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Executive Summary 

The novel coronavirus has introduced new and highly unpredictable 
social and political dynamics into West Asia. We argue that: 

• India’s key challenges are securing the return of out-of-work 
expatriates, protecting those still working in the region and 
preparing for a reduction in remittance income. 

• India’s key opportunities are to secure attractive rates for oil and 
gas amidst low prices and using Indian core competencies to 
provide medical services to countries in the region. These would 
include becoming a hub for pharmaceutical treatments and 
vaccines and offering telemedicine services. 
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Introduction  

COVID-19 is not only taking a terrible human toll in West Asia, it is also 
likely to shape the region in unexpected ways.   

West Asia’s two largest non-Arab states by population, Turkey and Iran, 
have been hit worst, but their regimes have not suffered significant 
domestic backlash yet, even as they persist with their military 
endeavours in the region. Turkish troops maintain their presence 
around Idlib in Syria, while Iran’s proxies in the region, especially in Iraq, 
continue to harass U.S. forces. Indeed, in countries with weak state 
authority like Iraq, state-sponsored militias are taking the initiative to 
provide healthcare services. Meanwhile, in the Arabian Peninsula, the 
spread of COVID-19 has further reduced the appetite for confrontation 
with Iran and the related war in Yemen. 

New Delhi will have to navigate this complicated environment as it 
pursues its own interests in the region. India's ties with West Asia are 
defined by energy requirements, the well-being of its expatriates, and 
broader strategic considerations that include maritime security, 
regional connectivity, and political stability. 

To further these goals, India must address both challenges and 
opportunities. The challenges include protecting the interests of Indian 
expatriates in Gulf states, evacuating them if necessary and planning for 
loss of remittance income.  The opportunities are securing attractive 
rates on crude oil and natural gas and leveraging India’s expertise in 
pharmaceutical manufacturing and public health to provide assistance 
to West Asian countries.  
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COVID-19: Impacts and Prospects 

 

Figure 1. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases across West Asia as of June 4, 
2020. 

Some West Asian countries are better placed to tackle the COVID-19 
pandemic than others, since they possess better healthcare systems, 
more resilient economies, or more proactive government intervention.  

In the following sections, we briefly discuss how West Asian countries 
have responded to the pandemic, their domestic and strategic 
concerns, and offer a short-term prognosis. 
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Figure 2. Physicians per thousand. Source: World Bank, Palestinian 
Bureau of statistics. Latest year for which reliable data is available in 
brackets 

 

Figure 3. Annual Healthcare Expenditure per capita. 



India, COVID-19, and West Asia                                                                                   Takshashila Strategic Assessment  

7 June 2020  

5 
 

Turkey 

 

Figure 4. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Turkey as of June 4, 2020. 

 Turkey is a major transportation hub in West Asia, with extensive links 
to the rest of the Muslim world, especially Iran and other Gulf countries. 
Its initial response to the pandemic appears to have been largely driven 
by domestic political considerations: voters made their discontent with 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s ruling AKP clear in 2019. The 
country’s slowing economy has been a major contributor to his 
unpopularity. 

Under these circumstances, the government appears to have been 
unwilling to completely lock down the country’s economy initially, with 
senior officials and ministers issuing advisories and conflicting 
statements that did nothing to stop travel between urban and rural 
areas. Doctors who reported that cases and casualties did not match 
with epidemiological models were forced to apologise. 

Turkey began to impose lockdowns and curfews in major cities in late 
March. Testing was then ramped up. Domestic politics hampered the 

https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/04/turkey-for-erdogan-economy-first-in-coronavirus-crisis-covid.html
https://twitter.com/kolektifler/status/1241458695407616004
https://twitter.com/AnkaraUni/status/1240382627577823235
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response, with the central government declaring municipality-level 
relief efforts by opposition parties to be illegal. This may have been an 
attempt to take the credit for dealing with the pandemic, while covering 
up the earlier mismanagement. 

Meanwhile, news agencies sympathetic to the government worked to 
shift the narrative, or at least muddy the waters. The late lockdown 
likely aided the spread of the virus, both in Turkey and its 
neighbours. Even after they were imposed, Turkey’s restrictions were 
not as stringent as most other countries, with relatively fewer curbs on 
the movements of younger people, since they were less likely to be 
severely impacted by COVID-19. This, however, led to a very high 
infection rate. Cases climbed steadily, Turkey having the highest official 
number of cases outside of Europe and the US as of this writing. Despite 
this, Turkey has had a relatively low mortality rate of 2.8% - compared 
to 15.5% in France. This is perhaps due to its predominantly young 
population, the high availability of ICU beds in private hospitals, and 
stringent restrictions on the mobility of the vulnerable (such as the very 
old and the very young). 

Health minister Fahrettin Koca, who has conducted almost-daily 
briefings on the fight against the pandemic, has announced that Turkey 
is in the “second phase” of the pandemic response, with high-speed rail 
services set to resume between cities. Traffic in Istanbul – Turkey’s 
major global transport hub, which saw the highest number of cases – is 
also starting to slowly resume. According to Koca, the next few months 
will see a return to a “controlled social life”, with social distancing, hand 
washing, and mask wearing becoming the norm.  

Against the odds, Turkey seems to have come through the worst of the 
pandemic with its economy relatively intact thanks to its reluctance to 
impose stringent nationwide lockdowns. However, challenges that 
existed prior to the pandemic will still need to be resolved. 

