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Summary
With forecasts for rapid urbanisation and an explosive 
population boom, Africa is a fertile market for Gulf economic 
growth. Major trading powers such as the EU, the US, 
and China recognise the opportunity in Africa and have 
approached the continent with clear goals. The approach 
of the GCC, on the other hand, has been less consistent 
and cohesive. While member states such as the UAE have 
enjoyed robust relations with countries across the continent 
for decades, GCC investment in Africa only began in earnest 
around the 2008-09 financial crisis and focused primarily on 
infrastructure development and food security. 

A clear GCC strategy is critical for a new era of trade between 
the Arabian Peninsula and Africa. Trade infrastructure is being 
built but a unified vision remains elusive. According to data 
from the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Gulf 
companies and governments invested more than $30bn in 
infrastructure development in Africa in the decade to 2014, 
with sub-Saharan Africa receiving a further $2.7bn in foreign 
direct investment from the GCC in the first half of 2015 alone. 
A unified GCC approach to African trade would expedite the 
strengthening of the continent’s ties with the global economy 
and position the Gulf at the forefront of one of the world’s 
most promising economic stories.

http://www.dubaichamber.com/whats-happening/chamber_news/gulf-investments-in-african-infrastructure-equates-to-10-of-the-total-inflows-over-the-past-decade
http://www.dubaichamber.com/whats-happening/chamber_news/dubai-chamber-launches-report-at-africa-global-business-forum-around-non-commodity-sectors
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51. Introduction

Africa is still rising. After the 2008-09 financial crisis, the narrative about Africa was 
exuberant, buoyed by high commodity prices fuelled in part by China’s insatiable 
appetite for growth. This narrative may have lost its sheen today given the pullback 
in many key commodities, but African economies continue to show promise. Recent 
GDP figures from across the continent suggest a short-term rebound is under way. 
But the real promise of the ‘Africa rising’ story lies in the future. 

According to the UN, Africa’s urban population will surpass 1.3bn by 2050 and 
the next generation of African citizens will be better connected and more mobile 
than any previous generation. These individuals will look to new opportunities 
around the world and build on existing relationships, making the historic 
connection between the Gulf and Africa a critical platform for expansion. 

The relationship between Africa and the Gulf is wound up in centuries of shared 
history. Traditional Arabian sailing vessels known as dhows have long criss-
crossed the Red Sea carrying everything from livestock to gold. In the process, 
people on each side of the narrow waters exchanged culture, language, and 
religion, giving rise to a rich common heritage. 

In the 21st century, lucrative links in the sectors of aviation, agriculture, and 
infrastructure still tie these two regions together. African migrant workers are 
flocking to job opportunities in the Gulf, modern-day dhows continue to criss-
cross the Red Sea, and governments co-operate on issues of security and 
economic development.

As a source of investment into Africa, the Gulf is one of the most active regions in 
the world with more than $11bn in capital investment in 2015, making it second 
only to Western Europe at $30bn. Given the volume of trade between the Gulf 
and Africa, a collaborative approach in certain economic areas such as agriculture 
would be beneficial to all parties involved. While the current diplomatic crisis with 
Qatar raises questions about long-term political unity in the GCC, the issue need 
not interfere with the economics of the Gulf-Africa relationship.

Of the Gulf states, the UAE is forefront among its neighbours in African 
investment: Airlines, construction companies, and state-run investment funds are 
all taking advantage of the many business opportunities available – and reaping 
the rewards. The Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry has been actively 
courting the continent, opening four offices there in recent years.

