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THE MAGHREB IN TRANSITION
While the Maghreb has long been at the margins of U.S. policy in the Middle East and North Africa, trends in this 
region increasingly reverberate throughout the Middle East. In this new environment, developments in the Maghreb 
will continue to have an impact both on the broader Middle East and on U.S. interests. The Middle East Program 
examines changing political, economic, and security trends in the Maghreb—defined here as Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, 
and Libya—through  original research and analysis and by convening events that highlight issues of importance in 
the Maghreb to business and policymaking audiences. More broadly, the program focuses its research on the drivers 
of social and political change in the Middle East. To the greatest degree possible, we seek to be “opportunity driven” 
rather than “threat driven,” seeking out opportunities for positive change rather than merely reacting to crises. For more 
information on the program’s work on the Maghreb, visit https://csis.org/program/maghreb. ■ 
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GCC-Maghreb Relations 
in a Changing Regional Order
by Carolyn Barnett............................................................
Since unrest started in the Maghreb in late 2010, several of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries have sought greater influence in North Africa. By pro-
viding financial, material, and political support both for status quo powers and for 
revolutionary governments in the Maghreb, Arab Gulf leaders are making clear the 
strategic importance they attach to North Africa. Their actions are part of a broader 
pattern of regional GCC activism, the goal of which is to shape political develop-
ments across the Middle East and North Africa.

GCC interests in the Maghreb overlap in many cases, but they are not identical. In 
Tunisia and Libya, Gulf countries hope to influence whatever new power structure 
emerges from the postrevolutionary period of instability. Gulf monarchs also have 
a stake in what becomes of Morocco’s reform process, since it could set a prec-
edent of curtailed monarchical power. 

For its part, the Maghreb needs new partners, but its people and governments are 
also wary of Gulf motives. In Tunisia and Libya, uncertainty over how to engage 
the Gulf intersects with domestic political debates over Islam and authority. Mo-
rocco seeks to build on historical ties to the Gulf to boost economic growth, but 
without undermining domestic reforms. And although Algeria shares Gulf leaders’ 
goal of suppressing domestic unrest, it remains perhaps the most cautious about 
Gulf intentions, being generally critical of foreign interference and having opposed 
the GCC’s support for efforts to overthrow Muammar el-Qaddafi in Libya. 

Leaders across the region have in fact actively sought help from the GCC countries, 
but they retain reservations about the partnership. While Gulf aid to and invest-
ment in the Maghreb have grown over the past two years, some in the Maghreb are 
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concerned at the lack of transparency in aid, unsure about 
donors’ intentions in the region, and above all fearful of in-
appropriate foreign influences. These concerns in turn fuel 
greater distrust among domestic political actors. The role of 
Qatar in particular—one of the region’s biggest donors and 
a supporter of Islamist movements—has become a polariz-
ing issue in several countries, though the new leadership in 
Qatar could shift that country’s priorities and reduce some 
of the tensions its policies have generated. 

The extent of Gulf countries’ genuine influence in the re-
gion is difficult to assess, but their desire for leverage is 
clear—and in the Maghreb’s political environment, even 
rumors of influence can affect outcomes. Whether or not 
Gulf countries’ money buys them clout, the perception that 
it does can affect policy debates and political legitimacy. 

Concerted diplomatic action on the part of the United States 
can help to ensure that Gulf engagement in the Maghreb is 
constructive, rather than disruptive, particularly on the eco-
nomic front. The United States enjoys close ties with gov-
ernments in the Gulf, but GCC partners are critical of U.S. 
actions across the Middle East and concerned primarily 
with their own political stability. Maghreb, U.S., and GCC 
interests converge most clearly on economic issues, where 
all would benefit from growing Maghreb economies that 
create jobs, foster regional economic integration, and pro-
mote inclusive growth and stability. GCC interest and intra-
GCC competition in the Maghreb are perhaps inevitable, 
but they need not necessarily be destabilizing or dangerous.

