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While the Gulf States have long been generous providers of foreign aid, 

it is only in recent years that they have publicly committed to playing a 

major role as peacebuilders. This paper analyzes the current role and 

prospects of the Gulf States as actors in the field of peacebuilding. 

This change in direction towards engaging in peacebuilding is rooted in several 

factors. Firstly, over the past twenty years, conflict has edged ever closer to the 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) with wars in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq, in 

addition to major unrest in Bahrain. This entails that managing the dynamics of 

peace and conflict in their neighborhood is important for ensuring national 

security. Secondly, there is major competition between the Gulf States to be 

seen as international players. Finally, there is a big shift in psychology. These 

once reclusive societies now like to display wealth and be seen as doing the right 

thing on the global stage—which they increasingly express through a stated 

commitment to peacebuilding. 

This growing commitment of the Gulf States offers an opportunity for better 

peacebuilding financing, which is heavily dependent on a small group of 

donors: Germany, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, and the UK. This dependence 

means that funding is vulnerable to policy shifts in these states. A recent report 

argues that given this and the changing context of COVID-19, “Peacebuilding 

will need new champions and more diversity in political, policy and financial 

terms.”1 This emerging need could involve a wide range of peacebuilding 

partners, including research institutes, think tanks, the private sector, and 

philanthropists. This paper explores the role that the Gulf States currently play 

as peacebuilding actors and their potential to emerge as transformational 

champions for peacebuilding. 

Over the past few decades, the Gulf States have emerged as major humanitarian 

and development donors globally. Since the Gulf States are wealthy oil- and gas-

rich monarchies with high levels of stability, the international aid system has 

increasingly drawn on their generous donations, especially amidst the rising 
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struggle to raise funds in the wake of several major crises such as the 2008 

financial crash and, more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the global 

financial and economic crisis, the Gulf States—specifically Kuwait, Saudi 

Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar—expanded their humanitarian and developmental 

assistance by 50 percent in real terms. Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

increased by two-thirds from 2008 to 2011 compared to the four years 

preceding the crisis. Total commitments rose from $4.6 billion in 2007 to reach 

an all-time high of $8.5 billion in 2012. Three international and regional 

institutions provided the bulk of assistance during 2008 to 2012: the Islamic 

Development Bank (37 percent), the Arab Fund for Economic and Social 

Development (19 percent), and the OPEC Fund for International Development 

(11 percent). Among national funds, the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic 

Development contributed the most (11 percent).2 

In comparison, the Gulf States’ humanitarian aid during the COVID-19 

pandemic also increased. The UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia all pledged 

$10 million to the World Health Organization (WHO) to support the search for 

testing equipment, treatments, and a vaccine for the coronavirus. However, in 

terms of ODA, Saudi Arabia’s contribution decreased 25.3 percent during 2020 

to $1.5 billion, and Qatar decreased 31.3 percent to $88.6 million, while Kuwait 

increased its ODA contribution by 33 percent to $1.35 billion3 .  

While the Gulf States exhibit some comparative advantages as potential 

peacebuilding champions, as donors they face major challenges adopting such a 

role. These challenges are interconnected and increasingly multidimensional. 

For example, some of the barriers to Gulf States leading as regional 

peacebuilders include the persistence of conflict that has led to high economic, 

social, human, and political costs for the region. This has raised further 

implementation challenges, as the region has failed to reach a clear post-conflict 

condition that facilitates sustainable recovery and peacebuilding. Furthermore, 

the shifting geopolitical dynamics limits Gulf States’ ability to exert influence on 

the ground. Lastly, national biases or misunderstandings of local dynamics 

hinder the Gulf States’ ability to contribute to effective peacebuilding. 

Pursuing narrow interests or competitive policies also leads to further 

hindrances to peacebuilding initiatives. The “crisis of expertise” within the 

international policymaking arena has removed Gulf donors from the local 

complexities of the conflict. As a result, they cannot rely on a sustained 

relationship with civil society actors whose experiences are vital to peace. 

Additionally, issues of inequality pertaining to ongoing conflicts, sectarianism, 
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irregular migration, and radicalization directly promote long-term regional 

instability. One of their biggest challenges will be to create a system of bottom-

up reporting that caters to citizens’ needs and social aspirations. 

This paper draws on a range of sources and data collection instruments, 

including a desk review that surveyed relevant academic literature in addition 

to reports and other documentation from regional and international 

organizations. It also involved locating journalistic sources and official 

statements issued by the Gulf States to identify themes and patterns in how they 

conceptualize peacebuilding and related terminologies such as peacemaking, 

mediation, and global security. Furthermore, Gulf State humanitarian and 

development aid data was tracked using the OCHA, UNDP, and OECD tracking 

systems. In addition, Gulf State donations to the multilateral peacebuilding 

system were tracked under the heading “peacebuilding” on the Multi-Partner 

Trust Fund Office (MPTF Office) website, which “facilitates UN coherence and 

development effectiveness in addressing multifaceted issues—such as 

humanitarian crises, peacebuilding, recovery, and development—and engages 

in collaborative international efforts on pandemics, climate change, and 

biodiversity conservation.”4 Finally, the paper draws cumulatively on the 

author’s long-standing research and professional engagement on the Gulf 

States’ humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding policy and practice. 

