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GULF STATES 
(KUWAIT, BAHRAIN, SAUDI ARABIA, QATAR, OMAN, 
UNITED ARAB EMIRATES)

Gidon Windecker

SUSTAINABLE CLIMATE POLICY – NECESSITY, 

OPPORTUNITY OR THREAT?

For many years, the Gulf states staked everything 
on one card: prosperity through oil and gas exports� 
During this period, their dependence on fossil fuels 
and uncontrolled growth has had an adverse impact 
and resulted in the monarchies in these states being 
labelled as polluters� The Arabian Gulf has both 
the highest energy and water consumption and the 
highest level of carbon emissions per capita in the 
world� This places all of the Gulf states among the 
top 15 polluters worldwide� Public debate has rarely 
addressed environmental protection to date, and 
few people see any advantage in engaging in such a 
discourse� The rapid modernisation process in the Gulf 
states has come with a range of side effects, such as 
excessive carbon emissions caused by energy pro-
duction, water and soil pollution, a loss of biodiversity 
and air pollution caused by construction and transport� 
These side effects are showing the Gulf monarchies 
where the boundaries of sustainability lie� In order to 
understand why the monarchies here have frequently 
stalled global climate policy in spite of the dramatic 
negative impact of their actions, it is essential to exp-
lain the role of oil and gas in the region�

The six member states of the Cooperation Council for 
the Arab States of the Gulf are home to more than 
30 percent of all oil and 20 percent of all natural gas 
reserves in the world� Fossil fuels are not only their 
main industry (50 percent of their total economic 
output), accounting for most of the national budget 
(90 percent); they also help ensure political stability� 
The environment loses out to economic gain, which 
enables the ruling dynasties to provide their popula-
tions with support in the form of financial subsidies, 
and hence maintain power� Generous social secu-
rity benefits and wages for civil servants as well as 
subsidised energy and water supplies make up the 
pillars of the social contract between the government 
and its citizens� As a result, binding climate protection 
agreements and the resulting reduction in global oil 
and gas consumption pose both an economic and a 
political threat to these countries� For precisely this 
reason, the Gulf states have blocked any attempt to 
reach binding agreements at international climate 
negotiations to date�

However, on the other hand, climate change poses 
serious threats to the Gulf states� The countries in 
the region already face extreme heat and drought in 
the summer and are also located in low-lying areas� 
Climate change will exacerbate the region’s already 
extreme climate, causing increased desertification, 
diminished rainfall, lower ground water levels and 
higher salinity� The little arable land there is will 
become arid – and last, but by no means least, the 
rising sea level will put the densely populated coastal 
regions at risk� These dangers make it essential for 
the Gulf states to rethink their strategy and take a 
more open-minded approach to sustainable climate 
policy�

That said, the slow transition towards a progressive 
climate policy does seem to have made some inroads 
into the ruling dynasties in the Gulf� They have rea-
lised that climate protection is also in their national 
interests and have started to acknowledge the need 
for sustainable climate policy� Unlike in Europe, this 
awareness is not primarily rooted in moral and ethical 
considerations� Instead, it is purely driven by rational 
and pragmatic motives� The Gulf states are faced 
with a loss of biodiversity, threats to food security, 
health problems due to extreme heat and increasingly 
frequent sand storms, and energy policy challenges 
caused by the rapid increase in electricity consump-
tion (which is set to almost double by 2020, to more 
than 850 terawatt-hours)� All this makes developing a 
sustainable and diversified climate policy an absolute 
necessity� Failure to do so would mean that current 
power plant capacity would no longer be sufficient 
and high opportunity costs would arise, as it would no 
longer be possible to sell gas and oil at current levels 
on the global market� Instead, these resources would 
have to be used within the countries themselves� 
Rapid population growth in the region will only fuel 
this trend�

The future lies in alternative energy sources such 
as solar power, but nuclear energy is also a much-
discussed option in the Gulf states� Qatar plans to 
commission a solar power plant with a capacity of 
3,500 megawatts in 2015, the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) has contracted South Korea to build four nuc-
lear power plants and Saudi Arabia is taking a similar 
route� However, too many people are still blinded by 
convenience and the easy profit generated by the 
oil and gas industry� Awareness for the problems of 
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climate change is growing nonetheless: according to 
a survey conducted by the Arab Forum for Environ-
ment and Development, 83 percent of people living 
in the Gulf region believe that climate change poses a 
serious threat to their country� Yet only 37 percent of 
people surveyed think their government is taking suf-
ficient action to combat climate change, while 44 per-
cent say they are not satisfied with their government’s 
response to this problem�

For the first time, Qatar, the UAE and Saudi Arabia 
showed a surprising openness to reach a compro-
mise on binding emissions targets at the international 
level during the 2012 UN Climate Change Conference 
in Doha (COP18)� The countries in the Cooperation 
Council for the Arab States of the Gulf can be divided 
into two groups on the basis of their attitudes to cli-
mate change: the more progressive UAE and Qatar, on 
the one hand, and Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman and 
Kuwait, who block progress, on the other�

The UAE and Qatar market themselves as pioneers of 
green energy in the Gulf� Due to their small popula-
tions and high income per capita generated by oil and 
gas exports, both states have the necessary means to 
diversify their economies and effectively communicate 
this process to the public through image cultivation 
and public diplomacy� The UAE played an active role 
in the Cartagena Dialogue, an informal alliance of 
ambitious industrial and developing countries that 
observers believe helped pave the way for the sur-
prisingly positive outcome of the climate negotiations 
in Cancún. At first glance, Qatar may not seem to be 
quite as progressive as the UAE, but it is making a 
constructive contribution behind the scenes� The bid 
to host the UN Climate Change Conference and the 
focus of the event in Doha at the end of 2012 (COP18) 
illustrates the country’s growing interest in the topic 
of climate change� On the one hand, the conference 
drew the attention of the international community to 
Qatar’s climate policy; on the other hand, the host 
had a major stake in ensuring the negotiations were 
successful�

The UAE and Qatar’s increasing openness to climate 
policy-related matters can be explained by the fact 
that the UAE is the least dependent of all the Gulf 
states on oil revenues and already has the most diver-
sified economy, while Qatar primarily exports natural 
gas, which is far less damaging to the environment 
than oil� Both Gulf states now appear to view climate 
protection as an opportunity to make their mark and 
develop new lines of business� This has resulted in 
prestigious projects which have attracted huge media 
interest, such as Masdar City in Abu Dhabi and the 
headquarters of the International Renewable Energy 

Agency (IRENA) – also located in the UAE capital – as 
well as investments made into research and develop-
ment in the green economy and climate science� One 
example of this is the Centre for Climate Research in 
Doha, which was launched during the COP18 in coope-
ration with the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 
Research in Germany� Qatar aims to source 20 per-
cent of its energy supply from renewable energies by 
2024, while Abu Dhabi plans to achieve a renewables’ 
share of 7 percent and Dubai 5 percent by 2020� In 
comparison, the Saudi stance is dominated by the fear 
that oil will be made the main culprit in the climate 
debate� This has led to demands for oil-exporting 
countries to receive compensation for the economic 
losses caused by climate regulations� Bahrain, Oman 
and Kuwait share the Saudi view�

In spite of the progressive signals from the UAE and 
Qatar, the Gulf states still show an overall reluctance 
to accept the measures of the UNFCCC� There is a 
lack of a coherent national – let alone regional – cli-
mate strategy� At the end of 2013, no country in the 
Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf 
could claim to have implemented cross-sector climate 
targets and an adaptation strategy� In order to secure 
their future, the Gulf monarchies will have no choice 
but to reorganise their economies to ensure the pro-
sperity of their subjects� In the long term, however, 
this will only be possible by developing knowledge-
based, low-carbon societies�

Qatar produces liquefied petroleum gas and synthetic fuels.


