and historic partners and so it is very 

important for the Gulf region.264 

Among the emerging economies, Turkey becomes increasingly attractive to the GCC 

states. As aforementioned in chapter one, Turkey is one of the fastest economically 

growing states. The growth of such a fast-emerging country provides the GCC states with 

opportunities for economic diversification. The GCC states are interested in the Turkish 

market and considered it promising since it started the economic structural reforms and, 

in particular, during the period of the AKP’s rule since 2002.  

The GCC-Turkish trade is dominated by the three GCC states, Saudi Arabia, the UAE 

and Qatar that constituted about 86 percent of GCC foreign trade with Turkey in 2017 

(See table 1.2). Although Riyadh and Abu Dhabi offered to invest in large projects in 

Turkey, they carried out a few because of the divergence of political agendas since the 

Arab Spring. However, these investments remained large and trade exchange continued 

to increase. Qatar is considered the most enthusiastic to increase investments and trade 

with Turkey, due to geopolitical convergence, especially since the Gulf crisis in June 

2017.  

The Turkish Investment Promotion and Development Agency estimated that the value of 

GCC investments in Turkey is $19 billion, accounting for 9.4 percent of all foreign 

investments. According to the Turkish Ministry of Economy, there were 1973 functioning 

Gulf companies in Turkey in 2017.265 This excludes the great growth of investment with 

Qatar in 2018. 
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For Saudi Arabia, there are about 800 Saudi companies investing in Turkey, according to 

statements by Saudi-Turkish Business Council member, Ziad Bassam. The share held by 

Saudis in the Turkish stock market is 2.4 percent, while the total share of the GCC 

countries in the Turkish stock market is between 5 percent and 7 percent.266 Turkish 

imports from Saudi Arabia have been traditionally dominated by crude oil.267 The UAE 

is one of Turkey’s ten largest trade partners. It is the first GCC trade partner of Turkey 

with about $14.7 billion in trade in 2017 (see table 1.2). In addition, there are tens of 

Turkish construction companies working in the UAE that undertake big projects such as 

expanding Abu Dhabi Airport.268 

For Qatar, since the establishment of the Turkish-Qatari Higher Strategic Committee in 

2014, economic relations have developed in an unprecedented manner. The two countries 

have so far signed 46 agreements, and Qatar’s investments in Turkey exceeded all other 

GCC states, at $20 billion. The growth of Turkish exports to Qatar increased by 50 percent 

in 2017 due to the Gulf crisis. The number of Turkish companies in Qatar reached 325 

and 25 new factories were opened. As a result of the growing strategic partnership, Qatar 

invested $15 billion in Turkey as Ankara grappled with a collapsing lira in August 

2018.269 

As an emerging power, Turkey is a huge market for energy resources. Saudi Arabia 

supplied around 10 percent of Turkey’s oil, while Qatar supplied a quarter of its LNG.270 

Qatari LNG, which will be unloaded in the Turkish natural gas storage area to be 

established in the Northern Aegean Sea, can be injected to pipelines that will reach the 

European markets much more easily.271 If the GCC states increase energy supply and 

transit projects through Turkey to Europe, this will increase Turkey’s dependence on 
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GCC hydrocarbons. Turkey has accelerated its efforts to acquire LNG from Qatar and to 

realize a long-term project of constructing a parallel Qatar-Iraq-Turkey natural gas 

pipeline to the Kirkuk-Ceyhan oil pipeline that will connect the Gulf coastline to the 

Eastern Mediterranean coast.272 

2.4.2. The GCC’s Perceptions of Turkey’s Power and Role  

The GCC states have dual feelings towards Turkey: a desire to benefit from such a 

regional power and an apprehension of its growing influence and competing agenda. In 

other words, there is a common desire to form an alliance with Turkey to balance Iran’s 

influence. Yet, there is an intra-GCC division over viewing Turkey’s role in the region. 

The following will explore both the GCC states’ common and divergent perceptions of 

Turkey.  

2.4.2.1. The GCC’s Common Perception of Turkey  

Geopolitically, the overthrow of Iran’s Shah by the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and the 

new Islamic regime has alarmed the GCC monarchies; and thereby threatens their existing 

political structures.273 Another major shift of the balance of power is the invasion of Iraq 

in 2003, which allowed Shiite Islamic parties to take power in Baghdad,274 and 

significantly increased Iran’s influence. Furthermore, some Arab uprisings since 2011 

have evolved into geopolitical and sectarian conflicts among regional actors, particularly 

Saudi Arabia and Iran.275  

Turkey has also, in different occasions, voiced its anxiety over Tehran’s increasing 

influence in the region, particularly in Syria. It has stood on the side of the GCC in many 

cases even against Iran. For instance, President Erdoğan launched an unprecedented 
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attack on Iran because of its position on the execution of Shiite Saudi dissident clerk Nimr 

al-Nimr,276 describing the decision as “an internal Saudi affair.”277 He had blamed Tehran 

of looking for dominating the region.278  

The GCC states’ common view of Turkey as an important partner for any alliance to 

counterweight Iran, the two parties’ convergence over many issues in the region and the 

debate on the so-called ‘Sunni camp’ will be detailed in chapter three.  

2.4.2.2. GCC States’ Divergent Perceptions of Turkey 

The competition and differences among the GCC states have existed since the 

establishment of the Council.279 One of their recent divisions is that over Turkey, which 

affects their relations.  

2.2.2.2.1. Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain 

Turkey’s recent activeness in the Middle East is likely to be at the expense of some Arab 

countries. Negative stereotypes of the Ottoman Empire are still fresh in some Arab 

capitals,280 and the Turkish model of the AKP concerns the conservative character of 

some GCC monarchies such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain.  

Historically, there is enmity between Saudi Arabia and Turkey because of Saudi-Ottoman 

clashes in the 19th century. Amir Abdullah bin Saud was the leader of a rebellion that had 

controlled Mecca and Medina for a decade and had declared the Ottoman sultan a 

disbeliever. At this time, a Salafist scholar Shaikh Mohammad bin Abdel-Wahhab made 
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a pact with Ibn Saud. They were upholding the “banner of Tawhid” and “calling to the 

pure faith—pure of innovation and practices having no basis in the Quran, Sunna, and 

statements of the Pious Forbears.” The two made an elite force of Ikhwan movement, 

known for its religious zeal. It began to control neighboring villages and eventually Iraq. 

The Ottomans considered the Saudi state of Ibn Saud a departure from obedience to the 

Ottoman caliphate and a rebellion that must be suppressed. Indeed, the conflict between 

the two parties spread between 1805 and 1818. In 1811, Sultan Murad IV tasked Egypt’s 

army of Muhammad Ali Pasha to suppress the rebellion and restore Ottoman control over 

the two holy cities. The Ottoman army arrived in Diriyah, the stronghold area of Ibn Saud 

near Riyadh in 1818, who was arrested and taken to Istanbul for execution.281 

Thus, negative stereotypical perceptions emerged between the Turks and the Saudis. The 

Turks saw the Saudis as ‘disobeyers’ who came out against the Ottomans and declared 

war against them, while the Saudis saw Turks as ‘heretical’. Some Turks also believe that 

the “Wahhabi revolution” led to the weakening of the Sunnis.282 On the other hand, Ali 

Mustafa, Researcher at Transworld Publicity Company in Riyadh, believed: 

The relations between Saudi Arabia and Turkey are still loaded with the legacy of the 

past, the period of the Caliphate, and its influence on the two Holy Mosques… We notice 

that there are differences in the Saudi (Wahhabi) approach and the Turkish (Ottoman) 

approach. This factor has remained a tacit instigator of concerns and fears.283  

Therefore, this confrontation produced a historical psychological barrier between the two 

parties. 

Today, Saudi Arabia is concerned over Turkey’s aspiration to lead the Muslim world, 

which it did during the Ottoman Empire. Mustafa argued, “Turkey still believes – or so it 
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is understood by Saudi Arabia – that it has the supreme hand.”284 Recently, Saudi Arabia 

has been focusing on its own leadership of the Gulf, the Sunni Arab world and Muslim 

countries, which it clearly wanted to show in leading an Arab coalition in Yemen in 2015. 

Although Turkey proclaimed its support for Saudi Arabia to counter Iranian influence in 

2015, it appears that Saudi Arabia does not want Turkey to play an active military role, 

especially since there is a historical Ottoman legacy in Yemen’s rule.285  

The UAE shares Saudi Arabia’s common concerns over Ankara’s engagement in the Arab 

world since the Arab uprisings. They view that these uprisings embracing liberal political 

ideas and political Islamic thought, which are both promoted by Turkey. A UAE analyst 

argued, “ideologies which leaked into the core of the GCC countries during the Arab 

Spring have manifested themselves as new challenges destabilizing the conservative 

sociopolitical structure underpinning the Gulf region.”286 He assumes that liberalism and 

political Islam will obviously challenge current GCC’s domestic traditions. He argued 

that the UAE and Saudi Arabia view that “the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood 

collides with the conservative traditions in the GCC states and it ultimately pursues 

control of power and disposal of existing regimes.”287 Ali Mustafa believed that Turkey 

has depended on or employed the Muslim Brotherhood. It considered them an essential 

interest in the Arab region. This has made the traditional Arab governments worried.288  

Ankara’s good relations with the Muslim Brotherhood, particularly during President 

Morsi’s rule in Egypt 2012-2013, and its support for other Islamic parties in Libya, 

Tunisia and Syria has alarmed Saudi Arabia and the UAE. The latter have been supporting 

parties that oppose those Islamic ones mainly to prevent such Islamic parties from 
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prevailing in the Gulf itself under the pretext of democracy or liberal individual rights 

and to halt the extending Turkish influence. 

In addition, Turkey’s alliance with Qatar has increased the rivalry with Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE and Bahrain. The building of a military base in Qatar in 2014 has exacerbated the 

situation and increased the unease caused by Turkey. 

2.2.2.2.2. Qatar 

At present, Turkey is the main strategic ally of Qatar. They agree over most of the current 

issues such as Syria, Egypt, Libya, Yemen and the Muslim Brotherhood. Turkey 

represents the balancer of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which are perceived as a threat by 

Qatar, since their cutting of full diplomatic relations with it in June 2017, as follows.  

Although Qatar is a wealthiest country, it is a small state in terms of area and population. 

It cannot deter Iran or Saudi Arabia. To compensate for this unfavorable imbalance in 

military power, Qatar relies on external powers to balance its neighbors. In 1992, Qatar 

signed a Defense Cooperation Agreement with the US, with which the US obtained access 

to Qatari bases. In 1996, Qatar built the al-Udeid Airbase. In 2003, the US moved the US 

Combat Air Operations Center in the Middle East from Saudi Arabia to Qatar’s al-Udeid 

Airbase. The US also constructed the world’s largest pre-positioning facility in Qatar, al-

Sayliyah army base.289 

The withdrawal of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain’s ambassadors from Doha in 

March 2014 alarmed Qatar of renewed historical threats. The Gulf crisis of 2017 and the 

prevention of Qatar from using its land borders and airspace with these countries posed 

an essential threat to its security and regime. Even with Iran, Qatar has cut off its relations 

in solidarity with Riyadh after the attack on the Saudi embassy in Tehran in early 2016. 

Their relations were already strained because of opposing policies in the region post-Arab 

Spring. Some Qatari analysts believe that “If Iran adopts sectarianism to expand in the 

Arab sphere, there is no doubt that Turkey will be the active actor - by its economic, 
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military and demographic power - to balance Iran.”290 With these grave developments, 

along with US President Donald Trump’s initial position on the Gulf crisis, which will be 

discussed in chapter four, Qatar, it seems, no longer feels that the American military bases 

are enough to guarantee its security. Therefore, it looked to rely on a regional ally to 

enhance its security.  

Turkey is considered an appropriate ally to Qatar. Both countries have taken assertive 

steps to strengthen their ties. They signed agreements in December 2014, including a 

memorandum to find a ‘Supreme Strategic Committee’. According to Erdoğan: 

Turkey and Qatar have never drifted apart. We have always been together, we have 

always been in solidarity and we have always designated standing by the oppressed 

people of the world as our common denominator. From now on, we will again continue 

our resolve in the same way.291 

Turkey and Qatar have been strengthening their military agreement since March 2014. 

According to the agreement, both could use each other’s ports, airports, airspace and 

military facilities. They also agreed to cooperate in the defense industry.292 In this way, 

Qatar has been forming a solid alliance with such a regional power to balance the threats 

at its proximity.  

2.2.2.2.3. Kuwait and Oman 

Kuwait and Oman’s policies are often calm and balanced against most regional powers. 

They are based on strengthening economic ties with regional actors and avoiding 

competition for influence. This has been reflected on their friendly relations with Turkey. 

Although Kuwait has policies consistent with Saudi Arabia in general, it is trying to avoid 

engagement in tense Saudi relations with Qatar or Turkey. At the same time, it has 

different policies towards some issues in the region, such as Egypt. Al-Rumaihi argued, 

“Kuwait’s relationship with Turkey remains a matter of mutual respect and Kuwaitis are 
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investing in the Turkish economy, but Turkey’s interference in Egypt has been viewed as 

unfriendly towards Saudi Arabia, which is a significant country in the Gulf.”293 

Kuwait and Turkey relations have been strengthened with deals in economic, trade, 

defense and political areas. In 2017, the two countries signed an MoU for incentives on 

direct investment and cooperation protocols on science and technology. In March 2018, 

Kuwait’s Emir Sheikh Sabah paid a visit to Ankara and signed six deals. Erdoğan hailed 

the visit, and said, “It will have a great impact on the future of bilateral relations and will 

enhance the historical legacy of the friendly relations that have characterized the two 

countries.”294 In October 2018, they signed a joint defense plan aimed at enhancing 

military cooperation. The arrangement calls for the exchange of experience and know-

how with a view to enhance military coordination. The Kuwaiti Army said that the deal 

was signed with aim of “accomplishing harmony, sharing experience and unifying 

efforts.”295 It is noteworthy that Kuwait’s relations with Turkey have gained momentum 

since the Gulf crisis. The signing of a military cooperation agreement signals a potential 

Kuwaiti desire to benefit from Turkey to create a balance in the Gulf. This also points to 

Kuwait’s understanding of the new Turkish-Qatari military relations and that it has no 

reservations regarding the Turkish military base in Qatar.  

For Oman, the good relationship with Turkey stems from its general foreign policy that 

“keens to establish friendly relations with the entire world.” It insists on the principles of 

“equal relations with other countries… and non-interference in others’ internal affairs.”296 

Oman’s perception and relations with Turkey is mostly independent and has not been 

affected by any of the other GCC states’ disputed policies with Turkey. Former Foreign 

Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu emphasized in 2014 that the two states look to improve their 

relations in the field of the defense industry and to further promote mutual relations 
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politically and economically. He added, “Oman has always supported Turkey’s efforts to 

develop its relations with the Gulf Cooperation Council.”297  

Oman views Turkey as “a brotherly Muslim country that has longstanding and positive 

relations with it in the modern era dating back to the 18th century. Turkey is also a 

regional power that has its influential role in the Middle East.” Stemming from this 

perception, “Oman’s relations with Turkey have been strengthened in various political, 

economic and even military aspects in recent years.”298 Turkey looks to boost its trade 

ties with Oman from around $310 million in 2017 to over $1 billion annually in the next 

few years. In February 2018, Muscat hosted a business forum that gathered Turkey’s 

Central Anatolian Exporters Association along with the Turkish Exporters Assembly and 

Turkey-Oman Business Council. Turkish Ambassador to Oman Atilay Ersan said, “The 

distance and other logistics issues can be seen as a barrier.” But he invited Turkish 

companies to explore business potential in Oman, and said, “The sultanate’s geographical 

location and strong strategic and cultural relation with countries such as India, Iran and 

East African coastal countries could provide numerous opportunities for joint ventures 

between Turkish and Omani companies.”299  

Therefore, Kuwait and Oman in general look forward to good relations with Turkey in 

political and economic areas as well as in the defense industry. The two parties have no 

mutual negative perceptions or disputed issues, which enhances the chances of 

developing relations between them.  

By the end of this chapter, the discussion of the growth of both Turkey and the GCC states 

as well as their mutual perceptions has been completed. This chapter clearly showed how 

the Gulf states approached the functional theory to form the GCC as a regional 

organization to promote their economic and security interests. It also explained their 

desire to strengthen this alliance to balance Iran and Iraq, and emerging security threats. 

Turkey’s position as both an economic partner and a regional ally is recognized by the 
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GCC states, which share common values and interests. However, their disagreement and 

intra-rivalry cannot be denied. The following two chapters will examine the convergent 

policies of the two parties and the divergent agendas in the region. 
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 3: TURKEY AND THE GCC STATES: 

CONVERGENCE DYNAMICS  

The balance of power in the Middle East has been subjected to two major shocks recently: 

the US-led invasion of Iraq and the Arab Spring revolutions. Both have caused grave 

repercussions for the entire region, particularly the GCC states and Turkey, which have 

been brought together by the facing of the emerging threats.  

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 led to a fragmentation of political power and an upsurge of 

sectarian violence. The empowerment of the Shiite parties that control the government in 

Baghdad brought a shift in favor of Iran. To balance Iran’s influence, the GCC states and 

Turkey have worked to empower Sunni Arabs and Kurds in central political institutions 

and to strengthen their relations with the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) to 

consolidate its status and to bolster Turkey’s and the GCC’s interests. The eruption of the 

Arab Spring uprisings has brought threats to the GCC and Turkey. This has produced 

common interests for cooperation and alliance to balance the new threats and to balance 

the growing influence of Iran, which has reaped the fruit of shifts in Syria and Yemen.  

This chapter will examine the convergence dynamics of Turkey and the GCC states. It 

consists of two sections. The first will trace the history of the rapprochement between the 

two parties in short. The second section will discuss the impact of the invasion of Iraq 

and the Arab uprisings on the balance of regional power. In this regard, it will examine 

major emerging threats that drive agreement between the GCC states and Turkey despite 

some differences in their policies. This includes the consequences of the invasion of Iraq, 

the Syrian crisis, the emergence of the ISIL and the Yemen war. 

3.1.Turkish-GCC Rapprochement: A Historical Glance 

Ankara’s ties with the Gulf prior to 2002 were an extension to Turkish-Arab relations. 

Non-involvement was a typical manifestation of Turkish foreign policy towards the 

region. Traditionally, there have been negative perceptions between Arabs and Turkey. 

Turkey’s was perceived throughout the 20th century as an instrument of Western 
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powers.300 The twentieth century period has not removed Ankara’s mistrust versus the 

Arabs based on memories of being betrayed by them as they have supported the UK 

against the Ottomans during the First World War.301 The Turkish foreign policy at its 

early period had distanced Ankara from the Arab region.302  

Indeed, Turkey’s non-involvement policy and the principle of ‘peace at home, peace 

abroad’ were not adopted only as a result of such negative perceptions or to isolate itself 

from the Arab world, but also because of the global context during the interwar period. 