The History of 
GCC-Maghreb Relations
While rulers in the Maghreb and the Gulf have long en-
gaged one another, until recently neither region held essen-
tial strategic importance for the other. For the Maghreb, Eu-
rope and the Sahel retained their primacy, while the GCC 
focused on regional Middle Eastern stability and the threat 
it faced from Iran. The Maghreb and GCC shared some 
common interests, primarily on Pan-Arab causes like the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, but the two regions interacted primar-
ily through Arab regional organizations or as antagonists in 
the Arab Cold War between conservative and revolution-
ary regimes. Revolutionary Algeria and Libya in particular 
found they had little in common with the Arab Gulf monar-
chies other than oil, which was less a bond than a source of 

tension. Within OPEC, the Maghreb exporters were more 
hawkish than their Gulf counterparts, and they consistently 
advocated limiting production to ensure higher prices. Dur-
ing the first Gulf War, Maghreb countries had to balance 
domestic opposition to Operation Desert Storm with their 
relations with various Gulf countries, most importantly 
Saudi Arabia. Even Morocco, which sent 1,200 troops to 
Saudi Arabia and 500 to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
as part of the coalition against Saddam Hussein, permitted 
mass protests in support of Iraq.1

Personal connections between rulers shaped the countries’ 
bilateral relationships. The leaders of Morocco, a Sunni 
Arab monarchy, had a natural affinity with Gulf monarchs 
and King Hussein in Jordan. Former Tunisian President 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali developed reasonably friendly ties 
with Gulf leaders; that he escaped in January 2011 to Saudi 
Arabia, where he remains, attests to those relationships, but 
also to the Saudi leadership’s ultimate conclusion that Ben 
Ali’s control of Tunisia could not be salvaged. Conversely, 
Qaddafi’s erratic behavior and strained relationships with 
Gulf leaders—Qaddafi reportedly tried to have Saudi Ara-
bia’s King Abdullah (then crown prince) assassinated in 
20042—contributed to the Arab League’s decision in 2011 
to endorse the NATO intervention that led to his ouster.

Over the past 10 to 15 years, Gulf investment in the 
Maghreb expanded as leaders in the region courted Gulf 
money, especially when U.S. markets became unwelcom-
ing after September 11, 2001, the post-2003 oil boom 
boosted Gulf capital surpluses, and Gulf investors sought to 
diversify their holdings. Vast real estate projects and other 
investments in infrastructure and natural resources extrac-
tion, which gained a reputation for creating few jobs despite 
large capital expenditures, dominated these arrangements. 

The extent of Gulf countries’ genuine 
influence in the region is difficult to 
assess, but their desire for leverage is 
clear—and in the Maghreb’s political 
environment, even rumors of influence 
can affect outcomes.
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Overall, Gulf-Maghreb economic relationships remained 
modest compared to Maghreb economic engagement with 
Europe, and the GCC countries continued to invest more in 
Turkey, Egypt, and Jordan than in the Maghreb. 

GCC interest in the Maghreb sharpened in 2011, when de-
velopments there began to have important consequences 
for Middle Eastern regional politics. The uprisings that be-
gan in Tunisia spread to Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria, 
setting a threatening precedent but also opening new ven-
ues for GCC leaders to exert influence. Several GCC coun-
tries—most notably Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and to 
some extent Kuwait—have worked more actively to shape 
political outcomes across the entire Middle East over the 
past two years.3 A desire to avoid domestic instability partly 
drives this trend, but so does opposition to Iranian inten-
tions, the increasingly stark Sunni-Shi‘ite divide across the 
region, and concern over the direction of U.S. foreign poli-
cy priorities and choices. The inability of Egypt, Syria, and 
Iraq to play a larger role, given their internal turmoil, also 
provided a major opening for Gulf rulers to assert them-
selves in the region more directly. 

Their goals are not always aligned. Syria has become an 
arena of both cooperation and competition among GCC 
countries, which have worked together in the Arab League 
and the Friends of Syria group but have supported differ-
ent rebel groups within Syria. Qatar’s support for the more 
radical of these groups has irritated Saudi and Emirati lead-
ers. While Qatar has sought closer ties with the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its various incarnations, the UAE vehe-
mently opposes the movement and views it as a security 
threat of the highest order.4 Saudi Arabia also views the 
Muslim Brotherhood with suspicion. As elsewhere across 
the region, GCC interests in the Maghreb overlap but are 
not identical. 

GCC Aid and Investment
The different interests and goals of Gulf countries have 
affected their relations with individual Maghreb countries 
in a variety of ways; these are described in detail in the next 
section. What the Gulf countries share is a willingness to 
use money, or promises of aid and investment, to try to gain 
political influence in the Maghreb. Over the last two years, 
Gulf aid commitments to and investment in the region 
appear to have increased.

