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Iraq: The View from the GCC
By Margo Balboni..........................................................
The year 2014 could have been a turning point in Iraq’s relations with its 
skeptical neighbors in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). When the Islamic 
State group (ISG) advanced rapid-fire over much of Iraq’s northwest in June, 
plunging the country back into crisis, it also set in motion conditions that seemed 
riper for GCC-Iraqi rapprochement than they had been in years. The extremist 
group’s gains in Iraq, coupled with its entrenchment in Syria, escalated a threat 
shared by Iraq and by the Gulf states. The deterioration forced the United States 
to reenter Iraq, providing a check on Iranian influence. Most importantly, the 
political fallout led to the ouster in August 2014 of Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki, whom most GCC leaders regarded as an Iranian puppet. Although 
Maliki’s replacement, Haider Al-Abadi, hailed from the same Shi`ite Da`wa 
party, he struck a more conciliatory tone.

The rest of 2014 and 2015 saw probing overtures between the new Iraqi 
leadership and GCC rulers, some of whom were themselves newly incumbent. 
In September 2015, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, which had held off opening 
embassies under Maliki, appointed resident envoys for the first time since the 
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. 

Yet, beneath the formal diplomatic thaw, relations stayed relatively stagnant. 
Diplomatic channels with Baghdad mostly lay dormant except for the registering 
of complaints over public differences on regional policy and the growing 
power of Shi`ite militias amid Iraq’s fight against the ISG. In the case of Saudi 
Arabia, the landmark ambassadorial posting to Baghdad became a showcase 
for grievances in a relationship consumed by Saudi-Iranian tensions. Nor were 
the GCC countries much more active at the sub-state level. Saudi outreach to 
its traditional Iraqi Sunni and tribal clients seemed to lose both momentum 
and direction in the face of those clients’ own disarray, and Riyadh appeared 
willing to cede some of the relationship maintenance to Qatar and Jordan. With 
the exception of Kuwait, the smaller GCC states avoided strategic engagement 
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with Iraq, and by 2016 patterns of mutual suspicion had 
replaced talk of rapprochement. Today, as after Saddam’s 
fall, the Gulf states are largely reactive players in the battle 
for Iraq’s future while Iran, Turkey, and the United States 
shape the environment. 

The relatively limited role GCC states are playing in 
Iraq—a volatile and contested field of influence well within 
their regional security complex1 —is increasingly at odds 
with the interventionist streak they have shown in places 
like Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, and Libya. That so little has 
changed in the face of dramatic shifts within Iraq and in 
the GCC’s approach to its neighborhood is a testament to 
the singular challenges that Saudi Arabia and other GCC 
states see in Iraq. The Gulf states’ reticence arguably 
reflects a calculation by the GCC’s heavyweights that the 
deck is simply stacked against them in Iraq. Although GCC 
states’ concerns over Sunni marginalization, violent jihadi-
salafism, and above all Iranian encroachment in Iraq are 
as acute as ever, Gulf leaders seem to feel that the current 
environment offers high risk and little chance of reward. 

Riyadh in particular appears to have concluded that Iraq’s 
demographics and recent history make Saudi attempts to 
influence its complex political battles wasted labor. Many 
trace the turning point to Iraq’s 2010 elections, when Saudi 
Arabia and its GCC allies threw their weight behind secular 
Shi`ite politician Ayad Allawi and his Iraqiya coalition, 
only to grow disillusioned when Maliki outmaneuvered 
Allawi to regain control of the government.2  It is also 
important to understand the inflection point that occurred 
between 2014 and 2015, when hopes raised briefly by 
Maliki’s ouster were dashed, and Saudi Arabia’s sense that 
real power in Iraq continues to lie with those hostile to their 
interests was reinforced. At each of these junctures, Riyadh 
withdrew from efforts to wield practical influence in Iraq, 
resisting sometimes intense lobbying from the United 
States to help lessen Baghdad’s regional isolation.3  Instead, 
Riyadh focused on projecting financial and military power 
in struggles where it felt it has more at stake, in Syria and 
later in Yemen. 

The distance Saudi Arabia has kept from Iraq has had a 
limiting effect on the scope of other GCC states’ engagement 
there. At the same time, it has allowed space for the other 
states to develop divergent approaches to what involvement 
they do undertake in Iraq based on their varying perceptions 
of opportunities and threats. 