At that time, Turkey was generally looked at as a neutral country. Turkey’s liberation 

war, its cooperation with the Bolsheviks in Russia against European powers until the early 

1920s, and the circumstances that accompanied the establishment of the Republic in 1923 

had led to the adoption of neutrality. Ankara was also willing to be non-aligned to the 

USSR for fear of communist ideological repercussions or the growing Soviet 

ambitions.303 However, it resisted the alignment with Western powers that had just 

liberated the country from their hands. On the other hand, Ataturk’s policies of 

Westernization and his enthusiasm to secularize the country had contributed to gradual 

rapprochement with the West and isolation from its Arab and Muslim neighbors.  

Turkey’s association with West after the Second World War made it difficult to involve 

in the neighboring regions.304 It realized that it could not counter communism and Soviet 

designs alone and allied with the US, which built military bases in Turkey.305 After the 
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failure of the Baghdad Pact in 1958,306 Ankara focused on bilateral relations on a country-

by-country basis according to their economic and political significance to its interests.307  

When Prime Minister Süleyman Demirel came to power in 1965, one of his Justice Party 

programs was “to establish genuine and close friendships beyond all doubt or reservation, 

and to realize fruitful cooperation in many fields, with brotherly Arab and Muslim 

states.”308 During Arab-Israeli war in 1967, Turkey expressed its solidarity with the Arab 

states.309 The fire in al-Aqsa mosque in 1969 sparked popular and governmental reactions 

in the Muslim world. It led to the first institutional cooperation between Turkey and the 

Muslim world. Turkey has become the founding member of the Organization of the 

Islamic Conference (OIC).  

In 1973, Turkey did not allow the US to ship supplies to Israel from its bases in Turkey. 

It leaned more toward Arabs since it saw the Arab world as a source of both economic 

promise, because of the high prices of oil, and political support, because it looked to a 

majority in the UN for the Cyprus issue.310  

The return to democracy in 1983, led Turkey to seek economic opportunities in Arab 

countries to reform its faltering economy. Conservative leader Turgut Özal (1983-1993) 

helped promote economic relations with the Arabs to make his reform program a success. 

The Turkish state, in its quest to open up to religious discourse to counter the growing 

threat of the country’s far left, needed to cooperate with Saudi Arabia and exchange 

experiences between the official religious Diyanet Foundation and the Muslim World 

League to promote popular religious discourse.311  
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The end of the Cold War opened up new opportunities to Turkey in the Middle East.312 

In 1991, it had participated in the Gulf War by mobilizing 100,000 troops on Iraq’s 

borders, closing the Kirkuk-Ceyhan oil export pipeline, and allowing the US-led coalition 

to use the Incirlik airbase. Turkey did not achieve all its goals of supporting the US-led 

coalition. It was also not fully compensated for its financial losses that were estimated by 

Ankara to be around $30 billion.313 Therefore, Turkey’s relations with the GCC states did 

not improve radically.  

Under weak coalition governments, Turkey’s had witnessed an economic crisis, which 

reached its peak in 2001. As aforementioned in chapter one, economic growth became 

the main objective of the Turkish people. Therefore, they supported the newly founded 

party, the AKP, to get rid of weak coalition governments and to promote economic 

reforms. The GCC states, as oil and financial powers, were promising for the new Turkish 

economic policy.  

Since the AKP came to power in 2002, Ankara gave much importance to its relations with 

the Arab World. It has influenced by the ‘strategic depth’, which, according to Davutoğlu, 

would enable Turkey to increase its leverage regionally.314 In addition to strengthening 

economic relations with Iraq and Syria, the AKP has given particular importance to the 

GCC states because of the need to expand foreign trade with these rich countries in energy 

and financial assets. 

The AKP’s policies have produced many positive developments on bilateral and 

collective relations with the GCC states in quite a short period. Turkey and Saudi Arabia 

formed the Joint Business Council and the Saudi-Turkish Joint Committee in 2003.315 

They set up a joint investment fund to encourage investment in 2005.316 In April 2016, 

they established the Turkish-Saudi Coordination Council mechanism. Turkey and other 
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GCC states have established bilateral institutions to boost their relations. The UAE-

Turkish Joint Commission was established in 2005, the Bahrain-Turkey Joint Business 

Council in 2005, the Turkish-Kuwaiti Business Forum in 2006, and the Turkish-Omani 

Business Council in 2006.317 In particular, Qatar and Turkey have developed close 

relations. The Qatar-Turkey Joint Higher Committee was held in 2012, while the Qatari-

Turkish Supreme Strategic Committee was established in 2014. They also signed a 

mutual defense agreement in 2014 and established a Turkish military base in Qatar. At 

the collective level, as aforementioned in chapter one, Turkey and the GCC signed two 

memorandums of understanding in 2005 and 2008, and launched a High-Level Strategic 

Dialogue Mechanism to develop cooperation in all fields. 

For the GCC states, Turkey has become a more attractive partner due to its fast growth. 

It has also been in convergence with the GCC in a number of regional issues and towards 

common threats, most of which are related to the concerns over Iran’s influence.  

3.2. Turkey and the GCC: Rapprochement Dynamics 

The invasion of Iraq, the Syrian crisis, the emergence of the ISIL and the Yemeni war 

have caused new security challenges for the GCC states and Turkey. Facing the 

repercussions of the emerging threats brought the two parties closer despite some 

differences in their policies.  

3.2.1. Turkey and the GCC’s Positions on Iraq post-2003  

The US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 had changed the geopolitical landscape in the Middle 

East. The GCC states and Turkey, who are considered the most affected by the invasion, 

share common interests in maintaining the stability and territorial integrity of Iraq, 

countering Iranian and Shiite influence, helping marginalized Sunni Arabs and 

strengthening relations with Iraq’s Kurds. 
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The invasion constitutes a substantial violent act because it had effects on Iraq’s domestic 

balance and the regional balance of power.318 Turkey and the GCC states share a common 

interest in a stable and unity of Iraq. They are also concerned over the creation of a power 

vacuum that Iran has mostly filled.319  

The GCC stance toward Iraq after the invasion has been evident through the consecutive 

summits since 2003, which have “reaffirmed its firm positions on the respect of Iraq’s 

unity, sovereignty and independence and non-interference in its internal affairs as well as 

the conservation of its Arab and Islamic identity.”320 

The main concern for the GCC is clearly the shift in the balance of power in the Gulf. 

Even before the start of invasion, the GCC states did not hesitate to join the meetings 

organized by Turkey, which the neighboring countries to Iraq attended, and whose goal 

was to prevent a war.321  

For Turkey, Iraq enjoys an advanced position in its national interests. It has had historical 

and geographic relations with Iraq for over four hundred years since the Ottoman period. 

The geopolitics of Iraq (which has a 352 km long shared border) with Turkey is significant 

to Ankara’s security. The close political, social and economic relations have continued 

during the Republican era.322 Iraq is an essential source of oil and gas resources for 

Turkey, which looks to play a prominent role in delivering them to international markets. 

It also represents a huge consumer market and a promising investment environment for 

Turkish exports and companies. Therefore, Turkey supports the territorial integrity and 
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unity of Iraq.323 It opposed the invasion because it has concerns over the disintegration of 

the country.324  

3.2.1.1. Iranian and Shiite Influence in Iraq 

The empowerment of the Shiite parties in Iraq that control the government since 2003 

brought a shift in favor of Iran.325 The growing Iranian influence has some implications 

for the whole region, and thereof for the GCC. The first consequence is Iran’s 

revolutionary Shiite ideology, which came evidently from 1979. With the invasion of 

Iraq, this ideology was refreshed.326 Another consequence came from the parties with 

power in Iraq.327 The invasion of Iraq not only reversed the domestic balance of power 

between Sunnis and Shiites in Iraq; it also unleashed insurgencies that have, deepened the 

sectarian divide across the region,328 particularly in Bahrain and the Eastern Province in 

Saudi Arabia.329 The Iraq invasion effectively handed Iraq over to Iran as a “gift on a 

golden platter,” as Saudi former King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz said.330  

Turkey, a predominantly Sunni country, appeared to be a valuable bulwark against Iran 

in the GCC states’ perspective.331 This is because the GCC states, particularly Saudi 

Arabia, knew that Turkey also faces fierce competition from Iran in Iraq.332  

Although the Shiite parties do not present a sectarian threat to Turkey, their sole control 

of power in Iraq affects Turkey’s interests. As is well known, Iraq has been a highly 

competitive sphere of influence between Persia and the Ottoman Empire since the 16th 

century. Given the geopolitical importance of Iraq, being subject to the influence of one 
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of these two competing powers meant weakening the other. Because Iraq is mainly made 

up of two major Muslim sects, Sunnis and Shiite, the control of Iraq by one of those 

powers meant strengthening the status of one of these Iraqi sects. With the creation of 

Iraq’s nation-state in 1921, Iran and Turkey were weak states, striving for independence, 

and have had less competition over Iraq. During most of the 20th century, Iraq became a 

regional power. However, the occupation of Baghdad in 2003 has revived the sectarian 

sentiments. Many from Shiite parties who control the power in Baghdad were founded in 

Iran. It seems that Ankara fears that such parties would favor Iranian influence at the 

expense of Turkey’s interests.  

Although Turkey’s relations with Iraq had been badly damaged by the sectarian divide 

during the former Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki’s period between 2007-2014. The fall of 

Mosul in June 2014 at the hands of ISIL has alerted both Turkey and Iraq. Baghdad 

requested military and intelligence assistance from Turkey while Ankara welcomed the 

release of relations with Iraq, under the new Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi. Turkey 

declared its readiness to cooperate with Iraq to confront common threats. Former Turkish 

Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu stated, “We are ready to provide any kind of support 

we can give to Iraq,”333 while their relations have developed significantly. 

3.2.1.2. Sunni Marginalization in Iraq 

Indeed, Sunni marginalization and the weak participation of Sunni Arabs in the political 

process in the new Iraq have also been common concerns of Turkey and the GCC states. 

In 2003, Sunni Arabs in Iraq found themselves singularly ill-equipped to compete in the 

new Iraq.334 Iranian support for the Shiite political groups and factions has been a source 

of contention between Iraqi governments and the GCC states, with the latter becoming 

increasingly agitated about the loosening grip of Iraq’s considerable Sunni population on 

political and economic power.335 To balance Iran’s power on Iraq’s domestic politics and 
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foreign relations, the GCC states believe that empowering Sunni Arabs and Kurds in 

central political institutions is crucial. They stressed this issue by inviting successive Iraqi 

governments to achieve national reconciliation among the different components of the 

Iraqi people, in reference to the inclusion of Sunnis in the political process. In 2006, the 

concluding communiques of the Supreme Council of the GCC have repeatedly referred: 

Considering that national reconciliation is the key to the solution in Iraq, and that effecting 

reconciliation between the various sectarian and ethnic groups of the Iraqi people 

constitutes the fundamental prerequisite for achieving stability in Iraq… Iraq’s security 

and stability cannot be achieved except through cooperation between all its people 

irrespective of their sectarian, ethnic, or religious affiliations.336 

The GCC also required the Iraqi government to “redouble its efforts to achieve national 

reconciliation and work on the necessary constitutional amendments.”337 

Although most of the Kurds in Iraq are Sunnis, with only a small minority being Shiite 

(e.g. the Faili Kurds), their relations with neighboring Shiite communities have in general 

been balanced and positive. Despite the fact that an Islam-based ideology is not a priority 

for the KRG, it remains a considerable factor for the Sunnis within the GCC.338 Kurdish 

gains in Iraq could also go hand in hand with the GCC’s goals of maintaining its influence 

in Iraq. For the Iraqi Sunnis, the Kurds might provide the only regional alliance now 

available, as well as a good option for the near future. Thus, Kurdish religious identity 

and the Kurds’ neutral stance over sectarianism make them an appealing ally for other 

regional Sunni players who fear Iran’s hegemonic tendencies in the Gulf.339  

Turkey has been visibly proactive in shaping Iraq’s domestic politics. It has been 

supported the participation of Sunni Arabs in the political process in Iraq. It deems that 

the Sunni Arabs must be integrated in the system to ensure territorial integrity and 

stability in Iraq.340 After Maliki’s policies evolved to exclude Sunni Arabs, including 
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senior Iraqi officials who took part in the political process, especially former Iraqi Vice 

President Tariq al-Hashimi, who was sentenced to death in absentia in November 2011, 

Turkey considered that this exclusion negatively affected its interests because “the Sunnis 

power is necessary for Iraq’s stability and territorial integrity.”341 It has continued to back 

Sunni Arab elites and the Turkmen groups. Developing a close relationship with the Iraqi 

Kurds from 2012 onwards, as follows, has also enabled the Turkish government to 

strengthen its position both domestically and within Iraq against Shiite elites.342 Thus, 

Turkey as well as the GCC showed a firm stance on the side of the Sunnis participation 

in Iraq’s politics.  

3.2.1.3. Iraqi Kurds: Interests and Threats 

The vacuum left by the US invasion of Iraq since 2003 has been in the interest of the 

Kurds in northern Iraq, who have been seen as a potential stable factor in Iraq. This was 

reinforced by the fact that the Kurds’ relations with most of local Iraqi parties, regional 

powers and even with the US are good. Turkey and the GCC states share a common 

interest in supporting the Kurds in northern Iraq to balance Irani as well as Iraqi Shiite 

influence in Baghdad, strengthening Iraqi Sunnis and ensuring economic interests in Iraq. 

Relations between the Kurds and the GCC states have been somewhat irregular. Falah 

Bakir, Head of Department of Foreign Relations of the KRG, confirmed that relations 

between the KRG and the GCC as a collective institution “only started from 2003 

onwards, and especially after the adoption of the Iraqi constitution in 2005 in which the 

KRG was officially recognized as a legitimate federal partner.” This paved the way for 

the Kurds to conduct their affairs independently, and the GCC states maintained relations 

with the Kurds via the central government within the Iraqi federal context.343  

The GCC states consider direct relations with the KRG for many reasons. First, the fall 

of Saddam’s regime and the rise of a Shiite-dominated government intensified the need 

for containing Iran and preserving the regional status quo and upholding Gulf security. 
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Secondly, after the expansion of ISIL in Iraq, the Kurds have a need for further regional 

support and alliances in order to consolidate their status. As the main frontline against 

ISIL in Iraq, the KRG appears to be a particularly effective military force within Iraq. 

Thirdly, the presence of Kurdish oil might be viewed by the GCC oil producers as the rise 

of another energy supplier, and therefore decreasing dependence on Gulf oil. However, 

Kurdish oil policies do not appear to constitute a significant threat to the economic agenda 

of the GCC states, which still contain huge oil reserves.344  

Among the GCC states, the UAE, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait have been 

economically active in the KRG.345 The UAE was the first GCC country to open a 

consulate in Irbil in 2012. Former KRG President Massoud Barzani was received in the 

UAE in 2014. It has some 150 companies in the KRG. Qatar has invested significantly in 

the KRG.346 The 2009 MoU in the fields of infrastructure, agricultural investment, 

tourism and aviation reaffirmed Kurdish-Qatari relations. Barzani visited Qatar in 

November 2012 and expressed “his thanks for its on-going support to the Kurdistan 

Region.” Qatar also provided humanitarian assistance to displaced persons and refugees 

in the KRG in July 2015.347 Saudi Arabia opened consulate in the KRG in 2016.348 This 

indicates the increasing importance of the KRG’s role in the war against ISIL and the 

direct recognition of the KRG. Relations with Kuwait have a special quality, linked to the 

fact that, dating back to Saddam’s period, Kuwaitis and Kurds had seen themselves 

victims of the same power. In April 2012, both sides expressed their wish to further 

strengthen ties “on the basis of brotherhood and common interests.” Kuwait opened a 

Consulate-General in Irbil in June 2015, with direct political representation being the 

most notable support.349  

Turkey’s position is compatible with the GCC states’ positions over the KRG in two 

factors: balancing Iranian and Shiite influence in Baghdad and securing economic 

interests. Given the proximity of the Kurdish Iraqi region to Turkey and the presence of 

                                                 

344 Ibid., pp. 201-203, 212. 
345 Ibid., p. 206. 
346 Sinem Cengiz, “The Gulf’s stance on the Kurdish referendum,” September 15, 2017, accessed 

15/12/2018, at: https://bit.ly/2S9V3bX; “Will an ‘Economically-Sovereign’ Kurdish State in Iraq Benefit 

the GCC?” International Policy Digest, January 28, 2016, accessed 6/2/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2t4TrRK 
347 Charountaki, pp. 205-206. 
348 Cengiz. 
349 Charountaki, pp. 206-208. 



87 

a large Kurdish minority in Turkey, the primary interests of Turkey are preventing full 

independence of the KRG, confronting the PKK and ensuring Turkmen social and 

cultural rights. 

Iraq’s occupation in 2003 resulted in disturbances that threatened to break the country 

into several entities, including the possibility of establishing a Kurdish state in the north. 

This could pose a threat and increase the dissident aspirations and military activities of 

the PKK in Turkey and the Syrian Democratic Union Party (PYD) in northern Syria.  

However, Ankara has contributed to the creation of the first Kurdish de facto state entity 

in order to control the north of Iraq.350 The KRG as a viable strong actor not only helps 

Turkey’s security and economic interests, but also prevents a more chaotic situation.351 

Turkey views its good relations with the KRG is important to eliminate the PKK threats. 

In this regard, its policy concentrated on its ability to control its border with Iraq, which 

the PKK used as a transit way between southern Turkey and its base of operations in the 

Qandil mountains along the Iran-Iraq border.352  

Economically, Turkey will have a significant influence in the Kurdistan Region. By 

positioning itself as the KRG’s primary partner for the transiting and marketing of the 

KRG’s energy resources to international markets, Ankara has built its influence in 

northern Iraq. The Kurdistan Region has an estimated 5 trillion cubic meters of natural 

gas reserves and 45 billion barrels of oil reserves. In 2012, Turkey became the first 

country to sign an agreement with Irbil on energy resource exports.353 The agreement 

paved the way for the construction of a new pipeline linking oil fields in the Kurdistan 

Region to the Ceyhan Port in Turkey,354 which is the most accessible outlet for northern 

Iraqi oil.355  
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Therefore, Turkey’s economic cooperation with the KRG has developed significantly. 

The trade exchange between them reached about $12 billion in 2014.356 Turkish goods 

account for nearly 80 percent of goods sold in the KRG. Approximately 1000 Turkish 

companies were operating in Kurdistan in 2016, accounting for 40 percent of all foreign 

firms operating in the region.357 Turkish investments reached about $16 billion in the 

KRG.358  

Finally, despite the GCC and Turkish rapprochement with the KRG, they did not support 

the KRG’s referendum on independence on 25 September 2017. Turkey pushed hard for 

a cancelation of the referendum, as it promises to add yet another source of instability.359 

After the referendum, a very clear deterioration shaped Turkey’s relations with the KRG. 

