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Abstract

Announced at the 2023 G20 New Delhi Summit, the India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) signalled a new momentum in global connectivity geopolitics. Less than
a month later, war erupted on the Middle East's Mediterranean shores, destroying the
status quo exactly where a maritime connection to Europe was planned. Despite the
perceived hopelessness of the situation, shelving IMEC would be a mistake. Whereas
the peace table is quasi deserted at the time of writing, IMEC provides a rare multilateral
basis for dialogue. Its parties know that their shared interests - resilient and efficient
supply chains — will only be within reach when political and armed violence is overcome.
Redoing the diplomatic homework is therefore unavoidable.

What can IMEC do for the world?

A collective push for peace would require, beyond financial promises, a plan that makes
shared futures and governance more desirable than complete diplomatic collapse. It
puts the values of the European Union (EU)’s external action to the test: the conditions
for good, democratic and transparent governance are currently absent from IMEC's
planned northern corridor from the Arabian Gulf to Europe.

The priority is to revive IMEC into a multilateral forum, before the dust settles and before
billions head to the polls in 2024. Before Spring, IMEC signatories should organise a
meeting and set up a track 1.5 or track 2 dialogue. An inclusive forum would lay the
foundations for sustainable peace and an improved connectivity plan.
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A grand announcement interrupted
A new momentum

The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC)’s announcement at the 2023 G20
New Delhi Summit on 10 September 2023 was a breakthrough for many of the memorandum
signatories. To India, at the height of its multilateral influence. To the United States (US), France,
Germany and ltaly, in the name of a lucrative deal. To the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and
Saudi Arabia, reaping the benefits of a Gulf connection between the Indian Ocean and the
Mediterranean. To the EU, whose geoeconomic and normative power should be strengthened
by its participation, reinforced by three of its most powerful member states. To all of them, as
IMEC promises to be sufficiently big to compete with China’s Belt and Road influence in the
region.

Plan, interrupted

Shortly after the 2023 G20 summit, war erupted once more on the Middle East's
Mediterranean shores, destroying the status quo exactly where a maritime connection to
Europe was planned. It is a straightforward observation that IMEC design and implementation
will be delayed by this reality, one that destroys, blocks and displaces, rather than building,
enabling and connecting. In fact, from the US to Europe, the Gulf and India, there may be
little political or economic incentive to pursue implementation for the moment, at minimum
until a pathway to conflict resolution is found. Yet despite the perceived hopelessness of the
situation, shelving IMEC would be a mistake.

A boon to multilateralism

Whereas the peace table is quasi deserted at the time of writing, the IMEC memorandum of
understanding (MoU) provides a rare and ambitious multilateral basis for dialogue and
development. It works away from bloc thinking, given its diverse line-up of signatories brought
together by an eye-to-eye partnership. Moreover, its realisation would impact — more or less
directly — almost 2 billion people in India, Middle East, and the EU. There is no doubt that the
corridor would not be welcomed by all countries, especially those bypassed by the route, such
as Turkey, Irag or China, among others. Yet it is a better prospect than perpetual war in the
region, and IMEC's design is not yet set in stone — meaning that an inclusive process remains
possible.

A chance to redo the homework

Rather than postponing IMEC talks awaiting a temporary lull from the Indian Ocean to the
Mediterranean, participating governments are presented with a rare opportunity to make
connectivity a vessel for sustainable peace in the region. MoU signatories are more than the
sum of their development banks and agencies, or that of their partner investors in the private
sector. This particular project calls for the aggregation of participating governments’ resources
as an act of diplomacy, for the sake of shared geopolitical interests. These interests lie in the
promise of resilient and efficient supply chains, safe from their potential weaponisation by rival
powers. Yet this will only be within reach when political and armed violence around the
corridor's Middle Eastern chokepoint is overcome. Redoing the diplomatic homework is
therefore unavoidable. On the bright side, it is an opportunity to make sounder plans.