When it comes to announced greenfield investment in Africa, the UAE is second 
only to China, with capital investments reaching $14.9bn between 2015 and 
2016. Furthermore, with its role as a strategic meeting point for people from 
around the continent, Dubai has emerged as an important hub for African 
businesses seeking stronger global connections. 

https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/publications/files/wup2014-highlights.Pdf
http://www.arabianbusiness.com/is-africa-s-investment-dream-still-on-track--660259.html
http://www.dubaichamber.com/whats-happening/chamber_news/dubai-chamber-highlights-dubais-strong-trade-links-with-africa-at-global-conference-in-london
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933474993
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Dubai is one of the few places able to facilitate business and logistics for the 
emerging African middle class, especially for those in Kenya, Nigeria, and South 
Africa. As such, the city is a critical link in the Africa-rising narrative. According to 
the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Dubai’s non-oil trade with Africa 
has increased more than 700% since 2002. From 2008 to 2013 alone, bilateral trade 
between Dubai and Africa grew by 141% to reach $25bn. Dubai is also becoming a 
hub for multinational companies: US automotive manufacturer Ford recently chose 
Dubai as the head of its African operations. Dubai also hosts the Africa Global 
Business Forum every year, which is well attended by top business leaders. 

With Dubai as its fulcrum, Gulf countries can maximise future impact in Africa. 
In a global economy where sluggish economic growth has become the norm, 
Africa’s chronic underdevelopment translates into major potential. The continent 
has the world’s most rapid urbanisation rate, and, by 2034, is set to have a larger 
working-age population than both India and China. In the next eight years, 
consumer spending in Africa is set to rise by $1trn.

Africa’s importance is not lost on the rest of the world, and the uneven 
relationship that has developed between the GCC and Africa leaves room for 
mutual growth. While individual members of the GCC, such as the UAE, enjoy 
flourishing trade connections, the GCC as a whole lacks a cohesive strategy for 
trade with Africa. Instead of having individual countries compete with each other 
– and sometimes getting in each other’s way – the regional bloc is uniquely 
positioned to embrace a comprehensive Africa strategy. It is a win-win situation: 
Not only would Gulf companies benefit from better access to African markets, 
they would also offer tried-and-tested solutions to the development challenges 
facing these emerging markets. Executed properly, it could be a model example 
of South-South co-operation.

But it needs to happen quickly – before this particular dhow has sailed.

https://www.scribd.com/document/358339027/The-United-Arab-Emirates-and-Africa-A-Pivotal-Partnership-Amid-A-South-South-Commercial-Revolution
https://automotivelogistics.media/news/ford-reorganises-africa-and-middle-east-business
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/middle-east-and-africa/lions-on-the-move-realizing-the-potential-of-africas-economies
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82. Gulf Interests in Africa

Part II: The Age of Aspiration

While there are historic trading ties and routes between Africa and the Arabian 
Peninsula, modern-day trade is typified by infrastructure development, aviation, 
ports, agriculture, and migrant labour. In recent years, cities in the Gulf have 
become destinations for Africa’s emerging middle class. The Financial Times 
reported in 2016 that some hotels in Dubai now explicitly cater to African 
tourists, while Dubai’s Dragon Mart, one of the largest Chinese trading posts 
outside of China, has seen a boom in African visitors. “We are expecting an 
increase in [the hospitality] market, a need for more three- and four-star hotels 
and resorts,” Ali Rashid Lootah, the chairperson of Nakheel, a property company 
in Dubai, told the Financial Times. “We expect many more … Africans to come.”

The UAE, in particular, has become a gateway of sorts for multinational 
companies looking to do business in Africa. “The UAE has served as a central 
logistics hub through which to support more and more of our customers across 
the African continent,” Peng Xiongji, the UAE general manager of Chinese 
telecoms giant Huawei, told The National in 2014. This trade is facilitated by 
both air and sea trading routes between Dubai and Africa. 

Speaking to Arabian Business, Abraaj Group CEO Arif Naqvi succinctly 
summarised his company’s position in Africa and why the continent is attractive 
to global investors: "It's the consumption-driven economies that we focus on a 
lot. In those economies, as people emerge into the middle classes and move 
into cities, they're going to want more product, more infrastructure."

The GCC's Top Import and Export Countries in Africa, 2015

Source: The Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2015

https://www.ft.com/content/4bc4a222-bff6-11e6-9bca-2b93a6856354
https://www.thenational.ae/business/uae-at-centre-of-multinationals-shift-towards-africa-1.578987
http://www.arabianbusiness.com/is-africa-s-investment-dream-still-on-track--660259.html
http://atlas.media.mit.edu/en/
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2.1. Aviation
Africa Express Airways is not the first airline that comes to mind when one thinks 
about the African aviation market. Using an old Alitalia MD-82 aircraft, African 
Express Flight 557 connects the Horn of Africa with Dubai. Its route, Nairobi to 
Dubai via Mogadishu, Hargeisa, and Berbera, highlights Dubai’s critical position 
as a gateway to some of Africa’s most remote places. But it is not merely remote 
destinations that define Africa’s budding aviation connections to the Gulf. 

