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m Five of the world’s most active and largest sovereign wealth funds are
to be found in the Gulf Region: the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF),
the Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) and the United Arab Emirates’

Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA), Mubadala and ADQ.

m These funds not only serve to convert oil revenues into investment
capital, thereby enabling the transition from rent-based to more diversi-
fied economies; they also contribute to expanding the foreign policy
capabilities of the countries in which they are based.

m Institutional and personnel linkages enable the Saudi, Qatari and UAE
governments to deploy their funds strategically, which, in turn, allows
them to significantly expand their hard, soft, and sharp power — for
example, through domestic and foreign investments in sectors such as
armaments, media, sports and new technologies as well as through co-
operation with politically influential actors. At the same time, the Gulf
monarchies seek to portray their sovereign wealth funds as apolitical and
purely profit-oriented — a narrative that is facilitated by the establish-
ment of subsidiaries or cooperation with private equity firms.

m Understandably, Germany and its European partners have an interest in
attracting sovereign wealth funds as investors, but they must not overlook
the risks involved. These include third parties gaining access to critical
infrastructure, sensitive military and security technology being leaked
and the Gulf monarchies exercising political influence.

m Further, Germany and the EU must take a more fundamental look at how
the three Gulf monarchies have increased their foreign policy options
through the sovereign wealth funds. This is important as the actions of
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar — at both the regional and international
level — are at times contrary to German and European interests.
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Issues and Recommendations

Sovereign Wealth Funds and Foreign
Policy. How Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
Qatar Invest in Their Power

Sovereign wealth funds are playing a central role

in the economic development of the three Gulf mon-
archies of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) and Qatar. They serve as key financing and
governance instruments in the transition from oil-
and gas-based rentier towards more diversified econo-
mies. At the same time, as is increasingly emphasised
by the research on sovereign wealth funds, they are
not merely economic actors but can also be used to
advance the foreign policy objectives of the respective
states. In the three Gulf monarchies, this is evident
from the personnel overlap between those managing
the funds and those directing domestic and foreign
policy. However, owing to the largely opaque deci-
sion-making processes within the funds, it is often
difficult to clearly distinguish between the economic
and foreign policy motivations of certain investments.
To assess the foreign policy significance of sovereign
wealth funds, this study focuses on the power re-
sources of the Gulf monarchies. Based on the region’s
most active sovereign wealth funds — which are
sometimes referred to as the “Oil Five” — it examines
the extent to which their activities enable the respec-
tive states to exercise hard, soft and sharp power.

The five funds are the Saudi Public Investment Fund
(PIF), the Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) and the
Emirates’ Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA),
Mubadala and ADQ.

The analysis shows that the Gulf monarchies are
successfully using their sovereign wealth funds to
translate oil revenues into foreign policy clout across
all three dimensions of power — hard, soft and sharp.
For the most part, the funds do not function as direct
instruments of foreign policy. Rather, they increase
the respective country’s scope for external action by
investing in sectors such as the arms industry, media,
sports and new technologies and by engaging in tar-
geted cooperation with influential actors. At the same
time, the funds seek to ensure that their political ties
remain as far below the radar as possible. To this end,
investments in foreign markets are made via private
equity or venture capital vehicles, while engagements
that could provoke criticism domestically — such as
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Issues and Recommendations

extensive investments in Israel — take place away
largely out of range from public scrutiny.

For Germany and its European partners, these
capital-rich sovereign wealth funds are extremely
attractive, as they offer considerable investment
potential, high liquidity and, in most cases, a long
investment horizon. They create opportunities to
finance large-scale infrastructure projects, to strengthen
the financial basis of companies in strategic sectors
and to gain access to markets in the Gulf region. How-
ever, the close links between these funds and the
foreign policy agendas of the respective countries
present a twofold challenge for Germany and the
European Union.

On the one hand, investments by these funds in
the European market entail the risk of critical infra-
structure being taken over and, even more serious,
knowledge and technology being transferred in a
targeted manner. This is significant not just because
of potential competitive disadvantages for European
companies. It also poses the threat of sensitive tech-
nologies being transferred to third countries such as
China and Russia, where sovereign wealth funds are
similarly active, as well as to the three Gulf monar-
chies themselves. Particularly problematic would be
scenarios in which new technologies contribute to the
strengthening of the capacities for surveillance and
repression of the authoritarian leaderships in those
three countries. This means that such risks must be
subject to careful investment screening. And that is
no easy task, especially in the case of investments
channelled through complex investment vehicles and
private equity firms.

On the other hand, the sovereign wealth funds are
enabling Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar to pursue
an increasingly active foreign policy. At both the
international and regional level, there are times at
which their actions are at odds with German and
European interests — for example, in climate negotia-
tions, in dealings with Russia and in conflicts such as
that in Sudan. What is required, therefore, is a co-
ordinated foreign policy towards the three countries
that systematically integrates both foreign-policy and
economic interests. Germany and its European part-
ners should bear in mind that the European Economic
Area is particularly attractive for the sovereign wealth
funds of the Gulf monarchies owing to its size and
stability, not least against the backdrop of the un-
certain situation in the United States under President
Donald Trump. The investment interests of those
funds, which do not constitute a unified actor and
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may even be in competition with one another, should
therefore be leveraged in a targeted manner to more
clearly articulate and more effectively realise Germa-
ny’s own interests. In this way, Europe’s ability to act
vis-a-vis the Gulf monarchies would be strengthened.
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Introduction: Gulf Sovereign
Wealth Funds in Transition

In 2024, the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF), the
Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) and the Emirates’
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA), Mubadala
and ADQ all ranked among the world’s 10 most active
sovereign wealth funds' for the third consecutive
year. Collectively referred to as the “Oil Five”, these
funds accounted for around 61 per cent of the total
investment volume — some US$180.3 billion — of
the 100 or so sovereign wealth funds around the globe
(see Figure 1, p. 8).” The five’s combined investment
volume of over US$110 billion was more than the
total public investment made by the German govern-
ment in 2025 (€86.8 billion).> With combined assets
of around US$3.5 trillion, they control nearly a quar-
ter of the total asset value of sovereign wealth funds
worldwide, which is currently just under US$15 tril-
lion (see Figure 2, p. 9). However, their rise to promi-
nence in international capital markets has been
gradual, having begun more than two decades ago.

1 Although there is no universally accepted definition, a
sovereign wealth fund (SWF) is generally described as an in-

vestment vehicle controlled by a national or regional govern-

ment that invests government surpluses in securities and
other assets in order to generate economic returns. Unlike
central banks, which manage currency reserves primarily
to stabilise monetary and exchange-rate policy, sovereign
wealth funds have a return-oriented investment objective.
They also differ from pension funds, whose purpose is to
secure future pension payments for specific groups making
contributions.

2 Dayan A. Tine, “Saudi PIF on Track to Reach $2tn in
AuM, 2nd-Largest Globally by 2030”, Arab News (online),
10 January 2025, https:/lwww.arabnews.com/node/
2585907/business-economy (accessed 20 October 2025).

3 Holger Hansen and Maria Martinez, “Germany’s 2025
Borrowing Undershoots Plan as Spending Falls, Revenues
Rise”, Reuters (online), 23 January 2026, https:/l'www.

reuters.com/business/germanys-2025-borrowing-undershoots-

plan-spending-falls-revenues-rise-2026-01-23/ (accessed
24 January 2026).

Until the 1990s, the investment approach of the
four wealthiest Gulf states — Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Qatar and Kuwait — was predominantly conservative:
their budget surpluses from oil and gas exports were
invested mainly in fixed-income securities, above all,
US government bonds. The objective was to build up
assets in order to secure revenues over the long term,
cushion fluctuations in commodity cycles and prevent
so-called Dutch disease (that is, the loss of competi-
tiveness in other sectors resulting from an apprecia-
tion of the domestic currency). Moreover, petrodollar
recycling served to consolidate the alliance with the
four countries’ most important security partner —
the United States.”

From the 2000s onwards, the Gulf monarchies
gradually adjusted their investment strategies. Owing
to the sharp rise in oil prices between 2002 and 2008,
revenues from hydrocarbon exports significantly ex-
ceeded government expenditure. As a result, govern-
ment savings rates increased markedly to reach an
average of around 40 per cent in 2007, albeit with
that share differing widely between individual coun-
tries.’ This development led both to large capital
inflows into existing sovereign wealth funds and the
establishment of new such funds. Even when the
savings rates declined after 2007 the funds’ assets
continued to grow and were increasingly channelled
into corporate investments, infrastructure projects
and alternative asset classes. Sovereign wealth funds
thereby evolved from instruments geared primarily

4 Hannes Baumann, “Monetary Statecraft in the Service
of Counter-Revolution: Gulf Monarchies’ Deposits to Arab
States’ Central Banks 1998 —2022”, Review of International
Political Economy 32, no. 4 (2025), 1122 —44 (1126).

5 Tokhir N. Mirzoev et al., The Future of Oil and Fiscal Sus-
tainability in the GCC Region (Washington, D.C.; International
Monetary Fund, 2020), 17, https://www.imf.org/en/
Publications/Departmental-Papers-Policy-Papers/Issues/2020/
01/31/The-Future-of-Oil-and-Fiscal-Sustainability-in-the-GCC-
Region-48934 (accessed 28 August 2025).
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Figure 1
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towards savings and macroeconomic stabilisation into
vehicles with an explicit developmental orientation.
In contrast with the Kuwaiti sovereign wealth fund,
the Kuwait Investment Authority (KIA), which to this
day serves mainly as an international portfolio inves-
tor and thus remains closer to the classic model of
a sovereign wealth fund, the Saudi, Qatari and UAE
funds have become active strategic investors. They
have expanded their direct corporate investments and
now exercise greater influence over the strategic ori-
entation of the companies in which they hold stakes.
The UAE and, above all, the politically influential
Emirate of Abu Dhabi were pioneers in this regard.®
During the global financial crisis of 2007 — 08, the
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, founded in 1976,
acquired a 4.9 per cent stake in the financial services
provider Citigroup, thereby departing from its earlier
strategy of acting as discreetly as possible as an inter-
national investor.” But since then, ADIA has pursued

6 On the importance of Abu Dhabi within the UAE, see
Guido Steinberg, Regional Power United Arab Emirates. Abu Dhabi
Is No Longer Saudi Arabia’s Junior Partner, SWP Research Paper
10/2020 (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, July
2020), 8, doi: 10.18449/2020RP10.

