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                                                 Introduction 

Over the past decade, India has given high priority to strengthening 
economic as well as strategic ties with GCC countries. Modi’s 
government, apart from seeking to strengthen ties with great powers 
like US, Japan and ASEAN countries, has also laid immense 
emphasis on cementing a robust economic relationship while also 
expanding security cooperation. The strongest reiteration of the 
priority according to GCC by the NDA government is the invitation 
to UAE Prince Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan as the Chief 
Guest for the Republic Day Parade in 2017.  Bin Zayed while 
accepting the invitation, in a letter to the Indian PM stated, “thanks 
for the kind invitation to attend India’s Republic Day celebrations”. 
He also made a mention of how the relationship has strengthened. 
“Our strong relations are deeply rooted in history. Our strategic 
cooperation has increased, driven by our mutual aspirations to 
develop it.” The Crown Prince had visited earlier India in February 
2016. M.J. Akbar, Minister of State for External Affairs, Government 
of India, visited UAE from 18-20 October 2016 to discuss the agenda 
of the visit. He had important bilateral meetings with Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
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and International Cooperation and Mohammed Al Bawardi, Minister of State for Defence of 
UAE on 20th October. There have been a number of high level visits undertaken by the PM to 
UAE, Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj too has visited a number of 
countries in GCC, as well as Iran in April 2016. MoS MJ Akbar visited Lebanon, Syria and Iraq 
in August 2016. Visits by high-level dignitaries from GCC Countries to India have also 
witnessed a rise.  

Balancing act between GCC and Iran  

It would be pertinent to mention that GCC outreach has not impacted India’s ties with Iran, 
which have also strengthened. This has been a tough balancing act, since Iran and GCC 
countries share strained relations, but India realizes the strategic and economic importance of 
Iran. During the PM’s visit in May 2016, an agreement pertaining to India’s participation in the 
development of the Chabahar Port was signed. Apart from this, a trilateral agreement to built a 
trade and transit corridor through Afghanistan was signed. The aim of this agreement was to get 
access to Central Asia via Afghanistan, while bypassing Pakistan. 	

Significance of the Crown Prince’s visit 

The visit of the Crown Prince is significant for a number of reasons. First, it comes at an 
important time. While for very long GCC countries were steadfast allies of Pakistan, GCC 
countries are beginning to realize the economic and strategic importance of India, and as a 
result they are beginning to de-hyphenate. This is clearly evident not just from joint statements, 
which make clear references to terrorism.  A statement issued after the meeting between Modi 
and the Crown Prince, during the latter’s India visit in February 2016 stated,  “They reiterated 
their condemnation for efforts, including by states, to use religion to justify, support and 
sponsor terrorism against other countries, or to use terrorism as instrument of state policy”.  
		
Uri Terror attack	
		
UAE also condemned the Uri terror attack, which targeted an Indian military base in the Uri 
district north of Kashmir and expressed “solidarity with the Republic of India and support to all 
actions it may take to confront and eradicate terrorism”. GCC countries, apart from being more 
responsive to India’s concerns with regard to terrorism emanating from Pakistan, have also 
adopted a more nuanced approach towards Kashmir. While the Organisation of Islamic 
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Cooperation (OIC) contact group meeting in New York in September 2016, made a statement 
with regard to Kashmir, stating that it is no longer an internal issue and some countries did 
support the Pakistani position. It would be pertinent to point out, that Middle Eastern countries 
have begun to make a more nuanced stance on terrorism, as well as the Kashmir issue.	
		
Second, economic ties between both countries are growing. India has imported 16.1 tonnes 
crude oil from the UAE in 2015-2016 and India has also involved in talks with UAE to fill the 
Mangalore strategic storage.  Current trade between both countries is estimated at 59 billion 
USD, and it represents nearly half of the total trade with GCC countries. In September 2015, an 
India-UAE Business council was set up with the objective of strengthening economic ties 
between both countries. UAE is looking to invest in a number of sectors, and India wants the 
relationship to be diversified and not only based on oil. UAE has expressed a desire to invest in 
areas like railways, roads, ports, and shipping. During the visit of the Crown Prince in February 
2016, he and PM Modi welcomed the signing of a framework Memorandum of Understanding 
between the UAE and India, which will facilitate the participation of UAE investors in 
infrastructural projects in India. 

Thirdly, some analysts look at India’s increasing outreach towards the Gulf from the lenses of 
domestic politics. Of the total diaspora in the Gulf (7.3 million), 2.6 millions reside in UAE. Of 
the 36 Billion USD remitted, a substantial amount (nearly 40 per cent) comes from UAE, and a 
large section of the Indian Diaspora in UAE is from the state of Kerala. In fact only recently, 
UAE opened a second consulate in Thiruvananthapuram the capital of the state, and this will 
make it much easier for migrants from the state that currently have to visit Mumbai and New 
Delhi for visas. While there is no doubt that BJP is trying to make inroads into Kerala, it would 
be unfair to restrict this outreach to BJP’s political ambitions in Kerala. 

In conclusion, the India-UAE relationship that was one dimensional, developed into a multi-
faceted relation. The deepening security ties in a changing geo-political context are significant, 
but it is also important for India to give the highest priority to UAE investment in India in the 
infrastructural sphere. Apart from the central government, state governments will have to play a 
pivotal role, in reaching out to investors, as well. The nature of the relationship between India 
and UAE has changed, but it remains to be seen whether both sides can successfully adapt to 
the transformations taking place and if they can push the relationship to the next level. 
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