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The Middle East and the Gulf have long been a priority 
area for European strategy. The geopolitical imperative 
is evident: not only does the region itself contain 
key resources; it also sits astride Europe’s lines of 
communication to Asia (Central, South, and East). The 
concern of the European powers, therefore, has always 
been to prevent a rival power from dominating the 
region; often by allying with the Ottoman Empire and 
later with Turkey, at times by establishing domination 
themselves. What was inconceivable was that, one 
way or another, Europe would not be a player – and yet 
this is exactly what is happening today. A dangerous 
aberration in the historical pattern of Europe’s strategic 
role in the region.  

A NEW DYNAMIC   

In September 2025, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia signed 
a bilateral defence treaty. On 7 August 2026, Turkey 
joined what has now become the Mecca Joint Defence 
Agreement. According to a joint statement, the Mecca 
Agreement aims “to strengthen collective deterrence 
against any act of aggression, and stipulates that any 
armed attack against any one of the three States shall 
be regarded as an attack against them all”. This creates 
a new strategic reality in the security architecture of the 
greater Middle East: for the first time, another power than 
the US provides extended nuclear deterrence – Pakistan. 

These three states share a sea or land border with 
Iran: containment clearly is the objective. The Mecca 
Agreement is an alternative, therefore, to the American 
strategy for the containment of Iran. Moreover, Saudi 

Arabia is effectively hedging and has acquired an additional 
security guarantee to the American one, pushed by 
disappointment with Washington. Along with Israel, 
the US has now twice undertaken a bombing campaign 
against Iran: in June of last year and since February of 
this year. Half a year later, the US is still struggling to 
bring this latest war to a successful conclusion, while it 
has caused massive economic disruption. Furthermore, 
the US has not been able to shield its allies from Iranian 
retaliation to the extent that they expected. The end 
of the US monopoly on extended deterrence may well 
be the most significant long term consequence of the 
American-Israeli war on Iran. Nevertheless, Trump has 
publicly welcomed the Mecca Agreement. As in Europe, 
the US may be looking for a larger degree of burden-
sharing with a regional alliance. 

Effective burden-sharing is only possible, however, within 
a shared overall strategy, which is yet to be established. 
For the Mecca Agreement also is a repudiation of Trump’s 
Israel-centred strategy, which seeks to organise the 
region through normalisation of relations with Israel 
via the Abraham Accords. In 2023, Saudi Arabia was 
reported to be very close to recognising Israel, in return 
for a strengthening of the alliance with the US and US 
assistance in setting up a civilian nuclear programme. 
The process was terminated, however, following Israel’s 
totally disproportionate war against Gaza in retaliation 
for the atrocious terrorist attack by Hamas on 7 October 
of that year. Ever since, the region has witnessed military 
escalation by Israel, in Gaza and the West Bank, in Lebanon, 
in Syria, and against Iran. The US when not supporting this, 
is certainly not containing it either. 
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Just a few weeks before the signing of the Mecca 
Agreement, a separate civilian nuclear agreement 
between the US and Saudi Arabia collapsed when, on 
13 July 2026, Trump intervened and declared that it 
remained conditional on normalisation of relations with 
Israel. Turkey meanwhile has fast emerged as a new major 
strategic rival for Israel. Syria is where their strategies 
clash most directly: on 18 August, Israel attacked a 
Syrian airbase near the Turkish border, with the stated 
aim of preventing Turkish troops from using it. Turkey 
has issued an international arrest warrant against Israeli 
Prime Minister Netanyahu. Pakistan, for its part, has never 
recognised Israel, has denounced Netanyahu as a war 
criminal, and is likely disappointed by its failed mediation 
efforts between the US and Iran. It also needs significant 
financial support which, in addition to the US, Saudi 
Arabia can now provide. 

One should not disparage the Mecca Agreement by a 
facile comparison with NATO. Of course, it does not right 
away achieve the degree of integration of an alliance 
of seventy-seven years standing with a permanent 
command structure. But a military alliance of three states 
that see themselves as ambitious regional powers, and 
that between them muster a nuclear capability, financial 
muscle, a significant defence industry, and very large 
standing armies: that is highly significant. And they may 
attract other states to align or to join. 

