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1.0 Executive Summary 
 
 
This paper aims to give a short and factual presentation of the Gulf humanitarian scene, with 
the objective of opening the door to those of you interested in investing in this part of the 
world. 
 
It also touches upon the unicity of the Gulf Aid world, and attempts to illustrate the 
complexity of a scene otherwise fascinating. 
 
At the image of its Bedouin roots, gaining trust and getting in is no simple matter, and the 
process can be long and frustrating. The few getting in however know how rewarding and 
sustainable partnerships in this part of the world can be. 
 
The past two years have seen major changes in the landscape, inaugurating a new era for 
Gulf actors, whether in terms of their standing within the international aid community, or 
through their shift towards less coordination with the international community and more Gulf 
concerted, and decisive action. 
 
Gulf countries are demonstrating an evolving approach to disbursing aid and funding the 
international community’s efforts. While traditionally based on Islam and the importance 
Islamic teachings give to charity, they are today incorporating political and security 
imperatives dictated by all the upheavals the region is going through: a statement particularly 
true as we enter the 6th year of a post uprising Arab world. 
 
This paper stands short from recommending a modus operandi or presenting any further 
analysis on how to succeed in this region: elements too numerous and varying too much 
depending on who you are, and what your ambitions are. 
 
However, it demystifies what is often perceived in Western circles as an impenetrable world, 
and too often reduced to funding and other financial transactions: a wrongful myth we are 
keen to debunk! 
 
 
 
 
2.0 Introduction 
 
A lot of misconceptions and misunderstandings often accompany visions, decisions, and 
strategies to strike partnerships with Aid bodies from the Gulf region. 
 
At the same time a strange contradiction reigns between many declared intentions of 
operating a rapprochement with them, while being suspicious and undecided whenever a 
specific commitment is required. 
 
To consider interacting meaningfully with the Gulf humanitarian scene, we will first look into 
its origin and history, before doing a round of all types of stakeholders to consider.  
 
We will also look into different factors shaping Gulf Aid dynamics in order to dress a realistic 
portrait, and determine the level of complexity to have in mind. 
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3.0 Defining Gulf Humanitarian Action 
 
3.1 Religion as a Centerpiece: The Pivotal Role of Islam 
 
The official religion of all six Gulf States has always guided aid and charity motivations, and 
codified many of its practices in the Islamic or Sharia system. Anonymity and modesty being 
prominent, not all aid from the Gulf is accounted for by the international community, and no 
full public reporting exists: a challenge in getting figures often misinterpreted for a lack of 
transparency.  
 
Gulf countries have demonstrated a visible effort in accounting for, then reporting aid 
disbursements: A tool like the Financial Tracking System (FTS) the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) is a good illustration of this trend. 
However such traceability mechanisms, coupled with the exclusion of funding for religious 
purposes, have always been questioned by Gulf actors, considering such a system to be 
neither inclusive nor reflecting of their reality.  
 
3.2 Bedouins & Tribes: A Historical Perspective 
 
On top of its religious dimension, the culture of Gulf aid is rooted in what we will dub the 
desert solidarity. A Bedouin/nomadic history so often overlooked, and marked by tribal 
allegiances relevant till today.   
 
Worth remembering also a region that knew considerable hardship owing to its geographical 
nature, before oil was discovered and boosted trade and development levels we know today. 
 
Although local cultures and identities are changing, there was once a vibrant oral tradition of 
storytelling and practice in giving to those in need and many humanitarian interlocutors grew 
up with these. This could have been a traveler lost in the desert or giving mercy to someone 
in battle who had surrendered himself. 
 
The notion of trust (and betrayal) we find in Bedouin culture is however one of the most 
overlooked aspects: Gulf nationals are known for being generous but once a red line has 
been crossed, the memory of any disagreement can remain for a long time. This aspect few 
western entities keep in mind, especially in light of ill documented attempts and lack of 
cultural awareness when attempting negotiations and discussions. 
 
3.3 Regional Dynamics: Looking Through the Risk & Security Prism  
 
The first Arab conflict to affect Gulf countries was the 1990 Kuwait invasion by Iraq, 
highlighting how vulnerable the region was, and the need to bolster security forces. National 
efforts were coupled with major western powers setting up military bases in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries.  
 