Definitions of peacebuilding 

There is a notable imprecision in the terminologies used to define 

peacebuilding, both in theory and in practice. Terms such as “peacebuilding,” 

“peacemaking,” “post-war reconstruction,” “development assistance,” 

“peacekeeping,” “rehabilitation,” “peace enforcement,” and “state-building” are 

often used interchangeably, which makes differentiating between them 

challenging. Although the concept of peacebuilding is rooted in theoretical work 

by Johan Galtung and others from the 1960s and 1970s, major interest in 

peacebuilding by the UN agencies increased after the end of the Cold War.5 

Since the inclusion of “peacebuilding” in the UN Agenda for Peace in 1992, the 

UN began to organize its operations under this name. The institutionalization of 

peacebuilding was a critical turning point for the international system, because 

“sustained peacebuilding work by the UN as a separate named activity really 

started here, though a lot of what the UN was doing before this through its 

specialized agencies might be considered peacebuilding by another name.”6 One 

of the most prominent examples of a clear lack of understanding of the 
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terminology is the distinction between peacebuilding, peacekeeping, and peace 

enforcement. Chapter VII of the UN Charter considers peacekeeping as the 

efforts that come before peace enforcement and before the imposition of 

sanctions, while peacemaking set out in Chapter VI of the UN Charter is 

conceived of being as “a non-restrictive list of peaceful, diplomatic, and judicial 

means of resolving disputes” through several tools such as “negotiation, 

enquiry, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement and others.”7  

Peacebuilding has been marked by an expansion in the tasks, activities, tools, 

actors, approaches, and sectors under its ambit over time. This is reflected in 

arguments that peacebuilding is not just an “instrumentalist method” to obtain 

peace but also a wider process with a multidimensional agenda, including 

development assistance, humanitarian aid, and post-war recovery, among many 

other disciplines.8 While some scholars differentiate between these terms, 

others place them under the umbrella of peacebuilding. Some observers have 

suggested that effective peacebuilding efforts contain various activities such as 

supporting democracy, humanitarian demining programs, enhancing human 

rights, the rule of law and elections, the right to freedom of speech and media, 

education, sports, research, and cultural heritage.9 

Peacebuilding has also been the subject of a sustained critique over the past two 

decades. In particular, its opponents have criticized the international system for 

pursuing a “liberal peacebuilding” model in which transition from war to peace 

is predicated upon applying a linear model of free-market reforms and adopting 

democratic institutions. A significant strand of this critique focuses on how 

peacebuilding often involves top-down processes and ignores local societies, 

cultures, and capacities.10 I have previously criticized the term “peacebuilding” 

for being “biased towards external interventions that often adopt ‘quick fix’ and 

ad hoc approaches to war-torn societies.”11 

In short, there are as many distinct terms as there are features to this 

multidisciplinary process. Given this multiplicity of definitions and critiques, it 

is important to recognize that the term “peacebuilding” is not static. Its usage 

and interpretation by the Gulf States vary across time and space. Nonetheless, it 

is essential to compare and draw tentative generalizations regarding Gulf State 

approaches to peacebuilding. For the purpose of this paper, peacebuilding 
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refers to the bottom-up practice of localizing peace with the acceptance of local 

contextual specificities and identities as the basis for local self-determination in 

peacebuilding trajectories. This definition considers the effectiveness of 

international peacekeeping in reducing violence at the local level through 

facilitating inter-communal dialogue.12 

Gulf States’ positioning in relation to peacebuilding 

This section will present several stylized facts regarding the positioning of the 

Gulf States as peacebuilding actors. Firstly, it is important to recognize that the 

Gulf States do not significantly engage in mainstream peacebuilding in 

governance and institutional reforms as often operationalized by leading 

OECD-DAC donors. They also tend not to support micro-level, societal 

peacebuilding as practiced by a wide range of NGOs, community groups, faith-

based associations, and others globally. There are several explanations for this 

trend. Critical observers hold that Gulf donors prefer direct, tangible, and short-

term activities such as food security rather than supporting organizations that 

promote values of democracy or human rights, as these threaten the legitimacy 

and sovereignty of authoritarian regimes with poor human rights records.13 

Another domestic explanation is that the Gulf States largely ignored the concept 

of social cohesion until the onset of the Arab Spring. Unlike Western societies 

that have been through struggles for racial and social justice, the Gulf States did 

not have the experience of investing in social cohesion–making mechanisms at 

the community level, projected by the West to the rest of the world as 

peacebuilding. Rather, the Gulf States have tended to view peacebuilding 

reductively as a form of philanthropy and not a field of practice based on 

building social cohesion, trust, and restoring community relations. 

More generally, Gulf States have a long-standing commitment to sovereignty 

and non-interference. The mission creep of interventionist Western 

peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions is perceived as in tension with these 

normative positions. Peacebuilding was also seen as a stealth intervention to 

adjust peace agreements through hidden agendas. Instead, the Gulf States tend 

to engage in areas such as post-conflict infrastructural development, 

peacemaking and mediation, and increasingly in “hard” peacebuilding issues 

linked to security agendas, such as counterterrorism and security sector reform. 