Africa is one of the fastest-growing aviation markets in the world, with passenger 
numbers expected to increase by 303m over the next 19 years. Given its 
proximity, the GCC is a veritable African aviation hub and Africa is a critical 
market for all three major Gulf airlines: Emirates Airline, Etihad Airways, and 
Qatar Airways. 

Emirates flies to 26 African destinations, and the African market accounts 
for 10.4% of its revenue. The carrier also operates a freighter service to 15 
destinations. Qatar flies to 27 destinations on the continent and, in its 2016 annual 
report, identified Africa as one of its largest growth markets in the medium term. 
Etihad flies to 10 African destinations and has bought a 40% ownership stake in 
Air Seychelles, which offers additional routes to the continent. 

Given the relatively poor air connectivity from and between most African 
cities, Gulf airlines have become essential for those looking to travel both 
within and beyond Africa. Emirates, for example, is now one of the most active 
international airlines in South Africa, accounting for roughly 10% of international 
seat capacity, and is the only non-African carrier operating in all three of South 
Africa’s major air hubs.

In addition to the major players, FlyDubai, a low-cost airline also based in the 
UAE, has a significant footprint in Africa. Despite falling returns in other markets, 
FlyDubai sees growth potential in Africa and plans to increase capacity to the 
continent. The low-cost carrier has 12 destinations in Africa and recorded 3.5% 
growth between the UAE and Africa from 2015 to 2016. 

2.2. Infrastructure, telecoms, and extractive industries
Africa’s infrastructure needs extend far beyond traditional construction and transport 
links. Mobile internet and solar power occupy the minds of officials across the 
continent. UAE-based telecommunications firm Etisalat has led Gulf investments 
in mobile connectivity across Africa. The company’s Nigerian operations have long 
been held up as a model of Gulf investment, although the investment’s future has 
recently faltered due to bureaucratic hurdles. Etisalat’s declining position in Nigeria, 
however, does not overshadow the enormous potential for other African markets. 
The company still operates mobile networks in 14 countries across West and North 
Africa, and serves an estimated 69.7m subscribers. 

https://monocle.com/magazine/issues/74/hop-skip-and-jump/
http://africanbusinessmagazine.com/region/continental/africas-economic-woes-weigh-heavily-emirates-airlines/
https://cdn.ek.aero/downloads/ek/pdfs/report/annual_report_2017.pdf
https://www.qatarairways.com/en/about-qatar-airways/annual-reports.html
https://www.qatarairways.com/en/about-qatar-airways/annual-reports.html
https://centreforaviation.com/insights/analysis/south-african-airways-seeks-uae-stop-on-beijing--mumbai-with-support-from-emirates-or-etihad-173165
https://www.thenational.ae/business/flydubai-plans-expansion-in-eastern-europe-and-africa-1.193207
https://www.scribd.com/document/358339027/The-United-Arab-Emirates-and-Africa-A-Pivotal-Partnership-Amid-A-South-South-Commercial-Revolution
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Unsurprisingly, the UAE is the main GCC investor in Africa in terms of energy as 
well. In 2016, Phanes Group, a UAE solar energy developer, struck a deal with 
Nigeria to build three solar plants in the country. Other UAE energy companies 
such as Abu Dhabi-based Taqa have operations in West Africa assisting in the 
development of hydrocarbon resources. In 2013, Masdar, a subsidiary of Abu 
Dhabi’s Mubadala, announced it would create Africa’s largest solar photovoltaic 
plant in Mauritania. Encouraged by impressive returns, Masdar later announced 
in 2016 it would expand the capacity of the solar project by more than 38%, 
making the UAE one of the major players in Africa’s solar power industry. 