Moreover, even though the signatories stress the 
deterrent nature of the Mecca Agreement, it should not 
be forgotten that all three are involved in active disputes. 
Saudi Arabia is engaged in military operations against the 
Houthis in Yemen. Turkey maintains its military presence 
in Syria and Iraq; it also has a large-scale training mission 
in Somalia and several hundred “advisers” in Libya; and 
it supports the internationally recognised government of 
Sudan and the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF). Pakistan is 
fighting the Taliban at the border with Afghanistan, and is, 
of course, still disputing the border with nuclear-armed 
India, while it maintains close ties with China. Even if that 
is not now the intention, it is evident that the question 
of whether the Mecca Agreement must be activated will 
arise if one or the other of these disputes escalates. 

The geopolitics of the Middle East and the Gulf are fast 
evolving. Given the wide reach of the powers involved in 
the Mecca Agreement, the Eastern Mediterranean and 
the Balkans, the Black Sea and the Caucasus, the Red Sea 
and the Horn of Africa, and the Indian Ocean and India 
may all be affected.  

HISTORICAL PATTERNS   

Historically, the European powers have been key players 
in the Middle East. A main aim was always to contain 
Russia, which could not be allowed to control Istanbul 
and the Straits, for then it would be able to control all 
shipping between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 
and to dominate the Balkans. This is why, for example, 
Britain and France sided with the Ottomans and fought 
the Crimean War against Russia (1854-1856). Another 
concern (from 1869) was access to the Suez Canal and, 
for Britain, communication with British India (as it was 
until 1947). Nor could Britain suffer Russia to dominate 
Iran, Iraq, or Afghanistan. Later, access to oil supplies 
became a vital issue. 

Of course, the Europeans strove among themselves as 
well. In 1903 the German Empire started work on the 
Berlin-Baghdad-Basra Railway, which if completed would 
have by-passed the Suez Canal and created a direct link to 
Mesopotamian oil. During World War One, when Turkey 
and Germany were allies, British and Imperial troops 
landed on the Gallipoli Peninsula in a failed attempt to 
force the Straits and restore communications with their 
then Tsarist Russian ally – but at the same time London 
was very weary of Russia gaining a foothold there. After 
the war, Britain and France controlled large parts of the 
region as mandate territories under the Lague of Nations. 
During World War Two, all sides courted Turkey, which 
maintained neutrality, whereas the Soviet Union and the 
United Kingdom occupied Iran and divided it up into two 
spheres of influence. Major British and American supplies 
were then sent to the Soviet Union through Iran. 

The pattern continued during the Cold War. In 1952, 
Turkey was incorporated into NATO (alongside Greece), 
to block any possibility of Soviet encroachment. And in 
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1955, Britain, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, and Turkey, with strong 
American encouragement, formed the Baghdad Pact: a 
defensive alliance also aimed against Soviet expansion. 
In 1958 already, however, Iraq withdrew, following the 
coup that brought an end to the pro-Western monarchy 
and installed a Soviet-friendly regime. The failed attack 
on Egypt and the Suez Canal by Britain, France, and Israel 
in 1956 certainly contributed to the coup. Subsequently 
renamed the Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO) in 1959, 
the alliance collapsed completely following the 1979 
revolution in Iran. 

Meanwhile, the US had supplanted the European powers 
as the security guarantor of the West’s allies in the region, 
which it remains to this day. Confidence of the rulers 
in this guarantee has weakened significantly, however, 
ever since in 2011 the Obama administration withdrew 
its support from its erstwhile ally, Egyptian President 
Mubarak, and worked with the Muslim Brotherhood 
government after the elections that year. All this time, 
from Egyptian President Nasser onwards, all attempts 
from within the region to constitute a bloc that would be 
a strategic player in its own right met with failure.  

A MORE DIVIDED REGION   

Now, however, for the first time since the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire, a regional grouping may be poised to 
gain real “strategic actorness” – but the region has also 
become even more divided as a result. 

