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Energy is the lifeblood of any economy.

Throughout history, wood and coal were

the primary fuels that powered societies.

However, the discovery of oil, due to its efficiency

and ease of transportation, revolutionised the

energy landscape, positioning oil as the dominant

energy source. The increasing pace of

industrialisation and the World Wars intensified the

race to secure energy resources, making energy

security a pivotal element in global politics. With

soaring global demands and a finite supply, oil, often

termed ‘black gold,’ acquired immense strategic

value. Consequently, ensuring reliable access to

sufficient and affordable energy became a

cornerstone of national strategies worldwide.

In recent years, global conversations have

increasingly centred on collective action to address

the climate crisis. A critical step in this direction

has been the call for a shift to cleaner and greener

energy sources. There is near-unanimous

agreement on transitioning from non-renewable to

renewable energy resources, prompting most

nations to develop and implement comprehensive

energy transition plans.

In the West Asian context, this transition is

particularly significant due to the region’s status

as a major oil and gas rentier. Home to some of

the largest reserves of oil and natural gas, West

Asian economies are heavily dependent on energy-

FOCUS

based export revenues, profoundly influencing

governance and societal structures. Unlike the

scarce nature of oil and natural gas, renewable

energy sources are abundant. This could reduce

the global relevance of West Asian oil and gas

rentiers and significantly impact regional stability.

Despite the slow and uncertain pace of the

energy transition, the strategic importance of

energy resources and the historical geopolitics of

oil and gas raise significant concerns about the

transition’s impact on West Asian geopolitics and

stability. This article examines these concerns by

first providing an overview of the West Asian

energy landscape and the region’s oil geopolitics.

It then explores the broader geopolitics of the

energy transition, focusing on how these changes

may affect peace and stability in West Asia.

Particular attention is given to the roles of climate

technology and critical mineral supply chains in

shaping the future geopolitical dynamics of the

region.

West Asian Energy: Stocktake and Aspirations

West Asia holds a pivotal position in the global

energy landscape, producing nearly 30% of the

world’s oil1 and possessing 48% of global oil

reserves.2 Key oil producers in the region include

Saudi Arabia, Iraq, the United Arab Emirates

(UAE), Iran, Kuwait, Qatar, and Oman. The

hydrocarbon sector is vital to these economies,
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comprising 87% of Saudi Arabia’s export revenues,

95% of Iraq’s, 90% of Kuwait’s, 81% of Qatar’s,

and 60% of the UAE’s. This underscores the

significant role oil and natural gas play in influencing

the economic stability and prosperity of West Asian

nations.

However, when the global call for addressing

the climate crisis by reducing greenhouse gas

emissions was given, some of the key West Asian

oil-producing countries responded positively

knowing fully well that the first step would be to

reduce and eventually shift from oil to cleaner and

greener energy sources. With regards to the net

zero target pledges, West Asian oil-rentiers to have

committed themselves in policy documents include

UAE (by 2050), Oman (by 2050), and Saudi Arabia

(by 2060). Other states such as Kuwait and Bahrain

have pledged to reach the net zero target by 2060.3

On the other hand, while Iran, Iraq, and Qatar have

not declared net zero targets, Qatar aims to reduce

its greenhouse gas emissions by 25% by 2030.

UAE’s renewable energy endeavours include

designing Masdar City – an environmentally

sustainable city, multiple solar parks, including Noor

Abu Dhabi Solar Park and Mohammed bin Rashid

Al Maktoum Solar Park in Dubai, launching a wind

energy programme, and upscaling green hydrogen

production.4 Kuwait also plans to award its first

large-scale contract for a solar photovoltaic project

by the end of 2024, along with projects in wind

and concentrated solar power. Saudi Arabia has

installed a renewable capacity of 2.8 GW, Qatar

800 MW, and Oman 500 MW.5

West Asian states are often referred to as

rentier states due to their substantial dependence

on external rents from oil. Scholars like Hazem

Beblawi6 argue that rentier economies shape the

politics and societies of these states. In such

economies, the government, as the principal rentier,

becomes the most influential actor. With

redistribution in the hands of the government,

citizenship becomes a source of economic benefit.

