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GULF COUNTRIES, IRAN, IRAQ AND YEMEN

The EU has cooperation agreements with the Gulf Cooperation Council (a regional
organisation grouping Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates) and with Yemen, and a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with
Iraq. Currently, the EU has no contractual relations with Iran and there is no EU
Delegation in Tehran. Current EU-Iran relations are based on the preservation of the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, or Iran nuclear agreement), signed in
Vienna in July 2015.

LEGAL BASIS

— Title V (external action) of the Treaty on European Union;

— Articles 206-207 (trade) and 216-219 (international agreements) of the Treaty on
the Functioning of the European Union.

A. Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
The GCC was established in May 1981. Today, the group – still comprising the original
members, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) – serves as the main conduit for the EU’s relations with the six
countries. On a number of occasions, the EU and the GCC have taken joint positions
on problems in the Middle East.
The oil-rich Gulf countries are undergoing considerable socioeconomic and political
changes, although the progress of reform is uneven. The effect of the Arab uprisings on
the monarchies of the Gulf has been subdued by preventive policies – subsidies and
an expansion of public-sector employment – and by repressive measures, notably in
Bahrain and in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. The GCC countries have maintained
active roles in Middle Eastern diplomacy, sometimes in rivalry with each other. This
has contributed to the ongoing diplomatic crisis between Qatar and some of the
other GCC countries, which accuse Qatar of supporting terrorist and sectarian groups
(including the Muslim Brotherhood), financing groups associated with Iran, infringing
its neighbours’ sovereignty and instigating political dissent in neighbouring countries.
While the EU hopes to develop its political relations in the region, including through
human rights dialogues, EU-GCC relations have largely been defined by economic and
trade ties. Trade volumes between the two sides have grown steadily over the years,
with the EU registering a significant trade surplus.
The EU and the GCC signed a Cooperation Agreement in 1988. The agreement
aims to strengthen stability in a region of strategic importance, facilitate political
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and economic relations, broaden economic and technical cooperation, and deepen
cooperation on energy, industry, trade and services, agriculture, fisheries, investment,
science, technology and the environment. The agreement provides for annual joint
councils/ministerial meetings, and for joint cooperation committees at the level of senior
officials. It makes no provision for a parliamentary body. In April 2016, the EU-GCC
Joint Cooperation Committee agreed to establish a more structured informal dialogue
on trade and investment. This was followed in July 2016 by an EU-GCC joint council
and ministerial meeting. The diplomatic crisis that erupted in June 2017 between Qatar
and the other Gulf countries has prevented new meetings from being convened.
The EU and the GCC agreed on a Joint Action Programme for 2010-2013, setting out
a roadmap for closer cooperation in areas such as information and communications
technology, nuclear safety, clean energy, research and economic dialogue. The
renewal of this programme has, however, been delayed, mainly because of the lack
of progress over trade matters. Negotiations on a free trade agreement were started
in 1990 but have been stalled since 2008, with the question of export duties remaining a
source of disagreement. Since 1 January 2007, funds from the Partnership Instrument
(as from its predecessor, the instrument for cooperation with industrialised and other
high-income countries and territories) have been available to finance measures for
implementing the EU-GCC Cooperation Agreement. The GCC countries also benefit
from the Erasmus Mundus programme.
Role of the European Parliament
Parliament adopted a resolution on EU relations with the GCC on 24 March 2011[1]

calling for a strategic partnership with the GCC and its member states. This position
was reiterated in Parliament’s resolution of 9 July 2015 on the security challenges in
the Middle East and North Africa region and the prospects for political stability[2].
Parliament’s Delegation for relations with the Arab Peninsula holds regular inter-
parliamentary meetings with the consultative councils in the region and monitors the
development of relations between the EU and the GCC.
In recent years, Parliament has adopted resolutions expressing specific concerns
about the human rights situation in some GCC countries, including Saudi Arabia[3] and
Bahrain[4], and the return to the practice of capital punishment in Kuwait and Bahrain[5].
Following the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi consulate in Istanbul,
Parliament adopted a resolution[6] condemning the murder, calling for an international,
independent and impartial investigation into his disappearance and extrajudicial killing,
and urging the Saudi authorities to immediately and unconditionally release all human
rights defenders.