Even though the Mecca Agreement may primarily be 
targeted at Iran, it does forcefully demonstrate that, Iran 
apart, the existing division of the region into two camps is 
hardening. Egypt was closely involved in the negotiations, 
but ultimately decided not to join. Apparently, it rejected 
the “article 5-like” nature of the defence clause; Cairo 
probably also did not want to jeopardise its relations 
with countries such as Greece, Cyprus, India, and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). Nevertheless, Egypt remains 
closely aligned with the three signatories. So does Qatar, 
which has welcomed the Agreement and may be the next 
country to join. Both Egypt and Qatar support the SAF. 

On the other side, Israel, the UAE, and India have moved 
more closely together. On 15 May 2026, India and the 
UAE concluded a Strategic Defence Partnership. While, 
unlike the Mecca Agreement, it does not include a 
mutual defence commitment, it does contain substantial 
provisions on technological and industrial cooperation, on 
armaments, and combined training; the UAE also stores 
oil reserves in India. The UAE supports the project of an 
independent South Yemen, contrary to the Saudi strategy 
of keeping the country unified; reportedly, it is active in 
Sudan as well. Israel has deployed batteries of its Iron 
Dome air defence system, and the military personnel to 
operate them, to the UAE – the first time ever the system 
has been shared with an Arab country. Both countries are 
also reported to have started cooperation on defence 
acquisition; both are also active in Somaliland (which 
Israel has even recognised as a state). With the backing 
of the US (together they form the “I2U2 Group”) they are 
also the core sponsors of the India-Middle East-Europe 
Economic Corridor (IMEC). 

It remains to be seen how this hardening divide will 
affect the 2000 Joint Defence Agreement of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council, of which both Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE are members – and which also considers that 
an attack on one is an attack on all. While both camps 
are not directly confronting each other in the military 
sphere, they do support opposing proxies and have 
conflicting projects for Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. Iraq, 
which has complicated relations with members of both 
camps, may also become a key player again, having just 
negotiated extensive economic agreements with the US 
and the departure of all American forces from the country. 
The government is set to reclaim the state monopoly on 
armed force, thus challenging the Iran-backed militias. It is 
also important to note that both camps’ projects span the 
Mediterranean, the Black Sea, and the Gulf, economically 
as well as militarily. 

The interesting question for the immediate future is whether 
each grouping will muster the cohesion and initiative to 
pursue a more joint policy from now on, and begin to act as 
a real strategic player, independently from the great powers. 
If that is the case, a new strategic centre of gravity might 
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emerge. At the same time, if tensions between the two 
camps were to rise and each would be prompted to solicit 
the support of external powers, the region might once again 
become a pawn in great power politics. 

THE GREAT POWERS   

Off all the powers, American strategy is challenged 
most directly by these developments. Inevitably, the 
impression is that the Mecca Agreement signals a 
distancing from the US, all the more as the US is part 
of I2U2. Nobody has an interest in allowing this divide 
to grow, however. The three regional powers are 
diversifying their alliances and filling the vacuum that 
the US has created; they are definitely not breaking 
with the US. The US itself cannot afford to choose sides 
as all of these states are its partners. That is a rational 
assessment, however, which may not say very much 
about how Trump sees things. What is beyond doubt 
is that the war with Iran has to be brought to an end 
before the US can hope to steer the region towards a 
new security architecture. And the region will now likely 
have a more pronounced idea itself, and more capacity 
to act on its ideas – and will likely continue to hedge 
and complement the American security guarantee with 
additional arrangements. 

China’s initial stance when the war against Iran started 
was by all means to let the US dig itself into a hole; it 
could afford to, as its economy was hit much less than 
others. Although there seems little love lost for the 
Iranian regime, it is a partner, and so China continued 
to supply essential components for Iran’s arsenal (and 
possibly weapons, although Beijing formally denies 
that). When the war started to drag on, and the risk of 
escalation throughout the region grew, that ought to 
have worried China, which has close partnerships with 
the other Gulf states too, and with Pakistan. Although 
it cannot drop Iran (though it would readily work 
with a potential successor regime), China also cannot 
antagonise the other states of the region. And yet its 
diplomatic engagement to help end the crisis remained 
very circumspect, especially when compared with the 
role that Pakistan and others played. 