2.3. Ports
Maritime traffic through Africa’s ports is expected to increase dramatically in the 
next few decades from 300m tonnes in 2017 to more than 2bn tonnes in 2040. 
This is largely a result of increased consumer demand and improved internal 
infrastructure; however, Africa’s ports are woefully ill-equipped to deal with the 
projected volumes, and coastal countries are scrambling to upgrade facilities. 
This presents opportunities for Gulf companies, especially Dubai Ports World 
(DP World), which currently manages eight marine terminals in five African 
countries – Egypt, Mozambique, Djibouti, Senegal, and Algeria – and has 
stevedoring operations in four ports in South Africa.

Dubai Ports World Interests in Africa

Source: Dubai Ports World, 2017

In 2016, DP World announced a $442m deal with the self-declared Republic of 
Somaliland to upgrade Berbera port, and it plans to bid for the new $5bn Lamu 
Port Project in Kenya. Meanwhile, Dubai-based P&O Ports bagged a similar 
deal worth $336m with the semi-autonomous region of Puntland to upgrade 
the Bosasa port.

http://www.arabianbusiness.com/is-africa-s-investment-dream-still-on-track--660259.html
http://www.masdar.ae/en/media/detail/masdar-launches-africas-largest-solar-pv-plant-in-mauritania
https://www.thenational.ae/business/masdar-extends-foothold-in-mauritania-as-projects-grow-1.136027
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/African%20Development%20Report%202010_CH%202.pdf
http://web.dpworld.com/our-business/marine-terminals/
https://qz.com/955585/in-somalia-and-eritrea-the-united-arab-emirates-is-expanding-its-influence-by-building-ports-and-funding-military-bases/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-kenya-port-analysis-idUSBRE97T0CM20130830
https://www.thenational.ae/business/p-o-ports-to-develop-in-puntland-1.64351
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2. Gulf Interests in Africa

Large-scale GCC Purchases of Land in Africa for Deals Completed in 2016

2.4. Agriculture
Gulf countries and private companies, especially from Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE, lead investment in African agriculture. This is partly an attempt to 
guarantee food security for the region, especially as global food prices increase. 
It is also, as a Saudi official explained, aimed at “encouraging Saudi investors 
to utilise their resources and experiences abroad". Such rhetoric seems to be 
paying off: In the mid-to-late 2000s, GCC member states purchased more than 
a third of the 20m ha of farmland sold globally. The UAE has bought more than 
400,000 ha in Sudan, Qatar has purchased 40,000 ha in Kenya, and Oman and 
Bahrain are also expanding their foreign agricultural operations. 

After the 2008-09 financial crisis and the dip in hydrocarbon prices, land 
acquisitions slowed as GCC member states focused on improving the supply 
chain at home and forging partnerships with multinational food companies. 
However, investments continue through Africa, and the agricultural trade 
between the GCC and the continent remains a critical source of food. 

GCC investment is critical for food production in Africa as well. According to the 
International Food Policy Research Institute, African countries need $37bn per 
year in agricultural investment. Gulf investment is again a win-win for the GCC 
and Africa. According to Iggy Bassi, co-founder of Global Agri-Development 
Company based in the Netherlands, Gulf states could “set up a research 
institute, for instance doing research into drought-resistant seed varieties, they 
could go into bilateral partnerships with food-producing countries from a real 
position of strength”.

http://www.middleeasteye.net/columns/saudi-agricultural-investment-abroad-land-grab-or-benign-investment-strategy-218650423
https://www.oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/focus-food-security-gcc-nations-are-working-improve-logistics-and-supply-chains-well-secure-farmland
https://www.thenational.ae/business/property/al-qudra-to-buy-400-000-hectares-of-farmland-1.547726
https://www.thenational.ae/business/qatari-firm-seeks-to-bring-welfare-profit-sharing-to-agriculture-ventures-1.542958
http://graphics.eiu.com/upload/eb/GCC_in_2020_Resources_WEB.pdf
http://graphics.eiu.com/upload/eb/GCC_in_2020_Resources_WEB.pdf
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Large-scale farmland purchases are seen as long-term investments that may not 
be immediately cultivated. GRAIN, an international NGO monitoring large-scale 
land acquisitions all over the world, has recorded 22 such farmland acquisitions 
from Gulf countries as of August 2016. In the most ambitious deal, Abu Dhabi-
based Al Dahra Agricultural Company agreed in 2015 to invest $1bn as the first 
phase of a $10bn agricultural project in Sudan’s fertile Al Hawad Valley.