[1]OJ C 247 E, 17.8.2012, p. 1.
[2]OJ C 265, 11.8.2017, p. 98.
[3]OJ C 449, 23.12.2020, p. 133; OJ C 76, 9.3.2020, p. 142; and OJ C 310, 25.8.2016, p. 29.
[4]OJ C 101, 16.3.2018, p. 130; OJ C 35, 31.1.2018, p. 42; OJ C 265, 11.8.2017, p. 151; and OJ C 316, 30.8.2016, p. 178.
[5]OJ C 252, 18.7.2018, p. 192.
[6]OJ C 345, 16.10.2020, p. 67.
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Parliament has called several times for an EU arms embargo against Saudi Arabia,
given the serious allegations of breaches of international humanitarian law by Saudi
Arabia in Yemen[7].
Parliament’s Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought for 2015 was awarded to Saudi
blogger Raif Badawi.
B. Yemen
EU-Yemen relations are based on the 1997 Cooperation Agreement, covering trade,
development cooperation, culture, communications and information, the environment
and management of natural resources, and political dialogue. In March 2015, an
international military coalition led by Saudi Arabia launched a campaign against rebels
who had ousted the incumbent president. The EU supports the mediation conducted
by the UN with a view to finding a political solution to the conflict.
On 18 February 2019, the Council of the European Union adopted conclusions
on Yemen, reaffirming its commitment to the unity, sovereignty, independence and
territorial integrity of Yemen. The EU supports the Stockholm Agreement reached
between representatives of the Yemeni parties under the auspices of the UN in
December 2018, and the UN-led political process, with a view to ending the conflict
and fostering an improved regional environment.
The EU has stepped up its assistance to address the dramatic situation in the country,
where more than 80% of the population are in need of humanitarian assistance. The EU
has committed a total of EUR 554 million in humanitarian aid to Yemen since 2015. This
is in addition to the EUR 318 million in long-term assistance that the EU has provided
so far. The EU’s overall contribution to Yemen across all areas of support has exceeded
EUR 1 billion since 2015. As concerns grew over the COVID-19 outbreak in the war-
torn country, the EU also funded emergency measures aimed at reducing the impact
of the pandemic in Yemen, with the total reaching EUR 70 million (9 September 2020).
The EU Delegation to the Republic of Yemen is currently operating from Amman,
Jordan.
Role of the European Parliament
Parliament adopted resolutions on Yemen on 9 July 2015, 25 February 2016,
15 June 2017, 30 November 2017 and 4 October 2018[8] expressing serious concern
about the alarming humanitarian and security situation and calling for the effective
implementation of a ceasefire. On 13 September 2017, Parliament adopted a resolution
on arms exports[9], which deplored the fact that military technology exported by Member
States was being used in the conflict in Yemen.
Parliament’s Delegation for relations with the Arab Peninsula is responsible for relations
with Yemen and for monitoring the situation in the country.

[7]OJ C 363, 28.10.2020, p. 36; OJ C 337, 20.9.2018, p. 63.
[8]OJ C 265, 11.8.2017, p. 93; OJ C 35, 31.1.2018, p. 142; OJ C 331, 18.9.2018, p. 146; OJ C 356, 4.10.2018, p. 104 and OJ C
11, 13.1.2020, p. 44.
[9]OJ C 337, 20.9.2018, p. 63.
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C. Iraq
The EU has been a key provider of assistance to Iraq since the 2003 war. A Partnership
and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) was signed between the EU and Iraq in May 2012.
It provides a framework for dialogue and cooperation in a number of areas, including
political issues, counterterrorism, trade, human rights, health, education and the
environment. Under the PCA, the first ever Cooperation Council meeting between
the EU and Iraq was held in January 2014, and a second meeting took place on
18 October 2016. For the 2014-2020 period, the Commission pledged to provide Iraq
with EUR 75 million for cooperation in the areas of human rights and the rule of law,
education and sustainable energy.
The EU adopted a new strategy for Iraq in January 2018. The strategy focuses
on delivering continued EU humanitarian aid to the Iraqi people and facilitating the
stabilisation of areas liberated from the Islamic State (IS) group, with 3 million displaced
Iraqis still unable to return home. It also seeks to address the reform, reconstruction and
reconciliation efforts in the longer term that Iraq needs to pursue in order to consolidate
peace and build a united, democratic country in which all citizens can fully enjoy their
rights in greater prosperity.
Since 2014, the EU has provided over EUR 1 billion to Iraq, including EUR 469 million
in humanitarian aid to displaced Iraqis and Syrian refugees inside Iraq. Additional funds
were allocated in 2020 to help the local healthcare system cope with the COVID-19
pandemic.
Role of the European Parliament
In recent years, Parliament has adopted various resolutions on the situation in Iraq[10],
including on the offensive by IS, on gender violence, on the persecution of minorities, on
the situation in northern Iraq/Mosul, on mass graves, on education, on the destruction
of cultural sites by IS and on arms exports.
Parliament’s Delegation for relations with Iraq holds inter-parliamentary meetings with
Iraq’s Council of Representatives. Parliament’s Sakharov Prize for 2016 was awarded
to Nadia Murad Basee Taha and Lamiya Aji Bashar, who are survivors of sexual
enslavement by IS in Iraq and have become spokespersons for women afflicted by
IS’s campaign of sexual violence. They are public advocates for the Yazidi community
in Iraq, a religious minority that has been subjected to a genocidal campaign by IS
militants.
D. Iran
The main priority for the EU in its current relations with Iran is the preservation of the
JCPOA, or Iran nuclear agreement, signed in Vienna in July 2015. The JCPOA is a
key component of the international nuclear non-proliferation system. It gives power
to the UN nuclear watchdog, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which
carries out the strictest inspections in the history of nuclear non-proliferation. The
IAEA assumes full responsibility for monitoring whether Iran continues to adhere to