In March 2023, China had managed a diplomatic 
coup when Iran and Saudi Arabia announced their 
resumption of ties in Beijing (China having stepped in to 
finalise negotiations that had been ongoing since 2021). 
Many wondered at the time what the concrete follow-
up would be. Now we know that in times of actual war, 
China is not yet ready to play a leading role; its strategy 
remains far too risk-averse. Consequently, China cannot 
really counterbalance the US in the region, and it may 
not have an effective answer if US strategy is to control 
energy exports from the region to China (in retaliation, 
notably, for a potential Chinese blockade of Taiwan or 
a ban on export of rare earths). This in spite of the fact 
that Trump’s intuition appears to be to conclude a “big 
and beautiful deal” with China. 

When it comes to Russia, none of the players in the 
region has followed the West in adopting sanctions. 
Moscow thus greatly benefits from continued financial 
and energy flows, but it does not have the capacity to 
play a very active role itself beyond its military support 
for Iran. Even that remains relatively limited, in spite 
of Iran’s contribution to Russia’s war against Ukraine. 
Following the change of regime in Syria, Russia may 
be about to relinquish most of its military presence in 
the country (although, reportedly, Israel would prefer a 
continued Russian presence to counterbalance Turkey’s). 
It remains an active player, however, in Somaliland and 
Sudan. For the US, Russia is a nuisance factor, but no 
longer a peer competitor in the region. Trump may at 
one point normalise relations with Russia (even as 
Europe does not), but even then is unlikely to allow it to 
increase its foothold in the region again. 

The conclusion is that, in spite of all, the US, for now, 
remains the only great power that really matters in 
military and diplomatic terms in the region. Consequently, 
the regional players have but limited opportunities for 
playing off the great powers against each other. Nor has 
either camp in the region much interest in deepening 
diplomatic and military ties with China or Russia. 
Economic relations will remain important and may grow, 
but nobody can replace the US as the main external 
security actor. As stated above, the Mecca Agreement 
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may provide its signatories with the leverage, however, 
to constrain the US, so that they gain more power to 
shape the future security architecture. 

AND EUROPE?

Just like the US and China, the EU cannot chose sides 
between the two camps that are being established, for 
it has partnership relations with all of their members. To 
the extent that the EU has a policy for the region, the 
hardening divide goes directly against it, for the EU’s 
aim is to end geopolitical rivalry and promote regional 
cooperation, as enounced in the 2016 Global Strategy. 
Several European states have substantial military 
partnerships that cut across the regional divide: with 
Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and 
the UAE. 

In the same light, the EU never intended to choose sides 
between Iran and the other Gulf states either. Many 
European decision-makers seem to have a very short 
memory, however, as they present it as inconceivable that 
the EU should negotiate with the current Iranian regime. 
Yet that was exactly the EU’s policy, until Trump, during 
his first term, undid the nuclear deal and forced Europe 
to decouple from Iran. Europe cannot have it both ways: 
in the current situation, a deal to end the war, which the 
European economy definitely needs, can only be a deal 
with the existing regime. Indeed, resumption of economic 
relations with the EU could be one of the enticements to 
convince Iran of the need for an agreement; and Europe 
would benefit from the diversification of its energy 
supplies. Such a move does not in any way imply approval 
of the regime’s domestic policies – so much should be 
clear from Europe’s energy imports from many other 
authoritarian states. Obviously, any Iranian attack on 
European soil would cancel this option out immediately. 

For the EU, the real challenge, though, is Turkey. The issue 
is not that as a member of NATO, Turkey’s new alliance 
with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia might draw NATO into 
an unwanted war. Several NATO allies are members of 
other alliances as well, not least the US, but also Britain 
and France; it is clear that such commitments cannot 

create legal obligations for NATO. The real point is that 
Turkey does in practice what is impossible in theory: it is 
simultaneously an ally and a buffer state. It is a member 
of NATO, but it also shields Europe from direct spill-over 
of insecurity from Iraq, Syria, and Iran. But: as a buffer 
state, Turkey, as an ambitious regional power, pursues 
its own, often very assertive policy that does not always 
serve the European interest. 