The implications of this latter dynamic of the interplay of security and peace 

will be explored later in this paper. 

Secondly, several Gulf States–Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, and Qatar–have 

become major humanitarian and development donors over the past few 
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decades. However, their financial contributions to peacebuilding account for a 

fairly low percentage of their overall foreign aid. For example, from 1999 to 

2009, 62.83 percent of total aid contributions from the Gulf States were 

allocated to short-term relief responses to conflict-affected contexts, with 10.99 

percent to reconstruction, 4.71 percent to development, and 21.47 percent 

unknown.14 While there has been an increase in peacebuilding contributions 

from Gulf donors in recent years, albeit as a low proportion of their overall 

foreign aid, Gulf officials tend to present their humanitarian and development 

assistance as forms of peacebuilding in public statements. 

Thirdly, Gulf States do not routinely follow fine distinctions between 

“peacebuilding,” “peacemaking,” “conflict transformation,” and other terms but 

rather frame much of their international engagement as contributing towards 

peace and security. They understand that almost all work under the rubric of 

peace agreements contributes to peace. This can be read from official 

statements by Gulf leaders. Since 1989, Saudi Arabia has been extensively 

involved in regional peace pacts, hosting conferences, and financing 

peacebuilding projects in countries such as Lebanon, Yemen, and Iraq. Official 

sources state that Saudi involvement aims to bring together warring parties to 

unify peoples, end wars, resolve conflict, and promote stability at the regional 

and international levels.15 Saudi envoy to the UN, Ambassador Abdallah Al-

Mouallimi—speaking at a peacebuilding and peacekeeping event at the UN 

General Assembly—stated that the country is assigning effort as part of its 

commitment to “fundamental principles that are at the forefront of the task of 

building and maintaining peace.”16  

The UAE embraces many humanitarian institutions in Dubai, with a growing 

desire to play roles greater than its size in peacebuilding and peacemaking 

issues in the region. In 2018, the Minister of State, Zaki Nusseibeh, presided 

over the UAE delegation to the two-day UN High-level Meeting on 

Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace.17 Zaki Nusseibeh mentioned that the 

“UAE’s approach to peace has always been long-term and multifaceted with 

prevention at its core.”18 
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It is important to note that the majority of aid provided by Gulf States is 

dispersed to Arab countries. Kuwait is “positioning itself globally and regionally 

as a key and equitable actor in political assistance, peacebuilding, and 

development fields.”19 Meanwhile, Qatar was highly engaged in peacebuilding, 

humanitarian, and post-war reconstruction efforts in several conflict zones over 

the past ten years. Qatar facilitated this by supporting Arab Spring revolutions, 

adopting the values of freedom and democracy, and supporting mediation 

between the Palestinian factions to facilitate reconciliation. This includes the 

constant efforts to host, finance, and implement the activities of mediation, 

reconstruction, and development in many conflict areas such as Lebanon, 

Sudan, Gaza, Yemen, and others.20 While a significant amount of humanitarian 

aid is granted to Arab countries, the provision to non-Arab countries is limited, 

with the majority going to Turkey, Somalia, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and 

Indonesia.21 Overall, 62 percent of all Gulf aid was granted to Arab countries 

between 1970 and 2008, while Asian and African countries received 21 percent 

and 15 percent, respectively.22  

Gulf States’ role in peacebuilding 

This section will provide a brief overview of the ways in which the Gulf States 

make contributions towards peacebuilding. 

Multilateral peacebuilding system 

The multilateral peacebuilding system refers to the interaction and 

collaboration of multilateral organizations in creating more joint operations to 

overcome the challenges that arise from complex conflict settings.23 This way of 

mobilizing international assistance effectively eradicates institutional silos and 

enables a transition to a longer-term focus on development and sustainable 

peace. However, before tracking Gulf State contributions to the multilateral 

peacebuilding system, it is essential to note that the GCC has only acted 

collectively as a peacebuilding actor in Yemen, where a GCC-brokered 

agreement was reached. Thus, there is a weakness in regional cooperation, and 

the GCC concept does not work to manage regional conflict. 

Since the implementation of the blockade of Qatar in June 2017, there has been 

increased competition between the Gulf States for international attention. This 
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has included multilateral funding donations that bring considerable publicity, 

such as donations to UNICEF. The Gulf States have provided financial and 

other support to the global, multilateral peacebuilding architecture. Table 1 

below shows that Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE have all provided 

similar levels of support to the UN Peacebuilding Fund between 2006 and 

2024. However, this is dwarfed by the contributions of larger donors. For 

example, the UN Peacebuilding Fund received $236 million from Sweden, $224 

million from Germany, and $159 million from the Netherlands. Moreover, Gulf 

State contributions are comparable to much less generous donors to the UN 

Peacebuilding Fund like Estonia and the United States of America (US), who 

contributed $697,000 and $550,000, respectively. The parity with the US may 

be rooted in the perception that their security is tied to US guarantees; the 

lower prioritization of peacebuilding follows US lead.  

