
 

 

Decoding UAE Diplomacy in South Asia 

By Aditi Bhaduri 

On 25 February, much to the surprise of all, India and Pakistan announced a cease fire 

across the Line of Control (LoC) and other contested sectors. According to a joint 

statement released on February 25, “both sides agreed for strict observance of all 

agreements, understandings and cease firing along the Line of Control and all other 

sectors with effect from midnight 24/25 Feb 2021.”  

While the US welcomed the ceasefire, Line ne of the only other countries to issue a 

statement on the development was the UAE. "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

International Cooperation affirmed that the UAE has close historical ties with the Republic 

of India and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and that it commends the efforts of the two 

countries to reach this achievement. It also stressed that this is an important step towards 

achieving security and prosperity in the region," an official statement said. Emirates news 

service said.  

  

Even as commentators and analysts were decoding the move, what had happened since 

the acrimonious relations between the two countries had resurfaced following the 2019 

Pulwama terror attack in Indian Kashmir, Indian surgical strikes inside Pakistan Kashmir, 

and the reorganization of India's Jammu and Kashmir state, which stripped it of its special 

privileges, details began emerging. 

Both India and Pakistan, it transpired, had been having back channel talks through the 

representatives of their respective intelligence agencies since October 2020. 

  

A major reason attributed was that India, having faced an armed conflict in the summer 

of 2020 on its eastern borders with China was keen to get the western borders quiet, in a 

bid to prevent a two front war. 

  

Another reason was that the US had played a role in the service of its larger issue of 

facilitating a peace deal in Afghanistan and withdrawal of all its troops from that country 

by 1st May 2021, as committed by the former Donald Trump administration. For this end 

it would need Pakistan's cooperation, with Trump having doubled down on Pakistan for 

its abetment of violence inside Afghanistan. 

  

However, Indian journalist Sushant Singh in a report in Foreign Policy 
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 first pointed to the role of another third country - the UAE - in getting the two arch-rivals 

back to the ceasefire and negotiating table - currently the Indus water talks between India 

and Pakistan are on in New Delhi. This is a fallout of the ceasefire agreement. Singh 

reported that "Finally, senior government officials on both sides confirmed that an unlikely 

third country, the United Arab Emirates, played an important role in bringing the two 

countries together once discussions started in October 2020'. 

  

This was later amplified by much of the Indian media. Earlier this week Bloomberg too 

confirmed that the UAE did play a behind the scenes role in brokering this ceasefire 

agreement quoting senior officials. However, there has been no official statement from 

either side but it is not difficult to connect the dots. For no official has rejected these media 

reports; further in the last few months (since back channel talks began in October 2020 

between the neighbours) Indian foreign minister Dr. S. Jaishankar met twice with his 

emirati counterpart - Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan. The first time was in 

November, last year in Abu Dhabi where Jaishankar also met  crown prince Sheikh 

Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan. This was Jaishankar's first overseas visit since the 

Covid-19 pandemic lockdown. His visit was followed by a similar visit byPakistan Foreign 

Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi the following month. Roughly two weeks before the 

February 25 announcement, the UAE foreign minister held a phone call with Prime 

Minister Imran Khan “wherein they discussed regional and international issues of 

interest.” 

Soon after he came down to New Delhi March on a brief visit.  

  

What does this mean for South Asia? To be sure this is not the first time that the UAE has 

engaged in quiet diplomacy between India and Pakistan. 

  

In 2019 UAE (together with USA and Saudi Arabia) had similarly played a quiet role in 

securing the release of Indian airforce officer Abhinandan, who had been captured by the 

Pakistani military when India had launched surgical strikes within Pakistan following a 

Pakistan-abetted suicide terror attack in Indian Kashmir that resulted in the dealths of 40 

indian para-military troops. The release came as a big relief for the region - for Indian 

Prime minister Narendra Modi it was a face saver, while it put across Pakistan pm imran 

Khan as a statesman, sufficiently diffusing tensions that had built up till then. 

  

Even later the UAE engaged in quiet diplomacy after August 2019 when the Indian 

government reorganised the state of Jammu and Kashmir, stripping it of its special 

privileges and nominal autonomy. Pakistani PM had gone on a media offensive, majorly 
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targetting indian prime minister personally. Reports had then trickled in that both Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE had urged imran Khan to tone down its rhetoric. 

  

The current news therefore does not come as a surprise. The UAE enjoys historical ties 

with both India and Pakistan, dating back to pre-independence years. Over the years the 

UAE has become home for huge communities of Indians and Pakistanis. Together with 

their remittances and separate investments, the UAE has emerged a major contributor to 

the economies of both these countries. It is India's third largest trade partner and also 

accounts for 8 % of India's energy supply and is building it's strategic oil reserves.  

  

While historically Pakistan has been implementing military and security duties in the UAE, 

since 2003, India and the UAE, as a number of other GCC countries have also been 

deepening cooperation in defence, security and counter-terrorism. A big fillip to such 

cooperation was the 2008 November terrorist attacks in Mumbai, where the terrorists 

came from Pakistan via the sea. Such attacks have grave implications for the UAE, which 

has a long coastline, and whose citizens have suffered  terrorism in South Asia. 

Pakistan's role in fomenting terror and giving sanctuary to numerous terrorist groups also 

came under scrutiny. As a result India and UAE have extradited a number of people 

wanted on charges of terrorism and money laundering. Both countries take the threat of 

terrorism seriously. Pakistan has also been a victim of terrorism, and now understands 

the folly of using terrorism as a foreign policy tool. 

  

In recent months Imran Khan has tried shifting loyalty towards Turkey and Malaysia, away 

from traditional Sunni powers like the UAE and Saudi Arabia. However, economically it 

continues to be tied to the latter through the generous financial grants and aid it has 

received from the latter. This allows both UAE and Saudi Arabia to have leverage over it. 

  

On the other hand both India and the UAE are committed to religious pluralism and 

tolerance. UAE is viewed as a liberal and model Muslim country by many Indians. 

  

Both India and Pakistan are nuclear armed neighbours and rivals, which makes this 

region a potential nuclear flash point. The UAE's geographical location makes it part of 

their extended neighborhood. Therefore, if a liberal, tolerant state like the UAE engages 

in diplomacy between them, it not only does not surprise but bodes well not only for the 

two countries but the entire south and west Asian region. The next step will be to have 

the two countries reinstate their respective ambassadors to each other's capital. They 

had been called back by both following India's reorganization of Jammu and Kashmir 

state in August 2019. 
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