The EU has a lot to gain from strategic cooperation with 
Turkey in the broader region, to support it where its 
policies serve the European interests, which in turn may 
give the EU some leverage to channel them into another 
direction where they do not. Europe and Turkey now 
share the objective of halting Russian expansionism in 
the Black Sea. In Libya as in Sudan, the picture is mixed: 
Turkey is propping up stability, but it also supports non-
secular forces; and the maritime corridor agreed between 
Turkey and Libya directly violates the sovereignty of EU 
Member States Greece and Cyprus. The Balkans may see 
stepped up cooperation between Turkey and Saudi Arabia, 
both of which are very active there already. Unfortunately, 
the EU is completely paralyzed by the issue of Turkey’s 
candidacy for membership, which it dares not to end 
although everyone knows it will not happen. Rather than 
continuing the charade, the EU should offer instead a 
deepening of the customs union (where Turkey has a lot 
to gain) and a strategic partnership in the broader region 
of the Middle East and the Gulf. 

For the EU to be accepted as a player in the region, though, 
it is a precondition that it changes its policy on Israel. 
The EU is not the US, whose military preponderance 
ensures it a role. Europe is often perceived as simply 
acquiescing in American strategy. As it is becoming clear 
that Washington’s Israel-centric strategy for the region is 
no longer effective, now is the time for the EU to distance 
itself from that strategy and build up its own profile. That 
has to start with a much more explicit stance against 
the disproportionate use of violence and the illegal 
wars in which Israel engages. This will inevitably be a 
balancing exercise. The EU must not abandon Israel, but 
by partnering with Turkey to maintain a balance between 
Ankara and Tel Aviv, Brussels for the first time could gain 
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some real leverage, and make it clear to Israel that its 
current military-focused regional strategy is reaching 
its limits, and that it must take into account European 
concerns. That might, finally, be the first step towards 
a reset of EU-Israel relations. Unfortunately, the EU is 
as paralyzed on Israel as it is on Turkey. Europe’s utter 
inability to come to any decision on Israel has destroyed 
its credibility. 

Only if it overcomes this self-imposed double paralysis can 
the EU play a significant role in the region. Starting from 
a new basis of relations with Turkey and Israel, i.e. with 
key players from both camps, that European role could 
be to promote regional stability and cooperation, using 
the economic offer that the EU can make to the members 
of both groupings as leverage. 

But, as a final precondition, the EU cannot play any 
significant diplomatic and economic role if it is not 
underpinned by a credible military power projection 
capacity. The need is obvious. For one, ensuring maritime 
security demands the permanent presence of significant 
European naval and air forces. But even though one of 
Europe’s two vital sea lanes of communication passes 
through the region, Europeans struggle to contribute 
more than a handful of ships to the various naval 
operations, both under the EU’s own flag and others, 
that are deployed in the region. There actually are more 
operations in which Europeans participate, each with their 
separate command set-up, than there are European ships 
deployed, so that it happens that a European admiral 
finds himself in command of an operation without any 
ships. That is an abdication of responsibility. In another 
example, during the war with Iran, several Gulf states 
requested support with air defence from Europe. Instead 
of a concerted effort to provide a European package of 
military assistance, which could have generated important 
leverage, Europe managed only a dispersed effort (mainly 
by Britain and France).  

A PERIPHERY WITHOUT A CORE    

Europe regards the Middle East and the Gulf, and 
North Africa and the Caucasus, as its periphery. It once 

developed the European Neighbourhood Policy as a 
single policy framework for most of this challenging 
region, or set of regions. But if this is the periphery, 
where is the core? No longer in Europe. Its self-imposed 
strategic paralysis prevents the EU from playing a real 
role. Europe itself is fast becoming peripheral to the 
Middle East and the Gulf, while the regional powers 
from that region are becoming active players in the Black 
Sea, the Mediterranean, the Balkans, and North Africa, 
without any regard for the European interest. Why 
would they, if Europe itself seems blissfully unaware of 
which interests are at stake?  
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