The smaller Gulf states’ levels of involvement fall roughly 
into three tiers. Bahrain and Oman have the most limited 
engagement with Iraq but markedly different approaches. 
Bahrain has cleaved closely to the Saudi position and grown 
increasingly alarmed since 2011 about the security and 
regime stability threats it sees emanating from Iraq. Oman 
by contrast is inclined to maintain businesslike relations 
within modest parameters. Qatar has followed its policy 
of supporting Sunni Islamist actors in Iraq, filling a role 
that Saudi Arabia might otherwise dominate, although the 
impact of such efforts is limited by the weakness of Iraq’s 
Sunni political class. Some states, particularly the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar, have pursued pragmatic 
and commercial interests in Iraq. Yet, unbound to a strategic 
relationship, these ventures have not translated to expanded 
political ties and remain subject to Iraq’s high levels of risk 
and poor business environment. Kuwait alone has pursued 
a strategic state-to-state relationship with Iraq, the two 
countries’ leaders transforming the relationship over the 
course of a decade from one of deep animosity to a thriving 
bilateral partnership described in terms of “friendship,” 
though not without challenges.4  

Fraught Saudi-Iraqi Relations
The Saudi-Iraqi relationship saw highs and lows before 
Saddam’s fall, but since 2003 Riyadh’s concerns have 
centered less on Iraq’s behavior in the region than on how 
regional dynamics reflect—or amplify—in Iraq. Saudi 
Arabia opposed the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, who 
had ceased to be a threat and provided a bulwark against 
Iranian influence. In subsequent years, it watched the 
emergence of a Shi`a-dominated political structure with 
deep apprehension and mostly at an arm’s length. As Gulf 
scholar Gregory Gause observed, similar concerns have 
drawn Saudi Arabia to assume more muscular roles in other 
countries.5  The United States has long pressured Saudi and 
other GCC leaders to soften the chill with Baghdad, arguing 
that their disengagement may be counterproductive—as 
one senior U.S. official said, “Our point to them has been, 
if you are concerned about outside influence in Iraq, the 
best way to counter that is to get in and engage yourself.”6 

Yet, as seen from Riyadh, particularities in Iraq’s human 
and strategic terrain make it a less attractive investment. 

The relatively limited role GCC states are 
playing in Iraq is increasingly at odds 
with the interventionist streak they 
have shown in places like Syria, Yemen, 
Bahrain, and Libya. 
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For one, the identity politics of the Saudi-Iraqi relationship 
are particularly contentious. Riyadh’s self-image as leader 
of the Arab and Sunni worlds leads it to regard itself as a 
defender of Iraq’s Arabness in the face of Iranian designs 
and a natural protector of Iraq’s Sunni population and 
tribes. Yet, Saudi Arabia’s Arab and Sunni Islamic appeals 
have also been deeply polarizing in Iraq. 

Gaining influence in post-Saddam Iraq 
requires Riyadh to play a subtler political 
game in which it believes itself to 
possess an inferior hand.  

The use of religious authority is a double-edged sword. 
Many Iraqis accuse Saudi Arabia of passively or actively 
supporting jihadi-salafi groups.7  Meanwhile, although 
Riyadh might consider conservative Iraqi Sunnis a “natural” 
constituency, members of this group are divided in their 
perceptions of Saudi Arabia.8  Some Iraqis complain that 
Saudi Arabia has not accepted that the country will likely 
always be led by its Shi`ite majority, and that Saudi policies 
have tended to treat the roughly 60 percent of Iraqis who 
are Shi`a as inherently aligned with Iran.9  

Saudi Arabia’s strongest ties in Iraq have traditionally rested 
with Iraqi Sunni politicians and tribes, many of whom 
have members on both sides of the border—the late King 
Abdullah’s mother, for example, belonged to the Shammar 
tribe, which also counts many Iraqis.10  Yet, Saudi appeals 
to Iraq’s Arab identity resonate unevenly in a country 
where nearly 1 in 4 citizens are non-Arab—compared to 
1 in 10 in Syria11 —and where Arabism served as a tool of 
ethnic cleansing under Saddam’s regime. Plenty of Iraqis 
claim Arabness as a political identity, and Arab nations 
as Iraq’s “natural bosom” in the words of one prominent 
tribal leader,12  but Iraq’s official policy since Saddam’s 
fall has deemphasized Arabism. To the chagrin of the Arab 
League, Iraq’s constitution pointedly defines its identity as 
“a country of multiple nationalities, religions, and sects.”13  