Peace and connectivity

Labouring for peace and building connectivity systems need not be separate activities. In fact,
building connectivity systems without ensuring solid foundations for peace would be counter-
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productive and risky. In any region, with or without war, massive investments in connectivity
can reshuffle the political, economic and social status quo for better or for worse. The prospect
of regional economic growth also brings challenges in inclusivity and fairness: who will reap
the benefits and the drawbacks of its implementation? Who gets to decide?

As for IMEC's northern corridor from the Gulf to Europe, the vague promise of an “increased
emphasis on environmental, social, and government impacts” (IMEC MoU, 2023) clashes with
the current, mindless destruction of people, nature, equipment and infrastructure. The status
quo is already upset, and new connectivity investments will further shape regional economic,
environmental, social and political dynamics. An IMEC push for peace would require, beyond
financial promises, a plan that makes shared futures and governance more desirable than
complete diplomatic collapse.

A test for the EU and a collective responsibility for peace
The EU’s geopolitical connectivity debut

A project like IMEC is business as usual for the US, eager to secure the unimpeded movement
of oil, goods and military shipments across oceans and through the Middle East. It seems a
straightforward evolution for oil-rich Gulf countries with rising influence in the region, perhaps
inspired by Egypt’s Suez Canal income. France, Germany and ltaly, closely cooperating on
global supply chains resilience — from raw materials sourcing to Red Sea shipping defence —
are no stranger to the building of infrastructure networks and trade routes overseas, historically
starting with colonisation.

IMEC is not, however, a typical project of the EU as a separate government entity, which is
more than the sum of its member states. The EU is a trade superpower but its geopolitical
ambitions are recent. The Union collectively forms the biggest development cooperation
donor, but it has rarely invested in brick-and-mortar infrastructure overseas. All until its Global
Gateway strategy was launched in December 2021. In this context, IMEC's participation is
ambitious: by aggregating resources towards the same purpose as its affluent co-signatories,
the EU enters the deal in a strong position, bringing in extra weight by coming in as Team
Europe, flanked by three member states.
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Map of IMEC signatory governments, excluding the United States for readability (Created with mapchart.net)
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What’'s between Southern Europe and the Indian Ocean?

IMEC reinforces transatlantic relations, raises the profile of a deepening EU-India partnership,
and reaffirms the EU’s Indo-Pacific objectives. Yet, in the current circumstances, the question
mark is on EU relations with the Middle East, where it used to market itself as an “honest
broker”. The EU has to review its geopolitical approach not only to the UAE and Saudi Arabia,
but more crucially to Israel and Palestine, and by extension to their land and sea neighbours.

EU values to the test

The Union’s external action carries its own obligations, different from that of fellow IMEC
participants. EU foreign policy imperatives to preserve peace and international security, to
promote democracy, the rule of law, human rights and freedoms, are embedded into its
external investments. “Democratic values and high standards” as well as “good governance
and transparency” are among official key principles of Global Gateway. They represent not
only a commitment to high due diligence, ethical and sustainability standards, but Global
Gateway's very brand as a value-based offer. This offer, elevated by the Team Europe approach,
will have a role to play in IMEC's design, governance and implementation — all while working
together with non-democratic partner governments.

EU-financed connectivity cannot overlook war, conflicts, and humanitarian crises. Even in times
of relative peace, high governance and democratic standards involve ensuring fair and inclusive
processes with impacted communities and environments. As it stands, the conditions for good,
democratic and transparent governance are plainly absent from IMEC's planned northern
corridor connecting the Arabian Gulf to Europe. It poses complex threats to the EU’s interests,
including in a context of rising Chinese influence in the region.

EU capability undermined by disunity

The EU is undeniably capable of enabling change through investment in its neighbourhood.
In the Western Balkans, the Berlin Process has strengthened multilateralism and connectivity
among EU member states and candidate Balkan countries since 2014. In Ukraine, even as war
rages on, the EU is diplomatically and financially committed to the reconstruction of a
“prosperous and democratic” Ukraine.