7 See, for example, Rawi Abdelal, “Sovereign Wealth

in Abu Dhabi”, Geopolitics 14, no. 2 (2009), 317 —27.
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a rather passive investment strategy,® at least compared
with that of the Mubadala Investment Company, which
was established by Abu Dhabi in 2002 and given its
present name in 2017 following its merger with the
International Petroleum Investment Company (IPIC).
Mubadala invests selectively in future-oriented sectors
such as technology, healthcare and energy and, as
investor, assumes entrepreneurial responsibility, as
illustrated by the takeover of the Spanish oil company
Cepsa and the establishment of the semiconductor
manufacturer GlobalFoundries. Since 2019, Abu Dhabi
has been building a third sovereign wealth fund in
the form of the ADQ, formerly known as the Abu Dhabi
Developmental Holding Company. Compared with
ADIA and Mubadala, ADQ is more strongly focused

on the region surrounding of the UAE. For example,
in 2024 it agreed a US$35 billion investment package
with the Egyptian government, which secured ADQ a
long-term lease for the Mediterranean coastal area of

8 Harriet Agnew and Chloe Cornish, “The ‘Capital of
Capital’: Abu Dhabi’s Pitch to Become a Global Financial
Centre”, Financial Times (online), 21 August 2025, https://
www.ft.com/content/5fceb665-c75a-4328-b28a-e8c684425060
(accessed 10 September 2025).


https://doi.org/10.18449/2020RP10
https://www.ft.com/content/5fceb665-c75a-4328-b28a-e8c684425060
https://www.ft.com/content/5fceb665-c75a-4328-b28a-e8c684425060

Figure 2

Introduction: Gulf Sovereign Wealth Funds in Transition

Share of the Oil Five in global SWF assets under management
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Ras al-Hikma and through which the fund became
one of the largest foreign investors in Egypt.’

In 2005, Qatar established the Qatar Investment
Authority, which, since the global financial crisis, has
pursued a similarly active investment strategy through
large ownership stakes. QIA puts great emphasis on
investments in Western blue-chip companies and
prestigious real estate, especially in London and Paris."
In Germanys, it is one of the largest shareholders of
Volkswagen, Deutsche Bank and Hapag-Lloyd, giving
it a notably strong presence on the German market
compared with other sovereign wealth funds (see Table,
p. 30f)."

Saudi Arabia, by contrast, was a latecomer in devel-
oping a sovereign wealth fund with a significant
international profile. Until roughly a decade ago, the
Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) in effect performed this

9 Patrick Werr and Karin Strohecker, “Egypt Announces
$35 Billion UAE Investment on Mediterranean Coast”, Reuters
(online), 23 February 2024, https://www.reuters.com/business/
egypt-announces-multi-billion-uae-investment-boost-forex-
2024-02-23/ (accessed 28 August 2025).

10 Veljko Fotak et al., A Financial Force to Be Reckoned With? —
An Overview of Sovereign Wealth Funds, ECGI Working Paper

no. 476/2016 (Brussels: European Corporate Government
Institute [ECGI], August 2016), 41, http://bit.ly/3JoLuS4
(accessed 8 August 2025).

11 Sven Christian Schulz, “VW, Siemens, Deutsche Bank:
Warum sich Katar in Deutschland einkauft”, RND (online),

8 November 2022, http://bit.ly/42Y4XzR (accessed 28 August
2025).
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role through its reserve and investment portfolio,
which was managed in a predominantly conservative
manner and invested mainly in fixed-income secu-
rities, especially US government bonds. It was only in
2015 that the kingdom transformed the Public Invest-
ment Fund (PIF) — at the time a largely obscure state
investment vehicle — into a modern sovereign wealth
fund and endowed it with substantial capital. Since
then, PIF has expanded rapidly to surpass the assets
managed by SAMA. With around 76 per cent of its
total assets under management invested in Saudi
Arabia as of 2023," PIF is significantly more active
in the domestic economy than the funds of the two
neighbouring countries. At the same time, it holds
significant stakes in international companies such as
the ride-hailing service Uber and the electric vehicle
manufacturer Lucid Motors," through which it is
able to exercise influence over the strategic decisions
taken by those companies.

The governments of the three Gulf monarchies cite
predominantly economic reasons for shifting their

12 Karen Kwok, “Breakingviews — Saudi Fund’s Prudence
Pivot Is Only Half Complete”, Reuters (online), 20 August
2024, https:/lwww.reuters.com/breakingviews/saudi-funds-
prudence-pivot-is-only-half-complete-2024-08-20/?utm
(accessed 20 August 2025).

13 Cldudio Afonso, “Lucid-Uber: How Saudi Arabia’s PIF Is
Bringing Together Its Two Investments”, EV (online), 20 July
2025, https:/leletric-vehicles.com/lucid/lucid-uber-how-saudi-
arabias-pif-is-bringing-together-its-two-investments/?utm
(accessed 28 August 2025).
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investment focus from conservative, passive strategies
towards higher-risk holdings in both domestic and
foreign companies. The overarching objective is to
fundamentally diversify their economies and reduce
their one-sided dependence on oil and gas revenues
— an ambition clearly reflected in the development
plans through which all three states have articulated
their respective “visions” for 2030."* Thus, sovereign
wealth funds not only have the task of building up
state reserves for the future and protecting national
budgets against fluctuations in commodity prices and
external shocks. They are also intended to serve as in-
struments of targeted investment aimed at strengthen-
ing national competitiveness and attracting foreign
capital and expertise to the domestic economy.

However, it is questionable whether this can ex-
plain in full the investment behaviour of the Oil Five.
Media reports and think tank analyses repeatedly
point to their role as an instrument for exercising
political power,'® whether to secure regime stability'®
or as a means of chequebook diplomacy.'” Experts
from within the Gulf states highlight the political sig-
nificance of these funds, too. The well-known Emirati
political analyst Abdulkhaleq Abdulla, for example,
emphasises that ADQ and Mubadala have not only
an investment-related but also a distinctly political
dimension.'®

14 For Abu Dhabi’s “Vision 20307, see United Arab Emir-
ates’ Government Portal, “Abu Dhabi Economic Vision
20307, https:/lu.aelen/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-
awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/finance-and-economy/
abu-dhabi-economic-vision-2030 (accessed 29 August 2025);
for Qatar’s, see State of Qatar, Government Communications
Office, “Qatar National Vision 2030” (online), https:/lwww.
gco.gov.qalen/state-of-qatar/qatar-national-vision-2030/our-
story/ (accessed 29 August 2025); and for Saudi Arabia’s, see
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, “Saudi Vision 2030”, https:/lwww.
vision2030.gov.salen (accessed 29 August 2025).

15 John Calabrese, “The New Wave of Dealmaking by

Gulf Sovereign Wealth Funds”, Middle East Institute, 20 July
2023, https:/lwww.mei.edu/publications/new-wave-deal
making-gulf-sovereign-wealth-funds (accessed 26 May 2025).
16 See, for example, Alexis Montambault-Trudelle, “Money
Trees in the Gulf: The Power of Sovereign Wealth Funds in
Shifting GCC International Politics”, Orient 64, no. 2 (2023).
17 Diana Galeeva, “The Benefits of Chequebook Diplomacy”,
Arab News (online), 4 May 2025, https:/lwww.arabnews.com/
node/2599523 (accessed 26 May 2025).

18 Hadeel Al Sayegh and Yousef Saba, “Abu Dhabi Fund
ADQ Wields Economic Diplomacy to Forge Regional Ties”,
Reuters (online), 16 October 2022, https:/lwww.reuters.com/
world/middle-east/abu-dhabi-fund-adq-wields-economic-
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For their part, the governments of the Gulf states
seek to counter this perception through their public
communications and voluntary commitments. In
2008, Abu Dhabi published an open letter in The Wall
Street Journal that was addressed to regulatory author-
ities and political decision-makers in the United
States and Europe in the wake of criticism of invest-
ments made by Arab sovereign wealth funds in West-
ern financial institutions during the global financial
crisis. In the letter, the emirate disclosed its invest-
ment guidelines and asserted that it had never used
sovereign wealth funds as instruments of foreign
policy, nor would it do so in future. At the same time,
it emphasised its commitment to maintaining appro-
priate standards of governance and accountability."’

In the same vein, ADIA, Mubadala, QIA and PIF
have all committed themselves to the Santiago Prin-
ciples, which were developed in 2008 by the Inter-
national Working Group of Sovereign Wealth Funds
with the support of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). The principles aim to strengthen confidence in
sovereign wealth funds and establish uniform stand-
ards for transparency, governance and risk manage-
ment.”* Among other things, they stipulate that a
fund’s investment strategy should be implemented
independently of its operational management and
within a framework of clearly defined responsibili-
ties. However, given that the sovereign wealth funds
in the three Gulf states are closely intertwined with
the respective political leaderships — both institu-
tionally and in terms of personnel — the credibility
of such voluntary commitments remains doubtful.

diplomacy-forge-regional-ties-2022-10-16/ (accessed 28 Janu-
ary 2025).

19 “Abu Dhabi’s Investment Guidelines”, The Wall Street
Journal (online), 17 March 2008, https:/lwww.wsj.com/
articles/SB120578495444542861 (accessed 22 August 2025).
20 In the case of ADIA, Mubadala and QIA, the standards
have been implemented in accordance with the respective
Santiago Principles Self-Assessments; see International
Forum of Sovereign Wealth Funds, “Santiago Principle Self-
Assessments”, https:/ifswf.org/lassessments (accessed 29 Sep-
tember 2025). The PIF reports that it has also adopted the
Generally Accepted Principles and Practices of the Santiago
Principles; see PIF, “Our Governance and Investment Deci-
sions”, https:/lwww.pif.gov.salen/our-investments/
governance-and-investment-decisions/ (accessed 29 Septem-
ber 2025). Only ADQ has so far made no explicit reference
to the Santiago Principles.
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Institutional and Personnel
Linkages between Sovereign
Wealth Funds and Foreign Policy

Since Saudi Arabia and Qatar are absolute monarchies
and Abu Dhabi — the dominant emirate within the
UAE — is similarly governed by an hereditary ruler
(emir) who exercises what is, in effect, unlimited
authority, their respective sovereign wealth funds
ultimately fall under the control of the head of state.
They are not subject to parliamentary oversight, and
their supposed operational independence in invest-
ment decisions exists largely on paper only. This sets
them apart from sovereign wealth funds in democratic
states, such as the Norwegian Government Pension
Fund Global (GPFG), the world’s largest sovereign
wealth fund, which is managed by Norges Bank In-
vestment Management and subject to rigorous demo-
cratic oversight. In Qatar and Abu Dhabi, QIA, ADIA,
ADQ and Mubadala are subordinate to the respective
Supreme Council, which is headed directly by the
ruler of the country — i.e., Qatari Emir Tamim bin
Hamad Al Thani and Emir of Abu Dhabi and Presi-
dent of the UAE, Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan.*!
In this capacity, the two appoint the members of the
funds’ governing bodies. In Saudi Arabia, the board
of directors (BoD) of PIF is installed by royal decree
and supervised by the Council of Economic and De-
velopment Affairs (CEDA), whose members are also
appointed by the king. But the links between sover-
eign wealth funds and foreign policy derive not only
from the person of the respective ruler, who, ulti-

21 Abu Dhabi Media Office, “In His Capacity as Ruler of
Abu Dhabi Khalifa Bin Zayed Issues a Law to Establish the
Supreme Council for Financial and Economic Affairs”,
press release, 27 December 2020, https://www.mediaoffice.

abudhabilen/government-affairs/Khalifa-bin-Zayed-issues-law-

establish-Supreme-Council-Financial-Economic-Affairs/
(accessed 5 August 2025). For Qatar, see Qatar Investment
Authority, “Governance”, https:/lwww.qia.qalen/About/
Pages/Governance.aspx (accessed 29 September 2025).

mately, makes the country’s political decisions; they
extend well beyond this, reflecting deeper institu-
tional and strategic entanglements.