However, Turkey as well as the GCC states have quickly worked to restore the relations 

with the KRG in order to preserve the economic gains and common interests.  

3.2.2. The Syrian Crisis since 2011 

The Syrian crisis since March 2011 had significant impacts on Turkey and the GCC states. 

After the US-led operations of Afghanistan and Iraq removed Tehran’s regional 

adversaries,360 the Syrian crisis has heightened the regional power struggle with Iran. 

However, it also seemed to produce a common opportunity for cooperation between 

Turkey and the GCC. Both have taken very similar positions on the crisis. They called 

for protecting the Syrian people, supporting the opposition and toppling the President 

Bashar al-Assad’s regime. Their ministers issued a joint written statement on 28 January 

2012 that stated, “international efforts should be focused on bringing the bloodshed in 

Syria to an immediate end and paving the ground for the initiation of a political transition 

process in line with the legitimate demands and aspirations of the Syrian people.”361 
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Turkey and the GCC viewed that an alternative regime in Syria – which is distant from 

Iran – would enhance their geopolitical influence, strengthen their economic 

interdependence and allow them to connect geographically via Syria and Jordan. Indeed, 

Turkey realizes that the improving of its political and economic relations with Syria 

would facilitate its access to the Gulf region. 

Turkey attaches special importance to Syria and has made it a cornerstone of its Middle 

East policy. It considers Syria a “gateway to the Arab world,” a hinterland and a strategic 

partner. They share a long border of about 900 kilometers.362 Syria also has the largest 

population of Sunni Muslims, which could form a potential alliance to counter any 

sectarian threat and to balance any regional power.  

The Syrian-Turkish bilateral relationship was improved with the arrival of the AKP to 

power. The two countries set up a Higher Council for Strategic Cooperation in 2009.363 

Syria was the prime example of a zero-problem policy and Ankara wanted to set a model 

for transforming hostility into friendly relations. 

During much of the Syrian crisis, Turkey has been a crucial ally of the GCC states. Their 

stances on Syrian crisis started in 2011, when Turkey expressed its growing anger at al-

Assad regime’s suppression of protesters, calling it “unacceptable.” In August 2011, one 

of the opposition groups, the Syrian National Council, was formed in Istanbul. In 

September 2011, Ankara cut diplomatic ties with Syria in protest to the government’s 

refusal to accommodate the demands of the protesters. It also joined the war as a key 

supporting actor against the regime.364  

Many objectives led to Turkey’s policy shift in Syria. First, the AKP sought to be seen as 

a supporter and promoter of democracy in Syria and elsewhere in the region.365 Secondly, 
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Ankara sought to secure its future strategic interests in Syria because the Syrian regime 

seemed to be on the verge of collapse.366  

Thirdly, Ankara sought to cooperation with the Syrian opposition to balance Iran’s 

influence in the region.367 Some analysts argued that “Turkey desires to see the Syrian 

Muslim Brotherhood come to power, or at least share power with al-Assad’s Alawite 

regime.” In addition to “sharing a similar philosophy, a government ruled by a Sunni 

Islamist movement in Syria could help the AKP government consolidate its influence in 

the Middle East.”368 This may frustrate Tehran’s ideological and political expansion. In 

the same vein, the declaration by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood leader, 

Mohammad Riad Shaqfa, of his willingness to “adopt the Turkish governance system, 

rather than the Iranian model, is another demonstration of the ongoing competition 

between the two states.”369 As the Sunnis are a majority in Syria, it would be a reasonable 

assumption to expect their domination of post-Assad Syria. More profoundly still, the 

change of regime in Syria could affect Iran’s influence in Lebanon and could lead to the 

balancing of Iraq’s Shiite-dominated government.370 Thus, both Turkey and GCC states 

have converged on Syria as their most important geopolitical battleground, in which 

regime change could directly affect the Gulf’s balance of power. 

Fourthly, Turkey considered deepening economic relations with Syria as a key 

component to establish interdependence between them. Both parties could thus benefit 

from each other’s markets and act as bridges to enter world markets, particularly the GCC 

markets.371 

Finally, Turkey was concerned that al-Assad might back the Kurds in northern Syria or 

the PKK in return for their support for Damascus.372 The Syrian crisis has allowed Kurds 

there to carve out a space of their own between ISIL and the regime, which is what worries 

the Turks. That is why President Erdoğan announced, “We will never allow the 
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establishment of a state on our southern border in the north of Syria.”373 Turkey began to 

treat the PYD, and its military faction People’s Protection Units (YPG), as terrorists on 

an equal footing with ISIL and PKK. The Operation Euphrates Shield began in northern 

Syria in August 2016 by the Turkish military to prevent the PYD/YPG from building a 

corridor connecting the territories under their control.374  

The GCC states’ position toward the Syrian crisis has developed in the same way of that 

of Turkey. They condemned the regime’s violent reaction to the demonstrations. With the 

situation deteriorating, the GCC states exerted diplomatic pressure on Damascus and tried 

to internationalize the issue. They supported the efforts of the Arab League as well as the 

UN. In addition, the GCC states decided to recall their ambassadors from Damascus and 

expelled Syrian envoys from their countries.375 The GCC Secretary General, Abdullatif 

al-Zayani, declared that the move demonstrated a rejection of the Syrian regime’s 

“insistence on the military option and ignoring all efforts for a way out of the tragic 

situation lived by the brotherly Syrian people.”376 

Similar to Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar have called for arming the Syrian opposition. 

Former Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal said that “arming the Syrian opposition is 

a duty as the opposition cannot defend itself in the face of the violent crackdown.”377  

The GCC states have their own reasons to adopt this position. They see Syria under al-

Assad as a strategic ally of Iran.378 Iran has provided financial, technical and military 

assistance to Syria. One point of view is that the GCC’s active involvement in the Syrian 

crisis aims at undermining the Iran-Syria-Hizbollah axis and diminishing Tehran’s 

influence.379 In most of the GCC states’ view, Tehran is the main player embracing Shiite 
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unity and joining hands with al-Assad, being an Alawite Shiite. Syria and the GCC states 

have divergent policies in Iraq, Iran, Lebanon380 and Yemen.  

Saudi interest in Syria increased after its confrontation with Iran in Yemen when Saudi 

Arabia announced in February 2016, and again in April 2018, that it would send ground 

soldiers to Syria to fight ISIL with the possibility that they would confront al-Assad’s 

forces.381 Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir stated, “Saudi Arabia’s readiness to send 

troops to Syria if the United States decides to expand the alliance it leads there.”382 It 

appears that the Saudi announcement reflects its attempt to confront Iran in Syria as a 

result of Iran’s supposed involvement in Yemen.383  

Economic interests were also among the reasons for the shifting of the GCC’s policy in 

Syria. The centrality of the hydrocarbon sector in their economies needs response to 

changing factors that could affect this sector. Qatar and Saudi Arabia have had ideas to 

build a pipeline to the Mediterranean Sea, through Jordan and Syria. A Qatari pipeline 

would increase competitiveness over natural gas from Russia. The Syrian uprising offered 

an opportunity for such plans. The strategic value of an alliance with a new regime in 

Syria is well recognized in the GCC.384  

The Russian factor in Syria may become an additional reason for Turkish-GCC 

rapprochement. Russian military intervention on 30 September 2015 in Syria was a 

challenge for Turkey and the GCC states. Ankara fears that the Russian presence in its 

south will isolate it from the region, prevent its access to the Gulf and possibly support 

the existence of an independent Kurdish entity in northern Syria. Russia has developed 

close relations with Syria because of its geopolitical importance and its influence on the 

balance of regional power. For decades, Russia has maintained its alliance with Syria. 

During the USSR era, it has provided financial and military aid to Syria.385 Today, Russia 
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is consolidating its military presence in Syria by building a new base in southern Latakia 

and expanding its old naval base in Tartus. Some analysts argued, “This is the most 

important Russian power projection in the region in decades.”386 Thus, if interests of 

Turkey and the GCC states, as well as the US, are further deteriorated by Russia’s 

growing presence, it may become a common interest to counter this influence. Turkey 

and the GCC states are allies of the US and, regarding the NATO, are members or partners 

respectively. If the US decides to contain Russian influence in Syria, Turkey and the GCC 

states are the most important regional candidates to play a key role. 

Three things should be noted in the context of Turkish-GCC convergence on the Syrian 

crisis. First, although united for the common cause to overthrow the Syrian regime and to 

counter Iran’s influence, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, the three major patrons of the 

Syrian opposition, associate closely with different political and military groups. While 

Turkey and Qatar maintain stronger ties with factions supposed to be linked with the 

Muslim Brotherhood, particularly Failaq al-Rahman, as well as Ahrar al-Sham, Saudi 

Arabia opposes these relations.387 Saudi Arabia has supported a major Salafi military 

faction, Jaish al-Islam, which had stronghold position in Ghotta, a strategic area near 

Damascus. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have worked to weaken the position of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in the Syrian opposition. This weakened the chance for a potential 

alternative to the regime.388 

Secondly, the involvement of the GCC countries is different in the Syrian uprising. Qatar 

and Saudi Arabia have been the most active in the Syrian arena. The UAE, Kuwait, Oman 

and Bahrain have shown much less interest.389  

Thirdly, the Turkish sponsored Astana Peace talks on Syria with Russia and Iran since 

December 2016, which excluded the GCC, and led to the questioning of some GCC states 

about the possibility of a future alliance with Turkey to confront Iran at all. “Turkey’s 

pragmatism in Syria has shown that it is seeking its national interests through its 
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understandings with Iran,” said a political analyst in Abu Dhabi. “This has been 

demonstrated in Aleppo and Idlib, which raised doubts about Turkey’s eligibility to be a 

Sunni ally in the face of Shiite Iran,” he added.390 

As a result, Turkey and the GCC states’ agendas in Syria meet their desire of 

rapprochement in the early stages of the uprising. Nevertheless, this crisis has unwelcome 

consequences; the emerging of Iranian and Russian prominence as a result of war, and 

the intra-GCC and Turkish division over supporting different Syrian opposition groups 

both are causes that contribute to undermining both the GCC states’ and Turkey’s goals 

in Syria. This frustrating outcome also has some negative repercussions on their own 

relationships, which will be discussed in detail in chapter four.  

3.2.3. ISIL Threats  

The US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 delivered a shock to the region, leading to rise of 

militant groups and reviving al-Qaeda and its ilk.391 Following the Arab Spring in 2011, 

power vacuums across the region and a proliferation of non- or under-governed territories 

and porous borders have created inroads for such groups, in particular ISIL, to further 

their interests and strengthen their influence, by acquiring new territory, resources or 

alliances.392  

The roots of ISIL can be traced to the al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad group established by Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi following the US invasion of Iraq. In 2004, Zarqawi joined forces with 

Al-Qaeda, renaming his group al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). When he was killed in a US 

airstrike in 2006, he was replaced by Abu Hamza al-Muhajir. The latter changed the name 

to become the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), led by Abu Omar al-Baghdadi. Capitalizing on 

the instability in Iraq following the US withdrawal in 2011 and extreme dissatisfaction 

among Iraq’s Sunni population with al-Maliki’s government, Baghdadi led a relentless 

campaign of suicide and car bombings. In 2011, ISI also began operations in Syria. It 

initially joined the al-Qaeda-affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra. In April 2013, Abu Bakir al-
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Baghdadi renamed his group ‘the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant’ (ISIL). In January 

2014, ISIL took control of the city of Raqqah.393 

ISIL declared itself a revived Caliphate and took control of Mosul in June 2014 and other 

areas. This rapid expansion alarmed the countries of the region.394 After the US-led 

coalition began launching airstrikes against ISIL targets in August 2014, Abu Muhammad 

al-Adnani, who is also the group’s chief of external operations, responded with a call for 

supporters to carry out lone-offender attacks. Since then, ISIL supporters and 

sympathizers have tried to answer his call.395  

For most countries in the region, ISIL became a threat to their security.396 Its rapid 

expansion in Iraq and its presence in Yemen, at the northern and southern borders of 

Arabian Peninsula, has posed serious challenges to the stability of the GCC states, where 

it already has local members and supporters. 

Turkey’s approach towards ISIL changed significantly since 2015. A crucial factor was 

the bomb attacks in Turkey organized by people connected with ISIL in Suruç in July 

2015. Turkey made a decisive move against ISIL. It has allowed the US-led coalition to 

launch airstrikes against ISIL militants in Syria and Iraq from its Incirlik airbase.397  

In retaliation, in October 2015, ISIL carried out twin suicide bombings in Ankara. The 

attacks killed 107 people and injured 500 others and was one of the deadliest attacks on 

Turkey. The years 2016 and 2017 saw a dramatic increase in terrorist attacks in Turkey. 

ISIL heralds the beginning of a new and dangerous transition in its confrontation with the 

Turkish state. In an audio recording released online by ISIL’s al-Furqan Media on 2 

November 2016, Abu Bakir al-Baghdadi ordered fighters to take the battle into Turkey, 

declaring, “Turkey entered the zone of your operations, so attack it, destroy its security, 

and sow horror within it. Put it on your list of battlefields. Turkey entered the war with 

the Islamic State with cover and protection from Crusader jets.” He was referring to 
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Turkish military incursions into northern Syria. In December 2016, ISIL urged its 

supporters to conquer Istanbul.398  

In the GCC states, ISIL already launched attacks in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in 2015 and 

2016. It threatens several of the common characteristics that unite GCC members; 

namely, their investment in the state system, their commitment to monarchical forms of 

government and their claims to religious and tribal legitimacy.399 It does not believe in 

the territorial borders between states. It looks to change the status quo governments and 

replace them with what it called the ‘Islamic Caliphate’.400  

Thus, the GCC states were compelled to confront ISIL as a serious threat.401 While the 

territorial conquests of ISIL took place in largely Sunni areas, Saudi Arabia did not send 

its troops into combat. It did, however, support Syrian factions.402 At the Arab League 

summit in March 2016 in Egypt, Arab regimes, including the GCC states, acknowledged 

that militant Islamism and jihadi extremism were their greatest and most immediate 

challenges. They even agreed, in principle, to form a pan-Arab military coalition. The 

Joint Arab Force was supposed to comprise at least 40,000 troops. But this did not 

produce real actions.403 Saudi Arabia has managed to assemble a military coalition. It 

established the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition, which includes 41 Muslim 

countries, excluding Iran, Iraq and Syria.404  

In fact, Turkey and the GCC states have a common interest in cooperating to counter 

ISIL’s threats. However, their distant geographic locations, their differing security 

priorities and the differing nature of ISIL operations in the two areas limit their 

cooperation. To make their cooperation more effective, the two parties needed to increase 

their coordination through the US-led coalition against ISIL as well as enhanced 

coordination with Iraq, which is the only land connection between them and where ISIL 
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emerged and expanded. However, the emergence of the threat from ISIL forced Turkey 

and the GCC states to review and revise their policies regarding Iraq. Iraq is running a 

very real risk of complete disintegration due to the danger posed by ISIL.405  

3.2.4. The Yemen War 

The Turkish-GCC agreement in Yemen, after the fall of Sana’a by the Houthis in 

September 2014,406 has raised expectations that a Sunni camp may create an alliance to 

balance Iran’s power. Some GCC states view Turkey as an important ally due to its power, 

a NATO member and it has a considerable Sunni population.407 The Turkish President 

Erdoğan had previously accused Iran of seeking to dominate the region, declaring his 

support for the Saudi-led military campaign in Yemen.408 

The Yemeni uprising began against former President Ali Abdullah Saleh in 2011. After 

the ouster of Saleh, the government, led by his former Vice President Abedrabbo Mansour 

Hadi, tried to offer political stability and counter threats of al-Qaeda in the Arabian 

Peninsula and Houthi militants who were waging an insurgency for years.409 The GCC 

states presented a political initiative to ensure that Saleh would be replaced with a friendly 

government.410 They played the role of convincing Yemenis to reach a political consensus 

that they hoped would pave the way for political stability in region.411 The deal guaranteed 

Saleh’s immunity from prosecution for any action he committed while in power and 

allowed him to remain as head of his political party, the General People’s Congress.412 

The decision backfired as Saleh mobilized his former military units and allied with the 

Houthis to challenge the legitimacy of the GCC-backed government. In September 2014, 
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the Houthis took military control of the capital Sana’a. This led to the outbreak of 

violence. At the end of February 2015, Hadi fled Sana’a to Aden and announced it as his 

temporary capital. On 22 March 2015, the Houthis also captured Aden. Thus, Hadi fled 

the country and called for external intervention.413  

On 25 March 2015, Saudi Arabia launched an attack on Yemen under the name Operation 

Decisive Storm, with the announced aim of restoring the legitimate government of Hadi. 

Eight Arab states –Egypt, Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, the UAE, Jordan, Sudan and Morocco– 

announced their support for the Saudi intervention.414 Turkey also announced its support.  

According to the GCC states (excluding Oman) and Hadi’s government, the Houthis are 

an Iranian proxy.415 Given the importance of Yemen’s domestic political problems to the 

stability in the Arabian Peninsula, Iran’s intervention in Yemen has reflected negatively 

on Tehran’s relations with the GCC states in general, and especially with Saudi Arabia. 

Iranian activism in Yemen was seen by Saudi Arabia as a “direct threat to its national 

security.”416 The alliance of Saleh with the Houthis made Saudi Arabia feel further 

threatened, believing that its regional rival, Iran, had embarked on directing political 

development in Yemen.417  

In fact, some argue that the conflict is solely about power politics and is not related to the 

sectarian aspect. Others believe that the conflict in Yemen is sectarian and the Houthi-

Iranian alliance aims to extend Shiite influence in Yemen and the Arabian Peninsula. The 

latter insists that the Houthis are predominantly Zaydis, an offshoot of Shiism, and they 

have allied with Iran mainly based on the sectarian bond.418 The Houthis’ grievances were 
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originally primarily local and political. The movement sought to develop Zaydi areas, 

particularly Sa’ada province in the north, and increase their political participation.419 Iran 

considers the Houthis to be the legitimate authority currently within Yemen, as opposed 

to UN Security Council Resolution 2216.420 President Hassan Rouhani, for example, 

described the Houthis’ take-over of Sana’a as a “brilliant and resounding victory.” Iran’s 

deputy Foreign Minister Hossein Amir Abdollahian described the Houthis as having 

“taken major steps to restore domestic peace and stability.”421  

However, some consider that the crisis is not motivated by religion. Yemen is not a 

naturally sectarian country and the two main sides in today’s war do not divide neatly 

along sectarian lines. Not all Zaydis support the Houthis, and the Houthi forces also 

include some Sunni fighters aligned with former President Saleh.422 In addition, during 

the six rounds of fighting between 2004 and 2010, some Zaydi tribal militias fought 

alongside the government against the Houthis, while many government officials and 

troops are Zaydi.423  

For Turkey, the Yemeni crisis has clearly shown its strategic importance to the GCC, 

particularly when it announced that it supported the Saudi-led Operation Decisive Storm. 