Table 1. Gulf State contributions to the United Nations Peacebuilding 

Fund, 2006 to 202424 

State Deposits real-time (USD) 

Qatar 600,000 

Saudi Arabia 600,000 

Kuwait  500,000 

UAE 500,000 

Bahrain 10,000 

Gulf States have provided other donations to various bodies within the UN 

peacebuilding apparatus. As shown in Table 2, the level of funding from Qatar, 

Kuwait, and the UAE are within a similar range of $5 to $7 million USD. In 

comparison to Saudi Arabia’s additional financing which is $900,000. 

Table 2: Selected funding from Gulf States to UN peace-related 

funds25  

State Amount 

in US$ 

Date Channel  

Qatar 7,382,742 2004-

2018 

UNDG Iraq Trust Fund, Peacebuilding Fund, 

Counter Piracy Trust Fund, Iraq UNDAF Trust 

Fund 
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KSA 

 

900,000 2007-

2013 

Peacebuilding Fund, Counter Piracy Trust Fund 

Kuwait 6,183,581 2004-

2018 

NDG Iraq Trust Fund, Peacebuilding Fund, 

Counter Piracy Trust Fund, Iraq UNDAF Trust 

Fund 

UAE 

 

5,890,752 2007-

2021 

UNITLIFE Trust Fund, Colombia Peace 

UNMPTF, UN Action Against Sexual Violence, 

Counter Piracy Trust Fund, Peacebuilding Fund 

 

Saudi Arabia and Qatar have emerged as major donors to the UN 

counterterrorism apparatus. Table 3 illustrates that Saudi Arabia and Qatar are 

the largest donors, with pledges of $110 million and $92.77 million, 

respectively. Their contributions are much higher than the next largest donor, 

the European Union (EU), with its pledge of $16.627 million. Gulf donations 

included Saudi Arabia gifting over $100 million to establish the UN Counter-

Terrorism Center in 2011, formally incorporated under the UN Department of 

Political Affairs, (now called the Department of Political and Peacebuilding 

Affairs). Saudi Arabia’s counterterrorism funding was initially driven by the 

fallout from the September 11 attacks, carried out by mostly Saudi nationals. 

Since then, Saudi Arabia and Qatar have been locked in competition over 

positioning themselves as counterterrorism champions, both to deflect mutual 

allegations over support for terrorism and to curry favor with successive U.S. 

administrations in the context of the War on Terror.  

Table 3: Pledges of the top six donors to the Trust Fund for 

Counterterrorism 2009–202026 

Donor Pledge ($USD) 

Saudi Arabia 110,000,000 

Qatar 92,770,000 

European Union 16,627,786 

EOSG Peace and Security Sub-funds (China) 7,268,080 

United States of America 6,940,230 

Netherlands 6,573,219 
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Gulf State bilateral and charitable contributions to peacebuilding 

The Gulf States have also supported peacebuilding activities through bilateral, 

charitable, and society-to-society aid to conflict-affected contexts. Much of this 

support is not labeled peacebuilding by the Gulf State actors involved. Yet it 

includes activities ordinarily considered under the umbrella of peacebuilding in 

areas such as promoting social cohesion, community empowerment, or 

inclusion of women and youth in a range of conflict-affected contexts.  

Amidst the war in Yemen, Saudi Arabia, the largest donor to Yemen, was 

involved in many projects within the framework of peacebuilding. For example, 

the UNESCO Regional Bureau for Education in the Arab States and King 

Salman Center Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center jointly implemented three 

educational projects in Yemen aimed at “expanding learning opportunities for 

out-of-school children,” including an education for peace project. In 2021, the 

UAE donated $800,000 to the UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding 

Affairs to promote the Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda. The UAE 

was the first Gulf State to establish national programs supporting WPS. 

Furthermore, the UAE has committed to devoting at least 15% of its total 

foreign aid to humanitarian purposes, including direct responses to 

emergencies and multilateral organizations to strengthen the global 

humanitarian system. Another example from the UAE is the Mohammed Bin 

Rashid Al Maktoum Global Initiatives, a $1 million initiative provided under the 

name of “Global Prosperity” related to “sustainable development, commercial 

innovation, peacebuilding, and climate change.”  

Qatar Charity (QC) has also supported a range of peacebuilding-related 

projects. For instance, its Sports for Peace and Development in Darfur initiative 

has been praised by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime as a “successful model 

for countering extremism in its Technical Manual on Preventing Extremism 

through Sports.” Similarly, in July 2020, the Qatar Fund for Development and 

the Save the Dream Foundation of the International Center for Sports Security 

launched a grant agreement “aimed at empowering youth and promoting peace 

and development in Libya through sport.” In addition, QC initiated its 2020–

2021 winter campaign, Warmth and Peace, “targeting nearly one million 

persons, including the displaced, refugees, the needy and the affected, in 19 

countries across Africa, Asia, and Europe, at a total cost of approximately 66 

million Qatari riyals.” While there are many other potential examples of Gulf 

State bilateral and charitable peacebuilding efforts, this remains a relatively 

small area of activity compared to their substantial humanitarian and 

development assistance. 

