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impending normalization with Israel or membership in the 12U2 Group, or whether it
reflects a Saudi “turning away” from China and the BRI, or an exclusionary targeting of Iran
and Turkey, among many others. These narratives are inevitable, and reflect the kingdom’s
rising economic importance and prominence on the international stage. This is not bad in its
own right; in fact, it might be beneficial if it prompts further participation from other actors
worried about “losing Saudi Arabia” in terms of their geo-economic strategies.

Whatever the case may be, it is important that Saudi diplomatic/official messaging is
consistent and unified when responding to these claims: that Saudi Arabia is not joining one
geo-economic strategy against the other (IMEC versus BRI), and that its primary interest in
all this, as clearly articulated by Vision 2030, is to integrate the kingdom with the rest of the
world. All of these aspirational projects —including the Iraq Development Road Project —
overlap and work in tandem with one another and draw strength from the growing impetus
for economic change within Saudi Arabia and the broader Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states. The development of the national railway and GCC integrated railway projects serves
as an example; these projects will undoubtedly benefit the broader Middle East and enhance
its ties with the Asian and European markets that are the focus of the BRI, IMEC, and

anybody else.
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Saudi Interests in Relation to the India — Middle East —
Europe Economic Corridor

What does the IMEC mean for Saudi Arabia? There are two aspects to consider: the
economic implications and the diplomatic consequences. Regarding the first, and expanding
upon what was discussed in the preceding section, the IMEC is an aspirational project and,
perhaps more accurately, a branding exercise for India’s (and the US) own infrastructural
global vision. What matters, and what Saudi policymakers should focus on, is the domestic
transformation of the kingdom into a logistical center and international transportation hub.
They should not be distracted by narratives or debates about which regions and countries
are best for certain routes. What matters is the quality of infrastructure available, export/
import regulatory frameworks, and whether tangible connectivity projects in Saudi Arabia’s
immediate surroundings are being constructed. Local is the bottom line, irrespective of
statements from Washington, New Delhi, or elsewhere. With initiatives like the IMEC,
challenges will inevitably emerge, and money might not materialize — at least not in the
ways one expects. To put it simply, if we build it, they will come.

Indeed, the kingdom can and should participate in projects to strengthen links (aviation,
maritime) and supply chains between the Middle East and South Asia under the rubric of
the IMEC. The India-Saudi Arabia Strategic Partnership Council can significantly promote
coordination and identify potential areas for synergies, such as between the (Saudi) National
Transport and Logistics Strategy and the (Indian) National Logistics Policy. Saudi Arabia
might also want to consider participating in future ventures and funds tied to the IMEC (if
and when they materialize) to fund infrastructural projects. However, participation should be
selective and based on assessments of their potential benefits to the Saudi national interest.
All this is to say that the kingdom should have a positive disposition towards the IMEC,
while focusing most of its resources and attention on the domestic sphere.

Regarding diplomacy, Saudi Arabia’s participation in the IMEC will elicit a lot of speculation

and criticism from a variety of sources, including questions about whether it is a sign of
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and the ongoing effects of political and military conflicts. None of these have gone away —
despite a decade since the BRI’s start.

All this suggests that large-scale initiatives like the BRI should not be taken at face value, and
one should not be enthralled by the celebration and fanfare surrounding them. In the case of
the IMEC, it is unclear what mechanisms will be introduced to facilitate integration or, more
significantly, who the primary financial sponsors will be from the public and private sectors.
Given that many of the IMEC’s key areas of focus (such as climate change, job creation, digital
economy, and private sector collaboration) are in line with the views of World Bank President
Ajay Banga, who was appointed by the US, it is possible that the US could leverage its influence
to instruct the World Bank to support the IMEC. It is important to note that the G20 summit in
New Delhi has endorsed the World Bank assuming a more activist role in relation to aiding low
and middle-income economies. However, this is all speculative now, as the IMEC remains a

tale bereft of institutions (while the BRI, its rival, is a story with institutions).
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Thinking Concretely About the India — Middle East —
Europe Economic Corridor

While there will be much written (by media outlets, think tanks, academics, and officials)
regarding the strategic importance and economic impact of the IMEC, it is worth remembering
that such projects are aspirational: they are stories narrated by governments signaling a
geo-economic ambition, rather than an actual roadmap for concrete implementation. The
BRI is a very good example of this. Although many research papers and cartographic maps
(showing different routes and corridors) have been produced over the past decade showcasing
the centralized geo-strategic impetus underlying the BRI, there is actually considerable
fragmentation and chaos beneath the surface, which contradicts claims that it is a global-scale
and implementable vision.

For instance, infrastructural projects related to the BRI are more driven by the mundane
processes and dynamics of local politics than by the logic of a Chinese-centric nodal system
intended to unite Eurasia. One only needs to look at the BRI projects in the Gulf (in Abu Dhabi,
Dugm, Jazan, or Kuwait) — which effectively “copy” and compete with one another, to see
the problems at play. These are national-level initiatives that the BRI was set up to oversee
specifically to attract Chinese investment.

However, Chinese companies continue to favor developed economies, with investment outflows
from China still influenced by concerns about profitability — a pattern that contradicts claims
that the Chinese government is successfully raising money for the BRI (the work of Min Ye, The
Belt Road and Beyond, provides a detailed explanation on the subject). It is worth remembering
that over the past 4-5 years, China has thoroughly reviewed the development loans and funding
grants offered by Chinese state-owned banks and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which are
definitively state “capital”. This review was primarily prompted by concerns about limited
profitability yields and global “debt trap” debates, among other issues.