On solidarity with Ukraine and the dynamics of EU enlargement, member states may have
disagreements: about their meaning, their implementation, or resources allocation. Yet there
is a basic layer of consensus and political clarity on these issues, which allows for dialogue and
the formulation of constructive solutions. As of December 2023, this layer is absent from EU
discussions on the future of the Israel/Palestine conflict and its regional implications. In addition,
the self-described “geopolitical Commission” is struggling with the contradictions of its
differentiated approach to the world’s major conflicts, and the result of underinvestment in
the stability of its Southern Neighbourhood.

A collective responsibility for peace

Aside from the EU, all IMEC actors bear a role and responsibility in peace-building. The US,
despite its global diplomatic influence, may presently hold the least political clout to lead
constructive peace negotiations, following a military-first approach and having antagonised
the international community through its unshakeable position on Gaza.

Arab states will have one of the biggest roles to play in upcoming peace initiatives

(Brown & Hamzawy, 2023), in different measures. While the UAE enjoys strong
diplomatic relations with most actors involved, Saudi Arabia’s normalisation talks with
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Israel are held back following the events of October 2023. Differentiated approaches to
the conflict, balanced by the collective necessity to stabilise a common neighbourhood,
may prove to be an asset.

Although India, which is planned to host IMEC’s easternmost port in Mumbai, may be
further away from the Mediterranean chokepoint, its rising profile as a “Global South”
leader makes it a valuable attendee at peace talks. India’s recent rapprochement with
Israel, including through the recent purchase of Haifa port' by Adani Group, poses
challenges as it could bring India’s positions closer to that of the US.

Proposal: transforming IMEC from a sandcastle
to a timely forum

What can IMEC do for the world?

The goal is to make IMEC a forum, one whose main participants have already committed
to. To harness IMEC for peace-building talks, participating governments should
overcome the opinion that IMEC is “dead on arrival” due to current conflicts. This
perspective, though reasonable in the world of mega infrastructure projects and risk-
adverse investors, is detrimental to a project led by diplomatic ambitions. Due to the
sudden diplomatic cooling of October 2023, participatory governments may have given
reason to IMEC detractors by not meeting within the 60-day deadline after the G20
summit (Rizvi, 2023).

This “pause and rethink” delay may not be a complete loss: perhaps a renewed,
disillusioned vision of the region is necessary. For lack of viable pathways to peace
negotiations, future IMEC meetings may present a new agenda. The agenda would set
to use IMEC as a semi-formal discussion table to envision sustainable peace and
development. The list of participants would be more inclusive, bringing to the table not
only participating governments, but also “facilitator” countries that have proven their
relevance, such as Jordan and Egypt.

The EU’s ideal role: reconciling geoeconomics and peace-building

The EU has everything to prove in the Middle East, and by extension through IMEC. Its
reaction to the ongoing conflict has been criticised in many ways. For its disunity at the
multilateral level, for its double standards in comparison to Russia’s war on Ukraine, for
its near-sighted focus on humanitarian solutions — perceived to be “implicitly operating
within the framework imposed by Israeli relocation efforts for Gaza’'s population” (Brown
& Hamzawy, 2023). More generally, for its absence of contribution to sustainable conflict
resolution. The EU is also challenged to beat the “too little, too late” allegations applied
both to IMEC and to Global Gateway efforts as a whole.