Not all aid disbursements have materialized on schedule, 
however. For example, initial reports suggested that Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar together might provide as much 
as $10 billion to the G8-initiated Deauville Partnership (of 
which the UAE is also a member),5 but actual contributions 
to the Deauville Transition Fund from all sources had not 
exceeded $50 million by April 2013.6 Similarly, the GCC 
countries jointly pledged $5 billion to Morocco over five 
years for tourism and infrastructure projects,7 but the first 
disbursement of $400 million from the Saudi Fund for De-
velopment did not materialize until February 2013, and it 
was only in June 2013 that the UAE and Kuwait signed 
MOUs to disburse their contributions. It remains unclear 
whether and in what amounts further payments will arrive.8   

Aid and investment are linked in the region because as-
sistance sometimes arrives as investments in critical infra-
structure, particularly in Morocco and Tunisia, and because 
the line between public and private funds in the Gulf is often 
blurred. Some aid is arranged through official development 
bodies, including the Arab Fund for Social and Economic 
Development and national funds like the Kuwait Fund for 
Arab Economic Development or the Saudi Fund for Devel-
opment. Measures of GCC foreign direct investment (FDI) 
in the Maghreb illustrate that the number of projects an-
nounced and the amount of capital expenditure they repre-
sent have steadily risen since the post–financial crisis lows 
of 2009–2010, but have still not returned to the peak seen 
in 2006, when GCC-based companies announced 46 FDI 
projects worth over $16 billion total in the Maghreb. By 
comparison, 28 projects worth a total of around $6 billion, 
mainly in Algeria and Morocco, were announced in 2012.9 
The uncertain investment environment in the Maghreb 
and continued malaise of the global economy have likely 
prevented GCC FDI to the Maghreb from growing more 
quickly. Both sides recognize the potential, however, as nu-
merous GCC-Maghreb business and investment fora and 

The uprisings that began in Tunisia 
spread to Egypt, Bahrain, yemen, and 
syria, setting a threatening precedent 
but also opening new venues for GCC 
leaders to exert influence.
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discussions of improving regional economic integration 
demonstrate.

Yet not all loans, development projects, joint ventures, and 
new investments are announced publicly, and the channels 
through which this unannounced aid arrives are often un-
clear. GCC governments do not publish reliable records of 
all their loans, grants, and investments. Moreover, as other 
analysts have noted,10 it is widely believed, but nowhere 
documented, that governments and individuals from the 
Gulf have given significant sums of money to various po-
litical actors within Maghreb countries, especially Islamist 
political parties. As a result of these and other challenges, 
arriving at a comprehensive picture of Gulf aid to or invest-
ment in the Maghreb—and how it compares to past reali-
ties—is difficult.11 

Europe remains the largest trade partner and biggest source 
of foreign direct investment (FDI), tourist arrivals, and 

migrant remittances for the Maghreb. But Europe’s econo-
mies have been stagnant, and the EU’s GDP actually con-
tracted in 2012. Europe is also imposing austerity poli-
cies and cutting foreign spending. Understandably, then, 
Maghreb governments are seeking economic partners else-
where. The GCC countries—which despite high domestic 
spending enjoy some of the largest budget surpluses in the 
world12—have also sought to diversify their holdings away 
from crisis-stricken Europe. 

It is not clear what effect stronger economic ties with GCC 
countries will have on the Maghreb over the long term. 
Outcomes could be positive if greater economic engage-
ment boosts FDI and Maghreb economies more generally 
and leads to more jobs and inclusive growth. Job creation is 
not inevitable, however. According to a recent World Bank 
report, FDI in the Deauville Partnership countries (which 
include Tunisia, Libya, and Morocco) has been concen-
trated in mining and real estate.13 Over the past 10 years, 
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announced FDI projects by GCC-based companies in the 
Maghreb have most frequently been in the banking, real 
estate, infrastructure, and tourism sectors.14 The World 
Bank report notes that mining and real estate in particu-
lar have not contributed much to employment, and there 
is significant room to expand manufacturing FDI to boost 
job growth. Political opposition to and resentment of Gulf 
investors who focus on real estate and extractive industries 
has also been a part of some activists’ broader critique of 
liberal economic reforms and crony capitalism that helped 
spark the region’s uprisings.

