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ver the past decade, the 

United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

raised its foreign policy ambi-

tions to become a strategic player 

beyond the Persian Gulf. In doing 

so, Abu Dhabi increased its expo-

sure to the dynamics of the broader 

Indo-Pacific megaregion. At first, 

the UAE’s expanding horizons 

were the result of its economic ties 

to Asia. In more recent years, how-

ever, the country has widened its 

strategic outlook, such as by en-

hancing military cooperation with 

the United States and initiating 

significant rapprochements with 

the two largest Asian powers: In-

dia and China. 

Even so, it is uncertain if all these 

outreach initiatives amount to a 

coherent and unified UAE regional 

strategy. As of today, there is no 

publicly known UAE Indo-Pacific 

strategy per se, and the terminol-

ogy is rarely used in the local con-

text (either by Emirati diplomats 

or think tankers). In fact, when it 

comes to the Indo-Pacific, Abu 

Dhabi seems uncomfortable elevat-

ing strategic rhetoric over major 

shifts in policy. For instance, the 

UAE used its rotating presidency 

of the Indian Ocean Rim Associa-

tion in 2019–2022 to put on the 

agenda issues such as the blue 

economy and women’s empower-

ment but refrained from discussing 

more politically sensitive topics 

such as maritime security or coun-

terterrorism cooperation. 

Notably, the Emiratis have so far 

kept investing in their partner-

ships with both the United States 

and China, including in national 

security domains. This twin-track 

approach creates real risks of being 

caught in the middle of an ongoing 

great-power competition. Given the 

increased tensions between Wash-

ington and Beijing, Abu Dhabi 

might soon find it difficult to avoid 

choosing sides. 
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The Asianization of the Emirati 

Economy 

Economic factors are some obvious 

drivers of UAE policy toward the 

Indo-Pacific. For more than a dec-

ade, Asia has been the source of 

Emirati economic growth. Asian 

powers such as China, India, South 

Korea, and Japan are the primary 

destinations of UAE’s energy ex-

ports, for example. Now, however, 

these exchanges include foreign di-

rect investment as well as trade. 

For instance, when Abu Dhabi 

opened a bid for the construction of 

its first nuclear plant in Barakah 

in 2009, its leadership favored a 

South Korean company—Korea 

Electric Power Corporation—over 

French and American companies.1 

The demography of the UAE also 

anchors the country into the Indo-

Pacific geography. The communi-

ties of migrant workers in the 

country are primarily made of 

South Asian populations, with In-

dian and Pakistani residents 

amounting to 3 million and 1.5 mil-

lion, respectively (out of a total 

population of 9.9 million UAE in-

habitants). 

Political ties to Indo-Pacific na-

tions are also strong. The UAE has 

been a major provider of humani-

tarian aid to nearby Pakistan, for 

example, and Pakistani soldiers 

played a significant role in the 

establishment of the Emirati 

armed forces in the 1970s.2 This 

proximity with Islamabad shifted 

in the mid-2010s as Abu Dhabi got 

closer to New Delhi, a development 

that intensified under the premier-

ship of Narendra Modi; UAE in-

vestment in India’s new infrastruc-

ture plans provides important sup-

port for Modi’s programs to mod-

ernize India.3 

However, it is undoubtedly with 

China that the UAE’s economic re-

lationships in the Indo-Pacific have 

expanded the most. Following a 

state visit from Pres. Xi Jinping in 

2018, forging close ties with China 

became a key priority of the 

Emirati business community. The 

UAE publicly embraced the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) and posi-

tioned itself as a privileged partner 

of Beijing in the region. Emirati of-

ficials and ministers repeatedly de-

scribed the UAE’s diversification 

plans as complementary to Chi-

nese investment strategies. To evi-

dence the importance of the mat-

ter, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 

Al Maktoum, ruler of Dubai and 

prime minister, attended the sec-

ond BRI conference in Beijing in 

2019—the highest-ranking official 

from the Gulf for the event.4  

This also led to an increased pres-

ence of Chinese companies within 

the UAE economy. In 2019, Abu 

Dhabi selected the Chinese 
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company Huawei to launch the 

country’s 5G telecommunications 

network, while Alibaba Cloud 

signed several contracts with local 

financial institutions.5 Further-

more, Khalifa Ports in Abu Dhabi 

sold a 90-percent share of one of its 

terminals to China’s Cosco Ship-

ping.6 

Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic 

did not slow down these trends but 

rather paved the way to an en-

largement of Emirati–Chinese eco-

nomic exchanges by adding a 

healthcare dimension. Early in the 

crisis, Abu Dhabi turned to China 

for the building of its COVID-19 

testing capacities as well as the de-

velopment of a vaccine through a 

partnership with G42 (a commer-

cial entity linked to the UAE rul-

ing family) and the Beijing Ge-

nomics Institute and Chinese Si-

nopharm. This was a highly politi-

cal and strategic collaboration, not 

just a short-term public health ini-

tiative. UAE leaders even an-

nounced in the spring of 2021 the 

opening of a plant to produce fu-

ture vaccine doses (“Hayat-Vax”) 

that would be destined for develop-

ing countries.7 All in all, this 

Asianization of the Emirati econ-

omy shows a trajectory that goes 

beyond trade to have concrete stra-

tegic implications. 