In Saudi Arabia, the chairmanship of both the PIF’s
BoD and the CEDA is held by Crown Prince and Prime
Minister Mohammed bin Salman, who, owing to his
father’s age and health, is widely regarded as the
country’s de facto ruler and the central driver of its
foreign policy. At the same time, he exercises direct
influence over PIF’s operational activities,”> which are
managed by his close confidant Yasser al-Rumayyan.
Al-Rumayyan is currently the most influential manager
within the kingdom’s public economic sector. In
addition to serving as governor of PIF, he chairs the
state-owned oil company Saudi Aramco. He appears
to have ministerial rank and plays a central role
in foreign policy, including Riyadh’s relations with
China.” The personnel links between PIF and the
country’s foreign policymaking centre are further
strengthened by the Saudi Centre for International
Strategic Partnerships (SCISP), which is tasked with
“harmonising and coordinating all the Kingdom’s
efforts relating to its international strategic partner-
ships with partner countries”.** Although the impor-
tance of the SCISP for specific policy decisions should
not be overestimated, it does provide a forum where
influential members of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy

22 Montambault-Trudelle, “Money Trees in the Gulf”

(see note 16), 31.

23 “Al-Rumayyan Affirms the Significance of the Saudi-
Chinese Summits and Investment Opportunities”, Saudi Press
Agency, 8 December 2022, https://www.spa.gov.sa/lw1824025
(accessed 20 August 2024).

24 Saudi Centre for International Strategic Partnerships
(SCISP), “Mission, Vision, Values”, https://scisp.gov.salweb/
about-us/mission-vision-values?csrt=1128497720371898836
(accessed 20 August 2024).
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establishment come together, with six of the 12 SCISP
board members also sitting on the PIF board.”’

In Abu Dhabi, operational responsibility for the
sovereign wealth funds was reorganised within the
ruling family in 2023. When Mohammed bin Zayed,
who had been considered the de facto ruler for years,
was officially named emir of Abu Dhabi and president
of the UAE following his brother’s death in 2022, he
relinquished direct control of the sovereign wealth
funds. That task was transferred to two of his brothers
— Tahnoon bin Zayed Al Nahyan, who became
chairman of ADIA and ADQ, and Mansour bin Zayed
Al Nahyan, whom he appointed CEO of Mubadala.*®
The reshuffle further consolidated the influence of
the so-called Bani Fatima (descendants of Fatima), a
group of five full brothers, including the emir him-
self, that is named after their mother.”” Hamed bin
Zayed Al Nahyan, another full brother, has been man-
aging director of ADIA since 2010 and also sits on
ADQ’s BoD. Moreover, two of Mohammed bin Zayed’s
sons hold board positions at ADIA and Mubadala.

The Bani Fatima family not only exercises control
over Abu Dhabi’s sovereign wealth funds but also
plays a central role in shaping the UAE’s foreign and
security policy.”® Alongside Foreign Minister Abdullah
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, there is another full brother,
Tahnoon bin Zayed Al Nahyan, who plays a particu-
larly pivotal role. In addition to serving as chairman
of Abu Dhabi Investment Authority and ADQ, he has
held the post of national security adviser since 2016
and is thus the de facto head of the Emirates’ intel-
ligence apparatus. The close interlinkage between
sovereign wealth funds and foreign policy also ex-
tends beyond the ruling family itself. For example,
Khaldoon Khalifa Al Mubarak, who serves as manag-
ing director and group CEO of Mubadala Investment
Company, is simultaneously chairman of the Execu-

25 SCISP, “Board of Directors”, https:/iscisp.gov.salwebl/
about-us/board-of-directors?csrt=2702209398069337378
(accessed 20 August 2024).

26 Yousef Saba, “Abu Dhabi Shakes up Wealth Funds

with Top Royals Chairing”, Reuters (online), 9 March 2023,
https:lwww.reuters.com/world/middle-east/abu-dhabi-shakes-
up-wealth-funds-with-top-royals-chairing-2023-03-09/
(accessed 14 May 2025).

27 Steinberg, Regional Power United Arab Emirates (see note 6), 8.
28 Johannes Spéth et al., Survival Strategies in the Middle East:
Foreign Policy in the Service of Regime Security, Policy Analysis, no. 1
(Vienna: Austrian Institute for International Affairs, January
2024), https:lwww.oiip.ac.at/lcms/media/policy-analysis-survival-
strategies-in-the-middle-east.pdf (accessed 15 May 2025).
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tive Affairs Authority — a government body that
provides strategic policy advice to Mohammed bin
Zayed — and presidential envoy to China.*

In Qatar, there was a similar close intertwining
between the management of the Qatar Investment
Authority and the country’s foreign-policy leadership
following the establishment of the fund in 2005.
Until 2013, responsibility for the running of the fund
lay with Hamad bin Jassim Al Thani, who simultane-
ously served as CEO of QIA and foreign minister;
later, he also held the office of prime minister. He is
widely regarded as the architect of Qatar’s ambitious
and proactive foreign and regional policy under Emir
Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, the father of the current
ruler.”’ Following Hamad’s abdication in 2013 and
the accession of Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, the per-
sonnel overlap between the sovereign wealth fund
and the foreign-policymaking centre remained intact
initially. Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani,
who has been foreign minister since 2016, served
simultaneously as chairman of QIA for several years;
but this dual role came to an end when the fund’s
management was reorganised in 2023. At that point,
Bandar bin Mohammed bin Saoud Al Thani, a sea-
soned economic manager who is also governor of the
central bank, was appointed to head the fund. The
composition of the current BoD no longer reveals any
direct personnel links to the foreign policymaking
core. It is likely that oversight is now ensured, above
all, by Mohammed bin Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani,
the fund’s deputy chairman and a full brother of the
emir, who ranks among his closest advisers.”’

29 United Arab Emirates, Executive Affairs Authority, “Chair-
man of the Executive Affairs Authority — H. E. Khaldoon
Khalifa Al Mubarak”, https:/leaa.gov.aelen/pages/chairman-
executive-affairs-authority.html (accessed 12 July 2024).

30 See Guido Steinberg, Qatar’s Foreign Policy: Decision-Making
Processes, Baselines and Strategies, SWP Research Paper 4/2023
(Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, April 2023), 7ff.,
doi: 10.18449/2023RP04.

31 As his brother’s secretary for investment affairs,
Mohammed bin Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani is largely
responsible for the emir’s investment strategy. See Qatar
Investment Authority, “Leadership”, https:/lwww.qia.qalen/
About/Pages/leadership.aspx (accessed 4 September 2025).
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Expansion of Foreign

Policy Options

The institutional and personnel overlaps between the
sovereign wealth funds and the foreign policymaking
centres of the three countries indicate that these
funds are not exclusively profit-oriented. Recent con-
ceptual research on sovereign wealth funds further
supports that view.”> A growing body of scholarship
emphasises that such funds may pursue political or
normative objectives alongside financial returns. This
insight also applies in democratic contexts: a case in
point is Norway’s GPFG, through which Oslo has pro-
moted social norms and environmental standards by
means of shareholder activism.** However, existing
research suggests that in autocratic systems, low
levels of transparency and the absence of robust insti-
tutional oversight mechanisms create greater scope
for the political instrumentalisation of sovereign
wealth funds.** In such settings, the funds can be
used both as a means to consolidate the ruling elite’s
grip on power” and as instruments of economic state-
craft, whereby such tools are deployed in a targeted

32 For an overview, see Alvaro Cuervo-Cazurra et al.,

“A Review of the Internationalisation of State-Owned Firms
and Sovereign Wealth Funds. Governments Nonbusiness
Objectives and Discreet Power”, Journal of International Business
Studies (2022), 1, doi: 10.2139/ssrn.4030118.

33 Ibid., 30. The fund is currently planning to revise its
guidelines, which is why the implementation of “ethical
divestments” has been temporarily suspended. See Gwladys
Fouche, “Norway Pauses Wealth Fund’s Ethical Divest-
ments”, Reuters (online), 4 November 2025, https:/lwww.
reuters.com/business/finance/norway-poised-pause-wealth-
funds-ethical-divestments-2025-11-04/ (accessed 14 Novem-
ber 2025).

34 Daniel W. Drezner, “Sovereign Wealth Funds and the
(In)Security of Global Finance”, Journal of International Affairs
62, no. 1 (2008), 115—30 (119).

35 Kyle J. Hatton and Katharina Pistor, Maximising Autonomy
in the Shadow of Great Powers: The Political Economy of Sovereign
Wealth Funds, Columbia Law and Economics Working Paper
no. 395 (17 March 2011), doi: 10.2139/ssrn.1787565.

manner to advance national interests vis-a-vis those of
other states and international actors.*®

At the same time, there are significant doubts about
whether sovereign wealth funds are, in fact, being
systematically employed for foreign policy purposes.
Some authors regard such concerns as fundamentally
overstated and point to the paucity of empirical evi-
dence.” They argue that instrumentalising the funds
for foreign policy objectives would undermine return
maximisation and, in the long run, erode the political
leaderships’ capacity to provide the welfare benefits
that, historically, have contributed to regime stabil-
ity.*® Moreover, the limited transparency of most sov-
ereign wealth funds complicates efforts to reconstruct
decision-making processes and identify the motives
underlying individual investments.*® It is true that
the proverbial “smoking gun” — in this case, direct
evidence of the deliberate instrumentalisation of indi-
vidual investments — is difficult to find. In many
cases labelled as “political”, it is unclear whether the
investment decisions are driven ultimately by foreign

36 For an overview of the state of research, see Tomasz
Kaminski, “Political Significance of Sovereign Wealth Funds”,
in Political Players? Sovereign Wealth Funds’ Investments in Central
and Eastern Europe, ed. Tomasz Kaminski (Eodz: £6dZ University
Press, 2017), 25 —43.

37 See, e.g., Rolando Avendano and Javier Santiso, Are
Sovereign Wealth Funds’ Investments Politically Biased? A Compari-
son with Mutual Funds, Working Paper no. 283 (Paris: OECD
Development Centre, December 2009), https:/lwww.oecd.org/
content/dam/oecdlen/publications/reports/2010/01/are-
sovereign-wealth-funds-investments-politically-biased_
g17a1d71/218475437211.pdf (accessed 27 October 2025).

38 Kathryn C. Lavelle, “Sovereign Wealth Funds and For-
eign Policy”, in The Oxford Handbook of Sovereign Wealth Funds,
vol. 1, ed. Douglas Cumming et al. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017), 182 —207, https:/lacademic.oup.com/edited-
volume/27969/chapter-abstract/211592993?redirectedFrom=
fulltext (accessed 5 August 2025).

39 Ibid., 189.
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Expansion of Foreign Policy Options

policy considerations or by the expected financial re-
turns. Even where foreign policy instrumentalisation
is evident, the question remains as to what extent
such individual cases allow inferences to be drawn
about future behaviour. Conversely, it must also be
asked whether a return-oriented investment strategy
can, in itself, allow the conclusion to be drawn that
foreign policy motives will not play a role in future.

Sovereign wealth fund investments
can create strategic room for
manoeuvre or create dependencies
that may later be leveraged for
foreign policy purposes.