[10]OJ C 310, 25.8.2016, p. 35; OJ C 224, 21.6.2016, p. 25; OJ C 234, 28.6.2016, p. 25; OJ C 334, 19.9.2018, p. 69; OJ C 289,
9.8.2016, p. 46; OJ C 35, 31.1.2018, p. 77; OJ C 316, 30.8.2016, p. 113; OJ C 215, 19.6.2018, p. 194; OJ C 238, 6.7.2018,
p. 117; OJ C 366, 27.10.2017, p. 151; OJ C 346, 21.9.2016, p. 55 and OJ C 337, 20.9.2018, p. 63.
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the JCPOA’s mandated obligations. In return for Iran’s commitments, the JCPOA re-
integrates Iran into the global system.
The withdrawal of the US from the JCPOA in 2018 and its adoption of a policy of
maximum pressure has led Iran to scale down its commitments under the agreement,
which establishes a comprehensive and strict system of inspections and monitoring to
be carried out by the IAEA. The EU, together with the E3 (Germany, France and the UK),
Russia and China, are working to preserve the JCPOA, and thus Iran’s commitments.
In line with the JCPOA, the Iran arms embargo expired on 18 October 2020. While the
EU expressed reservations about its expiry, it rejected the US threat to reinstate all UN
sanctions (‘snapback’). The EU will keep its own arms embargo in place until 2023. The
EU sanctions are not related to the JCPOA and are linked to human rights violations,
hostile activities against the EU and the launching of ballistic and cruise missiles.
The Iranian population has yet to see the economic benefits that relief from sanctions
might have brought in exchange for respecting the JCPOA. The EU’s instrument to
facilitate trade with Iran, INSTEX, has not been able to compensate for the harsh
impact of US sanctions, which was further exacerbated by the COVID-19 outbreak,
strengthening hardliners.
The E3 have been meeting since April 2021 as Iran and the US refuse to talk
directly. The JCPOA negotiations in Vienna were interrupted following the June 2021
presidential election of Ebrahim Raisi. In July 2021, the IAEA warned that Tehran
intended on using uranium enriched up to 20% U-235 in the manufacture of fuel for
the Tehran Research Reactor.
Since Iran is not a member of the World Trade Organization and there is no
bilateral agreement between the EU and Iran, trade between the two is subject to
the EU’s general import regime. The EU is Iran’s second-largest trading partner,
representing 12.3% of its total trade in goods in 2020. Before the current sanctions
regime, the EU was Iran’s largest trading partner.
In 2020, the EU allocated EUR 20 million in humanitarian aid to Iran as a COVID-19
relief measure. In July 2021, the EU allocated a further EUR 15 million to the
most vulnerable groups in Iran, bringing the overall EU humanitarian support to Iran
since 2016 to over EUR 76 million.
Legislative elections to the Majlis (the Council of Representatives) were held on
21 February 2020. Hardliners won the elections, and the dire economic situation in
Iran and the lack of dividends emanating from the JCPOA had an impact on the
presidential election that took place on 18 June 2021, which was won by Ebrahim Raisi,
a conservative cleric and former head of the judiciary. The current cabinet, endorsed
by the Iranian Parliament at the end of August 2021, includes a number of ministers
targeted by international sanctions.
The EU has remained fully committed to the JCPOA and still plays an important role
in connecting all parties and encouraging them to comply with the agreement. The VP/
HR hosted a meeting in October 2021 to discuss with Iran the return of the Vienna
negotiations.
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In April 2021, in response to the EU’s assertive position on human rights, Iran
announced the suspension of all human rights talks and cooperation with the EU in the
areas of terrorism, drugs and refugees. In January 2022, an Iranian Court sentenced
Iranian human rights defender Narges Mohammadi to eight years in prison with 70
lashes. In January 2022, following this case, the EU called on Iran to comply with
international law.
Current negotiations in Vienna, based on the return of the US to the JCPOA and
the return of Iran to its commitments under the nuclear agreement, which have been
ongoing for months, have slowed down because of tensions with the West, and
the US in particular, after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. By
September 2022, negotiations appeared to have reached a stalemate.
Role of the European Parliament
The European Parliament has very much been involved in relations with Iran. The
Delegation for relations with Iran (D-IR) was established in 2004 with a view to having a
direct channel with the Majlis. Since 2015, D-IR has played a crucial role in the JCPOA
and in bringing the EU and Iran together. Seven inter-parliamentary meetings have
taken place since 2005, the last was held in Brussels in September 2018. The European
Parliament has always supported the EU’s commitment to a diplomatic solution to Iran’s
nuclear programme. While being a strong advocate of the JCPOA and the EU’s recent
relationship with Iran, the European Parliament actively monitors the situation regarding
political opponents, religious minorities, human rights defenders, women and the LGTBI
community in Iran. Moreover, it firmly opposes capital punishment, torture, arbitrary
trials, police brutality and the detention of political opponents.
The European Parliament strongly regrets the death of Mahsa Amini, a young Kurdish
woman who died in police custody on 16 September 2022 after being arrested for
supposedly not wearing her hijab correctly. Riots and protests took place across the
country, resulting in at least 50 reported deaths and the arrest of hundreds of protesters
(Iran’s internet blackouts makes it difficult to confirm these figures).
The relevant actions and resolutions of the European Parliament on Iran since 2019:
— 17 February 2022: Parliament’s resolution on the death penalty in Iran, reiterating