Saudi and Iraqi leaders have views on Iran’s role that are 
difficult to reconcile. Saudi officials tend to describe the 
Iranian-Iraqi relationship in zero-sum terms—as in May 
2016, when Saudi Foreign Minister Adel Jubeir said, “Iran’s 
presence in Iraq in itself is unacceptable, whether invited 
or uninvited.”14  Although Iran is not without its critics in 

Iraq, including among nationalistic Shi`a, it is a common 
view that some closeness with Iran is a natural state of 
affairs. Iraqi leaders sometimes treat Saudi criticisms of 
its ties to Iran as efforts to impinge on Iraqi sovereignty 
in foreign relations. In a December 2016 press conference, 
Abadi addressed Saudi Arabia directly in saying, “A gulf 
lies between you and Iran, but we and Iran are neighbors.” 
He went on to express exasperation at the use of Iraq as a 
playing field for a bigger rivalry: “If you have a conflict 
with Iran, I beg you, solve it with Iran and do not drag Iraq 
into it.”15 

Another factor contributing to Riyadh’s sense of 
disadvantage in Iraq is that the battle for Iraq’s future is 
largely political, rather than military, and one in which 
Saudi leaders perceive that others are setting the rules. In 
Syria and Yemen, Saudi Arabia spent blood and treasure 
to press its advantage in contexts in which diplomacy was 
largely subordinate to the creation of military facts on the 
ground. Gaining influence in post-Saddam Iraq requires 
Riyadh to play a subtler political game in which it believes 
itself to possess an inferior hand. Iraq’s government is 
neither a friendly client, as in Yemen, nor an internationally 
discredited one whom Riyadh can openly fight, as in Syria. 
Saudi Arabia’s potential Sunni and tribal allies in Iraq are 
divided and weak. Moreover, Saudi Arabia’s inroads are 
constricted by Iraq having been a saturated market in terms 
of outside involvement for over a decade. As one prominent 
Saudi put it, Saudi Arabia was forced into a reactive position 
in Iraq, first by U.S.-led occupation and then by Iranian 
encroachment. As a result, “Saudi Arabia was not in the 
position to influence events in Iraq” and left to grudgingly 
accept the new reality. In Syria, by contrast, Saudi Arabia 
had an opportunity to back a popular uprising, meaning it 
“was there from the start.”16 

Some argue Saudi Arabia has concluded that Iraq is a lost 
cause, and diverted resources accordingly. “They left the 
game,” Gause argued.17  Or as former Iraqi Finance Minister 
Hoshyar Zeybari lamented in a December 2016 interview, 
“The Saudis washed their hands [of Iraq].”18  

Troubled Government Ties
Saudi Arabia has been deeply reluctant to engage 
a government it considers compromised by Iranian 
influence. Relations suffered under Maliki’s tenure from a 
strong personal antipathy between King Abdullah and the 
Iraqi premier, whom Abdullah called “an Iranian agent” 
in meetings with U.S. officials.19  For his part, Maliki 
publicly accused Saudi Arabia in 2014, along with Qatar, 
of supporting extremist groups politically, financially, and 
in the media.20  Relations were further strained by regional 
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polarization over the Syrian war as the Iraqi government’s 
efforts to walk a neutral line eventually settled into support 
for the Assad regime while Gulf states lined up behind the 
Syrian opposition.21 

As Maliki’s grip on power began to loosen in the wake of 
the ISG’s seizure of Mosul, Riyadh signaled a potential 
warming of ties. In July, Riyadh pledged $500 million 
to cover a shortfall in UN funding for displaced Iraqis 
“without regard to sect or religion or ethnicity.”22  Upon 
Abadi’s appointment the following month, King Abdullah 
sent congratulations and revived talks of installing a 
resident Saudi ambassador in Baghdad. The GCC signaled 
receptiveness to Abadi’s early steps to promise more 
inclusiveness toward Sunnis and voice a desire to open a 
new chapter in relations with GCC powers in their 2014 
GCC summit statement. “The high council welcomes the 
new directions of the Iraqi government” it said, calling for 
reforms to continue to help “build bridges of cooperation 
in the Arab Gulf region.”23 The thaw accelerated following 
Saudi Arabia’s own leadership change with King Salman’s 
accession in January 2015 and in June, Salman appointed 
an ambassador, Thamer al-Sabhan.24 

The thaw between Baghdad and Riyadh 
soon began to backslide as Saudi 
leaders’ conviction grew that the anti-
ISG campaign had provided cover for 
some of their enemies’ further rise.

