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India and GCC Countries  

The Modi government has put special emphasis on strengthening ties with 
GCC (Gulf Cooperation council) countries, while of course also bolstering ties 
with Iran and Israel. The Prime Minister has visited UAE (August 2015), Saudi 
Arabia (April 2016) and Qatar (June 2016). While the importance given to 
GCC countries has not come as a surprise, given the convergence of interests 
over the past decade, what has surprised many analysts is the fact that Modi 
still has not visited Israel, though the President, Pranab Mukherjee has visited.  

There have been a number of high profile visits from the GCC as well in the 
past three years. The most recent being that from the Crown Prince of UAE, 
Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan  who was the Chief Guest on India’s 
Republic Day. The Crown Prince and Deputy Supreme Commander of the 
Armed Forces of UAE also visited India in February 2016  

Economic and Strategic reasons for strengthening of India-GCC ties  

There are a number of reasons for improvement of India’s ties with GCC. 
Firstly, GCC countries have begun to shift their stance with regard to Pakistan 
sponsored terrorism directed against India. Second, there is a realization on 
both sides, that the relationship needs to go beyond oil, and finally, the Indian 
diaspora in these countries has played a stellar role in New Delhi’s 
improvement of ties with GCC countries.  

Kerala’s economic links with GCC  

While the central government has taken the lead in strengthening ties with the 
GCC. It is important to note the aggressive outreach to some state 
governments, especially Kerala, by Middle Eastern governments and vice-
versa. A large section of the Diaspora in the Gulf is from Kerala, well over 2 
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million individuals from Kerala are in GCC. Remittances from Kerala based diaspora form a 
significant percentage of the state’s domestic product. In 2015, remittances compromised over 
36% of the state’s net domestic product (NSDP – the volume of total goods and services 
produced within the boundaries of the State during a given period after deducting the 
depreciation, accounted without duplication.). Districts like Mallapuram in Kerala are 
especially dependent upon remittances from the Gulf.  

In fact, so dependent is the Kerala economy upon remittances, that there is an apprehension 
that with the drop in crude oil prices and slowdown in GCC economies, Kerala’s economy 
will suffer immensely. The fact, that there is also a move to providing more employment to 
GCC locals will also adversely impact the state’s economy, since a large number of blue 
collar workers from Kerala may lose their jobs.  

While a lot of attention is given to remittances, from blue collar workers, it would also be 
pertinent to point out, that one of the richest men in the Gulf, MA Yousuff the owner of Lulu 
hails from Kerala Abu Dhabi-based EMKE LuLu Group of companies will invest Rs 3,000 
crore in Kerala in the food processing and hospitality sector. Such investments are necessary 
to generate employment opportunities in the state, so that dependence upon remittances from 
blue collared workers reduces in the long run.  

While remittances, and individual entrepreneurs have played a key role in close ties between 
Kerala and the GCC, governments on both sides are also becoming increasingly proactive. 

Changes which are taking place in Kerala’s ties with the Gulf  

It has often been argued that for very long India’s Gulf policy was hyphenated with domestic 
politics and contentious issues (especially concerning workers from Kerala) as a sizeable 
majority of the population in the Gulf is from Kerala. Those who opposed this hyphenation 
felt that this was harming the relationship. As of late, both Kerala and GCC countries have 
increased their engagement and while issues pertaining to migrant labour from Kerala and 
other immigrants from Kerala have not been obliterated, they have not overshadowed the 
overall relationship.  

Efforts being made by UAE and other GCC countries to reach out to Kerala and vice 
versa 

Currently, UAE and other GCC countries have been reaching out to a number of Indian states 
especially Kerala, with a view to broaden economic ties and enhance connectivity.  
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There are a number of examples: 

Firstly, the UAE’s decision to set up a consulate in Thiruvananthapuram, which was 
inaugurated by Kerala Chief Minister, Pinarayi Vijayan, in October 2016. The setting up of 
this consulate is a boon for Malayalee workers in the Gulf, as they do not have to travel long 
distances for their visas to either Mumbai or New Delhi. Setting up this consulate is also 
significant because currently all educational certificates and other documents have to be 
certified by either the UAE embassy in New Delhi or the Consulate in Mumbai. For migrants 
from Southern India, this is a big hassle.  

Second, in August 2016, Qatar based Doha Bank also opened a branch in Kochi which will 
serve emigrants.  

Third, apart from this with a view to enhancing connectivity, the number of flights between 
Kerala and Sharjah have been increased, including a Jet airways flight from Sharjah to 
Kozhikode, a new Indigo flight on the same route and an Indigo flight connecting Dubai with 
Nedumbassery.  

Interactions between Governments of GCC and the state of Kerala  

Gulf Countries have been reaching out directly to Kerala, and recent years have also seen an 
increase in visits by Kerala government officials to the Gulf and vice versa. 

The Kerala government on its part has made pro-active efforts to increase its outreach. CM 
Pinarayi Vijayan (who is also NRI Minister) visited UAE in December 2016, and raised a 
number of issues pertaining to the wellbeing of Malayalee migrants, infrastructural 
investments in Kerala and Ayurveda where he met Dr Shaikh Sultan Bin Mohammad Al 
Qasimi, Supreme Council Member and Ruler of Sharjah. The Chief Minister also extended an 
invitation to the Sharjah Ruler to visit Kerala. The latter accepted this. Vijayan requested the 
Sharjah Government for concessional land to develop a Kerala Family city, which would 
provide affordable accommodation to migrants from Kerala. While addressing a press 
conference, the CM stated: 

“We have made a request for land to be made available for a Family City, where Keralite 
expatriates can live together. Instead of paying heavy rent, they can invest and own their own 
house.”   

In addition to the above mentioned issues, Vijayan also requested the development of a 
Kerala Cultural Center in Sharjah, and greater cooperation between India and UAE in areas 
like Ayurveda. The Kerala CM also sought greater investments in Kerala, and discussed the 
progress of the Kochi smart city project with executives of the Tecom Group a Dubai holding 
company.  
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During his visit to Bahrain in from February 2017, the Kerala CM met with the Bahrain 
Prime Minister and the Deputy King and Crown Prince, Salman bin Hamad bin Isa Al 
Khaifa.  Both sides discussed the possibility of setting up a special investment fund by 
Bahrain for investment in Kerala’s infrastructure. The Kerala CM apart from raising issues 
pertaining to the wellbeing of Malayalee immigrants in Bahrain, also spoke in favour of 
developing closer links between both countries in areas like Ayurveda, technology and 
Education.  

Participation of states like Kerala in India’s ties with Middle East, often dubbed as the 
‘Look West Policy’, should be welcomed. There will be certain contentious issues, as has 
been the case in the past, but given the fact that there is a strong diaspora, there is also a 
logic for greater outreach in the economic sphere. 

 It is important however, for the relationship to be based on mutual economic interests. 
Kerala should try and seek investments to benefit it economy, so that it is able to create 
jobs for its youth, so that migration to the Gulf is not the only option they are left with. 
Investments from the GCC will help the state in countering the possible impact of layoffs 
of migrant workers on the state’s economy. In this context, recent efforts by Kerala to seek 
investments in infrastructure should be encouraged by the Central Government. 
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