The Turkish Foreign Ministry stated, on 25 March 2015, “Turkey supports the military 

operations against the Houthis led by Saudi Arabia in cooperation with the Gulf 

Cooperation Council, based on the request of legitimately elected Yemeni President 

Hadi.” It added, “the military intervention would contribute to the reclamation of 

legitimate state authority and prevent chaos and civil war.”424 Furthermore, Erdoğan 

stated that Turkey was ready to provide logistical and intelligence support to the coalition 

forces. He had emphasized, “Iran is in efforts to dominate the region. Can it be tolerated? 
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This has started to annoy many countries in the region, including us, Saudi Arabia and 

the Gulf countries. It’s impossible to tolerate this. Iran must see this.”425  

One may infer that Turkey had supported the Saudi-led Operation in Yemen for many 

reasons. First, it was an effort to reconcile with Saudi Arabia and other GCC states after 

their divergences over some Arab Spring uprisings, especially in Egypt and Libya. This 

goal was achieved through the Saudi-Turkish summits in 2015 and 2016. Secondly, 

Ankara sought to deter Iran’s influence through supporting the Saudi-led military 

coalition. Thirdly, the economic goal was important to the Turkish government. Ankara 

was hoping that its support for this operation would contribute to great economic and 

investment agreements with the GCC states. 

However, the Turkish role in the Yemeni crisis remained ineffective due to several 

reasons. First, the geographical distance from the conflict zone. Secondly, the absence of 

a direct threat to Turkey. Thirdly, the tacit balance of power struggle between Saudi 

Arabia and Turkey. Both want to expand their influence in the region. Turkey is looking 

forward to playing an active role in leading the Muslim world, which it did during the 

Ottoman Empire. According to Hamza Ahmad Amin, a Professor of Mass 

Communication at King Saud University in Riyadh, “Turkey has ambitions in the Gulf 

region, especially Saudi Arabia, for its claim to restore the Islamic caliphate and regain 

control of the Islamic holy sites of Mecca and Medina.”426 In leading operation in 

Yemen, “Saudi Arabia clearly moved into the spotlight as a leader of the Sunni Arab 

world willing to back rhetoric with action in countering Iran.”427 Fourthly, Ankara 

recognizes that Saudi Arabia does not wish to see Turkey’s future influence in its southern 

borders through effective Turkish military participation in this Operation. That is why 

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu stated, “There is no request for Turkey’s 

military participation so far.”428 Finally, the developed Turkish-Iranian relationship. 
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Despite Turkey’s desire to counter Iran’s influence, they share long borders and engage 

in massive economic cooperation. 

Recently, Turkey’s policy in Yemen has shifted since the conflict turned into a prolonged 

war that resulted in a humanitarian crisis. Turkey’s position has transformed from 

supporting the military action to calling for a peaceful solution and humanitarian relief. 

Despite this shift, Ankara maintains its agreement with the GCC states over the legitimacy 

of President Hadi and the importance of the GCC Initiative429 to solve the problem. The 

Turkish Foreign Ministry stated: 

Turkey has supported the resolution of the problems through peace and dialogue and on 

the basis of respect for legitimacy. Turkey has been supporting political settlement on the 

basis of the established parameters, namely the UN Security Council Resolution No. 

2216, outcomes of the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) and the GCC Initiative.430 

In December 2018, Erdoğan approached the Yemeni war from a different view by 

insisting on political solution. “An inclusive political solution seems to be the only way 

to achieve lasting peace and stability. We are supporting efforts within the scope of the 

UN to stimulate the negotiation process,”431 Erdoğan said. 

Currently, Turkey focuses on its contribution to the development and emergency 

assistance to Yemen.432 However, it still insists on the geopolitical importance of Yemen 

to Turkey. An article published on an official TRT website had argued: 

Turkey launched a backdoor diplomatic effort. After being discussed with Riyadh, 

Ankara tried to convince Iran to support a deal, which included asking Houthis to 
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withdraw from the capital to Saada in northwestern Yemen, allowing the humanitarian 

aid to freely enter Yemen, and forming a national unity government. However, Iran’s 

rejection thwarted any such progress.433 

On the other hand, the article insisted on Turkey’s long-run geopolitical perspective, and 

argued: 

Based on Ankara’s geostrategic interests in the Red Sea and Bab al-Mandeb coupled with 

historical connections rooted in the Ottoman era that bond Turks and Yemenis, Turkey 

has high stakes in the future outcome of Yemen’s political environment and the unfolding 

humanitarian disaster.434  

Yeni Safaq, a Turkish pro-government newspaper, discussed Yemen’s crisis in terms of a 

disaster that was caused by both Saudi Arabia and Iran. It viewed that a balanced Turkish 

position could help to find a solution. It stated: 

The war actually has two actors: the first one is Saudi Arabia and the other is Iran. These 

two states are continuing to fight by using their local allies against each other. As a result, 

there is a great humanitarian disaster in Yemen… The human-centered policy of Turkey 

since the beginnings of the crisis can contribute to the resolution of this crisis and end this 

civil war. Actually, it doesn’t seem possible that any state other than Turkey could assume 

this intermediary role.435 

Indeed, the Turkish shift cannot be explained only by the protracted period of conflict or 

the turn of the Yemeni crisis into a humanitarian disaster, but also by the growing dispute 

between Turkey and some GCC states, especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE, on many 

issues in the region, which has increased remarkably since the Gulf crisis in June 2017.  

In conclusion, Turkey and the GCC states have achieved a large degree of divergence in 

Iraq, Syria, Yemen and against the ISIL to balance the Iranian power and counter the 

emerging threats of such major regional issues. However, intra-rivalry among those actors 
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has also emerged in the region. The following chapter will deeply analyze the factors for 

this competition.  
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 4: TURKEY AND THE GCC STATES: DIVERGENT 

AGENDAS 

Although cooperation between Turkey and the GCC states has prevailed for more than a 

decade, divergence has clearly emerged mainly between Turkey and Qatar from one hand, 

and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain on the other. The clash of perceptions and 

interests has increased towards a number of significant regional issues.  

This chapter consists of five sections, each of which discuss a fundamental issue that 

affects the relations of those former partners. First, it examines the opposing perceptions 

on the Arab Spring uprisings and whether they are threats or opportunities. Secondly, it 

discusses, in detail, the evident cases of such division, namely Egypt, the Muslim 

Brotherhood and Libya. Thirdly, it analyzes the Gulf crisis’ implications since June 2017 

on the GCC’s unity as well as on the re-alignment of those regional actors, particularly 

after Qatar feared invasion by some GCC states. Fourthly, it shows how the competition 

between the two opposing parties extends to the Horn of Africa for establishing military 

bases. It also discusses the implications of Turkey’s military base in Qatar on the relations 

with other GCC states. Finally, it traces the recent developments of the relations with Iran 

and how Turkey and Qatar have become closer to it, while Iran’s rift with Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE and Bahrain has intensified. As a result, it discusses how the latter becomes 

reluctant to attract Turkey to balance Iran.  

4.1. Turkey and the GCC States after the Arab Spring: Emergence of Regional 

Contenders 

Although some Arab Spring uprisings produced cooperation among the GCC states and 

Turkey, as detailed in chapter three, this convergence faded quickly, and competition 

intensified in almost every arena.436 This section shows how the opposing perceptions on 

the Arab Spring uprisings have emerged among these actors. Saudi Arabia, the UAE and 

Bahrain on the one hand, perceive the uprisings as full of threats to their interests and 

their own regimes. On the other hand, Turkey and Qatar believe that the uprisings are 
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opportunities, which reflect people’s aspirations to get rid of oppression, increase political 

participation and promote democracy in the region. This emerging regional dynamic, in 

turn, may also bring their allies into power. 

4.1.1. Saudi Arabia and the UAE  

The GCC states, particularly Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and to some extent Kuwait 

felt that the Arab Spring uprisings posed a greater threat than the Arab Nationalism in the 

1950s and 1960s, which swept away monarchies in Egypt, Iraq, Yemen and Libya. 

Whereas Arab Nationalism was conveyed as a regional threat emanating from Arab 

republics, demands for constitutionalism and political participation came from the GCC 

monarchies’ own societies.437 Therefore, the foreign policies of these status quo powers 

are primarily focus on ensuring state survival and continuity in the region’s larger 

geopolitical setup.438  

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have mainly been playing the leading regional role in 

countering such a threat. Saudi Arabia viewed the Arab Spring as a challenge. Its position 

was divided into two differing actions in general. Qutob Saleh, Consultant at Transworld 

Publicity Company at Riyadh, argued that Saudi Arabia has been hostile to these uprisings 

and even sought countering them. This is evident in Egypt and Yemen. On the other hand, 

he argued, Riyadh supported some uprisings. This is quite clear in Syria, where it sought 

to a regime change, but without allowing the political Islam movements (the Muslim 

Brotherhood) access to power.439 Saudi Arabia’s threat perception was boosted further 

with the accession of some Islamic movements to power in Egypt and Tunisia. This 

increased the fears of the potential of rebuilding a regional order by such countries along 

with Turkey and Qatar. The Saudi leadership worries that the pro-democracy contagion 

riding on the Muslim Brotherhood could also spread into its own country.440 The uprisings 
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and instability around the Kingdom contributes to Saudi worries of spill-over, particularly 

taking into account Shiite minority population in its Eastern Province,441 which is rich in 

oil reserves. That is why Abdul Latif al-Sheikh, Saudi Minister of Islamic Affairs, Dawah 

and Guidance, described these uprisings as “toxic and deadly to the Arabs and Muslims. 

They are destructive to the countries.”442 The threat perception did not change with the 

uprisings, only the urgency with which the Kingdom pursued its foreign policy changed. 

As a result, Riyadh has sought a more active foreign policy,443 which led to a shift from 

a traditionally cautious and conciliatory policy that avoided open confrontation towards 

an affirmation of its interests by containing threats to the political status quo and the actual 

use of force such as in Bahrain and Yemen.444  

The UAE views that the uprisings against Arab governments resulted in reinforcing 

extremist ideologies embracing political Islamic thought, liberal political ideas and 

sectarianism.445 The UAE worries about the spreading of liberal thought, which was 

revived through Arab uprisings, particularly in Egypt. Mohammad Binhuwaidin, 

Professor of political science at the UAEU, argued, “The adoption of revolutionary liberal 

ideologies by a leading Arab country will certainly threaten the conservative thought… 

The quest of liberalism toward absolute individual freedom is a direct threat to the power 

structures in the GCC states.”446 The UAE observes that Turkey and Qatar are the biggest 

supporters of political change in the region and they prefer the Muslim Brotherhood to be 

in power. This has led to “a kind of a cold war,” according to Yusuf Serif, news presenter 

at Sky News Arabia in Abu Dhabi. “After the Arab Spring, there was a strong divergence 

between Turkey from one hand, and the UAE and Saudi Arabia on the other. The relations 

between the two parties have turned into striking the interests of the other party,” he 

added.447  
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Democracy and freedom slogans of the uprisings found an echo in the GCC states.448 In 

the UAE, the reform demand was in the form of a message signed by 133 national figures 

addressed to the President of the UAE calling for expanding the powers of the Federal 

National Council. What troubled the UAE government in this message, according to 

Abdel-Khalek Abdullah, Professor of political science at the UAEU, was that it bore the 

seeds of a political alliance between Islamists and liberals. He added: 

The UAE believed that the Islamic figures had an opportunistic plan to exploit the change 

environment in the region by mobilizing the Emirati street, escalating the social 

movement, especially in remote areas, to tamper with stability and perhaps overthrow the 

government in cooperation with liberal figures.449  

Abdullah had cited what Yusuf Khalifa al-Yusuf, a former Professor of education at the 

UAEU and a prominent figure of political Islam in the UAE, had already written, “The 

file of democratic reform is strongly presented in the GCC states and cannot be ignored. 

They cannot be acted upon as an exception to the Arab situation or that they are not 

concerned with the demands of correct reform.”450 Abdullah concluded, “This was not 

acceptable to the UAE in light of the heightened security sense of the danger of the Islamic 

movements in the region.”451  

This threat perception of the Arab uprisings pushed Saudi Arabia and the UAE to work 

together in leading the counter-revolutions to stop the revolutionary wave in the region 

as well as to alter the regional balance of power, which had begun, in the early days of 

the revolutions, to lean in favor of Turkey and Qatar.  
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4.1.2. Turkey and Qatar  

Turkey and Qatar’s positions have converged towards the Arab Spring uprisings and in 

some cases; they stand at odds with Saudi Arabia and the UAE.  

Turkey had clearly supported the Arab Spring uprisings and people’s demands for 

reforms and political change. This position was reflected through the joint statement of 

the Arab-Turkish Cooperation Forum in November 2011, which showed both Ankara’s 

views as well as its increasing influence in promoting these views to be adopted by the 

Arab states. The statement emphasized, “the legitimate aspirations and demands of the 

Arab peoples for freedom, reform, development and social justice… in all Arab States.”452 

In 2012, Davutoğlu had also stressed that “the course of the popular movements will be 

determined by the peoples of the region. In other words, the people will set the pace and 

the scope of the change in the Middle East.”453 Additionally, the AKP made clear its 

position on the Arab Spring revolutions and stated, “Change in our region is inevitable. 

No regime that oppresses and kills its own people and excludes the vast majority of the 

people from political participation can have a chance to survive.”454  

Some analysts argued that Turkey has viewed the new context of revolutionization and 

democratization due to Arab uprisings as an area that provides the opportunity of 

increasing its popularity and effectiveness.455 In this regard, Davutoğlu endorsed that 

these uprisings are compatible with Turkish interests and indicated, “If ongoing popular 

movements succeed in the establishment of democratic systems, this will certainly serve 

the interests of Turkey. Turkey will spare no effort in supporting the processes of change 

and transformation in the region.” He emphasized that Turkey had adopted a principled 

stance to support the reforms and to pursue them through peaceful transition.456  

Some argued that the AKP government’s foreign policy was not based on the notion of 

democracy promotion. Rather it was based on respecting the independence of nation 
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states and the principle of non-intervention in the domestic politics of states.457 Before 

the Arab Spring, “Turkey was getting along with the authoritarian regimes of Tunisia, 

Libya, Egypt and Syria.” Therefore, the Arab Spring gave “a unique opportunity to 

Turkey in promoting democratic regimes.”458 Indeed, Ankara’s image and its interests in 

the region have witnessed some setbacks due to the failure of many Arab uprisings, as the 

cases in the following section will explain.  

On its part, Qatar viewed the Arab Spring as “an opportunity to be seized rather than a 

challenge to be feared.”459 According to Mehran Kamrava, Professor at School of Foreign 

Service in Qatar Georgetown University, “Qatar saw the Arab Spring as an opportunity 

to expand its strategic influence in the Levant and in North Africa.”460 In an effort to come 

out from Saudi Arabia’s shadow, support for the Arab revolutions and their 

accompanying new generation of leaders would give vast credit to Qatar.461 Doha 

supported the uprisings through its media and financial resources and even by military 

power in some cases.462 Such an approach has created fierce tensions between Qatar and 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain while it becomes closer to Turkey.  

4.2.  Turkey and the GCC: Cases of divergence over Arab Spring uprisings 

Because of the opposing perceptions and policies on the Arab Spring uprisings, the rival 

actors, mainly Turkey and Qatar versus Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, have been 

contesting regionally in order to support their local allies, promote their policies and 

maintain their interests. The most obvious cases for such competition are apparent in 

Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood and Libya. 
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4.2.1. Egypt 

Egypt is one of the most influential regional countries in the modern era. Since its 

renaissance by Mohammed Ali Pasha 1805-1849, Egypt has played a pivotal role in the 

regional alliances. After being used by the Ottomans to end the first Saudi state in 1811-

1818, Egypt invaded the Ottoman Empire itself in 1833 and briefly controlled territories 

from Cairo to Kutahya, at the heart of Anatolia.463 The weakness of the Ottoman Empire 

and Egypt, in the second half of the 19th century, led the colonial Great Britain to control 

Egypt because of its symbolic status and geopolitical significance that could facilitate 

controlling other territories. During the Nasserite period in the 1950s and 1960s, Egypt 

played a leading role in the Arab world. Reinforced by Arab nationalism, as 

aforementioned, Egypt of the time posed an essential threat to Arab monarchies, 

particularly Saudi Arabia. 

Despite historical divergence, the Egyptian-GCC convergence was caused by Iraq’s 

invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. The Arab Summit in Cairo on 10 August condemned 

the Iraqi attack and agreed to dispatch Arab forces to defend the GCC states against “any 

Arab aggression.” Consequently, Egypt’s participation in the anti-Iraqi coalition was 

compensated by writing off $7 billion of its external debt by the GCC states.464 After the 

war in 1991, the GCC, Egypt and Syria produced a coalition for Gulf security. They 

signed the Damascus Declaration in March. As originally conceived, Egypt and Syria 

would provide military weight to the GCC states in return for economic aid.465 

Furthermore, the Egyptian-Saudi alliance lasted for two decades until President Hosni 

Mubarak’s fall in 2011. This alliance was based on containing the Iranian threat and the 

potential Shiite dissidents in some GCC states.466  

Egypt’s revolution in 2011 and the fall of Mubarak raised hopes of Cairo’s return to 

regional prominence after two decades of being influenced by Saudi Arabia’s agenda. 

Due to its geostrategic location, large population and traditional regional role, Egyptian 
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revolutionaries have sought to restore Egypt’s lost regional position.467 However, 

domestic divergence in Egypt, the deterioration of economic situations and the regional 

rivalry, as mentioned below, all contributed to the rapid dissolution of such hopes and 

instead increased Cairo’s dependence on the GCC’s economic aid.  