Yet, even amid this tenuous rapprochement, Saudi Arabia 
harbored concerns that Abadi’s Sunni outreach would come 
to little and that players aligned with Maliki or Iran had 
not been tamed by the changing of high offices. The thaw 
between Baghdad and Riyadh soon began to backslide as 
Saudi leaders’ conviction grew that the anti-ISG campaign 
had provided cover for some of their enemies’ further rise, 
and that Abadi was unable or unwilling to assert control over 
them.25  Saudi leaders saw the prominent role that Shi`ite 
militias assumed in the anti-ISG campaign in particular as 
an alarming sign of Tehran’s ingress. In lamenting the role 
that the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) had played 
in retaking Tikrit, Saudi Arabia’s then-Foreign Minister 
Saud al-Faisal complained in 2015, “Iran is taking over the 
country.”26  When Saudi Arabia announced a 34-member 
counterterrorism coalition of its own making at the end of 

2015, Iraq and Iran were conspicuously absent.27  

Sabhan took up his position in January 2016, working 
out of a few rented floors of a hotel in the Green Zone, 
and quickly became a lightning rod for controversy. His 
description of the PMF as “terrorists” stirred outrage 
in Iraq.28 Meanwhile, Iraqi media circulated rumors—
vehemently denied by the Saudi authorities—that Sabhan 
had a relative who died fighting for the Islamic State.29  
Sabhan’s rocky diplomatic mission launch took place 
against a backdrop of increasingly marked expressions of 
differences on regional policy by Iraqi and Saudi officials 
as 2016 wore on. When the Arab League voted to declare 
Hezbollah a terrorist group in March 2016, Iraqi Foreign 
Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari made an impassioned defense 
of Hezbollah and the PMF, prompting the Saudi delegation 
to leave the room in protest.30  Abadi, who had previously 
criticized Saudi Arabia’s campaign in Yemen,31  received a 
Houthi delegation in his home in Baghdad in August 2016 
shortly after peace talks between Saudi Arabia and the 
Houthis collapsed.32 

Diplomatic tensions were crackling by the time Sabhan 
said in August 2016 that he had information on an 
assassination plot against him by Shi`ite militias. Bristling 
at Sabhan’s claims that he was not being protected, Iraq’s 
foreign ministry issued a formal request for Saudi Arabia to 
recall its envoy.33  Saudi authorities announced in October 
that Sabhan would be reassigned to Gulf Arab diplomatic 
affairs and that a member of the Shammar tribe would act 
as chargé d’affaires to Iraq.34  Saudi Arabia has declined to 
name a new ambassador, despite calls from Iraqi officials 
including the foreign minister.35  The envoy, Abdulaziz 
al-Shamri, has appeared to maintain a low profile, while 
Sabhan has continued to use Saudi platforms to voice 
concerns over Iraq. 

In late November 2016, Sabhan gave an hour-long interview 
with Saudi television in which he raised concerns over the 
PMF’s role in the campaign to rout the ISG from Mosul and 
warned of the implications that the groups’ increasingly 
official position could carry for bilateral ties. The more that 
the Iraqi government speaks of the PMF as a part of the 
government apparatus, Sabhan said, the more Saudi Arabia 
reads threats emanating from the militias as official policy. 
His verdict on the status quo in Iraq was clear. “There is a 
deep state in Iraq,” Sabhan said, “and it is Nouri al-Maliki’s 
state. It is the one fighting any Arab-Arab rapprochement.”36

Looking for Partners
Saudi Arabia’s Iraq policy has typically focused on 
pressing influence at the substate level, but it is unclear 
how much influence it is able to wring from its patronage. 
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Part of the problem is the difficulty it has faced in finding 
effective, representative local partners to champion. Iraqi 
Sunnis, who have historically been slow to organize as a 
political bloc, continue to lack strong political institutions. 
Political parties and blocs have often proved transient as 
individual contenders position themselves to advance, 
and no unifying leader has emerged from this jockeying.37 
One of the strongest parties, the Iraqi Islamic Party, is an 
offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood and therefore not a 
typical repository for Saudi support.38 

To some, it seems Saudi Arabia has been 
left without “a political standard bearer” 
in Iraq.