Involvement of countries like the United States of America or the United Kingdom in regional 
conflicts, using their Gulf presence to do so, resulted in different security considerations for 
the hosts, including threats and sometimes action by the likes of Al Qaeda and other similar 
movements.   
 
Lastly, the Arab uprisings and the conflicts that ensued have seen GCC countries involved in 
all militarized conflicts of the region: Libya’s fight against jihadist movements, the Syrian 
conflict, and the Yemen war, this last one led by a Saudi minded coalition. 
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The Gulf is also home to a majority expatriate population and a hub for international travel. 
This has had both security and health implications, including international crime (e.g. 
drug/human trafficking and money laundering) and global pandemics (e.g. Middle East 
Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus). 
 
All the aforementioned risks and trends have shaped the Gulf’s foreign aid policies, 
countering negative perceptions in conflict ridden countries where their allies were operating, 
but also tackling extremism through stabilization and reconstruction efforts: a clear will to 
preserve their own stability and security availed to both its local and expatriate population.    
 
3.4 Aid & Politics: Influencing Legislation 
 
A close relationship disaster response and the Gulf military has naturally evolved, with 
lessons being learned from regional disasters such as earthquakes in Pakistan and Iran, and 
the Tsunami. The militarization of such aid is seen in a positive light. 
 
Post-9/11 was a turning point for the region as aid mechanisms fell under greater global and 
subsequently national scrutiny. Suddenly, there was added pressure to monitor the 
programs of local organizations to check for links with groups known to be engaging in 
terror-related activities. This had repercussions in several states where local organizations 
with suspected or proven links to terror were closed down and in some circumstances 
individuals arrested and sentenced.  
 
Rifts have also emerged between GCC countries on supporting groups like the Muslim 
Brotherhood (MB) resulting in the most overt display of contention to date. Important to keep 
in mind such groups were benefiting from media support and coverage and were able to 
fundraise and rally support in some Gulf countries for much of their social work in different 
countries. Fundraising and aid legislations today in the region reflect the importance given by 
Gulf States in curtailing, banning or heavily regulating groups like the MB. 
 
A good illustration is the Emirates Red Crescent Society’s removal of one of its Secretary 
General’s in 2013 over his connection to Al Islah, a group with links to MB and Hamas. He 
was subsequently sentenced to 10 years. The UAE has also arrested and sentenced other 
MB-affiliated residents and deported students from the universities of Ajman and Sharjah for 
MB-related activities, including the collection of funds.  
 
In mid-November 2014, the UAE cabinet also approved a list of designated terror groups, 
many of which carried humanitarian objectives: while some names included on the list have 
stirred some controversy, the list remains in place and unchanged to date. These include Al 
Islah, Islamic Relief UK, and The Islamic Council Norway (Islamsk Rad Norge, IRN). Yet 
another illustration Gulf countries will not tolerate any politicization and ‘terrorization’ of Islam 
or aid. It also illustrates the complexity of aid in the region and the need for INGOs be astute 
in their assessment of who to trust and partner with. 
 
Due to sensitive demographics, the Gulf countries have not signed the 1951 Refugee 
Convention. This means that recognition of refugees (as per UNHCR definition) and 
principles like non-refoulement do not apply as such. Another source of confusion and 
sometimes tension with Western Aid bodies since the Syrian crisis unfolded, but once more 
another illustration of what geopolitical and historical elements to keep in mind. 
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4.0 (Going Beyond a) Stakeholder Analysis 
 
The Gulf regional aid capacity cannot be compared to its Western counterparts. Although a 
part of the structure is there, the policies, procedures, capacities, and decision making 
processes are not yet in place. Part of the reason for this is the diverging and sometimes 
competing approaches to foreign policy, united only by regional security concerns. The other 
reason is related to the historical development of the region, which, despite appearances, 
needs more time to mature.  
 