Since the government is not dependent on taxes,

any act by the state is seen as benevolence and

not a duty. The absence of taxes also reduces

political participation by the citizenry. Although

more recently, it has been observed that the oil-

rentier states have been providing adequate public

goods and services to their citizens, demanding

accountability or transparency by the citizens

continues to be disincentivised.

The hydrocarbon economy has deeply shaped

the politics, society, and economy of West Asian

oil-rentier states, granting rulers significant

autonomy with minimal resistance from citizens.

However, the global shift away from oil and gas

could potentially disrupt this model. As the demand

for these resources decreases, so too will the oil

rents, forcing these states to either find new

external revenue sources or transform their

domestic economies. This energy transition could

set off a series of transformative changes within

these states, with far-reaching implications for

regional stability.

Geopolitics of West Asian Oil

One of the most significant events that shaped

contemporary world history was the discovery of

commercial quantities of oil and gas in the Persian

Gulf region. This discovery in a relatively fragile

region prompted Western powers, beneficiaries of

the first industrialisation phase, to maximise and
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secure their interests. In doing so, they introduced

foreign influence into West Asia, exacerbating

socio-political fissures within regional

communities—a dynamic that continues to impact

contemporary West Asian stability.

The first large oil deposit in the West Asian

region was discovered in Iran in 1908. Through

the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, the British were

the first imperialists to capitalise on this opportunity.
7 The importance of oil in British strategic thinking

became evident through their actions in Ottoman

territories and the subsequent Sykes-Picot

Agreement with France, which ensured access to

rich oil fields and led to the arbitrary creation of

nation-states.8 By 1925, Britain, France, and the

US had secured their oil interests in Iraq,

discovering one of the world’s largest oil fields by

1927.9

Recognising the strategic and economic

importance of oil, the US invested in oil exploration

in Saudi Arabia in 1933. By the 1940s, America

had secured its interests in Saudi oil through military

and economic aid to the Kingdom.10 In 1956,

Egyptian President Nasser nationalised the Suez

Canal, weaponising access to West Asian oil. This

crisis altered the regional balance of power, leading

to Nasser’s military defeat, Israel’s territorial

changes, the withdrawal of France and Britain from

the area, and a temporary rift between the US

and other Western powers.11

In 1973, the support of Western powers for

Israel during the Yom Kippur War led the Arab oil

coalition to announce a total oil embargo. The

ensuing ‘oil crisis,’ marked by a significant surge

in oil prices, caused severe economic and political

distress in the US. The embargo ended in mid-

1974 after the US administration promised a more

balanced approach to the Israel-Arab conflict,

resumed arms trade with Saudi Arabia,12 and Israel

limited its territorial ambitions. This period also saw

the birth of ‘Petrodollars,’13 significantly

contributing to the continuation of American

hegemony.

Less than six years later, the Iranian Revolution

of 1979 triggered a second oil crisis, marked by

constrained oil supply and soaring prices. The

revolution caused a collapse in US-Iran relations,

prompting the US to rely on Saudi Arabia to meet

its domestic demands and strengthen ties with

Iran’s regional adversaries.14 Over the next

decade, two major wars occurred in the region:

the Iran-Iraq War and the Gulf War (between Iraq

and the US-led 42-country coalition, which started

with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait), both with

significant implications for oil security. Although

political differences were the primary triggers,

securing oil reserves was a key focus of Iraq, the

aggressor in both conflicts.

Over the years, US involvement and, arguably,

interference in West Asia increased, leading to a

growing dependence of most West Asian states

on the US. While partially motivated by its strategic

location, the importance of West Asian oil for the

American economy, politics, and hegemony could

not be discounted. However, the discovery of shale

gas has reduced American dependence on West

Asian oil, allowing the US administration more

strategic and diplomatic flexibility. More recently,

the Trump and Biden administration have signalled

a shift in strategic priorities, moving away from

West Asia and towards China.15
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China, increasingly becoming a major West

Asian oil importer, has deepened its ties with West

Asian countries, even proposing a “Petro-Yuan”

arrangement16 to challenge the Petrodollar

supremacy. West Asian oil rentiers like Saudi

Arabia are looking to diversify their strategic

alliances away from the American umbrella, with

China presenting an attractive alternative. The

closer the ties between China and the West Asian

states, the higher the possibility of US-China rivalry

playing out in the West Asian region, thus adversely

affecting the already fragile state of regional

stability. The emergence of states exercising

strategic autonomy and possessing economic and

political clout with a vision for energy transition,

such as India, could also influence the stability in

the region.