Cohesion has further unraveled since 2014. Many Sunni 
politicians in Baghdad were physically and practically 
distanced from their constituencies by the ISG’s territorial 
occupation and success in enlisting some of the population 
to its cause on the one hand—even as a marriage of 
convenience—or by the control of Shi`ite militias on the 
other.39  The country’s highest-ranking Sunni politician, 
Parliamentary Speaker Salim al-Jubouri, said in 2016 he 
“can’t go home” because the Shi`ite forces in control of 
his hometown in Diyala Province refused him a permit.40 
Compounding these problems, the Sunni political elite is 
increasingly rent by infighting. These divisions were put 
on national display in the chaotic impeachment trial of 
Defense Minister Khaled Al Obeidi, a Sunni, in mid-2016 
at the height of planning for the offensive to retake Mosul 
from the ISG. Called to answer for corruption charges in a 
parliamentary hearing, Obeidi used his testimony to level 
counter-allegations at his accuser, Speaker al-Jubouri, 
prompting an abortive second corruption investigation.41  

The situation is not much better at the tribal level, where 
questions surround the extent of Saudi leverage as well 
as the tribes’ ability to mobilize.42  Saudi authorities must 
also discern credible players from the many opportunists 
with inflated claims to influence who line up for patronage. 
This problem is a longstanding one: Maliki-era Saudi 
cables released by Wikileaks record complaints by the 
foreign ministry of being plied by supplicants lacking any 
sizable constituency, or living outside the country entirely.43  
To some, it seems Saudi Arabia has been left without “a 
political standard bearer” in Iraq.44

With no end in sight to Sunnis’ current disarray, Saudi Arabia 
has seemed more willing to share ownership of the Sunni 
file with Jordan and Qatar, who took turns organizing and 
cohosting conferences of Sunni political players in Amman 
in 2014, Doha in 2015, and Paris in 2016.45  Riyadh has 
also seemed to test auxiliary options to its Sunni partners. 
Against the backdrop of warming Saudi ties with Turkey, 
there are signs that Riyadh has been courting Iraqi Kurdish 
allies in Erbil. King Salman gave the Kurdish Regional 
Government (KRG) President Masoud Barzani a head-of-
state reception in Saudi Arabia in December 2015, and the 
Kingdom opened a consulate in Erbil in early 2016.46 

Diverging Policies among Other GCC 
States
Bahrain’s rulers have long been wary of post-Saddam Iraq, 
and since 2011 have increasingly treated Iraq as an incubator 
of threats to its own national and regime security. Bahrain 
maintains a diplomatic presence in Iraq, having installed 
an ambassador in Baghdad in 2008. People-to-people ties 
are considerable, as an estimated 100,000 Bahraini Shi`ite 
pilgrims visit Iraq annually.47  The affinity between Iraqi 
and Bahraini Shi`ite communities is largely a source of 
anxiety for Bahrain’s rulers, who are acutely aware that the 
rise of a Shi`a-led political order in Iraq has left Bahrain the 
sole Sunni regime ruling a Shi`a-majority country.48  

Since 2011, the sensitivities in the 
Bahraini-Iraqi relationship have been 
exacerbated as Manama felt increasingly 
embattled.

The years between the 2008 ambassadorial appointment 
and 2011 saw some modest signs of engagement, as in 
September 2010, when Bahraini King Hamad bin Isa al 
Khalifa received the influential Shi`ite leader Ammar al 
Hakim in Manama and that November, when a Bahraini 
trade delegation visited Iraq to explore investments in 
Kurdistan and Mosul.49  Yet since 2011, the sensitivities in 
the Bahraini-Iraqi relationship have been exacerbated as 
Manama felt increasingly embattled by domestic unrest and 
Iranian activity regionally. Manama has expressed outrage 
at criticisms Iraqi Shi`ite parliamentarians and clerics made 
regarding Bahraini rulers’ crackdown on protest movements 
in 2011 and 2012 and periodically since when tensions have 
flared within Bahrain.50  Bahraini leaders have also voiced 
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rising alarm over the use of Iraqi land by Iranian-backed 
militias, and regard Baghdad’s failure to check the groups’ 
rise as a sign at best of negligence, and at worst of an effort 
to undermine Bahrain’s stability.

The degree to which the rulers of Bahrain—and other 
GCC states—see these security and political threats as 
intertwined was put on display in June 2015 in a series of 
events that began when Bahrain arrested a Shi`ite militant 
cell it said had trained in Iraq. Bahrain summoned the Iraqi 
ambassador to issue a formal complaint and urge Baghdad 
to do all in its power to prevent interferences in Bahrain’s 
internal affairs.51  A few weeks later, the Iraqi foreign 
ministry made a statement asking Bahrain to reconsider the 
sentencing of Bahraini dissident Ali Suleiman.52  The head 
of the GCC summoned the Iraqi chargé d’affaires in Riyadh 
to issue a sweeping rebuke expressing the council’s “severe 
disapproval” of what its statement called “an unconstructive 
approach that harms relations between all GCC states and 
Iraq.” It called on Iraq to “immediately and totally end all 
forms of interference in the internal affairs of Bahrain or 
any of the GCC states under any pretext, whether through 
official bodies or unofficial ones.”53 