Funding for da‘wa (religious outreach) and social services 
provided by conservative religious organizations is another 
avenue for GCC influence, although the flow of funds in 
this area is particularly opaque. Observers in Tunisia have 
expressed concern that preachers with training in the Gulf 
are contributing to the expansion of salafi social and po-
litical groups, some of which embrace violence as a means 
to political ends within their own countries or abroad.15 
The concern is not new: Maghreb governments have 
complained about predominantly Saudi-financed support 
for salafi and Wahhabi groups across the region since the 
1970s. In Libya, the League of Libyan Ulema (a network 
of senior Libyan religious scholars) has explicitly criticized 
Saudi influence for contributing to the spate of attacks on 
Sufi shrines in the country in 2012; it called on the Libyan 
government to condemn Saudi “meddling” and attempts to 

radicalize youth.16 In some cases GCC efforts to exert influ-
ence in the Maghreb thus threaten to exacerbate the already 
difficult challenge of radicalization and extremism across 
the region.

Delicate Relationships
Aversion to foreign influence or interference in domestic 
politics, a legacy of the struggle against colonialism, re-
mains a powerful element of political life in the Maghreb. 
So too does distrust of Gulf intentions and resentment of 
Gulf attitudes toward the Maghreb. The goals of revolution-
ary governments are in tension with those of GCC govern-
ments seeking to preserve the status quo, while others see 
the GCC as activists themselves. In an environment highly 
sensitive to “foreign meddling,” perceptions of covert rela-
tions undermine public trust in the intentions and actions of 
political actors and institutions. These sentiments and per-
ceptions are playing out in different ways across the region.

Tunisia

Tunisia’s new leaders have actively sought to strengthen 
ties with GCC states, especially Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
and the success of Ennahda in elections facilitated the 
emergence of strong Tunisian-Qatari ties in part due to 
Qatar’s support for Islamists across the region. Qatar has 
granted Tunisia multiple loans totaling over $1.5 billion, 
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purchased millions of dollars of Tunisian bonds, and prom-
ised investments in energy, environment, water, construc-
tion, and humanitarian and social projects.17 Among other 
recent developments, Qatar has committed to building a $2 
billion oil refinery that would expand Tunisia’s refining ca-
pacity fourfold,18 is funding new tourism developments,19 
and has entered into a new military cooperation agreement 
with Tunisia, focused primarily on improving joint training 
and sharing expertise.20 To show its approval of Tunisia’s 
political transition, Qatar donated $20 million to Tunisians 
wounded during the uprising against Ben Ali.21 Qatar also 
agreed to expel Ben Ali’s nephew, convicted in absentia of 
corruption, though not to extradite him directly to Tunisia; 
he has since claimed asylum in the Seychelles.22   

But heightened sensitivity to Gulf influence has made the 
role of Qatar a domestic political football in Tunisia. Tuni-
sia’s political opposition has been critical of Qatar’s good 
relations with the Ennahda-led government, partly out of a 
general concern about foreign influence and partly out of 
a wish to oppose Ennahda itself. These dynamics contrib-
uted to the April 2013 row in Tunisia in which President 
Moncef Marzouki praised Qatar’s role in helping return 
Tunisian assets held by the Trabelsi family in Lebanon and 
admonished Tunisians not to insult Qatar; a social media 
campaign denigrating Qatari influence was launched in re-
sponse. When Qatar’s Sheikha Moza bint Nasser in turn 
made comments suggesting that Tunisians were ungrateful, 
critics derided her as arrogant.23 Opponents of Qatari influ-
ence also criticize the lack of transparency in Qatari invest-
ments and acquisitions within Tunisia, which have raised 
fears of Qatar “buying” Tunisia. In May, Prime Minister Ali 
Laarayadh said that a potential additional loan of $1 billion 
from Qatar would be with “easy conditions,”24 in response 
to allegations from critics that Qatar would charge Tunisia 

a high interest rate. 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait have also aided Tuni-
sia, though to a lesser extent than Qatar.25 In addition, Tu-
nisia has obtained a few small loans from the Islamic De-
velopment Bank (IDB), based in Saudi Arabia, and several 
visits by Ennahda leaders to Saudi Arabia culminated in the 
announcement in June 2013 of a $1.2 billion, three-year 
IDB loan.26 Thus far, Tunisia has made no serious effort to 
seek Ben Ali’s extradition from Saudi Arabia, but his pres-
ence there reminds Tunisians of the role—or lack thereof—
that Saudi Arabia played in their revolution. Ambivalence 
toward the Saudis is evident in the complaint of one Tu-
nisian author that a Tunisian official visiting Saudi Arabia 
had kissed Saudi Foreign Minister Saud bin Faisal’s hand.27  

