
 

 

 

 

The visit of Mohammed bin Zayed in Paris and London reflects the new importance of the UAE as a 

global geo-political player 

By Dr Dennis Sammut 

The visit these days of the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi, Mohammed bin Zayed, to Paris and London is 

both timely and significant. The United Arab Emirates has had a long standing deep political, military 

and economic relationship with both Britain and France ever since its founding in 1971. Yet this 

week’s visits are not simply an expression of that friendship. They are an expression of the UAE’s 

increasing importance as a geo-political player on the world stage. 

Britain and France are both permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, a body that 

the UAE will join as a non-permanent member for two years starting from January. This gives the UAE 

an opportunity to take forward elements of its foreign policy agenda – something which both Britain 

and France are likely to want to support. They in turn are very keen to secure the UAE’s support for 

their own agendas. On many issues there is common ground so co-ordinating strategy is in the 

interest of all sides 

Recent events in Afghanistan have also focused minds in Europe on the need for an independent 

European military and geo strategic capability in dealing with crisis, especially in regions nearby such 

as the Middle East and Central Asia. The narrow approach taken by the United States to the situation 

in Afghanistan has left many countries quite astonished. The re-appearance of a fundamentalist 

regime in Kabul is a matter of concern not only from a humanitarian perspective, but also because of 

the risks that an emboldened Jihadist movement may have on the stability of many nearby countries. 

Despite all the sweet talk of Taliban spokespersons in Doha, the real Taliban – those inside 

Afghanistan – are no less radical than their predecessors twenty years ago. 

The record of the UAE cannot be more starkly different. From its early days, on the path set to it by 

its founding father, Sheikh Zayed, the UAE has in many contexts been a force for good. Its 

progressive, tolerant approach to issues such as women’s rights, Christian minorities, anti-

radicalisation policies, and so forth resonate well with decision makers in Europe. The recent 

developments around the Abraham Accords also places the UAE in a unique position to contribute to 

peace in the Middle East. With the United States now fully focused on its commitments in the Indo-

pacific region, there is concern that a power vacuum may be created that can be exploited by malign 

forces. Some see a repetition of the time of the British exit from the Gulf in 1971. The GCC countries 

are in a very different place today than in 1971. They are to a certain extent able to look after 

themselves. But the absence of the US can nonetheless be exploited to the detriment of the people 

of the region and this needs to be avoided. European countries need to be able to step in and help fill 

the vacuum. 

Whilst the visit of Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed to Paris and London has also a strong economic 

dimension to it,  with big investments announced by UAE and an emphasis on the green economy, it 

is a reflection of the increased strategic importance of the UAE in the world that during this visit geo-

political and  strategic issues appear to be front and centre of the discussions, as can be seen from 

the final communique released by the two sides after the visit to France on Wednesday (15 

September). 



 

 

The visit to France also has importance for the future relationship between the European Union (EU) 

and the UAE. The EU is a complex, somewhat clumsy geo-political actor – an economic giant that is 

still learning how to translate its strength in geo-political terms. But it is learning fast and it needs to. 

This was made clear by the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, when she 

addressed the European Parliament on Wednesday, at nearly the same time that Sheikh Mohammed 

bin Zayed was meeting Emanuel Macron, the president of France at the Fontainbleu Palace outside 

Paris. There was an air of urgency in von der Leyen speech when she spoke about the need for the 

EU to be able to act in areas of defence and security. A major EU defence summit is expected to be 

held in Paris next year.  

EU-UAE political and geo strategic relations need to be upgraded to respond to the up and coming 

challenges. First the two sides need to understand each other better. There is very little 

understanding of the UAE in Europe, except in very narrow circles. Equally the image of the EU in the 

UAE – and more broadly in the GCC area – is often blurred, with people aware of episodical 

snapshots but far from appreciating the bigger, wider picture. 

It is interesting that in the meeting between Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed and president Emanuel 

Macron a lot of importance was put on people to people contacts and cultural relations. These issues 

can no longer be considered secondary. They in fact are the foundations on which good relationship 

can be built. Here the surface has hardly been scratched. Both sides need to be much more 

ambitious. 
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