2.5. Tourism
Africa boasts some of the world’s best tourist attractions. For Gulf travellers 
seeking new adventures, there is plenty to discover: Extraordinary landscapes, 
remarkable wildlife, and energetic cities. At the same time, Africa’s increasingly 
affluent middle class is drawn to the Gulf’s luxury hotels, exotic cuisines, and tax-
free shopping.

Despite the potential there is still limited tourism between African countries and 
the GCC; both markets represent a small fraction of the industry. For example, in 
May 2016, only 360 Saudi tourists visited South Africa, which is the continent’s most 
popular tourist destination. This figure was down 65.1% on the previous year. 

Meanwhile, arrivals from sub-Saharan Africa made up just 4% of the UAE’s 
tourist visitors in the first six months of 2017. That said, tourism from North 
Africa is much stronger: Egyptians alone accounted for 5% of tourist visits to the 
UAE in the same period.

These relatively low numbers suggest there is plenty of room for growth. However, 
one issue Gulf policy-makers need to address is visas, which make African access 
to Gulf travel extremely laborious. Mauritius, for example, is the only African 
country whose citizens do not require a visa prior to arrival in the UAE.

2.6. Security co-operation
When it comes to security in Africa, Gulf countries have one obvious and 
overriding interest: Safeguarding the maritime trade route along the Red Sea 
and Gulf of Aden. Some 4.8m barrels of oil per day pass through the Suez 
Canal, and 3.8m through the Bab Al Mandeb Strait – the two chokepoints to the 
north and south. Any disruption to shipping on this route has an immediate and 
disastrous impact on Gulf economies.

Thus, security concerns of Gulf countries in Africa are largely focused on the coastal 
nations surrounding the Red Sea: Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti, and Somalia. Their 
proximity to the Gulf makes any instability an immediate potential threat.

Such threats are not idle rumours. In the late 2000s, a sudden spike in piracy off 
the coast of Somalia endangered Red Sea shipping. In 2013, the World Bank 
estimated Somali pirates were costing the global economy in excess of $18bn, as 
ships were forced to change route or take on additional security and insurance.

https://www.grain.org/article/entries/5492-the-global-farmland-grab-in-2016-how-big-how-bad
http://www.southafrica.net/uploads/files/Tourists_Table_B_May_2017.pdf)
https://www.visitdubai.com/en/tourism-performance-report
https://www.emirates.com/za/english/before-you-fly/visa-passport-information/uae-visas/
https://www.emirates.com/za/english/before-you-fly/visa-passport-information/uae-visas/
http://oilprice.com/Energy/Crude-Oil/World-Oil-And-Its-Seven-Biggest-Chokepoints.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2013/04/12/business/piracy-economy-world-bank/index.html
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Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar have all made the Red Sea region and the 
Horn of Africa foreign policy priorities in recent years. Saudi Arabia has invested 
billions in President Abdel Fattah El Sisi’s government in Egypt; displaced Iran as 
Sudan’s primary ally in West Asia, a relationship that includes close financial and 
military co-operation; and concluded an agreement to construct a military base 
in Djibouti. 

For its part, the UAE established a naval base in Eritrea’s Assab port in 2015, and 
has secured an agreement to build another facility in Berbera in Somaliland (this 
project is separate from DP World’s contract to upgrade the commercial port).

Qatar, with a smaller military footprint, has attempted instead to play a neutral 
role. It took the lead in mediating conflict in Sudan’s Darfur region, culminating 
in the 2011 Doha Document for Peace in Darfur; helped restore diplomatic 
relations between Eritrea and Sudan; and settled a border dispute between 
Eritrea and Djibouti. Until July 2017, a 450-strong force of Qatari peace-keepers 
patrolled the Eritrea-Djibouti border to enforce the settlement. 