Regional rivalry on Egypt has increased because of the fact that any alliance with such a 

significant country is crucial in the regional balance of power. Turkey and Qatar 

supported the Egyptian revolution and the inauguration of the first freely elected civil 

president, Mohammad Morsi, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, in June 2012. Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE considered this substantial change as a challenge to the GCC 

monarchies. They supported Defense Minister General Abdel Fattah Sisi, who ousted 

Morsi in July 2013, branded the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization and asked 

other countries to do so.468 

Foreign aid has been used as a substantial means of competition to attract Egypt and to 

form an alliance with it. Foreign aid attracts allies. Stephen Walt argued that “states select 

alliance partners to obtain side payments of material assistance.”469 Egypt’s economy was 

on the brink of collapse since 2011. Financial assistance from the GCC states have 

prevented the collapse.470  

In January 2013, Qatar announced economic support for Egypt, bringing Qatari assistance 

to the country to $1 billion in grants and $4 billion in Central Bank deposits. It provided 

$3 billion more through the acquisition of bonds and a favorable gas provision deal to 

help with power shortages in the summer,471 in addition to a five-year $18 billion 

investment package.472  

Saudi Arabia, along with the UAE and Kuwait, also reacted to the overthrow of Morsi in 

July 3, 2013. On 9 July, they pledged a total of $12 billion in aid to Egypt.473 During the 
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Egypt Economic Development Conference at Sharm El-Sheikh in March 2015, these 

states provided economic support for Egypt that reached $12 billion, including deposits 

in the Egyptian Central Bank to support the monetary reserve, projects, investments and 

oil grants.474 The total volume of pledges by them during July 2013-May 2016 amounted 

to $60 billion.475  

In addition to being affiliated with the political Islam movement, some GCC states 

supported the overthrow of Morsi because of his new foreign policy. His visit to Tehran 

in August 2012 and the Iranian then President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s visit to Egypt in 

February 2013, were severely criticized. Also, Morsi’s indication of a desire to help the 

Syrian opposition had raised fears of some GCC states over Egypt’s future role in the 

region.476 More than a symbolic act, Saudi Arabia closed its embassy in Cairo in April 

2012, in response to Egyptian demonstrations in front of the embassy protesting the 

detention of an Egyptian lawyer in Saudi Arabia. However, in September 2014, it was 

inaugurated in Cairo and became what is considered to be the largest Saudi embassy in 

the world. The opening of the new embassy was a true manifestation of the recovered 

warmth in Egyptian-Saudi relations, triggered by Morsi’s removal from power and Sisi’s 

election as President in June 2014.477  

Saudi Arabia has seized the opportunity of its warm relations with Sisi to strengthen 

relations with Egypt and to weaken any opportunities for Turkey and Qatar there. It signed 

the Cairo Declaration on 30 July 2015, which represented a major step that renewed the 

alliance between Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The Declaration includes different facets of 

cooperation including development of the military cooperation to establish a Joint Arab 

Force, enhancing investments in different fields well as defining the maritime borders 

between the two countries.478 It formed the basis for King Salman’s visit to Cairo in April 
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2016. During this visit, the two parties agreed to establish a $16-billion investment fund, 

settle a long-standing maritime dispute by demarcating borders, annex two islands (Tiran 

and Sanafir at the entrance to the Gulf of Aqaba) to Saudi Arabia and plan to build a 

bridge over the Red Sea to Egypt.479 Mohammed bin Salman, Crown Prince of Saudi 

Arabia, expressed the importance of Egypt to Saudi Arabia, and said, “Egypt represents 

one of the main and effective forces to achieve security and stability in the Middle East 

region.”480 

Turkey views Egypt as a country of strategic importance. Both are the region’s largest 

Muslim-majority powers, have historical roles and strategic significance.481 Turkey 

viewed that Egypt’s transition into democracy is an opportunity.482 It also viewed that the 

democratic transition in Egypt will lead the wider region toward more democratic 

structures. And they will also have to shoulder the burden of managing the conflicts.483 

In addition, some argued, “an economically powerful and democratic partner in the 

Middle East would fit Turkey’s foreign policy priorities, which promote regional 

economic and political integration as well as freedom of movement.”484  

One may infer that this has raised concerns in some GCC states. The possibility of an 

alliance between Turkey and Egypt with considerable material capabilities and a political 

ideology, mainly stemming from political Islam, would alter the balance of regional 

power in their favor and might attract other countries to the alliance if not the Islamic 

movements from the GCC states themselves.  

Turkey also pledged to help Egypt economically during Morsi’s period. In September 

2012, the former Egyptian Finance Minister, Mumtaz al-Said, announced that it had been 

agreed with Turkey to provide Egypt with a $2 billion aid package to support Egypt’s 
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foreign exchange reserves and finance infrastructure projects to help boost the Egyptian 

economy and help restore stability.485  

The ousting of Morsi provoked strong reactions from Turkey. Ankara severely criticized 

Sisi’s new regime. Erdoğan stated that his government “does not accept the [Sisi] regime 

that has undertaken a military coup.” He has also called Sisi an “illegitimate tyrant.”486 

Turkey welcomed members of the Muslim Brotherhood and gave them a media platform 

from which they sought to delegitimize Sisi and his government.487  

Egypt has retaliated. In November 2013, the Egyptian Foreign Ministry told Turkey’s 

ambassador to Cairo, Huseyin Avni Botsali, to leave the country. Sisi also challenged 

Turkey in the Eastern Mediterranean. In November 2014, he held a summit with the 

Cypriot and Greek presidents to promote a deal to supply natural gas from undersea fields 

off the coast of Cyprus to Egypt.488 The Cairo declaration, signed by these three countries, 

launched regional cooperation that might result in their agreement on Exclusive 

Economic Zones (EEZ) and an energy alliance including Israel.489 In addition, Egypt has 

worked to weaken Turkish trade relations with the GCC states by canceling the Maritime 

Line Agreement in April 2015. This agreement was signed between Turkey and Egypt 

under President Morsi, whereby Egypt exempts Turkey from the transit fees of its goods 

to the GCC states through the Suez Canal.490  

It seems that Morsi’s ouster put an end to Turkey’s hopes of relying on Egypt to promote 

Turkish interests and experience. Furthermore, Egypt under Sisi turned into a barrier to 

Ankara’s ambitions in the region and a factor of divergence with important GCC states. 
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4.2.2. The Muslim Brotherhood 

The Muslim Brotherhood movement has become a key factor of division between the 

new regional rivalries since the overthrow of its member, President Morsi, in Egypt, in 

July 2013. This topic examines how Turkey and the GCC states have split regionally over 

the movement between a view that recognizes it as a moderate political Islam and social 

group that could participate in the democratic process, and the other who considers it a 

threat.  

The Muslim Brotherhood movement, founded in 1928, by Hasan al-Banna, believed that 

the social and political regeneration of Egypt was intimately tied to the restoration of 

Islam as a guiding force in national life.491 Al-Banna emphasized that Islam and politics 

cannot be separated. “Whoever believes that religion - or, more accurately, Islam - is not 

exposed to politics, or that politics is not one of its subjects, has wronged himself... and 

our first mistake is that we forgot this principle,” he argued.492 He also believed that the 

parliamentary system could be the basis of the rule because it respects the will of the 

people. He stated, “The parliamentary system is based on the responsibility of the ruler, 

the authority of the nation and respect for its will. There is no objection to this.”493 Over 

the last few decades, the movement attracted popular support throughout the region, 

formed political parties and become influential opposition or participant in some Arab 

governments. 

For some GCC states, the Brotherhood and their affiliates are seen as a genuine threat to 

the regimes, especially since rise to power through elections in Tunisia and Egypt.494 

Courtney Freer, a research officer at the Middle East Centre at the London School of 

Economics, argued, “the reason for such a focus on the Brotherhood lies beyond regional 

politics alone; rather, the persistent presence of Muslim Brotherhood movements inside 

the GCC states led their governments to articulate different policies toward such 

                                                 

491 William L. Cleveland & Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East, 5th edition (Boulder, 

CO: Westview Press, 2013), p. 185. 
492 Collection of the Messages of Hasan al-Banna, [In Arabic: Majmou’at al-Rasayil], Introduced by 

Mohammad Badie’ (Cairo: El-Twzea Publishing House, 2011), p. 315. 
493 Ibid., p. 320. 
494 Alexey Khlebnikov, “The New Ideological Threat to the GCC: Implications for the Qatari-Saudi 

Rivalry,” Strategic Assessment, vol. 17, no. 4 (January 2015), p. 20 



116 

groups.”495 Because Turkey and Qatar have welcomed the engagement of the movement 

in democratic processes in the region, the UAE, Saudi Arabia and then Egypt see those 

two countries as the allies of their domestic enemies.496  

Turkey’s ruling party, the AKP, has its roots in the political Islam. Despite the fact that it 

abandoned the role of religion in politics stated, “AK Party rejects all exploitation of 

sacred religious values,”497 it seems that the promotion of democracy serves both Turkey 

and political Islam parties since it allows the opposition, even if it has Islamic roots, to 

reach power.498  

Therefore, the success of Morsi in the June 2012 presidential election was viewed as an 

opportunity to increase Turkish activity and to transform the AKP’s model into reality in 

the region. According to Gökhan Bozbaş, Researcher at the Center for Middle Eastern 

Studies (ORSAM) in Ankara, “Turkey’s active policy in the region did not constitute a 

major problem during the Morsi and Erdoğan period with similar ideologies. But after 

Morsi’s removal, Turkey has been perceived as a serious threat to the new political elite 

in Egypt. This situation has led to a re-away between Egypt-Turkey relations.”499 Indeed, 

the accession of Morsi to power was also an opportunity to the AKP government because 

of the significance of Egypt in the Arab world and in the regional balance of power. This 

made some GCC states uncomfortable with the AKP government’s policy in the 

region. Bozbaş argued: 

The rise of pro-democratic Islamic ideology in the region became a big challenge for the 

GCC countries. In the rise of this ideology, the AKP experience has been a serious source 

of motivation for the regional actors after the Arab Spring. This ideology poses an 

ontological threat to the regimes in the GCC countries.500  
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Qatar also has good relations with the Muslim Brotherhood. Close ties began to develop 

when Muslim Brotherhood members fled persecution in Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s 

and in Syria in 1982; of which many went to Qatar.501 Doha has allowed the Egyptian 

Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi to spread his worldview in Qatar and abroad.502 However, the 

Brotherhood is barely actively involved in Qatari domestic affairs. Qatar is a country 

where the Wahhabi creed of Salafi and Hanbali Islam prevails.503  

With the Arab Spring, some analysts believed that Qatar came to see the Muslim 

Brotherhood as a powerful alternative to failing autocracies, particularly in Egypt, 

Tunisia, Libya and Yemen.504 By having good relations with the Muslim Brotherhood, 

Qatar has an opportunity to expect preferable economic and political ties in the countries 

where the Brotherhood and its affiliates are in the race for power.505 Although Qatar has 

depended on global and regional allies, such as the US and Turkey, to balance threats of 

two neighboring rival powers, Iran and Saudi Arabia, it is also trying to use its popular 

asset in the region by supporting the Muslim Brotherhood’s right to participate in the 

democratic process. Kamrava argued, “Qatar sees the Muslim Brotherhood as a useful 

instrument, one in which it has invested for some time.” He added, “Given that it had 

always maintained warm relations with Islamist actors, it saw the Arab Spring as an 

opportunity in which these groups will come to power and it would have new allies in the 

Middle East.”506 However, Qatar objected to the prevailed argument of it supporting the 

Brotherhood’s accession to power. Mohammad al-Musfir, Professor of Political Science 

at Qatar University, said: 

They accuse Qatar of being a supporter of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood. Qatar is based 

on the results of the legislative elections won by the Muslim Brotherhood and Mohammad 

Morsi took the presidency according to the results of the elections. Therefore, Qatar says 
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if we believe in the results of the elections, we have to accept what happened, and give 

the winning party an opportunity to prove its failure or success in running the state.507 

Other GCC states view that the Muslim Brotherhood might pose a threat. Some analysts 

in the UAE believe that the Muslim Brotherhood “favored its partisan interests over 

national interests, carries a supra-national identity, and competes with the national state 

for sovereignty, religious and political legitimacy.”508 It is also seen as “the only entity 

that does not follow a particular state… It does not respect the sovereignty of states and 

does not hesitate to interfere in their affairs.”509 The UAE also sees that the movement 

“carries a pattern of extreme religiosity that has the potential to threaten national peace, 

moderation, tolerance and coexistence… It lacks real capacity to administer states and 

the provision of alternative government programs that promote the development.”510  

In the context of estrangement with Qatar, some in the UAE believed that Doha “was 

used as a crossover to dispatch the Brotherhood ideology to neighboring countries, 

particularly the UAE.” According to Binhuwaidin, “Throughout the Qatari educational 

aid to Dubai during in 1960s, the teachings and principles of the Brotherhood leaked into 

the UAE… In Qatar, major media outlets such as Al-Jazeera were open for Brotherhood 

members to proliferate their political doctrine.”511 Al-Arabiya, a Saudi TV channel based 

in Dubai, reported, “The Muslim Brotherhood’s secret organization in the UAE plotted 

to destabilize Abu Dhabi with the help of Qatar.”512 Contrariwise, Doha believes that a 

number of the GCC states have “used the Muslim Brotherhood as a tool at some point.”513 

Turkey, under the AKP, is also seen by the UAE as the patron of the Muslim Brotherhood. 

A political analyst in Abu Dhabi argued, “The political differences between some of the 

GCC states with Turkey began with President Erdoğan’s rule, his alliance with Muslim 
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Brotherhood groups in the region, his reliance on political Islam and his ambitions to lead 

the Muslim world.”514 In this way, the UAE clearly links the local threat of the Muslim 

Brotherhood to their relations with the agenda of rival countries such as Qatar and Turkey. 

For its part, Saudi Arabia views the Muslim Brotherhood’s ideology as a school of 

thought competing for loyalty among the GCC populations and challenging the religious 

legitimacy of the Saudi state, which is based on the ruling family’s alliance with 

Mohammad bin Abdel-Wahhab’s reform movement.515 The latter’s approach considers 

obedience to the ruler obligatory; that is, it operates within existing or status quo 

authority.516 Thus, Riyadh has long favored such an Islamic group that eschews political 

involvement. It sees the Brotherhood as an ideological rival that threatens its own 

governance.517 Hamza Ahmad Amin, a Professor of Mass Communication at King Saud 

University, said, “Frankly, the Muslim Brotherhood, according to the Kingdom, is a threat 

to its security.”518  

Saudi Arabia was concerned of the Brotherhood’s growth in Egypt after the Arab Spring 

because of the potential of creating an influential contestant in the Arab world. It could 

bring back the two countries to regional competition. Saudi Arabia’s main concern was 

that its own Islamists would feel encouraged by a government in Egypt dominated by the 

Muslim Brotherhood. In 2013, for example, 56 sheikhs, some of them known to be close 

to the Islamic Awakening (al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya, hereafter Sahwa) movement, 

condemned the “removal of a legitimately elected president [Morsi]” in Egypt. They 

added, “We express our opposition and surprise at the path taken by some countries who 

have given recognition to the coup.”519  
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As a result, the kingdom’s perspective on the Brotherhood is that “it is a terrorist group 

that must be uprooted from the region.”520 According to Ali Mustafa, Researcher at 

Transworld Publicity Company in Riyadh, this procedure was driven by both domestic 

and regional reasons, including, first, Saudi Arabia always considering the dangers of its 

political system, where a religious and political discourse has begun to emerge within the 

country, creating a security challenge for the regime. Secondly, it found that the Turkish 

government employs the presence of the Muslim Brotherhood in the region to support its 

Islamic influence. Thirdly, the Brotherhood in Egypt, after receiving power, worked to 

rebuild its affiliation with organizations in the GCC states and began to employ their 

relations. Finally, the emergence of an Egyptian political discourse under Morsi calling 

on the necessity of dealing with the vital Egyptian-Iranian-Turkish relationships, which 

is not in the interest of the GCC states, particularly Saudi Arabia in the long term.521 

Therefore, Saudi Arabia was concerned by Morsi’s rapprochement with Iran, Turkey and 

Qatar, which meant the upsetting of the regional balance of power in favor of all of 

Saudi’s rivals. 

Bahrain provides an instance of Muslim Brotherhood co-optation. Because oppositional 

Islamic movements tend to be Shiite, the Muslim Brotherhood has traditionally been 

allied with Al Khalifa ruling family. However, it allied with Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

in countering the Muslim Brotherhood regionally. Bahrain’s Foreign Minister, Sheikh 

Khalid Al Khalifa, stated, “Bahrain is confronting the Muslim Brotherhood and its 

apparent terrorist threat to the stability of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt. It is a threat 

to Bahrain and its security.” At the same time, he stressed, “dealing with it is according 

to the law of each country,”522 Which would mean that Bahrain could keep its cordial 

relations with the local Sunni Islamic movement, albeit limiting its political activities. 
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Kuwait was one of the main countries supporting the overthrow of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt. As aforementioned, it provided financial aid to Egypt immediately 

after the removal of President Morsi. In addition, some in Kuwait share with Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE the view that Turkey is the supporter of such a movement. Mohammed al-

Rumaihi, Professor of sociology at Kuwait University argued:  

The Arab political Islam movements at the bottom of its practice (non-democratic). 

Turkey supports them because, in part, it lacks the understanding of the evolution of these 

movements, which did not provide an Arab democratic model (as in part in Turkey), 

neither in Egypt nor in Sudan. These movements lack the mechanisms of democracy even 

within their ranks. Turkey’s support is an interference in Arab affairs.523  

At the domestic level, however, Kuwait is more tolerant. Unlike the situation in most of 

the GCC states, Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood or Islamic Constitutional Movement 

(ICM) is active in political life. It is not branded as a terrorist organization in the 

country.524 It has tempered its demands for social and cultural reforms while focusing 

increasingly on demands for broader political reforms.525  

In Oman, the Muslim Brotherhood is less important as a political force because the Ibadi 

community is dominant in the country. Regionally, Oman tries to distance itself from 

interfering in the internal affairs of others because it believes that “it has a balanced policy 

and tries to have good relations with all countries.”526 It neither shares Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE their perception of the Muslim Brotherhood’s threat regionally nor participates 

in supporting President Sisi financially or politically against the movement in Egypt. 

Oman “considers the Muslim Brotherhood’s status in Egypt to be an internal affair.”527 
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Therefore, Oman has distanced itself from the agendas of the competing regional actors 

in this issue, but it does not tolerate any local presence of the Muslim Brotherhood.  

One may infer that the Muslim Brotherhood is a factor of division among regional actors 

and affects the formation of alliances in the region. This shows how ideology, after the 

Arab Spring, is a key element in forming alliances. To some extent, this may oppose 

Walt’s assumption that it “plays relatively little role in determining alliance 

preferences.”528 Previously, the conservative monarchial GCC states have allied against 

ideological threats such as Nasserism, Iran’s revolutionary Shiism and Iraqi Baathism. At 

present, political Islam ideology is playing a key role in the division among the GCC and 

Turkey. A Turkish expert in Egyptian affairs noticed this result, and argued, “If there is 

an ideological similarity between Egyptian and Turkish political elites, there is a 

rapprochement between the two countries and the community. But if there is 

difference, this time alienation is emerging.”529 This does not mean ideology is the sole 

factor of division and forming opposing alliances. Rather, it becomes an influential one 

and evidently not minor.  