Interfaith dialogue and peace 

One major area in which the Gulf States have invested is in the related areas of 

religion, interfaith dialogue, and reconciliation. Saudi Arabia, in particular, has 
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a long history in the field of interfaith and intercultural dialogue. For example, 

King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz International Dialogue Centre (KAICIID) is an 

intergovernmental organization that contains a “dual governance structure, a 

Council of Parties made of States, and a Board of Directors made up of religious 

leaders” that “bring together followers of different religious traditions, religious 

leaders and policymakers.”27 Another example from the UAE is the Muslim 

Council of Elders, an “independent international organization that was 

established to promote peace in the Muslim communities.”28 The center 

supports interfaith peace dialogue and organizes conferences and initiatives in 

the same field in Dubai, such as the Dialogue of East and West initiative; Peace 

Convoys Dialogue for Myanmar; and others. More recently, the UAE has 

promoted harmony between the Abrahamic faiths, which comes in the context 

of its normalization of relations with Israel.  

In another example, Doha International Center for Interfaith Dialogue, 

established in 2010, “aims to support and promote a culture of interfaith 

dialogue and peaceful coexistence among followers of different religions.”29 

Kuwait also participates in many conferences related to interfaith dialogue and 

organizes many seminars. In 2018, the secretary-general of KAICIID praised 

the Kuwaiti contributions to peacebuilding and support for interfaith dialogue 

in Vienna during the KAICIID-led conference.30 This strong support for 

interfaith dialogue is rooted in the Gulf States’ shared faith-based enthusiasm to 

build peace. In a report published in 2010, I argued:  

Gulf State aid has been motivated by religiously rooted principles of charitable 

giving which have frequently been molded according to, in particular, the national 

political objectives of donor countries. However, rather than being a solely strategic 

undertaking, Gulf State donorship also reflects principled positions related to 

human security, cultural integrity, and state sovereignty.31 

That analysis still holds today and can be extended from the domain of foreign 

aid to an understanding of the Gulf State’s role in peacebuilding. This is in line 

with scholarship that traces the roots of peacebuilding and conflict resolution in 

Islam. This scholarship demonstrates that there are strong foundations in the 

Qur’an, Hadith, and Islamic traditions that support the adoption of peaceful 

means and promote peacebuilding strategies in conflict resolution instead of the 

use of violence.32 
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The Janus Face of the Gulf States in Peacebuilding 

The Gulf States have funded UN and other formal peacebuilding activities and 

engaged in various diplomatic and other activities that influence the dynamics 

of peace and conflict in multiple contexts. For Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and 

Qatar, this can be characterized as a Janus Face in peacebuilding, in that they 

have all simultaneously been significant external actors behind the escalation 

and continuation of conflict in both the Arab world and the Horn of Africa, 

while also exhibiting a capacity to bring an end to conflict and support peace. 

The clearest example of this contradictory mix of roles is the Saudi–Emirati-led 

intervention in Yemen since 2015 that has led to a devastating war and the 

world’s worst humanitarian crisis. For many observers internationally, it would 

seem contradictory to talk of the peacebuilding role of Saudi Arabia, given its 

deep involvement in the war in Yemen. In 2017, a group of humanitarian, 

human rights, and peacebuilding actors launched strategic litigation attempting 

to rule that UK arms sales to Saudi Arabia were illegal. While unsuccessful, it 

led to the 2019 Court of Appeal ruling that it was “irrational and therefore 

unlawful” for the UK to have granted arms export licenses for the sale of 

weapons to Saudi Arabia to be used in Yemen in the absence of any assessment 

of whether violations of International Humanitarian Law had been 

committed.33 In recent years, the war in Yemen has dominated the Western 

media narrative around Saudi Arabia, which has somewhat obscured the lesser 

noticed role of both Saudi Arabia and the UAE in conflict mediation and 

peacebuilding.  

In the case of Saudi Arabia, the country considers its effort as part of its 

commitment to the “fundamental principles that are at the forefront of the task 

of building and maintaining peace.” Saudi envoy to the UN, Ambassador 

Abdallah Al-Mouallimi, mentioned this at the 2018 High-level Meeting on 

Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace, further asserting that Saudi Arabia has 

always sought to end and solve disputes peacefully including through Saudi 

support for the Palestinian cause, as the country has supported the Arab peace 

initiative since 2002.34 

Most notably, Saudi Arabia and the UAE jointly engaged in mediation that 

resulted in signing a peace agreement between Ethiopia and Eritrea to end the 

long conflict between the two neighboring countries. Leaders in the Saudi royal 

family hosted the two heads of state at a three-sided meeting held in Jeddah on 
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the Gulf States, 2012): pp. 94-112. 
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September 16, 2018.35 This step was supported by Abiy Ahmed’s election and 