Overall, Tunisian ambivalence about GCC countries has 
risen in response to the perception of increased GCC en-
gagement. Balancing the demonstrated need for economic 
investment against national sentiment will remain a chal-
lenge for Ennahda and the ruling troika, or whoever suc-
ceeds them.

Libya
The role of the Gulf has also become a domestic political is-
sue in Libya. As noted above, religious leaders in Libya have 
criticized Saudi Arabia for supporting the spread of Wah-
habi ideology. Qatar was one of the earliest and most active 
supporters of foreign intervention on behalf of the Libyan 
rebels, but in the uprising’s aftermath, Qatar faced accusa-
tions of pressuring Libya’s transitional leaders for special 
economic privileges, exerting influence over government 
appointments, and supporting Islamist political candidates 
in the run-up to elections for the General National Congress 
(GNC).28 Qatar’s support for Muslim Brotherhood politi-
cal groups seems to have backfired; backlash against per-
ceived Qatari patronage seems to have played some role in 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s poor performance in the 2012 
elections. The extent of sensitivity to Qatar’s role was also 
apparent in January 2013, when Prime Minister Ali Zeidan 
made an official statement announcing the end of Qatari 
interaction with sub-state groups and asserting that Qatar 
would engage solely through official government channels 
moving forward.29 More recently, demonstrators in Beng-
hazi burned Qatari flags and an effigy of Qatar’s former 
emir, accused Qatar of supporting Libyan salafis and other 
Islamists, and called for an end to Qatari interference.30  

Balancing the demonstrated need for 
economic investment against national 
sentiment will remain a challenge 
for Ennahda and the ruling troika, or 
whoever succeeds them.
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Because of Libya’s access to significant hydrocarbon rev-
enues and a substantial sovereign wealth fund,31 it has been 
less active than Tunisia in seeking GCC aid. Libya is in 
fact the only Maghreb country to act as a donor within the 
region: it helped shore up Egypt’s finances in early 2013 
with a $2 billion loan. Still, Libya has been the target of 
some assistance and new engagement from the Gulf, partic-
ularly in the security sector. Qatar and the UAE contributed 
funds and fighter jets to the NATO campaign against Qad-
dafi, and Qatari special forces provided training to Libyan 
rebels during the war.32 Qatar and the UAE have since of-
fered to help train Libya’s police forces.33 In early 2012, 
the Emirati Al Ghurair Group began a $1.5 billion refinery 
expansion project in Libya, and UAE-financed real estate 
projects halted during the war have resumed.34 Yet secu-
rity concerns could undermine the deepening of bilateral 
ties: militants targeted the UAE’s embassy in Tripoli with a 
rocket-propelled grenade in July 2013.

Morocco  
The GCC has sought closer ties with Morocco than with 
neighboring countries, and in 2011 floated the idea of Mo-
rocco joining the GCC (Morocco declined). Some analysts 
argued that the primary motivation of this offer, also ex-
tended to Jordan, was to shore up friendly Sunni monar-
chies throughout the region, possibly creating a new re-
gional forum to promote stability.35 

Morocco in turn has pursued closer ties with the GCC, pri-
marily as a way to boost its economic performance. Over 
the past two years, in addition to the promised $5 billion 
from across the GCC, Morocco announced it would receive 

two loans worth approximately $285 million from the IDB 
for hydropower and drinking water projects,36 and Saudi 
Arabia is building a solar “mega-plant” in Morocco worth 
about $500 million.37 The Saudi-Moroccan Investment 
Company for Development (also known as Asma Invest, 
with capital from both the Saudi and Moroccan govern-
ments) recently announced plans to finance multiple proj-
ects worth around $230 million across Morocco.38 Kuwait, 
Qatar, and the UAE joined forces in 2012 to create Wes-
sal Capital, a tourism-focused investment arm in Morocco 
with initial capital of around $2.4 billion.39 Qatar has addi-
tionally agreed to create a joint investment fund worth $2.2 
billion with Morocco to which each party would contribute 
in equal measure.40 