4.2.3. Libya  

Libya has been a battleground for local parties as well as regional actors since the ouster 

of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. The conflict took on an ideological and 

geopolitical imprint. From an ideological point of view, the rise of the Islamic parties, 

some affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, and their role in the Libyan revolution 

worried the liberal groups as well as the remnants of the Libyan army, which fear the 

dominance of political Islam. This conflict has also reflected the regional actors’ 

competition, as explained in the previous section, mainly Turkey and Qatar in opposing 

the UAE, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. Geopolitically, although Libya is geographically far 

from most of these states, the influence in such a strategically significant country may 

affect Arab countries in Africa, which witnessed the Arab Spring uprisings such as Egypt, 
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Tunisia and more recently Sudan and Algeria. In sum, the contest over Libya affects the 

regional balance of power.  

Libya seemed to be racing to complete the democratic transition after the fall of Gaddafi’s 

regime in August 2011. In July 2012, the country held the first general elections to elect 

the General National Congress (GNC). In February 2014, general elections were held to 

select the 200-seat constituent assembly to prepare a new constitution. In June 2014, 

general elections were held again to elect the House of Representatives (HoR). The new 

Libyan authorities tried to rebuild armed forces, but most of the rebels considered the 

army an infamous organization because of its association with the old regime. Since 

August 2014, rival political parties have been engaged in a struggle to impose their 

hegemony over political life. Both the Islamic and liberal trends claimed legitimacy only 

to enact laws. Although both sides joined the peace talks under the auspices of UN Special 

envoy Bernardino Leon, neither side offered enough concessions to make the Libyan 

dialogue a success. In addition, the decision was due to the forces on the ground that 

controlled the weak institutions.530 UN Special envoy to Libya, Martin Kobler, succeeded 

in continuing the negotiations in Sukhairat city, in Morocco, and reached an agreement 

in December 2015. The political figures throughout the country agreed to unify the 

executive branch in one government (Government of National Accord, GNA, in Tripoli), 

the legislative in one parliament (the HoR), the unification of the army and the 

establishment of a High Council of State in Tripoli composed of President, two deputies 

and a rapporteur. Annex 1 of the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) appointed the GNA 

formation under the chairmanship of the member of the HoR for Tripoli, Fayez al-

Sarraj,531 and soon gained international recognition. 

However, the crisis was dragged into continuing conflict. General Khalifa Haftar, who 

leads the Libyan National Army (LNA) - fighting for the Tobruk-based government of 

the HoR and backed by the UAE, Egypt and Saudi Arabia - has accused his opponents of 

being Jihadists. He launched a military campaign in May 2014, called Operation Dignity. 
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On the other side, the Islamist parties of Tripoli and Misrata accused Haftar and his 

followers of being Qaddafian restoration forces, whose objective is to counter the 

revolution.532 They reacted with a military campaign, named Operation Dawn, to drive 

out Haftar  forces from their positions in Tripoli.533  

Qatar and Turkey are the most backers of the GNC and GNA in Tripoli. Qatar has played 

a prominent Arab role in the battle for Libya in 2011. From the moment, it recognized the 

National Transitional Council (NTC) in Benghazi as that country’s legitimate political 

authority in March 2011, the first Arab country to do so. It had committed itself to a whole 

new level of international engagement,534 and to support the UN Security Council 

resolution No. 1973 on no-fly zones.535 It seems that Qatar’s leading role in regime 

change in Libya was driven, firstly, by its attempt to make its positions on the Arab Spring 

consistent and non-contradictory through supporting all popular uprisings, albeit its 

position in Bahrain was different. Secondly, to secure the Egyptian and Tunisian 

revolutions against possible pressure or interventions by neighboring countries, most 

importantly Libya under Gaddafi. Finally, its regional rivalry with the UAE and Saudi 

Arabia.  

However, Qatar’s influence has faced challenges. This was obvious in the July 2014 

general election when Qatar’s allies lost these elections.536 Furthermore, Qatar was 

accused of providing military support to Islamic groups. In 2017, the HoR-linked 

government in Tobruk cut diplomatic relations with Doha in the context of the Gulf 

crisis.537 It accused Doha of “supporting terrorist groups with money and weapons.”538  
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For Turkey, the Libyan revolution represented a challenge to its foreign policy.539 At the 

beginning of the Libyan revolution, Turkey sought to avoid a position similar to its 

decisive positions on the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions. It tried to make diplomatic 

efforts with Qaddafi to respond to the demands of the protesters and make concessions.540 

This position has emerged from two motives: First, Turkey’s economic interests in 

Libya.541 Turkey became the second country after China in the area of contracting in 

Libya until 2014, with projects worth $28 billion.542 The trade volume before 2011 was 

about $10 billion. In early 2011, Turkey had actual contracts worth $15 billion distributed 

to hundreds of Turkish companies, with equipment worth $1.5 billion and some 160 

projects. There were about 30,000 Turks working in Libya.543 Secondly, Turkey concerns 

of Western goals.544 It seems that Turkey felt this might threaten its interests since the 

military intervention in Libya could be an opportunity for the Western powers to regain 

their influence. 

However, with the intensification of the revolution, and the lack of interest of Qaddafi in 

Ankara’s mediation, Turkey supported the NATO and participated in its operations on a 

large scale. It became a member of the Libyan Contact Group.545 In July 2011, Ankara 

recognized the NTC as the country’s legitimate representative and promised it an 

additional $200 million of frozen Libyan funds. Turkey has already granted the Libyan 

opposition $100 million in aid.546 

By these efforts, Turkey sought to balance the influence of competing regional powers in 

Libya. But the Turkish role was weakened after the HoR’s elections in 2014, which 

resulted in a sweeping victory for deputies supported by the UAE. Turkey believed that 

the GCC states, which supported the overthrow of Morsi in Egypt are seeking to get rid 
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of political Islam in Libya as well. Turkish officials believed that the government of the 

HoR in Tobruk, which is led by Abdullah al-Thinni, is under the influence of President 

Sisi and the UAE.547 In 2014, al-Thinni’s stated, “Turkey is a state that is not dealing 

honestly with us… It’s exporting weapons to us so the Libyan people kill each other.”548 

Contrariwise, Emrah Kekilli, Researcher on foreign policy at the SETA Foundation in 

Ankara, believed that “Turkey has chosen to stand with the legitimate players in Libya 

within the framework of the LPA of 2015.” He added, “The legitimate parties in the 

western part of the country [supported by Turkey] operate under the leadership of the 

GNC and the High Council of State, whose legitimacy derives from the UN.”549  

President Erdoğan pointed out that the challenges facing Libya stemmed from the 

countries supporting General Haftar, while Turkey is working to help Libya not to fail. 

He stated that the Libyan government faces “a dictator supported by some Arab countries. 

Turkey will stand firmly with its Libyan brethren as it did in the past and will exert all its 

potential to thwart efforts to turn Libya into a new Syria.”550 

The UAE also actively participated in toppling the Qaddafi regime.551 The UAE and 

Saudi Arabia have worked to contain the political Islam movements in Libya.552 Some 

analysts in Saudi Arabia consider “the Libyan conflict an internal affair, but it is 

concerned about Qatari intervention to support the Muslim Brotherhood, as well as the 

Turkish intervention.”553 Others in the UAE consider that Abu Dhabi’s policy in Libya, 

which calls for “a consensual Libyan government,” contributes to “security and stability 

in Libya… away from the control of Islamic militias in Tripoli, backed by Qatar and 

Turkey.” They also believed that “the armed Islamic militias in Libya threaten Egypt, 
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which the UAE sees as a threat to its own interests... the UAE also aims to keep the oil 

sector in Libya from being controlled by Islamic militias.”554 Therefore, Abu Dhabi 

support the LNA/HoR to counter Islamists.555  

The UAE rejects allegations of interference in Libya for regional influence, considering 

that its policy is based on supporting the legitimacy of the HoR government. Anwar 

Gargash, the UAE State Minister of Foreign Affairs, said:  

[These] allegations were merely an attempt to divert attention from Libya’s parliamentary 

elections [2014], in which the Islamists fared poorly: The people have spotted [the 

Islamists’] failure… Since their seven percent does not form a majority, Islamists in Libya 

resorted to violence and spread chaos across the country.556  

In May 2017, al-Sarraj met with Haftar in Abu Dhabi. However, the military escalation 

has intensified,557 and the chance for peaceful resolution has declined. 

Egypt has joined the UAE and Saudi Arabia in trying to tip the domestic balance of power 

in Libya.558 Under President Sisi, two main objectives have driven Egypt’s policy in 

Libya. First, to establish a strong central Libyan government to control its long border 

with Egypt. Secondly, to undermine the emergence of any political entity under the 

control of the political Islam movements. This strategy is based on a security approach 

that targets both political Islam and jihadist groups.559 Egypt not only provided political 

support to the HoR government, but also logistical support to Haftar. In October 2014, 

the HoR government and Egypt signed a bilateral security agreement that provided Cairo 

with approval to train the Libyan armed forces and security officers.560 Although Cairo’s 

policy in Libya depends on security approaches related to its domestic situation, it seems 

that the geopolitical factor remains dominant. The influence of Turkey and Qatar in Libya 

is perceived as a potential threat. Both are the biggest opposers to Sisi’s regime and, in 
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turn, closer to his Islamist opponents. If a strong government backed by Qatar and Turkey 

rules Libya, the latter may become an advanced front in countering Sisi’s regime. 

Therefore, Egypt’s alliance with the UAE and Saudi Arabia in Libya is in line with the 

perceived threat from Qatar, Turkey and the political Islam groups. 

4.3. The Gulf Crisis: An Escalation of Regional Competition 

In a move unprecedented in the GCC’s history, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and 

Egypt, or what is so-called ‘the quartet’, moved to cut diplomatic ties, trade and transport 

links with Qatar on 5 June 2017. Unlike events in 2014, the measures include a blockade 

of land, sea and air access and the expulsion of Qatari officials, residents as well as visitors 

from those countries. The reason was a claimed report published by the Qatar News 

Agency (QNA) on 24 May 2017, that Qatar’s Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani stated, 

during the graduation ceremony of a batch of recruits for national service, that Qatar had 

a tense relationship with the US President Donald Trump’s administration, and described 

Hamas as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.561 The report also 

described Hezbollah as a resistance movement, and that Iran is an Islamic state that 

represents a regional weight and cannot be ignored, warning of escalation with it.562 Some 

newspapers in those countries added that Qatar considers al-Udeid air base representative 

of its immunity from the ambitions of neighboring countries and is the only chance for 

the US to have military influence in the region. They also claimed that Qatar cooperates 

with organizations related to al-Qaeda, such as Fatah al-Sham Front in Syria that is 

formerly known al-Nusra.563  

Qatar denied these allegations. An official Qatari source stated that the website of the 

QNA has been hacked, and published false and unfounded news attributed to Sheikh 

Tamim.564 A government spokesman also said that Sheikh Tamim had attended the 

graduation ceremony, but did not make any comments or statements.565 However, Saudi 
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Arabia and its allies did not recognize Doha’s explanations. They have issued a 13-point 

ultimatum to Qatar for lifting an embargo. The list of demands includes stipulations that 

Doha close Al-Jazeera, lessen cooperation with Iran, remove Turkish troops from Qatar 

and end contact with the Muslim Brotherhood.566 In addition, it seems that President 

Trump’s warm relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the convening of an Arab 

Islamic-American Summit in May 2017 and the establishment of the Counterterrorism 

Center in Riyadh, have shown that the opportunity is ripe for change in Qatar. Trump 

expressed his support for the move against Qatar.567 However, then Secretary of State 

Rex Tillerson has focused on the need to de-escalate the crisis.568  

Tensions between these GCC states were nothing new.569 Their differences, in particular 

territorial disputes, dated back to the early 20th century.570 In 1996, Saudi Arabia was 

accused of orchestrating an attempted counter-coup against former Emir Sheikh Hamad 

bin Khalifa.571 The Arab uprisings since 2011 have also had a negative effect on the 

coherence of the GCC.572 In March 2014, the rift culminated in the withdrawal of the 

Saudi, Bahraini and Emirati ambassadors from Qatar. The three countries accused Qatar 

of violating an agreement reached in November 2013. The agreement included two vague 

points: first, no support for movements or individuals who threaten the stability or 

security of a GCC member state, which means the Muslim Brotherhood and secondly, 

end any support to hostile media, referring to Al-Jazeera.573 However, after eight months 

the three ambassadors returned to Qatar.574  
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Nevertheless, the present escalation is unprecedented. The Gulf crisis has confirmed two 

significant shifts: First, the GCC’s division became a reality. Besides the four conflicting 

GCC states, which stand at odds, Kuwait and Oman have taken a third way. Both have 

kept themselves away from Saudi approach towards Qatar and taken a position, where 

they have maintained good relations with all disputed states. Kuwait has mediated to 

contain the crisis as it did successfully in 2014. It tries to continue its efforts in order to 

resolve the crisis through dialogue. Kuwait’s Emir Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad Al Sabah 

reaffirmed, “The Gulf disagreement is a transient no matter how long… We will never be 

able to face these challenges individually… collective action is the way to meet the 

challenges.”575 Oman supports Kuwait’s role in mediating the crisis. It also supports Qatar 

to meet its urgent needs. According to Abdullah Baabood, Professor of international 

relations, Kuwait and Oman “are helping Qatar overcome some of the effects of the crisis 

through trade and opening seaports and airports.”576  

Secondly, the crisis has led to the re-alignment of influential actors. Qatar has balanced 

with Turkey and bandwagoned with Iran to balance the threat of the neighboring Gulf 

countries. The Gulf crisis caused closer ties between Doha and Ankara. As above-

mentioned the quartet demanded to terminate the Turkish military presence in Qatar.577 

For Qatar, Turkey’s responses were important in the crisis. Turkey attempted to exert 

diplomatic efforts to solve the crisis. Turkish government spokesman and Deputy Prime 

Minister Numan Kurtulmuş said that Erdoğan contacted many heads of state from the 

Gulf region.578 In addition, Turkey’s parliament on 7 June ratified a deal on deploying 

troops in Qatar, which was signed in April 2016.579 On 21 June 2017, Turkey sent a first 

batch of troops to Qatar in line with the deal.580 This was a sign that Turkey is committed 

to defend its ally in the Gulf. Abdullah Ghailani, a researcher specializing in the Gulf 
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affairs, argued that the crisis exposed the importance of the Turkish-Qatari partnership. 

“Without Turkish support for Qatar, the crisis would have taken other directions, 

especially with the fluctuation of the American position and the vagueness of the 

international situation during the first moments of the crisis,” he added.581 In sum, Doha 

has deepened its alliance with Turkey to balance what it has perceived as a threat from its 

Gulf neighbors. This has further intensified the regional competition between the two 

rival camps. 

Iran has also been invoked in the Gulf crisis. The quartet called upon Qatar to “announce 

the reduction of diplomatic representation with Iran, the closure of the attaches, the 

departure of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards affiliated elements… and cut any military 

or intelligence cooperation with Iran.”582 Instead, Qatar thanked Iran, without explicitly 

mentioning it. Sheikh Tamim’s speech on the crisis on 21 July 2017, referred to “all those 

who opened their airspace and territorial waters when our brothers closed theirs.”583 Doha 

also restored its ties with Tehran that cut off in January 2016. In this way, Doha has 

bandwagoned with Tehran, or with one of its sources of threat, in order to balance what 

it perceived as an immediate and proximate threat posed by some neighboring GCC 

states.  

Besides securing its very survival, Qatar has become more reliant on Turkey and Iran for 

food supply to meet its needs since the embargo was imposed.584 The three countries 

intend to establish a joint land transport line to deliver the Turkish goods to Doha via Iran. 

The new line is an alternative to the previous land line between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 

which accounts for about 80 percent of Qatar’s imports. The goods would be transported 

by land from Mardin, eastern Turkey, to the Iranian seaport of Bushehr, and then the 

trucks will be transported via the Roro vessels to Qatar. This would reduce shipping costs 

by about 80 percent if compared to air cargo. The new commercial transport line shortens 

the shipping time from Turkey to Qatar to two or three days.585 This increasing 
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commercial exchange would expect to boost economic interdependence among the three 

countries. On the other hand, it may deepen the gap between Qatar and its GCC neighbors: 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain.  

As a result, it seems that Turkey’s engagement in the GCC’s intra-differences, through 

the Gulf crisis, has alarmed both Saudi Arabia and the UAE over Ankara’s rising role in 

their own region. This will be more discussed in the next section. 

4.4. The Contest for Influence over Regional Bases 

Given the economic rise of the GCC states and Turkey, the expansion of their political 

roles and the growing rivalry between the two abovementioned camps (mainly, in this 

section, Turkey and Qatar versus Saudi Arabia and the UAE), it seems each is trying to 

expand its sphere of influence and deprive the contender from access to its potential 

interests. The Gulf crisis has deepened distrust and has given unprecedented momentum 

to competition. The cooperation among those former partners has largely transformed 

into power politics and regional political polarization, which have recently extended to 

the neighboring African states in order to deepen commercial ties and establish military 

bases, particularly at the strategic coastal areas of the Red Sea and Horn of Africa. 

The Horn of Africa is of strategic importance. The region connected the Red Sea with the 

Indian Ocean through Bab‐el‐Mandeb strait.586 The development of Gulf oil fields led in 

the 1970s to increased demand for a shipping route which would take the oil easily to 

European markets and beyond via the Mediterranean.587 The expansion of trade between 

through the strait also heightened the security imperative in the adjoining lands.588 

The desire to modernize and upgrade port facilities is perhaps one of the strongest 

investment impulses of the Horn of Africa states. The smaller states in the region cannot 

stay immune from the efforts of the larger states, given their domestic political, military 

and economic vulnerability. They too must engage in alliance building at the regional 
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level to hinder the ambitions of their neighbors.589 These states have also sought 

cooperation with regional powers to improve their ports’ capabilities and revenues 

efficiently. 

Effects of the Gulf crisis and Yemeni war have implications for states in the Horn of 

Africa.590 For instance, the Gulf crisis has exacerbated tensions with Somalia. The latter 

has remained neutral throughout the crisis. However, Riyadh pressured it to cut relations 

with Doha. The UAE also recalled its ambassador to Somalia when Mogadishu insisted 

on being neutral.591 Qatar also withdrew its 400-troop peacekeeping contingent from the 

island of Doumeira after Eritrea and Djibouti sided with Saudi Arabia and its allies.592 

After Qatar withdrew its troops in June 2017, Djibouti accused Eritrea of occupying 

disputed territory along their border.593 

The Gulf crisis also has highlighted Turkish military deployments outside the country. As 

aforementioned, Turkish parliament approved the deal on deploying troops in Qatar. The 

armies of the two countries will also be able to carry out joint exercises.594 The base is an 

apparent move to support Qatar.595 This military investment reflects Ankara’s 

fundamental interests in the Gulf.596  

For some in Qatar, “the Turkish base represents additional power to Qatar.” According to 

Mohammad al-Musfir, “Turkey’s position on the Gulf crisis (the blockade of Qatar and 

the threat of invasion) by Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt was in fact a 
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deterrent power for these countries and the suppression of aggression against Qatar.”597 

Abdullah Ghailani, from Oman, also viewed that the Turkish base is a sovereign right of 

Qatar. He argued, “It is indisputable, since the GCC states have since entered into defense 

treaties with a number of regional and international powers. This base reflects a strategic 

need for Qatar to protect its national security.”598 

Given the history of Ottoman rule in the Gulf, some interpreted the Turkish base as 

returning to the Ottoman legacy.599 The base in Qatar has heightened the situation with 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain. It seems that they will not tolerate Turkey’s access 

to the Gulf, which may support Qatar’s position at their expense. This also will offer 

Turkey a foothold in the Gulf, which again challenges the Saudi sphere of influence. 