While Bahrain’s view of Iraq is driven largely by Manama’s 
perception of risk, Oman has fostered businesslike 
relations with Iraq in line with its policy of balanced ties 
with neighbors. Yet, it is neither compelled nor equipped 
to influence outcomes. Oman has kept an embassy open 
in Iraq since 2007 but its ambassador resides in Amman. 
The countries regularly exchange high-level meetings to 
discuss bilateral cooperation and have exchanged trade 
delegations.54  However, as with other outside investors, 
Oman’s investments in Iraq’s market have suffered from 
the country’s high political risk.55 

Qatar and the UAE
Qatar and the UAE have cultivated relatively larger 
footprints in Iraq to pursue varied interests while keeping 
a distance from Baghdad. Qatar has followed its regional 
policy of patronizing Iraqi Sunni and Islamist actors, 
although the practical impact of such efforts has been 
limited. 

Doha’s relationship with Baghdad under Maliki was largely 
antagonistic. Baghdad resented the high-profile ties Qatar 
cultivated with Sunni political and religious opposition 
members.56  Iraqi leaders accused Qatar of bankrolling 
terror groups and of providing a platform for sectarian 
incitement through their hosting of controversial Sunni 
figures on Al Jazeera.57  Hopes were raised that relations 
might improve with a change in management on the Iraqi 
side. Qatar cautiously welcomed Abadi’s appointment, 
and in November 2014, Iraq’s government said it received 

pledges from Doha to cooperate more closely on core Iraqi 
concerns of security and terror financing.58  Qatar appointed 
an ambassador in September 2015.  Yet, since then the trust 
gap on both sides has seemed to widen rather than narrow.59 

From Doha’s perspective, its growing 
disquietude over Iraq’s political 
dysfunction and militia power has been 
borne out in a series of alarming events.

For Baghdad, the gesture of an ambassadorial appointment 
was overshadowed by a series of embarrassing interferences 
in Iraq’s domestic affairs. Days before Qatar named its 
envoy, news broke of a Qatari-backed Iraqi opposition 
conference in Doha. The meeting convened a diverse 
collection of businessmen, politicians, Ba`athists, and 
prominent figures exiled over charges by the Maliki 
government, including former Finance Minister Rafi Issawi 
and former Vice President Tareq al-Hashemi, to whom 
Qatar gave refuge in 2012.60   The conference also coincided 
with the presence of Parliamentary Speaker and senior 
Sunni Salim al-Jubouri in town on state business.61  
Infuriated and claiming to be blindsided, Iraq’s foreign 
ministry recalled its chargé d’affaires in protest.62  Also not 
lost on Iraqis was that Qatar had broken with the rest of the 
GCC to stand by Turkey in its breach of Iraqi airspace as 
Ankara targeted Kurdish militants a month earlier.63  Later 
in September, the Emir of Qatar dedicated part of his 
address to the UN General Assembly to a harsh criticism of 
militia activity in Iraq.64 

Yet from Doha’s perspective, its growing disquietude over 
Iraq’s political dysfunction and militia power has been 
borne out in a series of alarming events. Most personal was 
the kidnapping of over two dozen Qatari hunters, among 
them members of the ruling family, on holiday in Iraq in 
December 2015.65  The Qatari government dispatched high-
level envoys to Baghdad but privately expressed cynicism 
about resolving the issue through official channels. One 
prominent Qatari told journalists, “There is no point even 
contacting [Abadi], or his people...This is the tribes and the 
militias. They laugh at the government.”66  Most hostages 
remained in captivity as of early 2017.

Despite these tensions, Qatar’s approach to Iraq has left 
space for slightly broader engagement in comparison to 
Riyadh. Qatar has cultivated ties with a broader collection 
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of Iraqi figures, opening ties with Kurdish players and 
maintaining high-level contact with some influential Shi`ite 
leaders such as Ammar al Hakim, who has met with Emir 
Hamad al Thani several times since al Thani ascended to 
power in 2013.67  Poor political relations have also not 
deterred Qatar from seeking business opportunities in Iraq, 
including in oil infrastructure and banking.68  

For the UAE, it is pragmatic interests that 
define its engagement in Iraq.