Through IMEC, the EU could show unity and reinvest — both diplomatically and financially
— in its Southern Neighbourhood through a project not limited to the sole purpose of
blocking migration flows or sourcing energy. Along with partners like India, it could
challenge rising Chinese and Russian influence in the Middle East. The EU would have
to prove that it is a geopolitical force to be reckoned with, not because of France, Italy
and Germany'’s compiled geopolitical clout, but because the EU is there to coordinate
a proprietary approach. This approach would need to be value-based in practice, as has

' The Port of Haifa is a candidate node for the IMEC route.
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been the case for EU-supported conflict prevention and resolution, in Europe and around
the world. The last thing the Middle East needs is another self-interested and self-
centred actor moulding its routes. The EU can become once more the proactive face of
peace, with benefits to both EU internal politics and the EU’s external credibility.

What IMEC’s (northern corridor) could look like

To make the prospect of peace more desirable than diplomatic collapse, IMEC should
bring forward a convincing plan for shared infrastructure and networks. At minimum,
that plan would need to not be founded on unfair systems, aiming to destabilise an area
and its resources to benefit another. Whilst attempting to untangle regional complexity,
the discussants should leave no space for development narratives that promote the
targeting of civilians and civilian infrastructure, or to destroy environmental and natural
resources. This would run counter to both IMEC terms and international law.

As for the actual infrastructure plans, the IMEC MoU provides an ambitious list. First, a
railway as well as ship-to-rail connections would offer foundational layers for the
movement of goods and services. Second, the following activities would be enabled:
cable laying for electricity and digital connectivity, and clean hydrogen pipelines —
currently at feasibility study stage. What would that look like in a future peaceful Middle
East?

JIBOUTI

Countries included in the initial IMEC route design (September 2023), excluding India for readability. (Created with
mapchart.net). Multiple maritime and land routes are under consideration.

The first step — securing maritime, road and rail connections — may seem hard to believe.
For trade, at a time when global shipping companies are halting Red Sea shipments due
to Houthi attacks. For basic flows, as the every movement of the Palestinian population
of Israel and the West Bank are subject to checkpoints. Destruction in the Gaza Strip
raises questions on the future of its coastline. The IMEC multimodal route should be
reviewed as part of multilateral peace plans. It should be assessed with regards to
benefitting populations and economies that have been plainly excluded from
connectivity and sustainable development prospects until now. Inclusivity is certainly the
challenge but also the opportunity. The IMEC forum needs to engage with potential
future spoilers — who undeniably play a vital role in the region. Exclusion in itself can
lead to conflict and diplomatic dead ends.

The second group of elements, including digital, telecommunications connections and
an energy pipeline, should similarly be guided by the current situation and harnessed
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towards sustainable development. Basing visions for a more stable Middle East on regional and
inter-regional cooperation in these transitions, for example through an integrated Euro-
Mediterranean energy market (Rubino, Rawasdeh, 2023), are not new ideas. Yet in light of the
new war, as well as the recent COP28 in the UAE, regional powers’ tendency to pursue
greenwashing politics is putting the EU’s values to the test. So are digital and telecommunications
censorship laws in the region, or the multiple telecom blackouts imposed on Gaza in the past
months.

Recommendations: How to revive IMEC for peace

How can the EU influence IMEC design to be rooted in democratic and good governance, in a
context where it — exceptionally — put the prospect of partnership above like-mindedness? The
project could then be embedded with a sustainable peace offer, opening possibilities for more
inclusive governance and benefits.

1. Meet before Spring 2024: IMEC signatories failed to meet their initial 60-day
deadline for a work meeting. The current, fast-paced crisis requires seizing existing
diplomatic pathways such as IMEC. Meeting early in 2024 would also set the
process in motion before the EU, India and the US go to the polls.

2. Establish an IMEC-based track 1.5 or track 2 dialogue to support the process
through informal mediation through truly inclusive dialogue — hence also engaging
with potential spoilers.

3. Let the EU lead the Team Europe group in these dialogues to ensure its
credibility and minimise misalignment with national interests.

4. Advocate for the inclusion of “facilitator” countries at the table, i.e., Jordan,
Egypt...

5. Set a diplomatic goal for the 2024 G20/G21 Rio de Janeiro summit to safeguard
political momentum.
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