accelerated by intensive UAE and US backchannel diplomacy. Saudi Arabia also 

held the first peace dialogue encounter between Djibouti and Eritrea in Jeddah 

on September 18, 2018.36 Ismail Omar Guelleh, the Djiboutian President, highly 

praised Saudi mediation, and expressed that Saudi Arabia’s engagement was 

very important to restore Djibouti–Eritrea relations.37 In addition, some 

commentators consider that Saudi–Emirati mediation between Ethiopia and 

Eritrea reveals a strong eagerness from the two Gulf allies to appear as a 

“regional stabilizing actor and peace-broker” in the Red Sea and the Horn of 

Africa. Through these steps, and by investing in each other’s contacts and 

relations in the Horn, Saudi Arabia and the UAE intended to cement an arc of 

political influence throughout the region.38 

Qatar has also exhibited a Janus Face in terms of its engagement in the 

dynamics of peace and conflict in and beyond the Arab region.39 This was most 

notable during the early days of the Arab Spring when Qatar intervened 

militarily in Libya and provided significant amounts of funding and support to 

various rebel groups in Syria. In this period, it seemed that the peacemaking 

role and neutral foreign policy that Qatar had innovated during the late 2000s 

had been eclipsed by a more interventionist and partisan foreign policy.40 

However, Qatar has returned to its peacemaking role in recent years, for 

instance, mediating the high-profile US–Taliban agreement signed in February 

2020 and the intra-Afghan peace talks throughout 2019 to 2021.  

Yet the role of Qatar in the Horn of Africa, similarly to Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE, continues to fit the Janus Face characterization. Over the past decade, 

Qatar has slowly emerged as one of the major external powers influencing 

Somalia’s political system. Qatar attracted much criticism for its backing of 

powerful individuals, particularly spy chief Fahad Yasin and President 

Farmaajo, who stoked the political crisis in 2021 that nearly tipped the country 

into an escalating war.41 However, this negative perception was swiftly turned 

around as Qatar was credited with using its mediation capacities to reach a 
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political agreement and restore diplomatic relations between Somalia and 

Kenya.42 

In contrast to this Janus Face, the states of Oman and Kuwait have played a 

more straightforward peacebuilding role. In particular, the Sultanate of Oman 

has generated much praise internationally as a leading regional peacemaker in 

the aftermath of the death of Sultan Qaboos in January 2020.43 Oman, unlike 

Qatar, declined any involvement in the Saudi–Emirati-led war in Yemen and 

did not join the blockade of Qatar in 2017. In addition, Oman has engaged in 

quiet diplomacy, facilitating talks between the US, other international parties, 

and Iran over the Iran nuclear deal. It has also played an essential role in the 

mediation of the Yemeni war as “the country’s amicable relations with Saudi 

Arabia, Ansar Allah, Iran, and other Yemeni and international conflict 

stakeholders has allowed it to facilitate negotiations in a manner few other 

countries are able or willing to realize.”44 Furthermore, Baabood argues that 

peaceful resolution of conflict is deeply embedded as a norm in Omani society 

and that “Oman’s peacebuilding role in Yemen is evidence of its ideational 

factors and the pragmatism of its foreign policy.”45 

Similarly, the death of Kuwait’s ruler, Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah, in 

September 2020 was met with obituaries underlining his importance as a 

leading regional statesman with a long-standing role in peacemaking and 

mediation. Sheikh Sabah played an important role as a “mediator between 

Lebanese factions and warring Yemeni parties, he was instrumental in resolving 

disputes between Bangladesh and Pakistan, and he tried hard to bring Qatar 

back into the Gulf fold.”46 Since the beginning of the blockade imposed on Qatar 

by the quartet of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, and Bahrain, Kuwait resolved to 

mediate the crisis through repeated efforts between 2017 and 2021. In addition, 

following the January 2021 al-Ula agreement, Kuwait set the ambitious goal of 

mediating between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

There is increasingly a divergence in the paths followed by the Gulf States in 

terms of their overall foreign policy and their approaches to engagement in 

conflict zones globally. Various Gulf States—particularly Oman, Kuwait, and 

Qatar—value their roles as mediators and facilitators in various conflict-affected 

contexts in the Arab world, Horn of Africa, and elsewhere. Peacebuilding has 

been increasingly associated as an intervention in line with Western donors’ 
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interests around stabilization and counterterrorism. These “hard” forms of 

peace and security policy are in most cases implemented in and through nation-

states and governments. If the Gulf States were to provide substantial support 

for these forms of intervention through nation-state structures, then it would 

potentially jeopardize their neutrality in the eyes of non-state armed groups 

that are party to ongoing and future peace processes, thus reducing the 

likelihood of their acceptance as a third-party mediator. This can be seen in the 

case of Afghanistan, where Qatar has not provided substantial humanitarian, 

development, or peacebuilding aid—yet was accepted as a mediator. By 

contrast, Germany, which has provided military forces and vast amounts of 

development and peacebuilding aid through the Afghan government, was 

rejected as a facilitator or mediator of intra-Afghan peace talks by the Taliban 

due to the perception of bias towards the government side. While Oman will 

likely maintain its role as a “pure” facilitator, mediator, and peacemaker, Qatar 

has long moved past this phase and plays a multifaceted role. Qatari 

peacebuilding engagement—broadly conceived to involve the full range of hard 

and soft conflict response tools at the state’s disposal—may be restricted in 

particular contexts such as Afghanistan. However, Qatar has emerged to be a 

confident and proactive peacebuilding champion. 

Intra-Gulf rivalries and peacebuilding 

The Gulf States’ impact on peacebuilding cannot be solely analyzed in terms of 

resource flows to peacebuilding and peacemaking activities of individual states. 