In Africa, President Erdoğan highlighted that Turkey aims to become a “friend, 

compatriot, and partner of Africa.”600 In fact, Africa ranks second in Turkey’s foreign aid, 

receiving about 24.7 percent.601 Turkey’s membership in the African Development Bank 

in 2014 also paved the way for its companies to become the second in the world after 

Chinese firms bidding for government tenders on the continent.602 

Turkey has strengthened its relations with the Horn of Africa countries: Somalia, Djibouti 

and Sudan. Erdoğan’s 2011 visit to Somalia marked a turning point.603 In September 

2017, Turkey opened its largest military base outside its borders in Mogadishu. The base 

is covering four kilometers, and is intended to strengthen the Somali army by training 

10,000 soldiers to counter al–Shabab threat.604 Turkey also has invested in Somalia in the 

management of Mogadishu’s seaport and airport.605  
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In Sudan, Turkey rebuilds a ruined Ottoman port city, Suakin, on Red Sea coast and 

constructs a naval dock. According to then Sudan’s Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour, 

the two countries had signed an agreement “that could result in any kind of military 

cooperation.”606 Some Turkish press outlets had outlined reasons behind Suakin’s deal. 

First, to ensure the conduct of Turkish commercial vessels without any obstacles, in either 

the Suez Canal or the Gulf of Aden. Secondly, China will build a railway project from 

Sudan to Dakar at the Atlantic Ocean with a distance of 7500 kilometers. Suakin is one 

of the preferred places to be the starting point. This will give Turkey a prominence on this 

new strategic route. Thirdly, to counter the UAE’s bases in the Horn of Africa, which 

were recently established.607  

Indeed, the leasing of Suakin has sparked a reaction in the region. Some argued that 

Riyadh thinks Doha is the actual beneficiary of Turkish presence on the island;608 

particularly due to Qatar signed a $4 billion agreement with Sudan in March 2019 to 

develop the port.609 From the Saudi point of view, Turkey is working on a long-term 

strategy to find a presence in the region. According to Qotub Saleh, Consultant at 

Transworld Publicity Company at Riyadh, “the current Turkish military base in Qatar 

along with the military base in Suakin… constitute an active and influential military 

presence in the Arabian Peninsula and entire region, which may be accompanied by an 

economic presence.”610 

On the other hand, the UAE and Saudi Arabia view the Horn of Africa as a strategic 

opportunity to enhance their capabilities to support operations in Yemen.611 The Western 

Indian Ocean is considered essential to the UAE’s prosperity and its security, given its 

strong dependence on maritime trade and Dubai’s role as a hub for commerce. Jebel Ali 
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is the biggest port in the Indian Ocean and Dubai Ports World (DP World) is the busiest 

and largest seaport in the region. The UAE uses DP World to acquire and manage ports, 

particularly in the Indian Ocean.612 The investments in Doraleh (Djibouti), Berbera 

(Somaliland), Bosaso (Puntland) and Assab (Eretria), are giving the UAE a “string of 

strategically located facilities” that strengthen its influence.613  

The UAE opened a new training center in Mogadishu to train Somalia’s counterterrorism 

forces in May 2015.614 In 2015, the UAE-based Divers Marine Company and the Puntland 

region of Somalia agreed on a huge renovation project that would double the capacity of 

the port in Bosaso.615 Furthermore, the UAE has been trying to conclude deals with 

Somaliland for using Berbera Port in February 2017.616 DP World has also signed 

contracts to manage the commercial ports in Bosaso and Berbera.617 

In Eritrea, the UAE signed a 30-year lease agreement for using the port of Assab in 2015, 

which is allegedly its main logistics hub for all UAE operations in Yemen. This base 

would allow the UAE to monitor naval traffic in the region.618  

The islands of Socotra and Perim in Yemen are of strategic importance to competing 

regional powers. After signed an agreement with Yemen’s government in 2014 to lease 

Socotra; the UAE invested in the development of Socotra’s infrastructure and increased 

its military operations on the Island.619 On the other hand, Perim is an island at the Bab 

el-Mandeb. In 2017, Abu Dhabi and Yemen’s government agreed to establish a military 

base.620 

Saudi Arabia is likely to join the states with military installations in the Horn of Africa. 

In July 2016, Riyadh and Djibouti negotiated on a defense and security partnership. The 
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deal is probably tied to the announcement of a financing agreement worth $75 million 

between Djibouti and the Islamic Development Bank, of which Saudi Arabia is the largest 

shareholder, to fund imports of refined petroleum products. A base is almost part of the 

deal.621 The Saudi Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper, headquartered in London, reported, “The 

base will able to detect and intercept Iranian supplies to the Houthis passing through the 

Somali coast.” Djiboutian official said, “The military cooperation agreement is overseen 

by a joint committee.”622 Despite this, no new military facility has been opened in 

Djibouti to date.623 Djibouti’s understanding with Saudi Arabia did not prevent tension 

with the UAE, the Saudi ally. In August 2018, Djibouti has severed its relations with the 

UAE after stripping DP World of its concession to manage Doraleh Container 

Terminal.624  

Djibouti has become host to the highest number of foreign military bases in Africa. The 

US, the EU, Japan and recently China have bases.625 However, Djibouti insisted, “it is not 

an open space for foreign military bases or international and regional competition. These 

bases are a part of the efforts to maintain international security.” Dya-Eddine 

Bamakhrama, Djibouti’s Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, added, “The international military 

bases found in Djibouti are primarily directed against terrorism, piracy and the protection 

of international navigation.”626 Indeed, this number of military bases, and competing 

regional actors such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Turkey and Qatar, who compete to 

strengthen military and commercial ties with Djibouti, made the latter in a position to 

select its regional partners and negotiate strongly regarding any new military base or even 

to manage its main commercial port in Doraleh. 
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In sum, Turkey-Qatar versus the UAE and Saudi Arabia have been engaged in another 

competition in neighboring Africa in tandem with their fierce competition in the Arab 

world since the Arab Spring uprisings and the Gulf crisis.  

4.5. Problematic Relations with Iran 

Although the growing influence of Iran has been a significant reason for agreement 

between Turkey and the GCC states, as discussed in chapter three, Iran has transformed 

into a factor of divergence. After the Gulf crisis, Turkey and Qatar became closer to Iran 

while Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain have been escalating their disputes with it. 

Indeed, the Iran factor becomes another cause of the strained relations between these two 

camps. 

For its part, Turkey began to reconsider its policy towards Iran because of many regional 

shifts. First, as for the Syrian conflict, although Ankara’s stance pointedly contrasts with 

Iran and Russia, it has questioned whether this policy would be the solution to the Syrian 

crisis.627 Turkey focused on containing and reversing the growth of Kurdish PYD and 

PKK influence in northern Syria. Particularly since the December 2016 fall of Aleppo to 

pro-regime forces, Turkey has moved toward a Kurdish-centered policy that hinges on 

dialogue with Russia and Iran on outlines for the future of Syria.628 Furthermore, with the 

ISIL’s expansion in Syria and Iraq, Turkey and Iran view this group as a common enemy. 

Instead of continuing its policy of countering Iran’s influence in Syria, it seems that 

Turkey has cooperated with Iran and Russia to counter both the Kurdish and ISIL 

immediate threats to its own security. Therefore, Turkey joined Russia and Iran in the 

Syrian peace talks in Sochi and Astana, while its former allies in Syria, some GCC states, 

were excluded.  

Secondly, Turkey appraised its ties with the states in the region based on the positions on 

the failure coup attempt in July 2016. Although the GCC statement welcomes “the return 

of matters to normal in the Republic of Turkey under the leadership of President Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan and his elected government, and within the framework of constitutional 
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legitimacy and the will of the people,”629 Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu 

reportedly accused a Gulf country of “financing the coup.”630 It seems this mistrust has 

weakened Ankara’s interest for an alliance with the GCC states to counter the Iranian 

influence. Turkey is no longer talking about the Iranian sectarian influence that it spoke 

about during the early days of Yemeni war in March 2015.  

Thirdly, the Gulf crisis, since June 2017, has increased Turkey’s need for Iran to reach its 

ally Qatar. It has also reaffirmed that Iran is an indispensable partner. As aforementioned, 

Iran has cooperated with Qatar, provided Doha with urgent food supplies and allowed 

Turkey and Qatar to use its airspace and territorial waters as alternative routes. 

Furthermore, Iran neither commented on the Turkish presence in Qatar nor considered 

the military base an interference in the Gulf affairs. Turkey seems to have appreciated 

this position compared to positions of Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, which called 

on Qatar to close the base.  

Finally, Turkey has neither direct conflict with Iran nor a threat perception. Despite their 

historic rivalry, both have managed to avoid adversarial relations.631 They have tried to 

maintain peaceful co-existence, minimize mutual threat perceptions and deepen political 

and economic ties.632 Today, the value of trade with Iran is $11.3 billion.633 They have 

agreed to reach $30 billion.634 In addition, Turkey aspires to be an energy hub, 

transporting from Iran to Europe, and a center for the exchange of goods between Europe 

and Iran. 

In contrast, the rift between Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain on one hand and Iran on 

the other has intensified since 2015 for many reasons. First, these GCC states’ escalation 

was driven by their fear of the potential success of the Iran Nuclear Deal of 2015.635 The 
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deal did not prevent Iran from developing conventional weapons. Its mining capability, 

anti-ship cruise missiles and innovative tactics could hinder maritime access in the Strait 

of Hormuz.636 Given Iran’s immediate proximity to the GCC states, the Nuclear Deal has 

increased the threat perception rather than making them safe.  

Secondly, the war in Yemen since March 2015 has increased the economic and security 

burdens on the Saudi-led coalition. The prolonged conflict may affect the domestic 

political and economic stability of neighboring countries.637 Thus, resentment has 

increased from Iran. Saudi Arabia believes that Iran is the main “supporter of the Houthis” 

in order to balance its influence in this strategic area. It considered “the presence of any 

power [Iran] on the kingdom’s southern border threatens its national security.”638 

Thirdly, the balance of power in Syria shifted in favor of the Syrian regime and its ally 

Iran, particularly after the Syrian opposition forces suffered successive defeats since 2016 

in the major cities and surrounding areas of Aleppo, Homs, Daraa and Damascus. This 

shift bothered the GCC states because it means that Syria will mostly continue to be under 

the Iranian influence. In this way, Saudi Arabia’s northern border becomes vulnerable to 

Iranian threat after Tehran managed to annex two traditional Arab powers to its alliance, 

Iraq and Syria.  

Fourthly, Riyadh had cut off its ties with Tehran in January 2016 after the execution of 

the Saudi Shiite cleric Nimr al-Nimr led to demonstrations in Iran, where demonstrators 

set fire to its Saudi embassy.639 

Lastly, the Gulf crisis since June 2017 led to the escalation of the disagreements of Saudi 

Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain with Iran. As mentioned above, together with Egypt, they 

called on Qatar to limit its diplomatic representation with Iran and cut off any military or 

intelligence cooperation. 
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One may conclude that these recent divisions in perceptions and relations with Iran have 

made those GCC states reluctant in continuing to attract Turkey to an alliance in order to 

balance Iran.  

To conclude, this chapter has analyzed the present position of the Turkish-GCC relations, 

which have become dominated by a power politics struggle rather than political 

cooperation. Their ideological and geopolitical competitions are not confined to the 

regional issues of Egypt, Libya, the Muslim Brotherhood and Iran. Rather, intra-GCC and 

Turkey’s relations have been affected. This is clearly reflected in the Gulf crisis and its 

negative repercussions, as well as the extension of the competition to neighboring African 

countries, not only for commercial goals but also to establish military bases. As a result, 

the objective of founding a reliable alliance among Turkey and the GCC states to 

strengthen their strategic partnership or to balance Iran’s influence has mostly diminished.  
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THE FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

Over the past two decades, both the GCC states and Turkey have experienced 

unprecedented economic growth and played effective regional roles. In tandem, the 

relations between the two parties have gradually grown from economic cooperation to 

strategic partnerships. This has been evident through the development of their common 

interests to include cooperation in the economic, cultural, political, security and defense 

fields. As a result, Turkey was considered for a while a ‘strategic partner’ by the GCC 

and the two parties have the established High-level Strategic Dialogue Meeting 

mechanism.  

However, this positive progress, which is based on mutual perceptions of the importance 

of each other economically and in the regional balance of power equation, has turned into 

apprehension and clashing agendas in the region. The division is not confined to Turkey 

versus the GCC. Rather, two competing camps have recently appeared. These are mainly 

Turkey and Qatar on one hand, and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain on the other. 

Their differences are mainly based on new dynamics that related to the consequences of 

the Arab Spring, such as the advance of political Islam movements, the growing demands 

for democracy and, therefore, the increasing possibilities of threatening the status quo and 

the change of regimes. These factors have fueled their competition for regional influence.  

Methodologically, the research sought to comprehend these complicated relations, which 

are a mixture of cooperation and conflict, through the lenses of three appropriate theories 

of international relations: functionalism, the balance of power and the balance of threat. 

They also helped in examining the research’s main argument, which hypothesized that 

the opposing perceptions and policies of those actors on many regional issues pose 

challenges to their common interests and might divide them despite the fact that they were 

interested in developing their relations to form an alliance or at least strengthen their 

strategic partnership.  

Accordingly, the tracing and analysis of the developments of relations among the GCC 

states and Turkey as well as the major regional shifts, which influenced them, agreed with 

the main argument of the research and the relevant theories as the following findings 

illustrate: 
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First, at the level of the GCC, the research showed, as detailed in chapter two, that 

member states used the functional approach in expanding their economic, cultural and 

societal cooperation to improve their political convergence and to establish this Council. 

In addition, the increasing threats and imbalance of power in the Gulf region —especially 

after the Islamic Revolution in Iran, which had overthrown the Shah’s monarchial regime, 

and the Iran-Iraq war— were also among the main motives for forming the GCC. 

Balancing, the main strategy of the balance of threat theory, was the main behavior of the 

GCC against Iran because the latter is perceived as a power that has all threat factors. It 

is in close proximity to the Gulf, and it has offensive capabilities, growing power and 

aggressive intentions. In sum, the GCC alliance has helped its member states coordinate 

their policies and relatively increase their weight in the regional balance of power. 

However, the emergence of the regional roles of some GCC states (such as Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE and Qatar) and their quest to strengthen their own influence have turned them 

into rivals, weakening the GCC alliance. 

Secondly, at the level of relations between the GCC and Turkey, the research showed, as 

discussed in chapters two and three, that despite the rise of each party economically and 

geopolitically, they realize that their cooperation is important if they look to increase their 

power in the regional balance of power equation and to counter common threats. 

Although the GCC is an alliance that combines the material capabilities of its six member 

states and it is an influential financial power, it does not have enough power capabilities 

(population and military) to protect its security and huge energy resources. The imbalance 

dilemma in the Gulf has heightened after the absence of Iraq’s power as a counterbalance 

to Iran since 2003. To balance Iran’s power and its perceived threats, the GCC states have 

been looking to ally with great and regional powers. Sometimes, Turkey is recognized by 

them as both an economic partner and a growing regional power that may help in their 

endeavor. Despite the substantial growth of Turkey’s power and its proactive regional 

role since 2002, it is still a middle power that can play some regional roles. It cannot set 

its own agenda or settle major problems on the regional scale without fundamental 

support and forming alliances with great or regional powers, as the Syrian case is a case 

in point. To maintain its economic growth and advance its regional role, Ankara has 

sought to enhance its relations with the GCC states, which occupy a significant position 

in its perception. It has therefore sought to increase its economic cooperation and to 
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establish strategic partnerships in the hope that this would lead to the formation of a future 

alliance and to the increase of its weight in the regional balance of power. 

However, this mutual perception of potential interdependence did not reach its ends. In 

addition to their division after the Arab Spring, it seems that the GCC states and Turkey 

have not overcome their historic differences. Sometimes, traditional negative stereotypes 

are called upon when there is a clash of interests. Although all these countries were 

founded in the 20th century, the legacy of the Ottoman Empire in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries still strongly appears in the new tensions.640 This indicates that this factor is one 

of the main determinants of the GCC and Turkey’s relations even though they have 

worked hard in the past decade to improve their dialogue and promote political 

understanding. This renewed call for old disputes raises doubts about future relations and 

any possible alliance between these supposed partners. 

Thirdly, the Iran factor as a motive for an alliance between the GCC and Turkey was 

temporary, not permanent. In fact, it has also negatively affected their relations. Despite 

the fact that the advance of Iran’s influence in the region was an important driver for 

GCC-Turkey convergence, as chapter three detailed, their common interest to balance 

Iranian power and threats no longer exists. For instance, the US-led invasion of Iraq has 

strengthened Iran’s regional influence through the empowerment of its Shiite parties’ 

allies in Baghdad. The Syrian crisis and the Yemeni war, after the Houthis’ control of 

Sanaa, have also heightened sectarian escalation and the regional struggle for power with 

Iran. During much of this period, Turkey has been perceived as a crucial partner by the 

GCC to form an alliance or what is so-called the ‘Sunni camp’ to weaken the Tehran-led 

                                                 

640 The Ottoman presence in the Gulf, the Ottoman-Saudi hostility (as aforementioned in chapter four) and 

the claim that the Ottomans robbed the holy monuments from al-Medina are sometimes raised at the present 

time. For instance, after Turkey sided with Qatar during the Gulf crisis in 2017, Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed 

Al-Nahyan, the UAE’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, retweeted a post said, “Do you know that in 1916, the 

Turkish Fakhri Pasha committed a crime against the people of the Prophet’s city, stole their money, 

kidnapped them… The Turks stole also most of the manuscripts of the Mahmudiyah Library... These are 

Erdogan’s ancestors and their history with Arab Muslims.” The Turkish Foreign Ministry summoned the 

chargé d’affaires of the UAE Embassy in Ankara over these comments. In addition, İbrahim Kalın, 

Spokesman for Turkish President Erdoğan, replied, “It was Fahreddin Pasha who bravely defended 

Madinah against the British plans then.” See: “Erdogan ignores the bloody and colonial history of his 

ancestors,” Al- Mezmaah Studies & Research Centre, Dubai, December 28, 2017, accessed 12/7/2019, at: 

https://bit.ly/2SUh3EJ; “Turkish Foreign Ministry summons UAE chargé over FM’s pasha tweet,” Turkish 

Minute, December 21, 2017, accessed 12/7/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2Mq2O9z 
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Shiite camp. The GCC states have viewed Turkey as the most important country in this 

regard because it is a regional power, a member of the NATO and it has a considerable 

Sunni population. However, Iran has transformed into a factor of divergence, as discussed 

in chapter four, and a cause of strained relations among these states. Turkey became more 

focused on containing and reversing the growth of ISIL, PYD and PKK’s influence in 

northern Syria. It has moved toward a policy that hinges on dialogue with Iran and Russia 

on the future of Syria. It seems that Turkey has cooperated with Iran to confront these 

immediate and proximate threats to its security. Furthermore, it seems that there is no 

agreement among the GCC states on perceiving Iran as a threat. Saudi Arabia, the UAE 

and Bahrain consider Iran an essential threat. Oman does not recognize Iran as a threat, 

and enjoys significant bilateral relations. Qatar and Turkey perceive Iran as a neighboring 

country and enjoy cordial relations despite sometimes having conflicting agendas with 

Tehran in the region. As a result, the alliance with Turkey to balance Iran has lost much 

of its importance to many of the GCC states, making them reluctant to develop future 

strategic relations with Ankara. 