Yet Moroccan and other governments walk a fine line ac-
cepting aid from GCC countries. Leaders in Morocco seek 
to advance political reforms that address public demands 
for change without alarming Gulf partners that radical 
transformation is on the horizon. Thus far the balancing 
act seems to have been successful. GCC leaders appear to 
have supported King Mohammed VI’s move to introduce 
a new constitution and hold elections in response to rising 
protests; at the same time that Moroccans geared up for par-
liamentary elections in November 2011, GCC leaders were 
in Rabat to sign a series of new bilateral cooperation agree-
ments.41 Maintaining that tacit support will be important for 
Morocco’s reform process moving forward.

Algeria
The close Morocco-GCC relationship has troubled Alge-
ria, and anxiety about Gulf leaders’ motivations is perhaps 
most evident there. Despite reportedly good relations be-
tween President Abdelaziz Bouteflika and GCC leaders, 
Algerian business elites are concerned about Gulf investors 
exerting undue influence, and there is a general hesitation 
to open up Algeria’s economy too quickly or too widely to 
outside investment. 

Historically, Algeria leveraged its relationships with Qatar 
and the UAE to balance Morocco’s close relationship with 
Saudi Arabia, and in the past Algerian-Qatari relations were 
cordial and even supportive. But this relationship was hurt 
by critical Al Jazeera coverage of Algeria’s parliamentary 
elections in 2007 and 2012.42 GCC support at the Arab 
League for the intervention in Libya in 2011, as well as ma-
terial support for the intervention from Qatar and the UAE, 

The extent of sensitivity to Qatar’s 
role was also apparent in January 2013, 
when Prime Minister ali Zeidan made 
an official statement announcing the 
end of Qatari interaction with sub-
state groups and asserting that Qatar 
would engage solely through official 
government channels moving forward.

http://www.csis.org/mideast


8   |   CSIS Middle East Program   |   Analysis Paper

center for strategic and international studies   |   middle east program 

Toward Constructive 
GCC-Maghreb Relations
While Gulf leaders want to shape developments in the 
Maghreb, it is unclear what real political impact their ac-
tions have beyond affecting public perceptions. Yet even 
those perceptions influence political developments. Allega-
tions that Qatar offers partisan support to Islamist politi-
cal groups threaten to undermine efforts to build political 
consensus between Islamists and their opponents. Accusa-
tions that Maghreb leaders are “in the pocket” of foreign 
interests damage their political legitimacy. Concern that 
GCC governments—which supported an uprising against 
Qaddafi and are currently working against Assad—are un-
reliable contributes to an atmosphere of suspicion. 

There are two central risks associated with the GCC’s search 
for influence in the Maghreb. The first is that the aid it of-
fers might prove more politically harmful than economi-
cally beneficial: in this scenario, aid would not contribute 
to sustainable economic development, but would provide 
only short-term relief while distorting the domestic politi-
cal playing field and potentially undermining the prospects 
for democratic consolidation. GCC investment and aid to 
date have targeted a few sectors and are unlikely to improve 
the broader structural obstacles to economic growth in the 
Maghreb—corruption, insecurity, bureaucracy, and imbal-
anced labor markets among them—thereby constraining 
their potential positive long-term impact. 

The second is that Gulf governments with competing pri-
orities might increasingly express their rivalries through 
action in the Maghreb (as appears to have occurred in 
neighboring Egypt52 and Syria), and that political factions 
within Maghreb countries might seek to play GCC coun-
tries off one another. Qatar’s support for the Muslim Broth-
erhood could come into greater conflict with Saudi Arabia’s 
aversion to that organization, and the UAE’s distaste for 
Islamists of all stripes could lead it to oppose both Qa-
tar’s role in the region and Saudi Arabia’s encouragement 
of salafi religious groups. If these GCC countries decide 
it would serve their interests to support competing proxy 
groups or institutions in the Maghreb, that decision would 
undermine Tunisia’s and Libya’s efforts at more stable and 
accountable governance, and it would threaten stability and 
political progress across the Maghreb. Gulf funds chan-
neled to salafis could also contribute to domestic political 