The pivotal role of oil in defining the regional

balance of power in West Asia, shaping inter and

intra-regional relations, dependencies, and

vulnerabilities, is undeniable. However, while oil is

unlikely to lose its significance in global politics in

the near future, the energy transition could diminish

its influence. This shift in focus towards factors

that drive cleaner and greener energy could

potentially increase the influence of states that

control such factors. In West Asia, this transition

could introduce new patterns of vulnerabilities,

dependencies, and alliances, thereby reshaping the

geopolitical landscape.

Geopolitics of New Energy Transition

Energy transition is an old phenomenon.

Historically, dominant energy resources have

shifted from wood to coal and, more recently, to

oil and natural gas. Key drivers of these transitions

have included growing populations, industrialisation,

and the rise of emerging markets. Oil, in particular,

became the most sought-after energy source due

to its efficiency, ease of transport, and storage

capabilities, while its limited supply granted

geopolitical power to the few state actors

controlling its production and distribution.

The current energy transition, however, is

markedly different from previous ones. This new

transition aims to move from oil to cleaner and

greener energy sources such as solar, wind,

geothermal, hydropower, ocean, bioenergy, and, to

some extent, nuclear energy. There is an abundant

supply for most of these, and states have different

combinations of clean and green energy potential,

which could reduce the energy dependence if not

completely eliminate it. The primary challenge lies

in developing the capacity to efficiently capture

and utilise energy from these sources on a large

scale. Thus, control over these capacities will

shape the geopolitics of the new energy transition.

Energy transition is a process, and the end goal

is several decades away. However, the process in

itself has the potential to cause a strategic reshuffle

of existing state relations. It could deepen state

relations, increase competition, or forge new

partnerships, and invariably, it could influence

regional stability. Since energy plays a predominant

role in inter- and intra-state relations within the

West Asian region, any fundamental change will

disrupt the status quo.

Decentralisation and Limited Stability

Renewable energy sources present unique

challenges in control and distribution, as they rely

on harnessing continuous energy flows rather than
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extracting finite stocks. These resources are more

evenly distributed across geographies, promoting

energy security for consumer nations by reducing

dependence on external supplies.17 The ‘prosumer

country’ would build an energy model where energy

production and consumption are broadly within the

same territorial control.18 This shift towards

decentralised energy production and consumption

within a country’s territory significantly departs

from traditional energy models.

The energy transition poses a complex

dynamic for oil-producing nations in West Asia.

Historically, conflicts in the region have been driven

by the desire to control oil resources. However,

with the move towards renewable energy, such

motivations may diminish. Yet, the critical role of

oil in defining state economies and their

relationships with citizens means that a transition

could trigger domestic instability. The diminishing

attractiveness of the oil industry will compel West

Asian states to seek new strategic tools beyond

oil price control to maintain their influence, posing

a significant challenge.

The shift towards renewable energy in West

Asia underscores the importance of political and

economic diversification. As the region transitions

away from an external rent-based economy, new

sources of revenue and industries will emerge.

Technology, offering strategic supremacy, will

become a focal point, incentivising West Asian

states to invest in research and innovation and

attract international talent. Ensuring stability,

security, and social goods will be crucial for

retaining talent and foreign investment. Political

diversification could facilitate smoother economic

transitions and societal transformations, serving as

a strategic tool to balance regional power

dynamics.

The UAE’s gradual transformation and

diversification have already presented a global

model of success, with countries like Saudi Arabia,

Qatar, and Kuwait following a similar path. For a

region fraught with fragility, a balanced approach

towards diversification and transformation

triggered by the energy transition could mitigate

further instability, even if it cannot usher in an era

of regional peace.