 

 

The Emirati Strategic Ties to 

the Indo-Pacific 

Yet, if the UAE initially looked to 

Asian countries for economic op-

portunity, political and military 

considerations were never far 

away. When South Korea was 

awarded the contract to build the 

first Emirati nuclear plan, for ex-

ample, Seoul also signed a military 

agreement that involved the de-

ployment of a small Korean special 

forces unit to the UAE as a show of 

solidarity.8 Likewise, the rap-

prochement with India in the Modi 

era has involved extensive coopera-

tion in the counterterrorism do-

main, especially targeting South 

Asian illicit networks operating 

from Dubai. 

As in the economic sphere, how-

ever, it is with China that the stra-

tegic dimension of the UAE’s Asia 

policy has been the most obvious. 

Like Saudi Arabia, the UAE 

turned to China for the procure-

ment of Wing Loong I and II armed 

drones. Some of these Chinese-

made unmanned aerial vehicles 

were later deployed by the Emira-

tis in Libya in support of the forces 

of Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar.9 

For the 2010–2020 period, the 

overall amount of Chinese arms ex-

ports to the UAE remained small, 

at just USD 166 million according 

to the Stockholm International 
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Peace Research Institute database. 

By contrast, the United States ex-

ports USD 7.1 billion in arms to 

the UAE, France exports USD 1.04 

billion, and Russia exports USD 

900 million. However, the very fact 

that Abu Dhabi may occasionally 

turn to Beijing for military systems 

stirs anxiety in Western military 

circles. 

In 2020, the US Department of De-

fense’s annual report on China’s 

military power mentioned the UAE 

as a potential location for a Chi-

nese naval facility.10 This followed 

several years of speculation within 

Western diplomatic circles that 

Chinese investment in Abu Dhabi 

ports might lead to a military move 

in the same fashion that had been 

displayed in China’s opening of a 

base in Djibouti. These develop-

ments add to concerns in Washing-

ton that the management of an 

Emirati 5G network by Huawei 

could severely constrain the ability 

of the United States to conduct 

military operations from the area 

without running the risk of com-

munication using civilian networks 

being compromised. Similarly, af-

ter the UAE established its 

COVID-19 testing labs with the 

support of Chinese entities, repre-

sentatives from the US Embassy in 

Abu Dhabi (as well as from other 

Western diplomatic delegations) 

were ordered by their national 

authorities not to accept swab tests 

out of the fear that sensitive infor-

mation from American government 

employees might be shared with 

Chinese operators.11 

American concerns over these de-

velopments are also fueled by the 

fact that the UAE does not seem to 

see these developments as prob-

lematic. This was illustrated dur-

ing the negotiations for the sale of 

the F-35 fighter aircraft to the 

UAE and the concerns raised by 

Congress regarding the nature of 

Emirati security cooperation with 

China.12 In fact, Emirati officials 

like presidential advisor Anwar 

Gargash and UAE Ambassador to 

the United States Youssef Al 

Otaiba have been adamant that 

there is no contradiction between 

the deepening of UAE–China rela-

tions and the desire of the UAE to 

remain a key partner of US armed 

forces in the region. 

Admittedly, Abu Dhabi is not play-

ing a zero-sum game and main-

tains proximity with Western allies 

against the backdrop of its rap-

prochement with China. Abu 

Dhabi is not only a major importer 

of US arms, but its military forces 

are also commonly perceived as a 

credible partner of Western mili-

taries on the battlefield, earning 

them the nickname “little Sparta” 

from former Secretary of Defense 

James Mattis.13 The UAE hosts the 
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headquarters of the French Forces 

in the Indian Ocean in Abu Dhabi 

and in recent years has been a con-

tributor to the European Maritime 

Surveillance Mission in the Strait 

of Hormuz. Moreover, it has been 

cultivating close ties with Austral-

ian armed forces for years, with 

former Special Forces Commander 

Mike Hindmarsh playing a major 

role in the buildup of the UAE 

Presidential Guard. 

Conclusion 

Taken altogether, these develop-

ments build a picture that may 

look contradictory. When compared 

to Southeast Asian countries, the 

UAE seems more comfortable with 

the idea of deepening its ties with 

both the United States and China 

at the same time rather than 

choosing a side. This might be be-

cause the UAE perceives itself far 

away from the power plays of the 

Indo-Pacific. Either way, the coun-

try was able to reap the benefits of 

this approach for a long time, by 

expanding economic opportunities 

and diversifying its foreign policy 

options; an inclusive foreign policy 

helped to turn this young federa-

tion of tiny emirates into a regional 

player with close ties to all the ma-

jor players of the Indo-Pacific.  

However, Emirati policy toward 

the Indo-Pacific is increasingly go-

ing against the regional dynamics. 

It remains to be seen how far Abu 

Dhabi’s leadership can go without 

triggering pressures from Wash-

ington, perhaps even economic 

punishments. The announcement 

of a new US–UK–Australia (AU-

KUS) agreement in September 

2021 further evidenced the polari-

zation of the Indo-Pacific 

megaregion and the difficulties all 

the third parties and middle pow-

ers will face when trying to avoid 

aligning themselves with either 

Washington or Beijing. Thus, the 

UAE may so far feel confident 

about its hedging strategy toward 

the Indo-Pacific (especially in 

terms of preserving strategic au-

tonomy) but, in the final reckoning, 

the national security and overall 

stability of the country remains 

deeply reliant on the Western mili-

tary presence. As there is no sign 

that China would be either willing 

(or, as yet able) to provide a compa-

rable level of security, the UAE 

may confront a crude reality: it 

must slow down or even reverse its 

ongoing rapprochement with China 

if it does not want to alienate its 

Western partners. ■ 
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