Fourthly, the Gulf crisis since June 2017 has become a turning point in GCC-Turkey 

relations. It has heightened their intra-division and led to re-alignment in the region. It 

brought about closer relations among Qatar, Turkey and Iran. Doha sought to balance 

with Turkey (through hosting and expanding a Turkish military base) and bandwagon 

with Iran (which is one of its sources of threat) in order to balance the immediate and 

proximate threat from the neighboring GCC states. On the other hand, Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE and Bahrain became closer allies that fiercely compete with Turkey and Qatar. This 

regional competition has had a negative impact on relations among the GCC and Turkey. 

Each camp has sought to increase its influence and weaken the adversary in key conflict 

areas, such as Egypt, Libya and even in the Horn of Africa. Once again, the conflict 

between the two camps was in Iran’s interests, undermining their primary objective of 

cooperation to strike a balance with Tehran. 

Fifthly, ideology became a key driver for competition among the GCC states and Turkey. 

It has also played an important role in re-alignment in the region. Chapter four showed 

that the spreading of political Islam and liberal thoughts due to the Arab Spring uprisings 

—which brought to power the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Tunisia through the 

democratic process— has been perceived as a threat by most conservative monarchies in 



146 

the GCC. Contrariwise, it was perceived as an opportunity by Turkey and Qatar. The 

spill-over effects of such a shift have become a major area of regional conflict and rivalry 

between the pro-revolutionary and anti-revolutionary camps. Turkey and Qatar have seen 

that the success of the uprisings and spreading of democracy would eliminate old regimes 

and bring a new elite to power. On the contrary, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait and 

Bahrain have realized that regime change would not only threaten the status quo in the 

region and overthrow their allies, but would also threaten their own regimes by local 

liberals and Islamists who were inspired by such a fundamental change and demanded 

more freedom, reforms and political participation. The coup d’état in Egypt was a 

breakthrough in this conflict, while the current civil war in Libya is a clear representation 

of this ideological polarization. In addition, one of the reasons for the outbreak of the Gulf 

crisis was justified by Qatar’s support for the Muslim Brotherhood. 

On the other hand, ideology as a conflicting factor is not confined to these Sunni states. 

It also had an impact in the context of competition with Iran. As above-mentioned, most 

of these states have concerns about Tehran-led Shiite influence in the region. They 

sometimes sought an alliance to counterbalance this perceived sectarian threat. 

But ideology as a cause of conflict or alliance formation does not operate in isolation from 

geopolitical regional rivalry. For instance, the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise in Egypt was 

crucial in the regional balance of power equation. Saudi Arabia realized that Egypt’s 

active involvement in the region under the Muslim Brotherhood would be an influential 

contestant in the Arab world just as Nasserism was during the fifties and sixties. In 

addition, Morsi’s convergence with Turkey, Qatar and Iran concerned Riyadh because 

this would threaten its influence and upset the regional balance of power in favor of Saudi 

rivals. In Libya, the current conflict also reflects the regional competition for influence. 

The advance of any conflicting local parties means the advancement of their regional 

supporters’ agendas.  

Sixthly, Turkey’s current active policy under the AKP conflicts with the policies of some 

GCC states. By focusing on ‘Turkey-Erdogan’ argument by some in Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE, as a reason for their disagreement with Turkey, this means that the AKP’s policy 

and ambitions hinder their roles and influence in the region. This may also mean they 

may prefer a Turkish policy far from their areas of interest, and not involve in supporting 
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Arab uprisings or ally with Qatar in the Gulf. In other words, they might favor Turkey’s 

traditional policy of non-involvement in the Middle East that prevailed throughout the 

20th century. But this view seems to have been influenced by the new division 

environment because over the first decade of the 21th century, Turkey’s relations, also 

under the AKP, have been constantly evolving with all the GCC states economically and 

politically, while serious criticism has been absent. 

Seventhly, with the increasing divergence between Turkey and some of the GCC states, 

it seems that the latter will stop trying to attract Turkey as an ally, in particular to balance 

Iran. In sum, this may deepen the rift between the GCC states and Turkey.  

In brief, initial development of the GCC-Turkey’s political convergence has recently 

declined. It has turned into divergence and intra-competition. This has led to two 

outcomes. On one hand, collective cooperation has weakened because its mechanisms are 

no longer functioning well. For instance, the GCC and Turkey agreed to convene High-

level Strategic Dialogue Meetings every year at the level of senior officials and 

Ministers.641 In 2008, 2009, 2010 and 2012, it was held almost regularly, and then became 

rare, with the last meeting being held in 2016. On the other hand, the initial desire to 

balance adversary regional powers and common threats has diminished. Instead, 

balancing behavior has prevailed among these partners. In short, their competing agendas 

and contest for regional influence is, often, at the expense of their own interests.  

Based on these findings, predicting strong relations or an alliance between the GCC states 

and Turkey seems ideal. However, the high cost of competition and the potential rise of 

other powers in the region may, at some point, make the parties reconsider current 

relations and look for political understanding. To make convergence possible again, some 

procedures or ideas may need to be taken into account to attain this objective and avoid 

an unwanted outcome. They may invest heavily in the following: 

First, ideology division needs to be overcome by deepening the sense of common identity. 

The elements of common identity between the GCC states and Turkey were among the 

drivers of convergence. Initially, Turkey has been presented as a country that has 

                                                 

641 Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Relations between Turkey and the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC),” accessed 3/8/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2OcO6Fq 
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traditional values and shares with the GCC its religion (Sunni Muslim), historical legacy, 

solidarity and has various cultural and customs similarities. Both parties used these 

communalities, particularly in the first decade of the century, to deepen peoples’ 

interaction and strengthen political convergence. In addition, they have shared political 

interests and security concerns. However, due to their ideological competition, the 

communalities have relatively disappeared while mutual concerns prevailed. Similarly, 

the common characteristics of the Arab Gulf identity (Khaleeji) —such as religion, 

common language, culture, similar history, geographical proximity, the relations of 

kinship and the similarity of economies— compelled the GCC states to cooperate and 

made them natural allies in establishing the GCC.642 However, the ideological factor has 

divided them. For instance, Oman has been distancing itself from the policies of the other 

GCC states when it comes to sectarian conflict with Iran in the region. This does not 

depart from the fact that the prevailing sect in Oman is Ibadi, not Sunni. In addition, 

“despite that Qatar shares with Saudi Arabia Wahhabism with some different features,” 

it neither involved itself in fighting the Muslim Brotherhood nor responded to the requests 

of dispelling some of them from Doha as a prerequisite for ending the Gulf crisis. Indeed, 

Qatar is “in general open to political Islam movements. Through their religious and 

political weight, it can also create an Islamic reference to balance that of Saudi religious 

authority.”643 It seems that the success of any political rapprochement or future alliance 

among the GCC states and Turkey depends, among other factors, on respecting 

ideological differences. Ideological identification could not be a condition for 

convergence. Despite the fact that “interests, rather than common ideals or identity, are 

the driving force behind any integration process,”644 it is necessary to deepen common 

identity ties to ease ideological division.  

                                                 

642 Interview with Mohammad al-Rumaihi, Professor of Sociology at Kuwait University, Kuwait, April 1, 

2019; John Duke Anthony, “The Gulf Co-operation Council,” International Journal, vol. 41, no. 2, (Spring 

1986), pp. 387-388; M. Evren Tok, Jason J. McSparren & Michael Olender, “The Perpetuation of Regime 

Security in Gulf Cooperation Council States: A Multi-Lens Approach,” Digest of Middle East Studies, vol. 

26, no. 1 (Spring 2017), p. 152.  
643 Interview with Dr. Chafic Choucair, Researcher at Al-Jazeera Centre for Studies specializing in the 

Levant and Islamic movements, Doha, July 26, 2019.  
644 Philippe C. Schmitter, “Ernst B. Haas and the Legacy of Neofunctionalism,” Journal of European Public 

Policy, vol. 12, no. 2 (April 2005), pp. 259-260. 
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Secondly, aggressive intention is a factor of threat, as mentioned in the introduction. If 

mutual suspicions continue between the GCC and Turkey, a sense of threat will prevail 

rather than a cooperative environment based on trust. What helps alleviate a sense of 

aggressive intentions is to promote shared values and interests and focus on the win-win 

formula rather than competition and power politics. 

Thirdly, the restoration of past negative stereotypes is pointless. In order to overcome this 

traditional barrier among the GCC states and Turkey, it is necessary to think about the 

future rather than the past, because the nature of the relations between sovereign states in 

today’s world is different from the legacy of the former empires. Those states need to 

focus on a new discourse that fosters a positive mutual perception through education, 

cultural exchange and media, as well as on broad historical relations rather than on periods 

of tension and conflict. In its political discourse, Turkey also needs to focus on 

cooperative relations with sovereign states in the Middle East, especially in the Gulf, and 

refrain from repeating the concepts that provoke such countries such as strategic depth 

and Ottoman legacy. This is because these concepts are understood differently, such as 

the desire for a return to influence and the ambition for domination in the region. 

Fourthly, strategic dialogue is necessary to resolve differences among partners and 

strengthen relations. According to Jack Froude and Michael Zanchelli, dialogue is a 

“facilitated process that brings stakeholders together in a conflict or around a problem or 

concern to transform drivers of conflict.”645 P.R. Chari also stressed the importance of 

regular meetings of strategic dialogue. The strategic dialogue is usually held “to insure 

regular, high level, comprehensive and forward-looking exchanges on a wide range of 

issues.”646 In fact, periodic sessions of the strategic dialogue between the GCC states and 

Turkey, even in times of strain, can help all parties achieve a greater understanding and 

mitigate the impact of conflicting regional agendas. The activation of existing strategic 

cooperation mechanisms could help to further the dialogue and make it institutional, not 

affected by situations of disagreement. This continuity can be ensured through the 

establishment of formal and coherent subsidiary mechanisms such as the establishment 

                                                 

645 Jack Froude & Michael Zanchelli, “What Works in Facilitated Dialogue Projects,” the United States 

Institute of Peace, Special Report, no. 407 (June 2017), p. 1.   
646 P.R. Chari, “Strategic dialogue: What does it mean?” International of Peace and Conflict Studies, 

November 1997, accessed 12/7/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2OtdGGd 



150 

of a Secretariat to coordinate meetings between officials at all levels, from summits to 

specialized technical commissions. Officials and professionals regularly gather from all 

relevant countries, and can generate ideas for rapprochement, plan and implement joint 

projects, and help ease tensions. The ultimate goal is not a union, like the EU, but a solid 

strategic partnership to maintain mutual gains and make future alliances among those 

states possible to balance common threats. 

Fifthly, expanding and deepening areas of strategic cooperation is important. The GCC 

states and Turkey have complementary economic structures that provide a good basis for 

deepening their relations. Chapters two and three detailed some areas of potential 

cooperation between them. But the sustaining of a strong partnership in the future requires 

a focus on strategic areas that respond to their growth demands, deepen their 

interdependence and increase their weight in the regional balance of power. To mention 

a few, the following areas are of great importance in this way:  

(1) The conclusion of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) is usually an indicator of close 

relations. Although negotiation on a FTA between the GCC and Turkey started in 

2005,647 the talks were suspended because of the growing strain.648 Indeed, Turkey’s 

trade with the GCC ($21.8 billion) still represents a small volume compared to other 

groups of countries. For instance, Turkey’s trade volume with the EU is $74 billion 

in 2017, while Germany alone receives about $15 billion of Turkish exports. Even 

many countries in the region exceeded Saudi Arabia in receiving Turkish exports 

($2.7 billion) such as Iran by $3.3 billion, Israel by $3.4 billion and Iraq by $9 

billion.649 This has raised a question of whether the GCC is genuinely interested in 

turning its relations with Turkey into a strategic partnership or whether its concerns 

about Turkey’s regional active engagement will keep these relations at a normal level, 

if not reduced. In general, the volume of total trade between the GCC and Turkey 

does not fit in with their rapid economic growth or their growing regional power. This 

                                                 

647 F. Stephen Larrabee, “Turkey and the Gulf Cooperation Council,” Turkish Studies, vol. 12, no. 4 (2011), 

p. 692.  
648 Dorothée Schmid & Jules Subervie, “Turkey/GCC economic relations,” Institut Français des Relations 

Internationales-IFIR (September 2014), p. 8, accessed 2/8/2019, at: https://bit.ly/2YkR8vP 
649 Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK), “Trade by country group 2008-2017,” at: https://bit.ly/1T0dloE  
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may require both parties to activate the FTA negotiation process and make the right 

decision that can contribute to increased trade away from political volatility. 

(2) The area of energy is of great importance to common interests. Access to energy 

supplies is a key factor in Turkey’s growth. Ankara is also interested in increasing 

GCC oil and natural gas supplies not only to meet its growing demands, but also to 

transfer energy to Europe rather than relying heavily on Russia and Iran.650 

Dependence on a restricted number of suppliers further pushes Turkey towards 

diversifying its supplies. Turkey’s efforts to be a hub between producers and 

consumers depends on the development of its relations with the GCC states. Turkey’s 

geographical situation as a pivot between Europe and the Middle East is used as an 

argument to impose the country as a secure hub or corridor for the transit and re-

export of energy commodities. Although the situation in Syria has put an end to this 

ambitious scheme, similar projects may be re-envisaged with the GCC states as soon 

as the regional situation allows it.651  

(3) Agriculture and food security is becoming an important element of the Turkey-GCC 

relationship. Turkey, with 40 percent of its land being fertile, is attractive for GCC 

investors in this sector. Strategic dialogue with Turkey on agriculture is thus also seen 

as a way to secure food supplies in the long run.652 Turkey, as the region’s biggest 

agricultural producer, besides having a comparative advantage in terms of 

geographical proximity, has great potential in this sector with the Gulf region.653  

(4) The joint defense industry. The geopolitical importance of the GCC states grew 

dramatically as the developing world’s most vibrant market for sophisticated 

weaponry. They emerged as the world’s most prolific importers of arms.654 On the 

other hand, Turkey’s defense industry has developed rapidly and has been able to 

meet more than half of its domestic military forces’ needs since 2010. Turkey’s 

                                                 

650 Ali Tekin & Paul A. Williams, “EU-Russian Relations and Turkey’s Role as an Energy Corridor,” 

Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 61, no. 2 (March 2009), pp. 332, 342-349.  
651 Schmid & Subervie, pp. 23-24. 

652 Ibid., p. 13. 
653 Ömer Akkaya, “The Future Role of the GCC in Turkey’s 2023 Economic Vision,” in Özden Zeynep 

Oktav & Helin Sarı Ertem (Ed.), GCC-Turkey Relations: Dawn of a New Era (Cambridge: Gulf Research 

Centre, 2015), p. 119. 
654 Anoushiravan Ehteshami, Dynamics of Change in the Persian Gulf: Political Economy, War and 

Revolution (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013), p. 17. 
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exports in this sector to the GCC region are very limited.655 However, Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE and Bahrain were in the top ten Turkish defense export destinations. They 

accounted for nearly a quarter of all Turkey’s defense exports in 2012. The UAE has 

signed an agreement with a Turkish missile producer to import Cirit missiles, while 

negotiations for ATAK helicopters were in progress with Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE. Riyadh was planning to buy Turkish tanks (Anka) and surveillance drones 

(Altay) worth $2 billion.656 The 2014 military agreement between Turkey and Qatar 

includes cooperation in the defense and arms industry.657 Instead of the seller-buyer 

traditional relationship, the GCC and Turkey can develop a new formula for the joint 

production of advanced weapons and ammunition. Each has a complementary 

advantage: Turkey has factories, technologies and experts, while the GCC states can 

finance projects and develop their expertise. Both sides need to become productive 

and relatively self-sufficient in order to increase their independence from the world’s 

traditional arms producers and to balance other regional powers in this area.  

(5) Nuclear projects are a potential area of cooperation. Recently, Turkey, the UAE, and 

Saudi Arabia adopted national strategies to establish peaceful nuclear plants.658 Other 

GCC states may also announce nuclear programs. Iran’s nuclear program and its 

growing influence in the region are likely to be one of the main drivers of the GCC 

states’ and Turkey’s interest in this shift in order to adjust the regional balance of 

power.659 Thus, it seems that this interest requires the initiation of a regional nuclear 

energy forum that regulates common nuclear affairs, exchanges knowledge, 

technicians and experts, coordinates policies, holds conferences and workshops, 

                                                 

655 Akkaya, p. 121. 
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provides an advanced and safe environment for nuclear plants, and constitutes a 

pressing lobby to prevent non-peaceful nuclear proliferation. 

Sixthly, the need for more in-depth research into the various aspects of relations between 

the GCC and Turkey. In fact, this research dealt with these relations in a comprehensive 

manner that covered their mutual perceptions, common interests, attempts to build 

alliances and issues of cooperation and disagreement. Given the limitations of the size 

and scope of this research as well as the great importance of these countries, more 

research is needed to explore the potential of their economic, political, cultural and social 

relations. For example, each of the above strategic areas of cooperation needs to be 

studied extensively. 

In the end, relations among the GCC states and Turkey, in a short and reliable period 

(2002-2017), have undergone various cases of cooperation and division. Common 

challenges have made them think of an alliance to balance other powers and threats, but 

many emerging issues have turned them into rivals for regional influence on divergent 

agendas. All parties have tasted the fruits of cooperation and experienced the costs of 

conflict. It is time to redress the course of relations and start a strategic dialogue that 

overcomes past mistakes and maintains mutual benefits for their people, who share 

common values and interests. 
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