Instability Curse of Green Oil

To leverage cleaner and greener energy,

nations need affordable and reliable access to

technology, raw materials, and finance.19 Recent

trends indicate that states are increasingly seeking

control over these factors to gain geopolitical

leverage. West Asian oil-rentier states, with their

substantial sovereign wealth funds, are less

dependent on external climate finance, limiting its

geopolitical impact. However, for other developing

states, climate finance sources can exert

considerable geopolitical influence. In the context

of West Asia’s energy transition, two critical

factors—climate technology and critical mineral

supply chains—will significantly impact regional

geopolitics.

Climate Technology - Harnessing clean

and green energy necessitates a wide range of

innovative technological products, including solar

photovoltaic plants, wind turbines, batteries, and

electric vehicles. Significant investments are also

being made in the research and development of

hydrogen-based economies to reduce greenhouse

gas emissions and promote cleaner energy for
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domestic and industrial uses. The ownership of

patents often determines control over these

innovations. A 2021 International Energy Agency

report highlighted a substantial increase in patents

for low-carbon energy technologies between 2000

and 2019, nearly doubling those for fossil fuel

technologies.20 Leading players in patent portfolios

for net-zero energy technologies include the US,

China, Japan, South Korea, Germany, France, and

the UK.21 Amongst these, China holds the most

extensive patent portfolio, with three times more

patents than the US, in second place.22 Its portfolio

includes patents on core solar technologies,

electronic vehicle batteries, and new and upcoming

technology to harness hydrogen energy.23 The

centrality of the patents to the design and production

of the technological product determines the power

to monopolise the availability and affordability of

the product. While China’s patent portfolio may

have a mix of low- and high-quality inventions, it

may still have a more significant say in monopolising

the production of low-carbon and net zero-energy

technologies.

 Critical Mineral Supply Chain - While

cleaner and greener energy sources are

abundant, the raw materials required for

harnessing this energy are not evenly

distributed. Production of low-carbon and

net zero energy technologies requires varied

combinations of critical minerals. These

form the core raw materials for renewable

power generation, power grids and other

applications, including electric vehicles.24

Essential minerals include lithium, nickel,

cobalt, manganese, and graphite for

batteries, rare earth elements for wind

turbines and electric vehicle motors, and

copper and aluminium for electrical

networks and technologies.25 The mining of

critical minerals is spread across countries

such as Indonesia, the Democratic Republic

of Congo, the Philippines, Mozambique,

Madagascar, Peru, Australia, China, Russia,

and the US. However, China dominates the

processing of these minerals. For instance,

China processes more than half the global

supply of rare earth elements, graphite,

lithium, cobalt, and copper.26 An interesting

case is nickel, where although significant

mining and processing occur in Indonesia,

Chinese companies control 80% of the

supply and 40% of raw mining, with

Indonesian firms holding only 10% of the

nickel mining in the country.27 For any state

envisioning a transition to cleaner energy, a

reliable and affordable supply of critical

minerals is essential to ensure energy

security free from dependence and external

interference. China’s monopoly on the

supply chain—from raw mining to

processing and refining—of critical minerals

poses a significant geopolitical challenge.

Control over these materials is fundamental

for the production of most clean and green

energy technologies, highlighting the

geopolitical importance of securing access

to critical mineral supply chains.

China’s increasing dominance in the current

energy transition, with a monopoly over the

most crucial factors responsible for the new

energy landscape, has significant

geopolitical implications. As China aims for
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energy security, its role in the West Asian

context is becoming more pronounced. To

harness the domestic cleaner and greener

energy potential, the states in the region will

inevitably deepen their relationship with

China. However, for many smaller states,

this has resulted in increased economic

dependence and Chinese political

interference. The West Asian oil rentiers,

with their substantial sovereign wealth

funds, are in a more secure position,

reducing the possibility of being strong-

armed by China. This dynamic underscores

the complex geopolitical landscape of the

energy transition in West Asia.