4.1 Regional Bodies 
 
4.1.1 Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)  
 
The GCC Secretary General, HE Abdul Latif bin Rashid Al Zayani, is the focal point for 
humanitarian affairs. At a Regional Workshop on Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), hosted 
by the GCC in Riyadh from 13-16.1.13, Al Zayani outlined a need for a regional disaster 
centre with five strategic targets: protecting the security and stability of GCC countries; 
maintaining sustainable economic growth; achieving comprehensive human development; 
increasing capacity to deal with crises and disasters; and enhancing regional and 
international cooperation. To date, the idea of this centre continues.  
 
Following the Yemen crisis, and under the impetus of Saudi Arabia, the GCC set up a 
coordination committee on Aid to Yemen that will meet for the first time in Riyadh later this 
year: A precedent in many ways to follow (see below on King Salman Centre in section 5).  
 
4.1.2 Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 
 
The OIC’s headquarters is based in Saudi Arabia and the organization has a visible 
presence in regional humanitarian affairs and events. With 56 members, it promotes the 
common agendas of Islamic states, although the reality is that no common agenda really 
exists and the organization is seen as ineffective relative to its size and mandate. Beyond 
Saudi Arabia, it has a Permanent Observer Mission to the United Nations in New York, 
Geneva, and Vienna, and operational staff in the field.  
 
Significant progress for the OIC and its humanitarian agenda was achieved under its former 
Secretary General, Ekmeledin Ihsanoglu: Under his leadership ICHAD, or the humanitarian 
affairs department, was born.  
 
This was the OIC’s first real initiative to engage with the international humanitarian agenda in 
a strategic manner and it is still a work in progress. ICHAD has yet to evolve into the kind of 
entity that can keep up with the demands being placed on it. Its lack of capacity, however, 
should not limit an INGO’s willingness to engage with it as it remains a strategic partner. 
ICHAD is also a link to the Islamic charitable and humanitarian entities in member states, 
including the Gulf. These organizations may be hesitant to engage or associate themselves 
with the UN and INGOs, or simply not have the means or know how. International donors 
such as USAID, the EU, and DFID have also seen OIC as an alternative means of reaching 
these organizations.  
 
ICHAD is overseen by Ambassador Hesham Youssef from Egypt, a former diplomat and 
Chief of Staff at the Arab League. Youssef took up his position in mid-2014 from the former 
Ambassador Atta Al Manan Al Bakhit.  
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4.2 Engagement with the United Nations (UN) 
 
The Gulf States were admitted as members of the United Nations (UN) between 1945 and 
1971.1 The UN has an established presence in KSA, Kuwait, and the UAE, from which more 
than 20 agencies and offices cover the six states and Yemen. The primary terms of 
engagement are: (1) political influence through humanitarian affairs; (2) supporting 
humanitarian aims. 
 
Like elsewhere, the UN is both supported and criticized by the Gulf States. It is a channel for 
humanitarian assistance but is often reproached of not giving the Gulf donors the visibility 
they desire, for example over funding to the Syria context. At a political level, it has also 
been criticized for not doing enough to resolve regional crises such as Syria and Gaza. 
 
While the UN is the preferred recipient of government donations at the international level, 
given its complex character its work is not always understood. Some former UN staff 
members have moved into advisory roles, for example in the UAE and Qatar, while UN 
entities such as OCHA have sought to familiarize Gulf humanitarian stakeholders with its 
work and associated contexts in the field through joint partnership missions. Gulf national 
representation among UN staff is considerably low. Kuwait contributes JPOs while JPO and 
Associative Expert (AE) discussions continue with KSA, Qatar, and the UAE. 
 
4.3 Engagement with the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement (RC/RC) 
 
The Gulf’s national Red Crescent societies were formed from the 1960s onwards and to 
date, they are the only example of a local Gulf humanitarian entity with a direct origin in the 
wider international community. They work in cooperation with the wider movement, the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and in conflict 
areas, with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).  
 
The RC’s are key actors in relief and more sensitized to field operations, capacity building, 
and cooperation.  
 
While many in the international community could disagree, when looking across the board at 
Gulf humanitarian operations they are certainly better integrated. At the same time, they 
have at times been challenged by their local populations as having a Western rather than 
Islamic identity. Consequently, they have had to stay vigilant to such perceptions at every 
level, from resource mobilization (which focuses on Ramadan for the wider public) to general 
communications and humanitarian principles. 
 