For this reason, the focus of the following discus-
sion is not to establish the degree to which individual
investments pursue specific foreign policy objectives
but to examine the structural dimension of sovereign
wealth funds. The aim is to clarify the extent to which
the Oil Five expand the foreign policy options of
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar in the medium to
long term. The analysis looks at how sovereign wealth
funds contribute to strengthening the hard, soft and
sharp power of the three countries. According to
the definition of Joseph Nye, hard power denotes an
actor’s ability to influence others through coercion or
economic inducements, whereas soft power is based
on attractiveness, persuasion and cultural appeal.*’
Sharp power is a concept introduced by the National
Endowment for Democracy that is applied to authori-
tarian states and initially was used, above all, in con-
nection with China and Russia. It refers to manipula-
tive forms of exercising influence that target public
discourse, political processes and economic structures
with the aim of undermining and destabilising open
societies.*!

40 See Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power. The Means to Success in World
Politics (New York, 2004) and The Future of Power (New York,
2011).

41 See Juan Pablo Cardenal et al., Sharp Power. Rising Authori-
tarian Influence (Washington, D.C.: National Endowment

for Democracy, 5 December 2017), https://www.ned.orglwp-
content/uploads/2017/12/Sharp-Power-Rising-Authoritarian-
Influence-Full-Report.pdf (accessed 12 September 2025).
While sharp power was originally defined as targeting,
above all, the manipulation of information spaces, other
writers define it more broadly: as a general instrument of
manipulative power that falls between soft and hard power,
encompasses numerous areas such as cyber, economics and
culture and can even include elements of hybrid warfare.
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Sovereign wealth funds can employ their invest-
ments across all three dimensions of power in order
to make strategic room for manoeuvre or create
dependencies that may later be leveraged for foreign
policy purposes. To some extent, this can occur
through purely return-oriented investments as well:
by strengthening the economic capabilities of the
state, the fund contributes to maintaining or expand-
ing the state’s relative power vis-a-vis other coun-
tries.* However, there are also investments in which
a focus on financial returns is more directly com-
bined with the reinforcement of one or more of the
three power dimensions. And it is clear that some
investments are geared primarily towards expanding
foreign policy capabilities, whereby economic con-
siderations play a subordinate role only.

Hard power

In order to increase their economic hard power, it is
conceivable that governments could use sovereign
wealth funds in such a manner that other states are
rendered economically dependent.* To this end, sov-
ereign wealth funds could acquire stakes in strategic
industries or critical infrastructure so as to obtain
leverage over the target country. Such holdings could
be used to influence corporate decision-making or, in
extreme cases, to threaten capital withdrawal to the
detriment of the host economy. The three Gulf mon-
archies have the economic potential to pursue such
an approach, as the example of the European banking
sector clearly illustrates. The sovereign wealth funds
of the UAE and Saudi Arabia alone would be suffi-
ciently large to acquire qualified majorities in system-
ically important banks within the Eurozone, allowing

See Lukasz Skoneczny and Bogustaw Cacko, “Sharp Power —
Introduction to the Issue”, Przeglqd Bezpieczeristwa Wewnetrznego
[Internal Security Review]| 13, no. 25 (2021), 325 —40.

42 Ashley T. Lenihan argues that even purely return-ori-
ented sovereign wealth funds can serve as instruments of
“internal balancing” by securing their country’s economic
strength — for example, by promoting national develop-
ment plans, strengthening state-owned enterprises and gain-
ing access to mineral and other strategic resources. Ashley
T. Lenihan, “Sovereign Wealth Funds and the Acquisition

of Power”, New Political Economy 19, no. 2 (2014), 227 —57
(239ft.); Kaminski, “Political Significance of Sovereign Wealth
Funds” (see note 36).

43 Kaminski, “Political Significance of Sovereign Wealth
Funds” (see note 36), 33.
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them to gain political influence not only at the national
level but also across the region.** Even investments
already made could be regarded as systemically rele-
vant and may have increased the scope for exercising
political influence. Illustrative examples include
earlier investments by PIF in the US startup ecosystem™
and the involvement of QIA in the British, and par-
ticularly the London, real estate market.*

However, exploiting sovereign wealth fund invest-
ments in this way presents considerable challenges.
First, there would likely be significant — not least
regulatory — resistance in the target countries. Sec-
ond, the sheer size of sovereign wealth funds does not
mean that their assets are readily available in liquid
form and can thus be easily mobilised for short-term
investments of systemic relevance — for example,
in the European banking sector. Third, if used on a
large scale for hard power purposes, sovereign wealth
funds would likely sustain significant opportunity
costs in the form of foregone returns and reduced
portfolio performance. Central bank deposits have, in
fact, been far more relevant as instruments of eco-
nomic power. In 2016, Saudi Arabia threatened to sell
US government bonds and other assets in order to
prevent the US Congress from passing legislation that
would restrict state immunity.*’ Similarly, in 2024
Riyadh reportedly hinted that it would sell European
bonds should the Group of Seven proceed with the
seizure of Russian assets.*® Central bank deposits also

44 Thomas Junghanns and Jan Kornert, “The Potential for
a Sovereign Wealth Fund to Acquire and Exert Influence
over the Eurozone”, Intereconomics 57, no. 3 (2022), 179 —86.
45 Eliot Brown and Greg Bensinger, “Saudi Money Flows
into Silicon Valley — and with It Qualms”, The Wall Street
Journal (online), 16 October 2018, https:/lwww.wsj.com/
articles/saudi-backlash-threatens-u-s-startups-1539707574
(accessed 1 June 2025).

46 See Callum Ward et al., “State Capitalism, Capitalist
Statism: Sovereign Wealth Funds and the Geopolitics of
London’s Real Estate Market”, Environment and Planning A:
Economy and Space 55, no. 3 (2023), 742 —59; Rob Davies and
Joseph Smith, “How Qatar Bought up Britain”, The Guardian
(online), 5 November 2022, https://lwww.theguardian.com/
business/ng-interactive/2022/nov/05/how-qatar-bought-up-
britain (accessed 1 June 2025).

47 Andrea Wong, “The Untold Story Behind Saudi Arabia’s
41-Year U.S. Debt Secret”, Bloomberg (online), 30 May 2016,
https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/features/2016-05-30/the-
untold-story-behind-saudi-arabia-s-41-year-u-s-debt-secret?
utm (accessed 28 September 2025).

48 Daryna Krasnolutska et al., “Saudis Warned G-7 Against
Russia Seizures with Debt Sale Threat”, Bloomberg (online),

Hard power

served as leverage during the Arab Spring,*’ particu-
larly in Egypt, where billions of US dollars from Saudi
Arabia and the Emirates helped consolidate the rule
of President Abd al-Fattah as-Sisi following the 2013
military coup.

But a shift appears to have begun to emerge in
recent years — most notably in Egypt. Between 2023
and 2025, QIA and, in particular, Abu Dhabi’s ADQ
pumped a substantial amount of liquidity into the
Egyptian state.® ADQ’s US$35 billion land lease deal
for the Ras al-Hikma coastal area is likely to have
averted what at the time was Cairo’s imminent insol-
vency, as it paved the way for extensive aid from
international financial institutions. Many observers
deemed ADQ’s intervention to be less a conventional
investment than a de facto rescue operation®’ — one
that may have further increased Egypt’s dependence
on the UAE.

In this context, the role of QIA during the 2017 —
21 Qatar crisis is noteworthy, too. When Saudi Arabia,
the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt imposed a blockade on
the emirate, Doha was able to draw on the financial
resources of its sovereign wealth fund to offset mas-
sive capital outflows. QIA transferred at least US$20
billion to the Qatari Ministry of Finance at short notice,
thereby helping stabilise the country’s economy.>

9 July 2024, https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-
07-09/saudi-arabia-veiled-threat-to-g7-over-russia-assets?utm
(accessed 28 September 2025).

49 See Baumann, “Monetary Statecraft in the Service of
Counter-Revolution” (see note 4), 1132ff.

50 Werr and Strohecker, “Egypt Announces $35 Billion
UAE Investment on Mediterranean Coast” (see note 9);
Archana Narayanan and Mirette Magdy, “Qatar Wealth Fund
Transfers $1 Billion to Egypt’s Central Bank”, Bloomberg (on-
line), 9 November 2022, https://lwww.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2022-11-09/qatar-wealth-fund-transfers-1-billion-to-
egypt-s-central-bank?utm (accessed 28 September 2025);
Mirette Magdy and Abdel Latif Wahba, “Qatar to Transfer
Egypt $3.5 Billion for Mediterranean Tourism Site This Year”,
Bloomberg (online), 6 November 2025, https:/lwww.bloom
berg.com/newslarticles/2025-11-06/qatar-to-transfer-egypt-3-5-
billion-for-mediterranean-tourism-site-this-year (accessed

28 September 2025).

51 Edmund Bower, “Built on Sand: Can Egypt’s New Sea-
side City Protect the Country from War at Its Borders?”

The Guardian (online), 8 April 2024, https:/lwww.theguardian.
com/global-development/2024/apr/08/built-on-sand-can-
egypts-new-seaside-city-protect-the-country-from-war-at-its-
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Expansion of Foreign Policy Options

Beyond this immediate financial backstop, Hassad
Food, a subsidiary of QIA, played a central role in
securing domestic food supplies during the initial
months of the blockade.>® Moreover, it is widely
believed that QIA’s extensive foreign investments
contributed to several European countries and, in
particular, the United States adopting a stance on
the blockade that ranged from sceptical to negative.
Qatar’s investments in Turkey, many of which were
channelled through QIA, proved especially conse-
quential. In response to the blockade, Ankara
expanded its military presence in Qatar, thereby
enhancing the emirate’s deterrence capability vis-a-
vis Saudi Arabia and the UAE.>* While QIA did not
directly augment Qatar’s hard power capabilities, it
did significantly strengthen the country’s capacity to
withstand the hard power wielded by other states.

In addition to expanding their economic potential,

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are using their sovereign
wealth funds to develop military capabilities. The
lean and centralised decision-making structures of
those funds enable both countries to channel capital
into armament projects, military infrastructure and
security-related industries without having to over-
come bureaucratic hurdles.” Since 2017, PIF has
actively promoted the development of an indigenous

defence industry through its subsidiary Saudi Arabian

Military Industries (SAMI). Within the framework of
“Vision 20307, SAMI is expected to help ensure that
more than 50 per cent of Saudi military expenditure
remains in the country in future.”® To this end, SAMI
has entered into partnerships with a range of foreign
defence firms — including the US corporate giants

Boeing and Lockheed Martin, the Turkish drone manu-

facturer Baykar and the Spanish shipbuilding com-

Resisting the Blockade?”, in The 2017 Gulf Crisis. An Interdisci-
plinary Approach, ed. Mahjoob Zweiri et al. (Singapore, 2021),
303 —24.

53 The Business Year, “Qatar Agriculture — Hassad Food”,
31 March 2019, https://thebusinessyear.com/interview/
hassad-food/ (accessed 5 June 2025).

54 Rory Miller, “Qatar-Tiirkiye Relations during the Em-
bargo of Qatar: A Case Study in Derivative Power”, Inter-

national Politics (2024), 10ff., doi: 10.1057/s41311-024-00609-1.

55 Unlike Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Qatar does not have
a significant arms industry; this is due to its small size.

56 “Localisation in Military Industries. A Perspective on
Industrial Development in the Saudi Arabia’s Defence Eco-
system” (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2021), https:/flwww.pwc.

com/m1/en/industries/government/documents/localisation-in-

military-industries.pdf (accessed 5 August 2025).
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pany Navantia — with the aim of developing key
military technologies in Saudi Arabia itself.”’