Rather, their role must also be cast in a comparative perspective in terms of the 

synergies and pathologies among Gulf State peacebuilding writ large. 

Humanitarian assistance, development financing, and peace/security 

engagement have all been employed as tools for peacebuilding and for pursuing 

the interests of individual Gulf States locked in competition for regional and 

global influence in various conflict-affected contexts. While this has been a 

feature of the Gulf States’ role in the Middle East, mainly since the onset of the 

Arab Spring in 2011, it accelerated after the Gulf Crisis in 2017. While 

geopolitical competition between the Gulf States was strongest in Syria and 

Libya during the Arab Spring years, the epicenter of competition has shifted 

somewhat to the Horn of Africa since 2017, particularly Somalia. Renowned 

Horn of Africa analyst Rashid Abdi states that “Somalia has become a 

chessboard in the power game between Qatar and Turkey on the one side and 

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and their allies on the other.”  

Over the past decade, the UAE has supported local security forces in Somalia, 

providing training and salaries for anti-piracy forces and various security and 

police forces. Turkey has also provided major support for a new military 

academy opened in 2017 at the cost of $50 million. In addition, while it 
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“traditionally steered clear of the security sphere” in Somalia, Qatar provided 

training for the Somali National Army in Eritrea. All these instances of security 

sector reform can be classified as forms of peacebuilding, albeit with a “hard” 

security focus. Yet rather than building peace, a Crisis Group report finds that: 

Gulf rivalries—whether directly or indirectly—appear almost certain to have 

exacerbated divisions, hardening both the government’s and its rivals’ positions 

and complicating efforts to reach consensus. They have added a thorny new layer to 

elite struggles in the capital. The UAE versus Qatar/Turkey rivalry also appears to 

be aggravating factionalism within the security forces. This dissension risks 

undermining the campaign against Al-Shabaab and could stoke future conflict, 

given that it often mirrors political divides.47 

It is noteworthy, however, that Qatar does not publicize or even admit its role in 

training Somalia’s security forces. Therefore, it cannot be known how Qatari 

policymakers frame such interventions. This is likely due to the extreme 

sensitivity of the Somalia file considering the accusations made against Qatar 

regarding support for terrorism by Saudi Arabia and the UAE since 2017.  

This reticence of Qatar and the other Gulf States to be open about their role in 

peace and security dynamics across the region brings a central dynamic into 

sharp focus. Much criticism of the role of the Gulf States, and Saudi Arabia in 

particular, operates under the assumption that if states are active parties to a 

particular conflict, then those states cannot also be engaged in peacebuilding in 

that conflict setting. The archetype of this analytical blind spot is the war in 

Yemen, in which Saudi provision of humanitarian or development aid, attempts 

to broker ceasefires, or participation in the peace process is dismissed as 

irrelevant compared to the magnitude of destruction in the war or even as 

“peacewashing” or laundering their damaged global reputation. While much 

criticism of the Saudi-led war in Yemen is warranted, there is a good deal of 

Orientalism and analysis lacking in nuance when it comes to evaluating the role 

of the Gulf States in peace and conflict dynamics in the Middle East and 

beyond.  

For example, Western nations invade countries on the pretext of “humanitarian 

intervention” and engage in counterterrorism and counter-insurgency 

operations while simultaneously supporting security sector reform, building 

institutional capacity, and attempting to influence the dynamics of the 

underlying political settlement. Although this occurs all in the same conflict 

context, there is much greater acceptance when Western countries can engage 

in both “hard” and “soft” forms of conflict response simultaneously. However, 

when the Gulf States engage in a similar range of activities in the same conflict 

zone, it is often reductively labeled as “proxy warfare” or supporting local 

factions. In this regard, the great powers have the discursive ability to frame 
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their overall conflict response in a much more positive light than is afforded to 

small and medium powers such as the Gulf States. 

Opportunities for Gulf State engagement in peacebuilding 

It is unlikely that all or even many of the GCC states will emerge as 

peacebuilding champions in a manner akin to their transformative impact on 

the humanitarian sector over the past decade. However, all Gulf States have 

some capacity to play a role within a broader ecosystem of conflict response and 

peacebuilding in and beyond the Arab world. As the Gulf States consider 

expanding their roles in peacebuilding, they could benefit from taking up the 

following strategic recommendations. 

Complementary conflict response in the GCC 

The Gulf States should reach an agreement on comparative 

advantage and harmonization of roles across the spectrum of 

conflict response. While the shape of such a Gulf ecosystem of conflict 

response could take on various constellations, there are clear elements of 

comparative advantage and natural roles. For example, Kuwait has long-

standing experience in development cooperation, particularly in infrastructure. 

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE deal effectively in “hard” security 

issues, and Qatar and Oman are better positioned to take the lead in 

peacebuilding. Moreover, Qatar has vast mediation and peacemaking 

experience, and demonstrated willingness to operate in a collaborative model 

enabled by their ample resources to support full spectrum conflict response and 

regional peace and security leadership aspirations. Qatar has demonstrated its 

conflict response endurance while it weathered the storm of the illegal blockade 

from 2017 to 2021, also proving its commitment to upholding international law. 