For the UAE, it is such pragmatic interests that define its 
engagement in Iraq, even as its concerns over Iran’s role 
there have prevented that engagement from giving rise to 
a more strategic relationship with Baghdad. Post-2003, the 
UAE’s interests centered on commercial ties, while more 
recently the UAE has begun to use Iraq as a platform on 
which to strengthen its alliance with the United States and 
burnish its credentials as a military player in the region.

The UAE was one of the largest investors in postwar Iraq, 
with much of the funding flowing to the Kurdish Region.69 

Trade also grew robustly, reaching $2.5 billion by 2014, 
while 130 Emirati companies were registered in the 
Kurdish region.  Other investments emerged in the south of 
Iraq, where several mega-projects are underway to increase 
Iraq’s import-export capacity, a vital priority for Baghdad.70  
The UAE has maintained a diplomatic presence in Iraq in 
large part to facilitate these business interests, becoming 
the first GCC country to appoint an ambassador to Baghdad 
after the war in 2008, and the first to open a consulate in 
Erbil in 2012.71  Yet, these investments have not translated 
into efforts to influence policy, and diplomatic tensions 
have occasionally been aggravated by disputes over Iran’s 
role and accusations of sectarianism by Iraq.72  

The Emiratis made overtures to Abadi on his appointment, 
and invited him to the UAE for a state visit in December 
2014.73 Emirati and Iraqi leaders have continued, however, 
to exchange sharp rhetoric. In February 2016, the UAE’s 
foreign minister declared that to confront terrorism “we 
cannot distinguish” between jihadi-salafi groups like the 
ISG and Iranian-backed ones like the PMF.74  

Economic relations have also slumped since 2014 amid 
insecurity and mounting political challenges in both 
Baghdad and Erbil. Since mid-2014, Emirati companies 

have dropped or frozen a number of large-scale investment 
projects, including Abu Dhabi’s national oil company’s 
plans to purchase a 50 percent stake in a Suleimaniyah 
power station and a project to build 40,000 lakeside housing 
units in Karbala.75  The UAE minister of the economy has 
indicated the government’s hesitance to allow large-scale 
investments until conditions improve, saying in 2015, “We 
need stability for any kind of investment.”76  Yet, the Kurdish 
region’s investment challenges go beyond security risks. 
Some investments, particularly in the hydrocarbon sector, 
have met disappointing results due to the area’s complex 
geology, disputes between Baghdad and the Kurdish 
Regional Government (KRG), or general bureaucratic 
morass.77  The difficulties some companies have faced in 
doing business with the Kurdish authorities have, in the 
words of Iraq analyst Robert Tollast, “added an unwelcome 
element of political risk to increased geological uncertainty 
in the region.”78  Meanwhile, some UAE investors note that 
the rebound of the UAE’s boom cities from their 2008–
2009 debt crisis reduces the importance of the Iraqi market 
as an alternative.79 

Increased engagement in Iraq outside the commercial 
sphere has taken place within the framework of the U.S.-
led anti-ISG coalition. The U.S. secretary of defense 
revealed in February 2016 that UAE special forces would 
be involved in training local partners in Iraq, including 
Sunni fighters and Kurdish Peshmerga. The UAE also sold 
Iraq 10 Mirage aircraft in 2016.80  The UAE is active in 
coalition reconstruction planning, and cochairs the coalition 
stabilization working group with Germany.81  Yet, some see 
the UAE’s efforts in Iraq as less indicative of its support 
for Baghdad than its desire to secure its partnership with 
the United States and position as a military power in the 
region.82  

The Kuwaiti Exception
Kuwait’s relationship with Iraq has taken a different 
trajectory entirely, with the past decade witnessing the 
careful cultivation of a state-to-state partnership.83  Kuwait 
began building positive ties with Iraq’s new leadership after 
Saddam’s ouster, and many of the breakthroughs in Kuwait-
Iraqi relations took place under Maliki. Kuwait named an 
ambassador to Iraq in 2008. Overtures accelerated in 2011 
when Iraq’s then-prime minister declared that Iraq’s former 
designs on Kuwait “have gone forever, and will never 
return again.” Yet, leaders’ intentions confronted domestic 
sensitivities that existed on both sides as a result of the 
countries’ fraught history. Policies that could be perceived 
as “pro-Iraqi” remain highly sensitive in Kuwait’s domestic 
politics. Spoilers also existed on the Iraqi side, where 
some militias made threats to attack the Mubarak al-
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Kabir port that Kuwait built near Iraq’s Grand Faw Port 
as a tool of “economic warfare” by Kuwait against Iraq.84  
In 2011, some observers feared that these sensitivities 
would overwhelm leaders’ efforts,85  and Kuwaiti rulers’ 
determination to navigate them was a result of political will 
arising from their belief in the strategic importance of the 
Iraqi relationship.