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are also
using their sovereign wealth funds to
develop military capabilities.

In the UAE, Mubadala played a key role in estab-
lishing the Emirates Defence Industries Company
(EDIC) in 2014; that firm was later integrated into
the state-owned defence conglomerate EDGE Group.
Although the fund no longer has a stake in EDGE,
which now apparently reports directly to the Ministry
of Defence, it still holds numerous stakes in compa-
nies with close links to the defence sector, including
the space technology firm Space42°® and the aviation
manufacturer Sanad.”

Soft power

Both the media and academic literature frequently
associate sovereign wealth funds with the pursuit

of soft power. This association is particularly pro-
nounced in the case of the three Gulf monarchies,
which have been seeking to enhance their inter-
national standing since at least the early 2000s. Pre-
viously, they were widely perceived — especially in
Western societies — as politically and socially back-
ward, while their economic success was attributed
largely to the export of climate-damaging fossil fuels
and the structural exploitation of migrant labour.*
Such perceptions were compounded vis-a-vis Saudi
Arabia by the kingdom’s promotion of Salafism
around the globe, which won Riyadh followers among
the Muslim communities of numerous countries but
further damaged its reputation in the West.®' Against

57 Rawan Radwan, “How Saudi Arabia’s SAMI Is Driving
the Localisation of the Kingdom’s Defence Industry”, Arab
News (online), 20 August 2023, https:/lwww.arabnews.com/
node/2358496/saudi-arabia (accessed 20 May 2025).

58 Space42, https:/lspace42.ailen.

59 Sanad, https:/lwww.sanad.ael.

60 Yoel Guzansky and Ilan Zalayat, The Race for Soft Power
in the Gulf, Strategic Assessment, vol. 27, no. 3 (Tel Aviv: The
Institute for National Security Studies [INSS], August 2024),
https:/lwww.inss.org.il/strategic_assessment/soft-power-in-
the-gulfl (accessed 5 August 2025).

61 Hesham Alghannam, Influence Abroad: Saudi Arabia
Replaces Salafism in Its Soft Power Outreach (Carnegie Middle East
Centre, December 2024), https:/icarnegieendowment.org/
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this backdrop, all three states set about systematically
expanding their soft power capabilities in order to
reshape external perceptions and increase their influ-
ence in international politics.®* To this end, for the
past 20 years or so they have been channelling large
investments through their sovereign wealth funds
into sectors such as media, sport, education, culture
and tourism.

PIF has been particularly active in the media sec-
tor. In 2025, it completed the acquisition of a 54 per
cent majority stake in MBC Group, the region’s largest
media conglomerate, which operates several satellite
television channels, including the pan-Arab news
channel Al Arabiya.®® The same year, the fund bought
a stake in the international sports streaming platform
DAZN,* which holds global broadcasting rights for
a wide range of major sporting events. And in late
2025, it was reported that, together with QIA, PIF had
provided the financing for Paramount Skydance’s
bid for Warner Bros. Discovery, whose assets include
CNN.® Through its shareholdings in the Kingdom
Holding Company, PIF also has indirect stakes in
various national and international media and social
media companies, including X.*

research/2024/12/influence-abroad-saudi-arabia-replaces-
salafism-in-its-soft-power-outreach?lang=en (accessed 3 July
2025).

62 An official soft power strategy developed by the UAE for
this purpose is being implemented by a council founded in
2017 and headed by Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the CEO
of Mubadala. See “UAE Soft Power Council Discusses Ways
to Expand Global Message”, The National, 27 September 2017,
https:/lwww.thenationalnews.com/uae/government/uae-soft-
power-council-discusses-ways-to-expand-global-message-
1.661934 (accessed 7 July 2025).

63 The Qatari transnational news channel Al-Jazeera, on
the other hand, is financed directly by the Qatari state.
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chatgpt.com (accessed 28 December 2025).

66 In 2022, PIF acquired more than 16 per cent of Kingdom
Holding. Its owner, Saudi businessman Prince Alwaleed

bin Talal, was detained for three months in 2018 as part of
a large-scale anti-corruption campaign. See “Saudi Arabia’s

In the sports sector, Qatar’s QIA was the pioneer
among the Oil Five. In 2011, its investment subsidiary
Qatar Sports Investments (QSI) acquired the French
football club Paris Saint-Germain.*” There followed
investments in padel tennis (including the takeover
of the World Padel Tour) and motorsport (through a
stake in Audi’s Formula One team), among others.*®
And the sovereign wealth fund also invested in the
expansion of Qatar’s sports infrastructure through its
subsidiary Qatari Diar ahead of the 2022 World Cup,
which was held in Qatar.” Similarly, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE have made sports a key area of invest-
ment for their funds. In 2021, after lengthy negotia-
tions, Saudi Arabia’s PIF acquired the British profes-
sional football club Newcastle United. In addition, it
has been instrumental in the expansion of the Saudi
football league — recruiting international stars such
as Cristiano Ronaldo, among other measures — ahead
of the 2034 FIFA World Cup, which will be hosted
by the Kingdom. And it has also invested heavily in
international golf, having founded ed LIV Golf as an
alternative league to existing professional golf tours
and thereby challenging established structures in
the sport.”’ For its part, the UAE’s Mubadala invested
US$10 billion in 2025 in the investment platform
TWG Global, which holds stakes in such prominent
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Expansion of Foreign Policy Options

Western sports franchises as the Los Angeles Dodgers,
the Los Angeles Lakers and Chelsea FC.”!

Besides sports, the sovereign wealth funds are also
involved in the financing of large international con-
ferences. In 2017, for example, PIF founded the Future
Investment Initiative Institute. Modelled on the
World Economic Forum in Davos, the institute hosts
annual conferences at which business leaders and
policymakers debate global challenges. At the same
time, the format provides a stage for promoting the
image of the host country (Saudi Arabia), its devel-
opment agenda “Vision 2030” and, in particular, its
de facto ruler, Mohammed bin Salman.”” In Qatar,
QIA has been — at least until 2022 — the main
sponsor of the Doha Forum, which has been held in
the Qatari capital each year since 2003 as a platform
for bringing together policymakers to discuss security
issues, in particular.”

In addition, the Oil Five are active in education,
culture and entertainment as well as tourism develop-
ment — sectors in which the Gulf monarchies have
been investing heavily through multiple channels
over the past two decades. Mubadala was not only
responsible for the construction of the main campus
of New York University Abu Dhabi in 20107%; it con-
tinues to maintain a close partnership with the US
university. At the same time, it supports Abu Dhabi’s
museum landscape through its own foundation.”

71 Bindu Rai, “UAE’s Mubadala Capital Targets Sporting
Assets with $10bln TWG Investment Deal”, Zawya (online),

1 May 2025, https:/lwww.zawya.com/en/business/investment/
uaes-mubadala-capital-targets-sporting-assets-with-10bln-
twg-investment-deal-q4m6y4qd (accessed 17 June 2025).

72 Mark Landler and Kate Kelly, ““Davos in the Desert,’

a Saudi Prince’s Glittering Showcase, Is Stained by a Grisly
Accusation”, The New York Times (online), 13 October 2018,
https:lwww.nytimes.com/2018/10/13/world/middleeast/saudi-
arabia-conference-crown-prince-mohammed.html (accessed
19 June 2025).

73 In 2022, QIA was included among the sponsors listed on
the official Doha Forum website: “Doha Forum”, https://2022.
dohaforum.org/doha-forum-2022/partners (accessed 7 August
2025).

74 Mubadala, “Mubadala Announces Design & Build Con-
tractor for New York University Abu Dhabi’s Saadiyat Island
Campus”, press release, 27 April 2010, https:/lwww.
mubadala.com/en/news/mubadala-announces-design--build-
contractor-for-new-york-university-abu-dhabis-saadiyat-
island?utm (accessed 3 July 2025).

75 Abu Dhabi Media Office, “In Partnership with Depart-
ment of Culture and Tourism — Abu Dhabi, Mubadala Foun-
dation Makes Significant Cultural Initiatives Investment”, 25
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QIA is bringing the Art Basel fair to Doha through its
subsidiary QSI.”° And PIF has invested in the expan-
sion of Saudi Arabia’s cultural, tourism and leisure
infrastructure, not least through the Diriyah urban
development project, an official megaproject within
the framework of “Vision 2030”. Further, the fund is
involved in the entertainment industry — for exam-
ple, through MDLBEAST, which organises the Sound-
storm Festival, one of the largest music events in the
Middle East.”’ Finally, PIF is engaged in the gaming
and e-sports sector. Through its subsidiary Savvy
Games Group, it is now considered one of the world’s
most influential investors in the video game industry
and reportedly exercises influence on game develop-
ment, including with regard to content.”®

There is no doubt that economic interests play a
role in the investments outlined above. This is par-
ticularly evident in the expansion of national sports
infrastructure, which is an integral part of the three
countries’ economic diversification strategies. Simi-
larly, investments in the sports sector — for example,
in European football clubs — can generate economic
opportunities.” However, the number of extremely
costly commitments, such as PIF’s investments in
Newcastle United and LIV Golf, cannot be explained
by profit motives alone.* There are other considera-

September 2023, https:/lwww.mediaoffice.abudhabilen/arts-
culture/in-partnership-with-department-of-culture-and-
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tions at work here, not least that such investments —
especially those in mega sports events — also serve to
project the image of the investor country as a dynamic,
modern and reliable player on the international
stage. The aim of this form of “nation branding” is to
shape foreign public opinion and encourage other gov-
ernments to act in ways that align with the national
interests of the investor country.®!

But it is by no means certain that such a strategy
will always work. In the case of Qatar, the impact of
the investments made in hosting the 2022 FIFA World
Cup has been decidedly ambivalent. On the one hand,
those investments paid off only to a limited extent as
far as improving the country’s image in the West was
concerned. This was because Western media coverage
frequently highlighted human rights violations com-
mitted by the regime and abuses in the treatment of
migrant workers.*” With regard to the Qatar blockade,
on the other hand, the tournament may have had a
positive effect. For Saudi Arabia and the UAE, it had
become increasingly costly to continue the embargo:
besides reducing the opportunities for their domestic
populations to participate in the event, it was restrict-
ing access to potential economic, reputational and
tourism-related spillovers associated with the tourna-
ment. Thus, the prospect of foregone benefits may
have been among the factors encouraging de-escala-
tion and contributing to the conclusion of the Al-Ula
Agreement, which formally ended the blockade in
2021.%

Sharp power

In recent years, attempts by the three Gulf monar-
chies to influence the policies of other states have

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, June 2024),
69ff., https:/lcarnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/
static/files/Vittori-Kumar-SWF%20(2)-1.pdf (accessed 8 July
2024).

81 See, e.g., Laila El-Dabt et al., “Sustainable Strategic
Nation Branding Through Sports: Leveraging Soft Power
via Mega-Event Hosting”, Frontiers in Sociology 10 (2025),

doi: 10.3389/f50c.2025.1521396.

82 Omar Daoudi et al., “Media Bias in Sports Journalism:
A Comparative Study of Qatar 2022 World Cup Coverage”,
Communication & Sport, 20 April 2025, doi: 10.1177/
21674795251330480 (accessed 27 October 2025).