More broadly, Gulf countries have attempted – with varying degrees of success 
– to recruit the support of African countries in their own diplomatic and military 
disputes. Major examples of this include the Saudi-led coalition fighting in 
Yemen, which includes Egypt, Morocco, Senegal, and Sudan; and the recent 
Gulf-Qatar crisis, in which a number of African countries have come out in 
support of the Saudi and Emirati position.

2.7. Development and humanitarian aid
GCC countries provide significant development assistance to a number 
of African nations. The bulk of this goes towards funding for infrastructure 
projects in the form of financial aid or soft loans. According to the most 
recent study prepared by the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
Gulf development agencies provided $15bn for African infrastructure projects 
from 2004 to 2014, of which 65% went to North African countries. Examples 
of these projects include a $175m grant from Saudi Arabia for a new hospital 
and medical school in Morocco, and a $60m grant from Kuwait to Egypt to 
develop its natural gas infrastructure.

Gulf states also contribute to humanitarian relief efforts in Africa, usually on an 
ad hoc basis. Some recent examples include the UAE’s pledge of $136m to 
Somalia in response to the near-famine conditions. Generally, however, Gulf 
states prefer to focus within their own region when it comes to disbursing 
development funds: Only 12% of all Gulf humanitarian aid goes to Africa. 

https://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21720319-driven-energetic-crown-price-uae-building-bases-far-beyond-its
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/ear8.pdf)
http://www.dubaichamber.com/whats-happening/chamber_news/gulf-investments-in-african-infrastructure-equates-to-10-of-the-total-inflows-over-the-past-decade
https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/07/163197/saudi-arabia-grants-morocco-175-million-to-build-hospital-medical-school/)
https://www.thenational.ae/uae/kuwait-loans-60m-to-aid-egypt-s-gas-network-1.443444
https://www.thenational.ae/uae/awqaf-donates-dh1m-to-somalia-aid-campaign-1.2198
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/582040/EPRS_ATA(2016)582040_EN.pdf
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3.1. China
It is difficult to discuss African economic potential without addressing China’s 
role. As many African countries established economic independence from their 
former colonising countries in Europe, the Chinese moved swiftly to establish 
trade relations on a country-by-country basis. With China’s seemingly insatiable 
need for raw materials to facilitate its own growth, the relationship between China 
and Africa was a seemingly robust one. However, the days of Chinese-funded 
infrastructure projects carried out by Chinese firms across Africa appear to be 
limited. This is not to say that the relationship is ending – it is merely transforming. 

Chinese small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are now moving into 
African markets along with multinational companies such as Huawei. In the race 
to help build Africa’s knowledge economy, China is busy expanding the reach 
of its technology sector across Africa. Chinese smartphone applications such 
as WeChat have already been exported to some African countries. Chinese 
companies are versed in low-cost mobile headsets and have ample experience 
working in restricted regulatory environments. As such, they have the potential 
to lead in African markets that rely on this type of technology. China’s footprint 
is still unavoidable in Africa, but it is changing and lending space to new players. 

China still leads the world in greenfield investment in Africa. According to data 
from the African Economic Outlook, the UAE is the second-leading investor after 
China in announced greenfield investment. In 2015-16, China invested $38.4bn 
while the UAE invested $14.9bn, ahead of the US, Italy, and France. 

Source: African Economic Outlook, OECD, 2016 

https://thenextweb.com/insider/2016/04/07/first-world-problems-emerging-markets-dominating-mobile-browsing/#.tnw_YHl8tVjp
http://emerge85.io/articles/smartphone-apps-flourish-behind-chinas-firewall/
https://www.oecd.org/dev/african-economic-outlook-19991029.htm
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933474993
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3.2. Opportunities
There are several opportunities for increased GCC economic engagement in 
Africa. Aviation competition among the major Gulf carriers and other airlines 
such as Turkish Airlines and Ethiopian Airlines should continue to keep the 
market competitive. With passenger numbers set to increase over the next 
decade, aviation will continue to be a vital area for increased engagement with 
GCC member states. 