antagonized Algeria, which saw the international action 
as setting a dangerous precedent of foreign intervention 
in the region. Algeria has repeatedly found itself at odds 
with GCC political aims over the past few years, and it has 
pushed back against Arab League calls for Assad to step 
down in Syria.43 The GCC’s invitation to Morocco to join 
in 2011 further discomfited Algerian leaders, who have also 
been annoyed by Qatar’s support for Islamist parties across 
the region. French-language reports have alleged that Qa-
tari and Saudi funds have flowed to jihadists in northern 
Mali and across the Sahel; whether true or not, these al-
legations contribute to and reflect Algerian perceptions that 
GCC influence in the Maghreb has dangerous implications 
for Algeria’s interests.44

Despite these tensions, Algeria’s relationships with GCC 
countries are expanding. The UAE’s non-oil trade with Al-
geria reportedly grew 72 percent from 2009 to 2011, albeit 
from a low base,45 and the UAE recently signed a new se-
curity cooperation agreement with Algeria.46 On the other 
hand, major Emirati investments have yet to return on the 
scale of the $20 billion in projects planned by real estate 
firm Emaar before the financial crisis.47 It is not implausible 
to suppose that the UAE’s overtures to Algeria stem from 
a shared anti–Muslim Brotherhood bias, with the UAE 
seeking a stronger partnership with the last fully secular 
government in the Maghreb.48 Qatar has also reached out 
to Algeria, announcing its desire to invest in Algerian in-
frastructure at a 2011 meeting of OPEC,49 and agreeing in 
January 2013 to joint ventures in aviation, mining, ship-
ping, and fertilizer production, and to production of a $2 
billion steel-production complex.50 In March, Qatar and 
Norway announced they would jointly build a $3.5 billion 
ammonium plant in Algeria.51 The Qatar-Algeria thaw was 
surprising, but may reflect Algerian concern that closer 
Morocco-GCC ties would leave Algeria out in the cold.

Promoting constructive GCC-Maghreb 
relations will be most feasible on the 
economic front, where supporting sus-
tainable and inclusive economic growth 
is in all parties’ interest.
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violence, including against liberal and secular political fig-
ures and institutions.53 

The trajectory of GCC-Maghreb relations will be subject 
to the rapidly evolving dynamics in the Middle East as a 
whole. The recent leadership transition in Qatar and the 
potential for transition in Saudi Arabia could have unpre-
dictable effects on both regional relationships and domestic 
politics in the Maghreb. In addition, should GCC aid be-
come too politically sensitive for Maghreb politicians, they 
might become more critical of undemocratic governance in 
the Gulf itself. Should revolutionary governments in Libya 
or Tunisia more explicitly encourage the citizens of other 
countries to push for reform, their relationships with GCC 
governments could cool.54

For the United States, promoting constructive GCC-
Maghreb relations will be most feasible on the economic 
front, where supporting sustainable and inclusive eco-
nomic growth is in all parties’ interest. Indeed, the goals 
the Deauville Partnership outlined to promote economic 
reform and aid coordination were the right ones, yet the 
ongoing commitment to that initiative has been disappoint-
ing. Concerted diplomatic effort to coordinate aid, promote 
aid and investment transparency by GCC governments (as 
well as transparency among Maghreb governments), and 
improve targeting of job-intensive and high-growth sectors 
could make the confluence of U.S. and GCC interest in the 
Maghreb a productive one. 

The United States and its GCC partners agree that eco-
nomic progress and political stability go hand in hand. But 
they do not always agree—nor do GCC governments agree 
among themselves—on what progress and stability mean in 
the Maghreb or how to facilitate them. Gulf countries pur-
sue separate and sometimes contradictory strategies, both 
in the Maghreb and across the Middle East more broadly, 
and support different actors. Partnerships can help foster 
political and economic stability, but competition could dis-
tort domestic political incentives, lead to proxy battles, and 
exacerbate tensions. In fact, the region is likely to feature 
both partnerships among donors and competition between 
them for many years to come. Successful management of 
enduring tensions will not ensure political and economic 
stability, but it will make that stability much more likely. ■
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