83 Cinzia Bianco and Sebastian Sons, “More than a Game:
Football and Soft Power in the Gulf”, The International Specta-
tor 58, no. 2 (2023), 99ff.

increasingly come to light. Such practices range from
covert influence and espionage to — in isolated cases —
the use of political violence beyond national borders
to silence critical voices.** The Oil Five play a role,
too, by contributing to the development of the neces-
sary capacities, often in ways that are scarcely appar-
ent to external observers.

Covert political influence is facilitated when the
funds conduct business with companies belonging to,
or closely associated with, key decision-makers. Such
dynamics can be observed in connection with the US
administration under President Trump. PIF has links
to the Trump family’s business interests through its
financing of the LIV Golf Tour: several tournaments
have been hosted on golf courses owned by The Trump
Organization under commercial leasing and event
agreements. Even more significant are the capital
commitments to the private equity firm Affinity
Partners, which is owned by Jared Kushner, the US
president’s son-in-law.*> Affinity received approxi-
mately US$2 billion from PIF for asset management,
despite reported concerns within the sovereign wealth
fund about the firm’s limited experience.* In 2024,
it raised another US$1.5 billion from QIA and the
Abu Dhabi—based Lunate, which manages assets on
behalf of ADQ. Just how close the business relation-
ship between PIF and Kushner is became evident in
September 2025, when it was announced that a con-
sortium led by the Saudi sovereign wealth fund and
Kushner’s investment firm had agreed to acquire
the US video game manufacturer Electronic Arts for

84 See Christopher Davidson, “Gulf States and Sharp
Power: Allies to Adversaries”, Journal of Democracy 35, no. 1
(2024), 102 —17

85 See David D. Kirkpatrick and Kate Kelly, “Before Giving
Billions to Jared Kushner, Saudi Investment Fund Had Big
Doubts”, The New York Times (online), 10 April 2022, https://
www.nytimes.com/2022/04/10/us/jared-kushner-saudi-
investment-fund.html (accessed 10 July 2025); Gillian Tan,
“Jared Kushner’s Affinity Gets $1.5 Billion More From Qatar,
Abu Dhabi’s Lunate”, Bloomberg (online), 20 December 2024,
https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-12-20/jared-
kushner-s-affinity-gets-1-5-billion-more-from-qatar-abu-
dhabi-s-lunate (accessed 10 July 2025); Harriet Agnew and
Chloe Cornish, “New Abu Dhabi Asset Manager Lunate
Reveals Deals Streak”, Financial Times (online), 13 October
2024, https:/lwww.ft.com/content/cc8e8b52-80c5-496a-a5f1-
1aaf1987f05d?utm (accessed 10 July 2025).

86 Kirkpatrick and Kelly, “Before Giving Billions to Jared
Kushner, Saudi Investment Fund Had Big Doubts” (see note 85).
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Expansion of Foreign Policy Options

approximately US$55 billion.*” Jared Kushner was
also involved in the financing of Paramount’s take-
over bid for Warner Bros., which was backed by PIF
and QIA.*®

Many other examples can be cited. At least until
recently, QIA has maintained business ties with Steve
Witkoff, a close confidant of Trump who was appointed
Washington’s special envoy to the Middle East in
2024.% For their part, Mubadala and ADIA have in-
vested in funds managed by the billionaire investor
Tom Barrack, who currently serves as US ambassador
to Turkey. As a result, Barrack has faced accusations
of attempting to influence both the election cam-
paign and the administration of his long-time asso-
ciate Donald Trump as an unregistered “foreign
agent” of the UAE.” Similarly, the close relationship
between Mubadala and former British Prime Minister
Tony Blair has sparked debates about potential con-
flicts of interest. According to media reports, Blair
was an adviser to the Abu Dhabi sovereign wealth
fund in the early 2010s, at a time when he was serv-
ing as the special envoy of the Middle East Quartet
(comprising the United Nations, the United States, the
European Union and Russia).”’ The large number of
such links point to a strategic pattern in which the
Gulf monarchies deploy their sovereign wealth funds
in a targeted manner to translate economic relation-
ships — if not outright dependencies — into political
influence. Business ties with sitting US decision-
makers and former political leaders (such as Blair)

87 Annie Massa et al., “Jared Kushner’s Secret Saudi Talks
Paved Way for £55 Billion EA Deal”, Bloomberg (online),

30 September 2025, https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2025-09-30/kushner-s-secret-saudi-talks-paved-way-
for-55-billion-ea-deal (accessed 25 October 2025).

88 Maccioni and Uppal, “Hollywood-hungry Gulf States
Bankroll Paramount’s Warner Bros Bid” (see note 65).

89 Annie Massa et al., “Trump’s Go-To Broker Brings NYC-
Style Dealmaking to a World on Edge”, Bloomberg (online),

12 March 2025, https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/articles/
2025-03-12/who-is-steve-witkoff-trump-s-longtime-real-estate-
friend-set-to-talk-with-putin?utm (accessed 11 July 2025).

90 Zijia Song et al., “Colony PE Head Says Firm Relied on
‘Barrack Magic’ for UAE Money”, Bloomberg (online), 18 Octo-
ber 2022, https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-
18/colony-pe-head-says-firm-relied-on-barrack-magic-for-uae-
money?utm (accessed 8 September 2025).

91 Anthony Harwood, “Why Was Tony Blair Being Paid by
the UAE while Working as Middle East Envoy?” The Independ-
ent (online), 15 August 2017, https://lwww.independent.co.uk/
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who retain extensive international networks offer
privileged access to diplomatic processes that include
the negotiations over a ceasefire in the Gaza Strip and
the broader discussions about the region’s political
and economic future.”

Sovereign wealth fund investments could also help
the three Gulf countries further expand their techno-
logical surveillance and espionage capabilities in
future. Over the years, there have been numerous
cases of such instruments being deployed. One promi-
nent example is the UAE covert cyberespionage pro-
gramme known as “Project Raven”, whose operations
reportedly involved former US intelligence officials
and which targeted human rights activists, journalists
and political opponents, including individuals living
abroad.” Another example is the use of the Israeli-
developed “Pegasus” spyware by Saudi Arabia and
the UAE. Moreover, media reports suggest that high-
ranking sports officials were subjected to surveillance
in the run-up to the 2022 FIFA World Cup as part of
what has been dubbed Qatar’s “Project Merciless”.**

At the same time, investments by sovereign wealth
funds in relevant surveillance and data-processing
technologies have increasingly become public knowl-
edge. Since 2019, Mubadala has held an indirect stake
in the Israeli company NSO Group, the developer of
the “Pegasus” spyware.” In 2022, the Saudi Company
for Artificial Intelligence (SCAI), another PIF subsidi-
ary, invested more than US$200 million in the Chi-
nese firm SenseTime, which is widely known for its

92 Tony Blair is considered one of the architects of Trump’s
20-point plan for the reorganisation of the Gaza Strip and

is expected to play a central role in the planned transitional
administration. See Mariel Ferragamo, A Guide to the Gaza
Peace Deal (Council on Foreign Relations, 24 October 2025),
https:lwww.cfr.orglarticle/guide-trumps-twenty-point-gaza-
peace-deal (accessed 27 October 2025).

93 Christopher Bing and Joel Schectman, “Inside the UAE’s
Secret Hacking Team of American Mercenaries”, Reuters (on-
line), 30 January 2019, https://www.reuters.com/investigates/
special-report/usa-spying-raven/ (accessed 14 July 2025).

94 leo Eiholzer and Andreas Schmid, “‘Project Merciless’:
How Qatar Spied on the World of Football in Switzerland”,
www.swissinfo.ch (online), 2 November 2022, https:lwww.
swissinfo.ch/eng/business/project-merciless-how-qatar-spied-
on-the-world-of-football-in-switzerland/48022952 (accessed
14 July 2025).

95 Mehul Srivastava and Kaye Wiggins, “Abu Dhabi State
Funds Were Used to Buy Israeli Spyware Group NSO”, Finan-
cial Times (online), 1 April 2022, https:/lwww.ft.com/content/
09a289f1-1670-4b18-9ee2-5d9081e1773d (accessed 7 July
2025).
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facial recognition and surveillance technologies.”®
Two years later, the PIF subsidiary Alat entered into a
partnership with one of the largest manufacturers of
surveillance technology in China, Dahua Technology,
to produce surveillance hardware in Saudi Arabia.”’
For its part, QIA acquired a stake in Databricks in
2023,” a data processing and artificial intelligence
company whose platform can also be used for real-
time surveillance applications.”

Finally, there are two prominent cases of political
violence that can be linked — albeit indirectly —
to sovereign wealth funds: the murder of dissident
journalist Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi consulate
in Istanbul in 2018, which was carried out by a hit
squad dispatched from the kingdom; and the dis-
appearance of Egyptian-Turkish activist Abdulrahman
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who was arrested in Beirut in late
2024 and shortly thereafter extradited to the UAE.'"
Both times, companies in which sovereign wealth
funds hold indirect stakes played a role. In the
Khashoggi case, according to research carried out by
Human Rights Watch, the perpetrators used aircraft
belonging to a PIF subsidiary.'”' Similarly, when
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Yusuf al-Qaradawi was flown from Lebanon to Abu
Dhabi, the transfer reportedly took place aboard an
aircraft operated by an airline in which ADQ — headed
by Emirati intelligence chief Tahnoon bin Zayed Al
Nahyan — holds an indirect stake.'” Although there
are no direct connections between the sovereign
wealth funds and these two incidents, it is clear that
investments by such funds can create corporate struc-
tures and logistical infrastructures that, at a mini-
mum, facilitate the sharp power activities of the
investor country.
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Efforts to Cultivate
an Apolitical Image of
Sovereign Wealth Funds

The proximity of sovereign wealth funds to the ruling
families of the three Gulf monarchies not only creates
options for the funds to be deployed as instruments
of foreign policy; it also exposes their investments to
heightened public and political scrutiny, not to men-
tion resistance in recipient countries. In Spain, for
example, an agreement between the Spanish govern-
ment and ADIA to establish an artificial intelligence
research centre sparked sharp criticism from the local
scientific community, prompting several members

of Spain’s Al advisory board to resign.'” In Germany,
media reports pointed to political concerns about the
potential takeover by ADQ of Deutsche Bahn’s logis-
tics subsidiary.' PIF’s investments in sports have
proved particularly controversial. Both the acquisition
of Newcastle United and the creation of the LIV Golf
series have drawn sustained criticism from human
rights organisations and fan associations. As was the
case for Qatar ahead of the 2022 World Cup, the three
Gulf monarchies are frequently accused of “sports-
washing”, that is, attempting to enhance their inter-
national image and divert attention from domestic
human rights abuses through high-profile involve-
ment in global sports.'” In the United States, such
activities have led to scrutiny by oversight bodies,
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including the Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee

on Investigations. And following the terrorist attack
against Israel on 7 October 2023, the NGO Counter
Extremism Project — which regularly cooperates with
Western governments — went even further, calling
for a global freeze on assets held by QIA in order to
put pressure on Qatar to arrest Hamas leaders living
in exile in that country.'*

What is more, certain foreign investments by sov-
ereign wealth funds could trigger a significant domes-
tic backlash within the Gulf monarchies themselves.
This applies, in particular, to investments in the
Israeli market, which are generally a highly sensitive
issue in domestic politics. While they are attractive to
governments not only for economic reasons but also
because of the access they provide to advanced tech-
nologies — especially in the fields of surveillance
and security — they remain controversial among the
wider population. Opinion polls in Saudi Arabia and
the UAE indicate that even before the war in Gaza
between Israel and Hamas, a majority of respondents
were opposed to economic relations with Israel —
often by a significant margin.'”’