While all GCC states fear spillover of 
turmoil in Iraq, Kuwait’s leaders view 
its neighbors’ stability as an existential 
matter.

In part because of its history with Iraq and its vulnerability 
to regional instability, Kuwait formulated an Iraq policy on 
the premise that a capable, regionally integrated Iraqi state 
presents fewer threats and more opportunities than one that 
limps along in isolation. While all GCC states fear spillover 
of turmoil in Iraq, Kuwait’s leaders view its neighbors’ 
stability as an existential matter.86  Moreover, Kuwait seems 
willing to accept the emergence of a constructive role for 
Iran in bringing about stability.87  As a result, rapprochement 
continued despite ongoing frictions, and when it fell to Iraq 
in 2012 to host the Arab League summit for the first time 
since the invasion of Kuwait, Kuwait was the only GCC 
country to send a head of state.88  In 2013, Kuwait supported 
the lifting of UN sanctions against Iraq that had previously 
governed efforts to resolve lingering issues from Iraq’s 
invasion, particularly the file of missing Kuwaiti nationals 
and property. The lifting of UN sanctions allowed issues to 
be resolved bilaterally between Kuwait and Iraq. Kuwait 
and Iraq continue to work to resolve border demarcation 
disputes and Kuwait has granted repeated extensions for 
the payment of war reparations owed by Iraq until Iraq’s 
situation stabilizes, most recently in August 2016.89  Kuwait 
has balanced growing relations with Kurdish, Sunni, and 
Shi`ite actors.90  It has also emerged as one of the most 
active GCC humanitarian donors in Iraq, and stands out for 
distributing aid to Shi`ite as well as Sunni areas.91  

Sources of friction have not wholly faded, however, and 
as Tollast noted regarding the countries’ competing ports, 
“after years of funding problems and bureaucratic delays, 
Iraq is catching up with Kuwaiti plans, so it is possible 
tension will re-emerge.”92  Yet, Iraq’s current leadership is 
keen to maintain warmth with Kuwait, which Abadi has 
called “the only Arab country that has extended a helping 
hand to Iraq.”93  
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Another Turning Point?
As the Islamic State group eventually weakens, Iraq will enter 
a new phase in its internal and external relations at a time 
when the surrounding region is also undergoing transitions. 
Vigorous debates are underway in Iraq about the post-Mosul 
political order, and planned 2017 provincial elections are 
likely to prove an early test. Should ISG gains be sustainably 
reversed, the need for reconstruction and opportunities for 
lucrative investments will abound. Meanwhile, broader shifts 
in the regional landscape raise questions about how Gulf 
states may choose to position themselves. The Syrian war will 
enter a new phase, shaped in part by the changing nature of 
outside powers’ involvement in the conflict. Across the Arab 
world, the long-term implications of more activist Turkish 
and Russian roles, and an uncertain U.S. role, remain to be 
seen. How and how much Gulf states will choose to engage 
Iraq in this new phase is unclear, and will depend in part on 
how they read these shifts. 

Sunni and Shi`ite Iraqi politicians have suggested that the 
current moment presents an opportunity for Gulf reengagement 
in Iraq. Ammar al-Hakim visited Kuwait and Qatar in his 
tour to build support for what his allies call “the historic 
settlement” for Iraq.94  Yet while GCC states have a number 
of choices for local Iraqi partners at the substate level, they 
still may not feel they have any good options. In late 2016, it 
seemed that Jordan was positioning itself to play a keystone 
role in coordinating Sunni participation. It remains to be seen 
how far a Gulf-Turkish partnership and Gulf outreach to 
Iraqi Kurds will progress, but both relationships present their 
own challenges and could further complicate prospects for a 
constructive relationship with Baghdad.95  

Ultimately, Iraq’s relations with its neighbors are likely 
to remain complicated by the fact that Gulf leaders view 
the country as a vehicle for non-Arab power in the GCC’s 
backyard. Iranian-backed militias exemplify the more 
straightforward threats Gulf states see in Iraq’s current 
orientation. Yet, many of the flashpoints that have ruffled 
relations demonstrate the subtler challenges Iraq poses, and 
the ways in which Iraq’s highly visible struggles with its own 
identity can echo unsettlingly beyond its borders. How these 
struggles evolve will continue to form an important piece of 
how Gulf states relate to Iraq moving forward. ■
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