These assets and capabilities place Qatar in the best position of the Gulf States 

to edge closer to the role of a major peacebuilding champion. 

Model peacebuilding through domestic social cohesion strategies 

For any of the Gulf States to play a major role in peacebuilding will require a 

high degree of social cohesion from within. While several Gulf States have a 

high level of internal stability like Qatar and the UAE, other Gulf States like 

Saudi Arabia and Bahrain exhibit social fissures including sectarian, ideological, 

or expat/local divides that must be overcome. Yet doing so is a distinct 

advantage for any Gulf peacebuilding actor and could help model the 

domestic path to stability more broadly across the Arab world as it is 

currently struggling with deep instability and societal divisions.  

Embrace Yemen as a Gulf State 

Beyond ending the conflict in Yemen, the GCC must embrace Yemen as an 

integral part of the Gulf. Given its diversity, geography, the potential to 

support food security, and much more—there is much that Yemen and the Gulf 
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have to offer one another in terms of regional integration and cooperation. 

However, with the world’s worst humanitarian crisis on the doorstep of Gulf 

States, any talk of playing a global peacebuilding role must be tempered with 

the imperative to recognize that there is a major conflict in their backyard. 

Nearly all Gulf State actors are deeply implicated. 

Approach conflict response confidently  

For the Gulf States to emerge as true peacebuilding champions, they should 

not continue to downplay or shy away from the full spectrum role 

they play in various conflict zones but continue to act as good faith 

humanitarian, development, and peace partners. This point mainly 

applies to Qatar and the UAE, which play a multifaceted role in conflict 

response and are not limited to one form of engagement. Downplaying Qatar’s 

role in peace and security due to political sensitivities only serves to play into 

the accusations and narratives promoted by Saudi Arabia and the UAE over 

Qatar’s meddling role in the region and beyond.  

Move beyond counterterrorism baggage  

With two decades having elapsed since the September 11 attacks, the Gulf 

States should collectively resolve to move past the baggage of the 

War on Terror with which they have been burdened primarily by the 

United States. Twenty years of draconian, ineffective, and blunt 

counterterrorism policies and practices have transformed the landscape of 

conflict in the Middle East and run counter to the need for genuine 

peacebuilding. While Qatar provides financial support to the UN 

counterterrorism architecture, its support is largely for the “soft” side of 

education, jobs, and training to counter violent extremism and not the “hard” 

side of military counterterrorism, which Saudi Arabia primarily supports. In 

public communications, Qatari stakeholders should be more explicit in this 

distinction so as not to unjustly tarnish Qatar’s valuable role as a peacebuilding 

actor with increasingly securitized discourses around stabilization and 

counterterrorism.  

Promote peace through the triple nexus 

While the Gulf States may not all aspire to play the role of “peacebuilding 

champions” or even peacebuilding actors, they could make a substantive 

contribution towards peace and security through aligning their 

existing humanitarian and development roles with the sensitivities 

and dynamics of peace and conflict in recipient societies. This stands 

in recognition that the humanitarian and development assistance provided by 

the Gulf States is substantial and that one of the most direct ways for the GCC to 

contribute towards peacebuilding is through triple nexus reforms.  
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Invest in national peacebuilding capacities 

The Gulf States should continue to invest in deepening their own societal 

capacities for peacebuilding. Over the past decades, the Gulf States 

invested in national capacities for peacebuilding practice, policy, and knowledge 

production. While offering a good base, no Gulf State has a national 

infrastructure capable of supporting their emergence as a prominent 

peacebuilding actor. For example, Germany has a vast array of foundations and 

institutes that enable a whole-of-society approach to peacebuilding in which the 

state is not always front and center. By contrast, Gulf States are uncomfortable 

delegating peacebuilding roles to non-state actors. This is partly rooted in fear 

that the state will get the blame if things go wrong when a non-state actor is 

involved. Qatar has made the largest strides in investing in national capacities 

for peacebuilding. For instance, institutionalizing its peacemaking role in the 

Special Envoy for Counterterrorism and Mediation in Conflict Resolution, 

establishing the Doha Forum as a leading platform for peace and security 

discussions, and investing in knowledge production capacities such as the 

Center for Conflict and Humanitarian Studies and the College of Public Policy at 

Hamad bin Khalifa University. However, these existing capacities must be 

complemented with more multifaceted approaches with better policies to create 

a genuine peacebuilding support ecosystem within the State of Qatar. 

Conclusion 

The Gulf States are increasingly establishing themselves as global players in 

terms of security and development within the international system, which 

differs from their historical foreign policy. This report has analyzed some of the 

emergent peacebuilding roles and practices of the Gulf States comparatively 

and highlighted key issues and dilemmas. While there remains a long way to go, 

given the right strategic approach and sustained investment, individual Gulf 

States could emerge as important partners for peacebuilding both regionally 

and globally—in particular those not directly involved in the war in Yemen. 

More broadly, the emergence of the Gulf States as peacebuilding champions 

would also be hastened by a change in donor mindset from viewing the GCC 

transactionally as a source of funding to embracing their niche roles and 

potential for distinctive peacebuilding roles founded on deep understanding of 

local context, culture, and Islam. 
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