106 Counter Extremism Project, “CEP Calls for Global Freeze
on the Qatari Investment Authority”, 21 October 2023, https://
www.counterextremism.com/press/cep-calls-global-freeze-
qatari-investment-authority?utm (accessed 17 July 2025).

107
Arab-Israeli Normalisation and Abraham Accords (Washington,
D.C.: The Washington Institute, 13 July 2022), https:/lwww.
washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/arab-public-opinion-

Dylan Kassin and David Pollock, Arab Public Opinion on

arab-israeli-normalization-and-abraham-accords (accessed
28 July 2025).
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Below the radar: How the sovereign wealth funds of the Gulf monarchies invest in Israel

The largest single investment by an Arab sovereign wealth fund
in Israel to date was Mubadala’s entry into the Tamar and Dalit
offshore gas fields. In 2021, the Emirati fund acquired a 22 per
cent stake in the Israeli offshore reserves for approximately
US$1 billion; it continues to hold an 11 per cent share today.a

All five sovereign wealth funds of the Gulf monarchies
maintain a presence in the Israeli market, primarily through
indirect channels. Their exposure is mediated largely via hold-
ings in private equity and venture capital firms and thus re-
mains mostly below the threshold of public reporting. Conse-
quently, only a limited number of investments are public
knowledge. As part of the Abraham Accords, signed in 2020,
the United Arab Emirates announced a new US$10 billion in-
vestment fund for projects in Israel.b By 2022, Mubadala had
invested roughly US$100 million in the Israeli technology sec-
tor. The sovereign wealth funds of Saudi Arabia and Qatar are
represented in Israel mainly through capital allocations to US-
based investment firms. Of particular note is Affinity Partners,
the investment firm founded by Jared Kushner, which is capi-
talised primarily by the Public Investment Fund and the Qatar
Investment Authority, along with the indirect involvement of
ADQ. Affinity Partners has since invested several hundred mil-
lion US dollars in the Israeli financial sector.d

Also noteworthy is Liberty Strategic Capital, established by
former US Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin with the explicit
aim of channelling Gulf and US capital into the Israeli high-tech
sector.” To date, Liberty Strategic Capital has publicly disclosed
investments of approximately US$850 million in two Israeli
cybersecurity companies. The sovereign wealth funds of the
three Gulf monarchies appear to account for the bulk of that
sum. Additional capital from those funds may reach the Israeli
market indirectly through large, globally active private equity
firms, such as Blackstone and Carlyle. However, both the initial
capital commitments by sovereign wealth funds and the result-
ing downstream investments can be traced to only to a limited
extent. Meanwhile, technology companies, in particular, are
becoming increasingly internationalised. The cybersecurity firm
Snyk, originally founded in Israel by former members of Unit
8200 (the Israeli military’s cyber and intelligence unit), has since
established its headquarters in the United States. In December
2022, the Qatar Investment Authority led a financing round for
the company, contributing approximately US$196.5 million.f

So far, the Gaza war has had no discernible impact on the
investment behaviour of the Gulf sovereign wealth funds towards
Israel. By contrast, in light of the developments in Gaza and the
West Bank, Norway’s Government Pension Fund Global (GPFG)
has terminated contracts with asset managers overseeing its
Israeli investments and divested parts of its portfolio in the coun-
try.® There is no evidence of any comparable reassessment or
divestment by the sovereign wealth funds of the Gulf mon-
archies.

a Shangyou Nie and Robin Mills, Eastern Mediterranean Deep-
water Gas to Europe: Not Too Little, But Perhaps Too Late (New York,
N.Y.: Center on Global Energy Policy [CGEP|, 21 March 2023),
https:/l www.energypolicy.columbia.edu/publications/eastern-
mediter ranean-deepwater-gas-to-europe-not-too-little-but-
perhaps-too-late/ (accessed 18 August 2025).

b UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “UAE Announces £7 billion
Fund for Investments in Israel”, 15 March 2021, https:/lwww.
mofa.gov.aelen/missions/tel-avivimedia-hub/embassy-newsluae-
announces-£7-billion-fund-for-investments-in-israel (accessed
18 August 2025).

¢ Rory Jones and Dov Lieber, “U.A.E. Just Invested $100 Mil-
lion in Israel’s Tech Sector as Both Countries Get Closer”, The
Wall Street Journal (online), 14 January 2022, https:/lwww.wsj.
com/world/middle-east/u-a-e-sovereign-wealth-fund-invests-100-
million-in-israel-venture-capital-firms-11642164356 (accessed
18 August 2025).

d Dan Williams and Galit Altstein, “Kushner’s Affinity Gets
Nod to Double Stake in Israel’s Phoenix”, Bloomberg (online),
15 January 2025, https:/lwww.bloomberg.com/news/articles/
2025-01-15/trump-son-in-law-kushner-s-affinity-gets-nod-to-
double-stake-in-israeli-firm (accessed 28 January 2026).

e Sophie Shulman, “Steve Mnuchin: “‘We’re Looking at Some
Very Large Significant Investment Opportunities in Israel’”,
ctech (online), 15 January 2024, https:/lwww.calcalistech.com/
ctechnewslarticle/hybghtbkp?utm (accessed 18 August 2025).

f Abigail K. Leichman, “Qatar Fund Leads Investment in Isra-
eli-US Cyber Unicorn”, ISRAEL21c (online), 18 December 2022,
https:/lisrael21c.org/qatar-fund-leads-investment-in-israeli-us-
cyber-unicorn/?utm (accessed 18 August 2025).

g “Norway Wealth Fund Terminates Israel Asset Management
Contracts”, Reuters (online), 11 August 2025, https:/lwww.
reuters.com/sustainability/society-equity/norway-wealth-fund-
terminates-israel-asset-management-contracts-2025-08-11/
(accessed 18 August 2025). However, the Norwegian parliament
voted in November 2025 to suspend further “ethical divest-
ments” for the time being in order to review the underlying
guidelines. Fouche, “Norway Pauses Wealth Fund’s Ethical
Divestments” (see note 33).
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It is likely that the mood in Qatar was similar at
that time. And in the aftermath of the war, the nega-
tive attitudes in all three countries can be expected
to have further intensified, especially following the
Israeli strike targeting senior Hamas leaders in Doha
in September 2025."%

Against this background, the three Gulf monar-
chies seek to present their sovereign wealth funds
as apolitical actors that operate independently of
the ruling families. However, such efforts are by no
means always successful. In the context of the take-
over of the British football club Newcastle United,
for example, PIF asserted that the Saudi state would
exercise no control over the club'® — a somewhat
unconvincing assertion given the close personal ties
between the fund and the royal family. Such decla-
rations are further undermined by the fund explicitly
emphasising its state character. During a legal dispute
in the US between the LIV Golf League, which is
financed by PIF, and the PGA Tour, PIF Governor Yasir
Al-Rumayyan sought to quash a subpoena by arguing
that the fund should be treated as an instrument of
the Saudi state and consequently entitled to sovereign
immunity. Had that argument been accepted, it would
have shielded both the fund and its governor in his
official capacity.'® In the case of Mubadala, the line
between state and private equity capital is blurred
through its subsidiary Mubadala Capital. That entity
not only manages a portion of the sovereign wealth
fund’s own assets but also oversees capital from
external investors (third-party capital).""! While there
may be economic reasons for this, it serves only to
reinforce the perception of Mubadala Capital as a

108 Catherine Cleveland and David Pollock, New Poll Sheds
Light on Saudi Views of Israel-Hamas War (Washington, D.C.:
The Washington Institute, 21 December 2023), https:/lwww.
washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/new-poll-sheds-light-
saudi-views-israel-hamas-war (accessed 28 July 2025).

109 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, “The Public Investment
Fund and Saudi Arabia’s Engagement in Global Sport”, in
Sovereign Wealth Funds, ed. Vittori and Kumar (see note 80),
69—75 (72).

110 Ava Benny-Morrison, “Saudi Wealth Fund Claims
Immunity in PGA-LIV Golf US Court Fight”, Bloomberg (on-
line), 23 November 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2022-11-23/saudi-wealth-fund-claims-immunity-in-
pga-liv-golf-us-court-fight (accessed 8 September 2025).

111 Private Equity Insights, “Mubadala’s Direct Investment
Capabilities Reach Maturity”, 27 September 2022, https://pe-
insights.com/mubadalas-direct-investment-capabilities-reach-
maturity/?utm (accessed 8 September 2025).
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commercially oriented and politically neutral invest-
ment firm — its close institutional ties to the Emirati
state notwithstanding.

At the same time, all five sovereign wealth funds
are increasingly investing in internationally active
private equity firms. As a result, the presence of these
firms, which compete for investment capital from the
sovereign wealth funds, has increased significantly in
the Gulf region in recent years.'" From an economic
perspective, this development is advantageous for the
sovereign wealth funds in several ways. First, it allows
them to channel private equity investments into their
home countries. Second, it contributes to the further
professionalisation of their own investment manage-
ment. And third, it creates opportunities to invest in
politically sensitive sectors — such as the Israeli high-
tech industry — at least partly beyond the scrutiny of
the domestic public (see Table, p. 30f.).

112 Sam Hillier, “Private Equity Giants Deepen Gulf Pres-
ence as Sovereign Wealth Demands Local Commitment”,
Transacted, 3 June 2025, https:/lwww.transacted.io/private-
equity-giants-deepen-gulf-presence-as-sovereign-wealth-
demands-local-commitment (accessed 8 September 2025).
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While it may be difficult to prove empirically that
individual investments by the sovereign wealth funds
of the Gulf monarchies are directly motivated by for-
eign policy considerations, the above analysis shows
that, through their global and domestic activities,

the Oil Five are making a significant contribution to
expanding the foreign-policy room for manoeuvre

of those countries and their political leaderships. The
funds play a central role in building hard, soft and
sharp power capabilities. At the same time, there are
differences between the three countries not only with
regard to their strategic priorities but also in the im-
portance of their sovereign wealth funds for foreign
and security policy. In Saudi Arabia, PIF functions as
the central steering instrument of “Vision 2030” and
underpins almost every investment that enhances
the kingdom’s international standing. By contrast, in
Qatar and the UAE, sovereign wealth funds are just
one of several foreign policy levers. Qatar’s soft power
potential is closely tied to the Al Jazeera media net-
work, which operates independently of QIA. And

in the UAE, responsibility for the expansion of the
defence industry has shifted away from Mubadala

to the Ministry of Defence. At the same time, family
offices are becoming increasingly important in the
Emirates.