For a region that is looking beyond the

American umbrella to exert its strategic autonomy,

Chinese opportunities, including in the energy

transition domain, are lucrative. However, given

the American history in the region, strengthening

relations with China makes the region vulnerable

to the fallouts of US-China rivalry. This could lead

to the deepening of existing political fissures in the

region, making it more unstable.

Another potential source of instability could

arise from the rivalry between oil and gas-

producing states. Natural gas is considered to be

a cleaner source of energy compared with oil. This

would imply that in the initial phases of the energy

transition, states could aim to increase the share

of natural gas in their domestic energy mix while

reducing the share of oil until greener energy

sources can be used on an industrial scale. Within

the West Asian region, Iran, Qatar, and Saudi

Arabia could benefit more than other oil-producing

states. This shift could alter the economic and

political leverage within the region, exacerbating

tensions. The fragile Saudi-Qatar relations and the

long-standing Saudi-Iran hostility, despite recent

normalisation efforts, could be further strained. The

Sunni-Shia divide also adds to the complexity. With

Iran potentially gaining more leverage due to its

natural gas reserves, regional tensions could rise.

The use of nuclear energy as an alternative to

hydrocarbon-based energy is also an area of

concern within the region. With the regional

hostilities, Iran’s nuclear program has already

raised serious concerns for the regional and extra-

regional actors. The insistence on increasing the

share of nuclear energy to meet green energy

targets, even if it is only for civilian use, particularly

by Iran and Israel, could be seen with a sense of

suspicion and concern by other actors.

Regionalisation

In 2018, the Indian Prime Minister had first

proposed “One Sun One World One Grid

(OSOWOG)” initiative, aiming to connect regional

grids through a common grid for transferring

renewable energy.28 In 2021, Green Grids Initiative

(GGI) was launched at COP26 in partnership with

OSOWOG. GGI aims to construct infrastructure to

connect energy-rich locations with continental grids,

ensuring seamless transfer of renewable energy.29

Australia is already working on providing solar energy

through high-voltage undersea cables to Singapore,

which is situated nearly 5000 kms away.30

Over the years, the Gulf Cooperation Council

(GCC) has become one of the most economically

influential organisations. All the six member-states

- Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and

the UAE, are oil-rentier economies and account
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for significantly high cleaner and greener energy

potential. While the process for harnessing

renewable energy is at an initial stage, developing

regional electricity grids powered with greener

energy, and supplying energy to other states in the

region is an area of high potential for the West

Asian states.

Through OSOWOG and GGI, and by

leveraging the technology used by Australia,

together the West Asian states could develop

infrastructure to provide cleaner and greener

energy to other states in the region and even

beyond in the African and European continent. As

they already have a collaborative arrangement

through the GCC, leveraging it to become the

pioneers of supplying renewable energy through

regional electricity grids and undersea cables could

elevate their regional geopolitical position.

Conclusion

No state is immune to the impacts of the climate

crisis, which include rising sea levels, increasing

temperatures, droughts, food insecurity, and forced

displacement. The need to reduce fossil fuel

consumption is paramount, making energy

transition inevitable. With growing populations and

increasing energy demands, a gradual energy

transition is essential. However, its impact on global

power distribution and the geopolitical status quo

cannot be overlooked.

For oil producing West Asian states, energy

transition from oil to cleaner and greener energy

sources has the potential to destabilise the regional

balance of power. While it reduces the likelihood

of physical conflicts over energy resources, it

introduces political and economic complexities that

could heighten regional tensions. China’s

dominance in climate technology and critical

mineral supply chains will undoubtedly influence

these states’ relationships with China. Amidst the

US-China rivalry, this dynamic could lead the US

to reassess its approach to the region, contributing

to increased tensions. Intra-regional factors, such

as the rivalry between oil and gas producers, the

use of nuclear energy, and the potential use of

regional grids, will also impact regional stability.

The foremost strategy for the West Asian

states to navigate this complexity is to develop a

farsighted and comprehensive economic and

political diversification strategy. While China’s

monopoly over crucial factors is significant,

initiatives like the India-Middle East-Europe

Economic Corridor and I2U2 can help balance

multiple powers’ interests and concerns, providing

domestic benefits and opportunities for the oil

rentiers of West Asia.
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