the EU’s strong opposition to the death penalty in all circumstances and calling
on the Government of Iran to introduce an immediate moratorium on the use of
the death penalty;

— 9 August 2021: Nine MEPs co-wrote an open letter and sent it to the VP/HR about
the EU’s decision to join the inauguration of the then incoming hardline Iranian
President, Ebrahim Raisi, expressing their concern and regret that the European
External Action Service attended the inauguration;

— 8 July 2021: Parliament’s resolution on the detention of Swedish-Iranian doctor
Ahmadreza Djalali, calling on the new Iranian administration to halt his imminent
execution for alleged espionage;

— 17 December 2020: Parliament’s resolution on the case of Sakharov Prize
Laureate Nasrin Sotoudeh, a lawyer and human rights activist imprisoned for
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representing women and opposition activists who had been prosecuted for
removing their headscarves. Parliament had passed a similar resolution on
13 December 2018 demanding her release;

— 19 December 2019: Parliament’s resolution on the violent crackdown on the
protests in Iran after the authorities had hiked fuel prices to offset the effects of
the US sanctions on the economy. Several civilians and security personnel were
killed. Parliament called on the authorities to release human rights activists and
condemned Iran’s internet shutdown;

— 19 September 2019: Parliament’s resolution on women’s rights defenders and
imprisoned EU dual nationals. Parliament had passed a similar resolution
concerning the imprisonment of EU-Iranian dual nationals on 31 May 2018;

— 14 March 2019: Parliament’s resolution on the case of human rights defenders,
journalists and prisoners of conscience who had been detained or sentenced for
exercising their right to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly when the
Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and other forces severely clamped down on civil
society.

Jorge Soutullo / Walter Masur / Roberto Bendini
10/2022
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