However, it can be assumed that, overall, the sover-
eign wealth funds will continue to play a central role
in the foreign policy of the three Gulf states not least
because of their sustained growth. That growth is
being driven not only by returns from global invest-
ments but also by direct capital injections from the
state, as is particularly evident in the case of PIF. In
2024, the Saudi fund was forced to write down the
value of several oversized domestic infrastructure
projects;'"* but at the same time, its assets under man-
agement increased by 19 per cent compared with the

113 Ahmed Al Omran and Chloe Cornish, “Saudi Arabia’s
PIF Makes $8bn Writedown on Value of Flagship Mega-
projects”, Financial Times (online), 13 August 2025, https://
www.ft.com/content/a7b15f4e-cf37-4c48-9160-652b3e3abedc?
utm (accessed 20 August 2025).

previous year, as it received additional shares in the
state-owned oil company Aramco.''* Moreover, PIF,
ADQ and Mubadala are increasingly raising third-
party capital in the form of bond issuance in order
to expand their funding options.'"

Understandably, Germany and its European part-
ners have an interest in attracting the sovereign
wealth funds of the Gulf monarchies as investors.
The Oil Five have considerable amounts of capital at
their disposal and, in most cases, pursue a long-term
investment horizon. This creates opportunities to
finance large infrastructure projects, boost the finan-
cial resilience of companies in strategically important
sectors and facilitate improved access to markets in
the Gulf region. Nevertheless, it is essential that a
more critical assessment of these funds be undertak-
en — and not solely from an economic perspective.
The growing foreign policy relevance of the Oil five
for the Gulf states presents two key challenges for
Europe.

First, with regard to individual investments by sovereign
wealth funds, undesirable side effects must be identified and
addressed at an early stage. In particular, safeguards are
needed to prevent critical infrastructure from coming
under the control of sovereign wealth funds or sen-
sitive military and security technologies being trans-
ferred to the Gulf monarchies, where they could
contribute to strengthening the state’s capacities for
repression or be indirectly passed on to third coun-
tries — not least China. Such scrutiny will require
not only greater awareness of the issue on the part of
European policymakers but also robust and effective

114 The Saudi government transferred 8 per cent of shares
in the company to PIF, bringing the latter’s stake to 16 per
cent. Pesha Magid et al., “Saudi Arabia Doubles Sovereign
Fund’s Stake in Aramco”, Reuters (online), 7 March 2024,
https:/lwww.reuters.com/markets/commodities/saudi-arabia-
transfers-8-aramco-pif-portfolio-spa-reports-2024-03-07/?utm
(accessed 21 September 2025).

115 Dayan Abou Tine, “GCC Sovereign Wealth Funds Lead
Global Dealmaking with $55bn in Transactions”, Arab News
(online), 27 October 2024, https://www.arabnews.com/node/
2576849/business-economy (accessed 8 September 2025).
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investment screening mechanisms. In this respect,
EU countries appear to be lagging the United States,
which has recently expanded the powers and sanc-
tioning capabilities of the Committee on Foreign
Investment in the United States (CFIUS) and signifi-
cantly increased the body’s staffing levels.'™
over, the US administration has explicitly focused —
at least until now — on the sovereign wealth funds
of the Gulf monarchies, whose close ties with China
were viewed with extreme scepticism under President
Joe Biden.""”

The question of whether the EU and its member
states have adequate control mechanisms in place
is particularly important because sovereign wealth
funds invest not only directly but also indirectly —
namely, through stakes in private equity and venture
capital firms, which, in principle, grant them access
to sensitive corporate information.""® In 2023, the
European Court of Auditors welcomed the introduc-
tion of an EU-wide framework for the screening of
foreign direct investment but at the same time ex-
pressed significant doubts about its efficiency and
effectiveness. Those concerns stem not least from
the fact that in this area, Member States continue
to apply procedures, levels of scrutiny, and adminis-
trative resources that diverge widely."” Even in Ger-

More-

116 Christine Daya et al., “CFIUS Annual Report: Key
Trends,Enforcement, and Considerations for 2025”, DLA
Piper, 21 August 2025, https:/lwww.dlapiper.com/en/insights/
publications/2025/08/cfius-2024-annual-report (accessed

29 September 2025).

117 An illustrative example is the acquisition of the New
York —based investment firm Fortress Investment Group —
a major player in the credit market with significant exposure
to US rail infrastructure — by Mubadala. In 2023, the CFIUS
subjected the proposed transaction to an extensive review, as
the UAE’s close ties to China had raised concerns. The acqui-
sition was ultimately approved, albeit under strict conditions:
Mubadala had to guarantee that sensitive data and technol-
ogies would remain within the United States and that it
would have no direct access to day-to-day operational man-
agement. Antoine Gara et al., “Mubadala’s $3bn Fortress
Deal Clears Crucial US Regulatory Hurdle”, Financial Times
(online), 10 May 2024, https:/lwww.ft.com/content/3b29763e-
62e1-4b23-907d-7da36676fc6b?utm (accessed 25 August 2025).
118 Mirko von Bieberstein and Lukas Nigl, “The German
FDI Review of Minority Co-Investments”, Financier Worldwide
(online), February 2024, https://lwww.financierworldwide.
com/the-german-fdi-review-of-minority-co-investments
(accessed 20 August 2025).

119 European Court of Auditors, Special Report 27/2023:
Screening Foreign Direct Investments in the EU (6 December 2023),
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many, which has one of the most stringent invest-
ment-screening architectures in Europe, there is still
room for improvement when compared with the US
system — for example, with regard to the strategic
integration of the screening regime and the systematic
use of intelligence-based information.'*

Second, and more important, Germany and its European
partners must fundamentally address the much more active
foreign policy of the Gulf monarchies that is being facilitated
by the investments of their sovereign wealth funds. Saudi
Arabia, the UAE and Qatar increasingly perceive
themselves as regional powers and, since the “Arab
Spring”, have repeatedly sought to influence develop-
ments and steer crises — both in their immediate
neighbourhood and beyond — in accordance with
their own interests."”" And as the international order
becomes increasingly multipolar, their significance
for Germany and its European partners only grows.
Today, the Gulf monarchies are gaining weight not
only as energy suppliers and providers of capital but
also as geopolitical shapers; however, from a Euro-
pean perspective, they are by no means always con-
structive actors.

Although the Gulf monarchies played an impor-
tant role as mediators and supporters of ceasefire
initiatives in the recent Gaza war, there have been
other cases in which they have promoted instability.
Above all, the militarisation of their foreign policy —
through extensive military aid and, at times, even
direct intervention — has fuelled regional and domes-
tic conflicts.'” This can be seen from their varying
degrees of involvement in the civil wars in Yemen,
Libya, Sudan and Syria, whereby the UAE stands out

https:lwww.eca.europa.eu/en/publications?ref=SR-2023-27
(accessed 29 September 2025).

120
Investment Policy, Policy Brief no. 1 (Berlin: German Council

Markus Jaeger, A More Strategic Approach to Foreign Direct

on Foreign Relations, February 2023), https://dgap.orglen/
research/publications/more-strategic-approach-foreign-direct-
investment-policy (accessed 25 October 2025).

121 For an overview, see, in particular, Steinberg, Qatar’s
Foreign Policy (see note 30); idem, Leading the Counter-Revolution.
Saudi Arabia and the Arab Spring, SWP Research Paper 7/2014
(Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, June 2014),
https:lwww.swp-berlin.orglen/publication/saudi-arabia-and-
the-arab-spring (accessed 12 September 2025).

122 Yannik Hiillinghorst and Stephan Roll, German Arms
Exports and the Militarisation of Arab States’ Foreign Policies, SWP
Comment 6/2021 (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik,
January 2021), doi: 10.18449/2021C06.
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for its interventionist approach.'* For Europe, there
have been — and continue to be — directly tangible
consequences, not least in the form of increasing
refugee and migration flows. Moreover, the three
monarchies are not acting consistently in the interests
of Germany or Europe at either the regional or inter-
national level. From a European perspective, their
deepening rapprochement with China, which now
extends well beyond economic cooperation, is as
problematic as their demonstratively cooperative
stance towards Russia.'** Finally, in international
climate negotiations, the three Gulf states regularly
seek to dilute the more ambitious European decar-
bonisation initiatives, despite their own significant
investments in renewable energy.'*
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Against this backdrop, it is evident that engaging
with the Oil Five and their owners requires far more
than just effective investment screening. While the
Gulf monarchies are increasingly interlocking their
economic and foreign policy interests and deliberate-
ly expanding their room for manoeuvre through the
strategic use of sovereign wealth funds, Europe has
so far lacked a coherent approach — one that effec-
tively integrates economic and foreign policy objec-
tives. In particular, Germany’s approach to date has
proved of limited effectiveness. It has made very pub-
lic demands on issues such as human rights; but at
the same time, it has actively courted both the sover-
eign wealth funds and the companies they control as
investors and business partners.'*

Another approach is urgently needed. The Euro-
peans should clearly define their shared core interests
and pursue them through a consistent policy towards
the Gulf monarchies and their sovereign wealth funds,
which do not act as a unified actor vis-a-vis Europe.
By doing so, they could capitalise on existing divisions
among the Gulf states. The blockade of Qatar and,
more recently, the pronounced tensions'”” between
Saudi Arabia and the UAE demonstrate that these
countries have significantly divergent interests and,
at times, compete with one another openly and
aggressively. Germany and its European partners
should exploit this situation by identifying how such
frictions can be leveraged to advance their own stra-
tegic interests, especially in relation to the sovereign
wealth funds.

Above all, Germany and its European partners
should also take advantage of the fact that while the
Oil Five provide important investment capital, they
are dependent on stable markets — for both their
existing commitments and future investments. Not
least because of the growing uncertainties in the
United States under President Trump, markets other
than the US are becoming more important for the
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sovereign wealth funds. In recent years, all five have
intensified their activities in Asia, in particular.® At
the same time, Europe, with its relatively high level
of political stability, reliable legal framework and eco-
nomically resilient single market, has also gained in
importance for their investment portfolios.'* Various
developments in recent years illustrate this trend.

In 2018, Mubadala announced plans to establish a
US$400 million technology fund aimed at investing
in European companies in a targeted manner; and

in September 2025, it acquired two leading European
asset managers through one of its subsidiaries."*’ Hav-
ing announced in 2024 that it was going to strengthen
its focus on domestic investments,"*! PIF proceeded
to open its own office in Paris the very next year and
declare its intention to double its investments in
Europe.'®” QIA, for its part, announced plans to ex-
pand its investments in smaller European companies
with high growth potential."** And German compa-
nies are likely to be among those that remain on the
radar of the sovereign wealth funds in future. That
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applies not only to QIA, which so far has been the
most active investor in Germany, but also to the other
four funds, whose investments in the country have
been gradually increasing in recent years (see Table,
p- 30f.). European governments should leverage the
funds’ growing interest in the continent as an invest-
ment destination to strengthen their own negotiating
position vis-a-vis the three Gulf monarchies and to
promote greater alignment with European interests.

Abbreviations

ADIA Abu Dhabi Investment Authority

BoD Board of directors

CEDA Council of Economic and Development Affairs
EDIC Emirates Defence Industries Company

GPFG Government Pension Fund Global

IMF International Monetary Fund

IPIC International Petroleum Investment Company
PO Initial public offering

KIA Kuwait Investment Authority

MEED Middle East Economic Digest

NGO Non-governmental organisation

PIF Public Investment Fund

QIA Qatar Investment Authority

QSI Qatar Sports Investments

RSF Rapid Support Forces

SAMA  Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority

SAMI Saudi Arabian Military Industries

SCISP Saudi Centre for International Strategic Partnerships
SWF Sovereign wealth fund

UAE United Arab Emirates
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