The ICRC Regional Delegation in Kuwait has been present since the 1990/1991 Iraqi 
invasion and occupation of Kuwait. It is well established, accepted by the governments, and 
understands how to navigate complex humanitarian relationships in the region. It has also 
struggled with the same challenge faced by the UN and inevitably INGOs, that of being 
perceived as a non-Islamic entity and therefore an ‘outsider’. The IFRC regional office is 
based in Amman and has a Gulf regional representative, while their regional logistics team is 
based in Dubai at IHC. Both IFRC and ICRC are very present in Gulf humanitarian events 
and useful interlocutors. 
 
4.4 Engagement with International Non-Governmental Organisations (INGOs) 
 
Historically, the Gulf States and their humanitarian entities did not have much incentive or 
obligation to liaise or coordinate with INGOs either at home or in the field. The extent of their 
involvement was usually via the local Red Crescents’ adherence to the Red Cross/Crescent 
																																																								
1 KSA (24.10.45), Kuwait (14.5.1963), Qatar (21.9.71), Bahrain (21.9.71), Oman (7.10.71), UAE (9.12.71). 
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& NGO Code of Conduct and within the National Society-IFRC-ICRC triangle, and 
channeling aid via the ICRC in areas of conflict where access would be less straightforward.  
 
This lack of understanding extends to what INGOs do and how they are relevant, and has 
translated into less support both financially and operationally for INGOs. For example, 
foreign policy (a regional priority) can be better influenced via the UN. Another example is 
access. The Gulf’s historic role in supporting regional Islamic charities and contexts often 
grants them direct access to local actors on the ground. This means they have less of an 
incentive to channel aid via INGOs. This dynamic can shift, however, in cases where they do 
not have government approval to bring aid into the country (e.g. via Israel to Gaza) or for 
political reasons, need to demonstrate international support.  
 
Consequently, the gradual increase of INGO presence in the region (nearly all in Dubai 
through International Humanitarian City (IHC), with a few INGO representatives elsewhere in 
the region) is a recent phenomenon and can be viewed with trepidation. While some 
organizations do understand INGOs (e.g. the RC’s), others (typically charities and 
foundations) may be hesitant to engage or do not know how to, or how they would benefit 
from such engagement.  
 
To build trust and visibility, more dissemination attempts and efforts to engage local 
stakeholders in practical aid technicalities and discussions are needed. This will help 
navigate partnerships beyond rhetorical, theoretical, and resource-related discussions.  
 
 
5.0 Gulf Donor Trends 
 
Three western sources can be used jointly to determine Gulf donor trends: the global 
humanitarian assistance annual report, the annual ranking report of the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and UN-OCHA’s Financial Tracking 
System (FTS) 
 
It is worth noting that since 2000, Saudi Arabia has repeatedly featured in the list of top 20 
government donors of international humanitarian assistance. Even more significant, the UAE 
crowned Number 1 donor two years in a row (2013 and 2014) as per the OECD ranking that 
looks into the Official Development Assistance (ODA) per Gross National Income (GNI) ratio. 
However, these figures only tell a fraction of the story of Gulf humanitarian aid and affairs. It 
therefore doesn’t always help to analyze such data to predict statistical trends and this can 
be a sensitive point as the Gulf feels it gives more than is recognized. As Gulf States 
become more compliant in international reporting this may shift however.  
 
In the meantime the best potential for analysis and prediction of trends is through being a 
regular and trustworthy actor on the Gulf humanitarian scene. This means having the 
resources to participate in and/or follow key events, and to network widely across the region. 
It also means having the time and resources to track donations (financial and in-kind) that 
are reported in the media2, as well as maintaining good relations with potential donors to 
gain access to information. 
 