Furthermore, integration and freedom of movement for goods and peoples across the 155 BRI-
participating states, is haphazard and heavily reliant on local legislation. The latter ranges from

visa, regulatory to tariff barriers, the use of different standards for transportation (train gauges),
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the IMEC, especially in light of Brussel’s open support for the initiative. In many ways, this
development is a response to the growing agreement between Washington and Brussels on
China’s trade and investment policies related to the BRI.®

In addition, given that the IMEC’s intended geographic scope includes Saudi Arabia and Israel,
the Biden administration probably views it as a potential catalyst for accelerating diplomatic
relations between the two states. The IMEC is therefore expected to act as a larger-scale version
of the 12U2 Group, a coalition established in 2021 by the US, India, the UAE, and Israel to
improve cooperation on a variety of issues, including infrastructural connectivity, health, water,
and food security. The vision is that peace will presumably follow in the footsteps of trade.
India is driven by similar (and perhaps more intense) China-centric considerations. As a power
that never joined the BRI, New Delhi views the IMEC as a viable solution to breaking perceived
Chinese encirclement or confinement of the country in South Asia — embodied best by the
complicated China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. The IMEC would allow a developing India to
trade directly with West Asian and European markets. A desire to strengthen the QSD and [2U2
frameworks is likely also at play here.

As expected, other members of the international community have expressed their opinions on
the IMEC and its implications. Turkey’s President Recep Erdogan has heavily criticized the
initiative, arguing that any corridors linking Europe with the Middle East must pass through his
country. Turkey has presented the Middle Corridor for Central Asia and the Iraq Development
Road Project as more viable options.

Beijing has not yet issued an official statement, but international media outlets such as the
Global Times and China Daily have already begun to voice criticisms of the IMEC. Though
it would be premature to assume that China will take a staunchly opposing position, there
is a chance that, as with the Asia-Pacific free trade agreement from a few years ago (better
known as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership), China will choose to engage
and emphasize synergies between the BRI and IMEC. However, this is still uncertain, given the

mounting difficulties in Sino-American and Sino-Indian relations.

(2) There are a number of factors at play here: the collapse of the EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment, Italy’s
exit from the BRI, China’s 16+1 framework in Eastern Europe, etc. are all reasons for EU discontent.
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An Overview of the India — Middle East —
Europe Economic Corridor

Beyond Russia and China, the summit has been a momentous hallmark for India, the current
host. The event announced the Hindutva-ruled country’s arrival as an influential actor on the
global stage. It marked its growing strategic alignment with the United States (US) due to
intensifying Sino-American and Sino-Indian tensions over the past decade. The India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) is the most concrete example of this Indian-US (re)
alignment.

Comprising two corridors — with India to the Gulf constituting one route and the Gulf to
Europe serving as the other — excited officials have presented the IMEC as a transnational
mega-infrastructural initiative that would enhance, through private and public sector
collaborations, economic ties and connections across the three regions. The European Union
(EU) Commission President Ursula Von der Leyen has hailed it as having the potential to
reduce travel time for goods by nearly 40%. India, the US, the EU (and its three core states of
France, Germany, and Italy), Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates have all endorsed
the IMEC as participating states.

Though the details are sparse, the IMEC appears to be a geo-economic strategy developed
due to efforts by both American and Indian policymakers to reposition themselves globally
in relation to China. For the US, it functions as a “developmental” response to China’s Belt
and Road Initiative.® It originated, after all, from the American-proposed and G7-backed
Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment, an initiative launched in 2021 with the
goal of (potentially) mobilizing over half a trillion USD across the Global South.

Beyond this specific function as a “counter” to China, the IMEC has been proposed by its
American advocates as a mediator for strengthening ties between different parties of strategic
interest to the US, particularly India, and with whom military and security cooperation has
deepened since the re-establishment of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD; including

Australia and Japan) in 2017. US relations with the EU are also expected to benefit from

(1) Itis interesting that the IMEC was launched on the exact tenth year anniversary of the BRI
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The most recent G20 summit, which took place from 9-10 September 2023, was symbolic on
many levels. The non-binding New Delhi Leaders Declaration (NDLD) that resulted from this
gathering of world leaders saw renewed commitment from major world powers to address
rising developmental, food security, and environmental concerns throughout the Global South.
The acceptance of the African Union as a permanent member in the G20 is indicative of this re-
orientation, as well as a growing desire to strengthen the democratic-character and inclusivity
of international multilateral forums.
The summit shed light on the various conflicting geostrategic positions of the major powers.
Vladimir Putin (represented by Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov) and Xi Jinping (represented
by Premier Li Qiang) were absent from the summit, following Russia’s strained relations
with the West after the invasion of Ukraine and China’s mounting tensions with India. These
absences and the underlying geo-political problems they signal, did not prevent G20 members
from unanimously endorsing the NDLD. This is notable since the NDLD addresses the Russo-
Ukrainian conflict, an issue on which there is little international agreement, and affirms a broad
set of principles for resolving it (while avoiding an overt politicization of the G20), particularly:
e “In line with the UN Charter, all states must refrain from the threat or use of force to
seek territorial acquisition against the territorial integrity and sovereignty or political
independence of any state. The use or threat of use of nuclear weapons is inadmissible.
¢ ...Reaffirming that the G20 is the main forum for international economic cooperation,
and recognizing that.... The G20 is not the platform to resolve geopolitical and

security issues.”
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