Despite low oil revenues, there remains opportunity for Gulf actors to develop 
downstream oil infrastructure on the continent. Additionally, investment in 
food security programmes will continue to provide a platform for investment 
in irrigation and agricultural techniques. This is particularly needed given the 
relative lack of investment in the agricultural sector in some African countries. 

Outside of the traditional industries that have defined Africa-Gulf relations, there 
are several new opportunities that could push the relationship forward. The UAE 
and Saudi Arabia have doubled efforts to build a knowledge economy that will 
outlast hydrocarbon revenue generation. There have been substantial Saudi 
and Emirati investments in companies such as Uber, while homegrown tech 
companies such as souq.com, which was recently purchased by Amazon, have 
demonstrated the quality of local startups. In African cities such as Cape Town, 
Nairobi, and Lagos, venture capitalists are pouring money into African startups. 
As these startups evolve into fully fledged companies requiring foreign talent, 
cities such as Dubai will be ideal locations for satellite offices. Both Africa and 
the Gulf are only in the earliest stages of their knowledge economies and have 
much to gain from an increased partnership. 

As noted several times in this report, the GCC as a whole still lacks a coherent 
vision. To take advantage of the economic opportunities Africa has to offer, GCC 
unity on trade is critical. Given the current political climate in the Gulf, this could 
pose a short-term challenge to deeper GCC unity; but the long-term benefits 
outweigh the costs.

A united GCC in Africa will help also mitigate security concerns: For example, 
the recent dispute over Qatar risks destabilising already fragile Horn of Africa 
countries, with the potential to negatively impact other Gulf investments. A 
cohesive front would also allow Gulf countries to negotiate better trade deals 
and market access on the same footing as larger rivals such as the EU, US, 
China, and India. In the absence of a Gulf-Africa forum (akin to China’s Forum 
on China-Africa Co-operation, or the Africa-European Union Summit), GCC 
countries are missing out on opportunities to improve both diplomatic and 
commercial ties with the continent, thus forcing Gulf companies to work harder 
for African business. The GCC is ideally positioned to play a crucial role in 
Africa’s next economic chapter – if it can get its own house in order first.

https://www.pwc.com/ng/en/pdf/pwc-africa-oil-and-gas-review.pdf
http://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/OBS-Prospective-huma-East-Africa-Horn-mars-2017.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/qatar-crisis-shakes-east-africa-a-home-to-gulf-militaries/2017/08/30/b7ececc4-8d4c-11e7-9c53-6a169beb0953_story.html?utm_term=.681b81c63ed1


17

curraheeshutter/iStock

4. Conclusion

17



18

Today it is almost impossible for members of the emerging middle class in 
Kenya, South Africa, or Nigeria to avoid interaction with the Gulf. Whether one 
is flying Emirates on a holiday to Thailand or Skyping a colleague in Abu Dhabi 
from a Saudi-built apartment, these connections are increasingly commonplace 
and will only become stronger as Africa continues to rise. 

From aviation to food security to humanitarian assistance, the relationship 
between the Gulf and Africa is multifaceted and full of growth opportunities. Yet, 
the same can be said about other economic powerhouses such as China or the 
EU. The challenge then for the GCC is to create a unified trading bloc that can 
better compete for valuable African market share. 

One clear path forward is to follow the UAE’s lead in Africa’s growth. As 
emerge85 co-director Afshin Molavi argued in a policy paper for the Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies: 

“While the UAE is clearly a nexus state on the Southern Silk Road, it also 
has emerged as a global nexus state of trade. It has become a node of 
connectivity linking Europe and the Americas to Asia and Africa, and 
vice-versa … That’s why UAE-Africa ties matter so much to the continent. 
It could have a meaningful impact in connecting Africa to a wider world, 
while also playing a modest role in investing in the infrastructure needed for 
Africa’s growth.”

Gulf countries will continue to invest in and grow their own cities and knowledge 
economies, so the connection between the Arabian Peninsula and Africa will 
continue to expand. Deeper GCC integration that could enable a more strategic 
approach to African trade would be a boon for all parties. But time will tick 
forward with or without deeper integration. Even so, the more Africa rises, the 
more benefits will return to the Gulf. 

4. Conclusion
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