Most Gulf humanitarian assistance is channeled through third parties, particularly large-scale 
projects and in-kind donations. Gulf officials tend to follow the process from afar, delegating 
where needed to local embassies, and conduct field visits rather than stay on site in country. 
Such aid delivery and project implementation mechanisms have limited the development of 
aid ‘know-how’ and number of humanitarians with substantial field experience.  
																																																								
2		Most	significant	donations	are	reported	within	days	via	the	local	wires.	Therefore	it	makes	sense	to	track	and	collate	this	
reporting	via	press	research	several	times	a	week	and	add	what	is	publicly	reported	to	information	gathered	informally.	
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As a result, INGOs tend to approach the same individuals both at the government and 
organizational levels. Given the added layer of centralized decision-making, this can make 
for a crowded scene and when bottlenecks occur, more patience than usual is required in 
humanitarian communications and diplomacy. 
 
5.1 Major Developments on the Gulf Aid Scene 
 
2015 can be considered a true pivotal year with the emergence of the King Salman Centre in 
Saudi Arabia, effectively the first body set up in the Gulf along a western donor model. Given 
the mandate of channeling and disbursing all Saudi humanitarian funding of the country, it is 
today progressively taking a leading role in coordinating GCC humanitarian assistance for 
Yemen. 
 
Dubai in the UAE has also launched the Mohamed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum global initiatives 
in late 2015, to consolidate the work of existing organisations in country and become the 
largest development and community foundation in the middle east, to include 1,400 
development programs and initiatives targeting 130 Million people in need through to 2025. 
  
The emergence of such bodies is not a novelty per say, considering for instance the UAE’s 
short-lived Ministry of International Cooperation and Development (MICAD) from 2013 to 
2016, or considering Qatar’s Education Above All initiative consisting of several Qatari 
organisations operating in the education area. But the magnitude and size of those new 
bodies, and their capacity to coordinate entire portions of Gulf Aid is a novelty to follow very 
closely.   
 
5.2 Aid Gatherings in the Gulf  
 
Dubai in the UAE is home to the Dubai International Humanitarian Aid & Development 
Conference & Exhibition (DIHAD), which will enter its 13th year in 2016. This event falls 
under the patronage of HH Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and 
Prime Minister of the UAE. Its aim has been to build bridges between East and West and in 
many regards it has achieved this. However, despite being a useful networking event it is 
also seen as a logistics promotion hub with less engaging conference presentations and 
associated discussions.  
 
Kuwait has hosted the last five Annual Conferences for Effective Partnership and 
Information Sharing for Better Humanitarian Action while the first was hosted by Oman. 
Key behind this event is HE Dr. Abdullah Matouq Al-Matouq, advisor to the Al-Diwan Al-
Amiri of the State of Kuwait and board chairman of the International Islamic Charitable 
Organization (IICO). 
 
Apart from those two recurring events, the region is home to several international gatherings, 
both repeated and one-off: Kuwait has hosted 3 International Donor Pledging 
Conferences for Syria from 2013 to 2015, Sharjah hosted in 2014 a child protection 
conference for refugee children in the region (for now a one–off), and Qatar hosts an annual 
education conference called the WISE summit (an initiative of Qatar foundation set up in 
2009). Lastly, Saudi Arabia should host later in 2016 an International Conference of 
Coordination of Relief Work and Humanitarian Assistance being provided to the 
Republic of Yemen. 
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6.0 Conclusion 
 
This guide does not pretend to cover all stakeholders relevant to Gulf Aid. To list a few key 
actors playing a part in the regional aid landscape: private foundations, Western donor 
representations, Universities, think tanks, and research centres. 
 
This particular Aid environment has also demonstrated its capacity to reach out to less 
conventional actors from the corporate sector, to different components of its civil society 
(Youth and Women group predominantly)  
 
The Gulf humanitarian world presents three layers of specificity: a long history, a unique 
Modus Operandi, and a historical trend of changes it is currently going through.    
 
Approaching and partnering with Gulf Aid entities has been marred by near misses, gross 
mistakes, and inadequate strategies: a sign appropriate outreach policies have little or not 
be considered.   
 
Building trust, overcoming a certain fatigue, and mostly adopting a strategy to secure 
relevant and lasting partnerships requires expertise and knowledge we often tend to 
overlook. 
 
Mastering all such components remains more than ever key to penetrate this world in a 
sustained and rewarding way: think about it!  
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