 
As regards Turkey’s post-pandemic prospects, Turkish parliament’s 
speaker, Mustafa Sentop, and President Erdogan have both recently 
declared that Turkey will play a major role in the post COVID-19 world 
order - partly perhaps due to the fact that Iran, a competitor for regional 

https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/medical-groups-oppose-turkey-coronavirus-response.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/turkey/turkey-covid-19-infosheet-27-may-2020
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/turkeysource/turkey-seems-to-avoid-covid-19-nightmare/
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/battle-over-numbers-turkeys-low-case-fatality-rate
https://ahvalnews.com/turkey-covid-19/turkey-passes-second-phase-covid-19-struggle-train-services-resume
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-will-have-voice-in-new-worlds-order/1815933
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influence, is still struggling with the pandemic. In a major win for its 
power projection on the global stage, Turkish-backed forces of the 
internationally-recognised Libyan government recently pushed back 
the Russia-backed strongman, Khalifa Hifter. Pro-government 
messaging is doing the rounds online, and aid is being provided to rivals 
such as Israel in order to portray Turkey as a responsible player in the 
region.  

Meanwhile, Russia and Turkey appear to have come to some sort of 
agreement regarding the situation in Northeast Syria, conducting joint 
patrols in Idlib. Some disagreements between Turkey and the US in 
Syria – especially regarding the former’s efforts to unite anti-regime 
Kurdish rebels – persist. 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/21/world/middleeast/libya-turkey-russia-hifter.html
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/turkey-supplies-israel-with-coronavirus-equipment-despite-tense-relations-624254
https://www.kurdistan24.net/en/news/04b22653-24ee-4b59-88d6-2fc9214da647
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/05/turkey-target-syria-kurdish-peace-talks.html
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Iran 

 

Figure 5. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Iran as of June 4, 2020. 

After Turkey, Iran has the highest number of confirmed cases of COVID-
19. The first officially confirmed cases came with two deaths on 19 
February in the holy city of Qom. Local authorities have said the 
explosion of cases in Iran began with these two people, at least one of 
whom had returned from China.  

Despite the alarming signs, shrines in Qom remained open and pilgrims 
and tourists poured in and out of the city, presumably contributing to 
the spread across Iran. Two major events in February undoubtedly 
contributed to the ferocity of the outbreak. One was the celebration of 
the 41st anniversary of the Iranian revolution on 11 February, during 
which tens of thousands thronged the streets of Tehran and other major 
urban centres. The other was Iran's parliamentary elections  on 21 
February, which experienced its lowest ever turnout, but nonetheless 
involved millions of people in close physical proximity to each other 
with no protective wear. 

https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirus-outbreak/iran-reports-first-2-cases-new-coronavirus
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-51930856
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/iranians-mark-revolution-anniversary-high-tension-200211082811068.html
https://in.reuters.com/article/iran-election-khamenei/iran-announces-low-poll-turnout-blames-coronavirus-propaganda-idINKCN20H09V
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Throughout this period, Iran's leaders downplayed the risk from the 
novel coronavirus. Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei accused 
foreign media  of fomenting fear and blamed it for the low turnout in 
the election. Deputy health minister Iraj Harirchi appeared unwell on 
television on 24 February only to confirm the next day that he had tested 
positive for COVID-19. By the end of February, Harirchi was among at 
least seven top Iranian leaders infected by the virus, a figure which 
included one of the country's four vice-presidents. Iran also became a 
focal point for the spread of the disease in the region, as people moved 
across its porous borders with Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq. Pilgrims 
returning home to other countries, including India, also unwittingly 
brought back the novel coronavirus. 

Iran has since stepped up its response to the pandemic. On 16 March it 
belatedly  shut down shrines in Qom and elsewhere. A month later, an 
Iranian official admitted the country could have as many as 500,000 
cases. While the country is gradually easing lockdowns, it is struggling 
to deal with the disease, given both its own political complications and 
its sanctions-ridden economy. Iran's GDP likely contracted by 9.5% in 
2019. A spokesperson for Iran's Foreign Ministry even accused the US of 
"medical terrorism" through sanctions. 

While US sanctions are certainly hurting Iran, such rhetoric also serves 
to divert popular attention from the failings of Iran's leaders. Observers 
of the region point out that Iran's hardliners have been on the ascendant 
ever since the breakdown of the nuclear deal, the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2018. The U.S. killing of General Qasem 
Soleimani, the head of the Quds Force in January, followed by the 
accidental downing of a civilian airliner over Tehran by local air 
defences have only strengthened their hand. 

Indeed, Iran's proxies in Iraq continued to battle US forces there in 
March, perhaps hoping to take advantage of distraction caused by 
America's own domestic struggles with the novel coronavirus pandemic. 
On 15 April, the US Navy accused attack boats of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards Corps of “dangerous and harassing approaches" 
in the Persian Gulf. U.S. President Donald Trump later said the U.S. Navy 
should fire on such vessels, if harassed. 

https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2020/02/23/Iran-s-Khamenei-blames-foreign-media-for-discouraging-voter-turnout-.html
https://in.reuters.com/article/iran-election-khamenei/iran-announces-low-poll-turnout-blames-coronavirus-propaganda-idINKCN20H09V
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/iran-deputy-health-minister-tests-positive-coronavirus-200225131520852.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/27/world/middleeast/coronavirus-iran-vice-president.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/27/world/middleeast/coronavirus-iran-vice-president.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/24/world/middleeast/coronavirus-iran.html?searchResultPosition=1
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/24/world/middleeast/coronavirus-iran.html?searchResultPosition=1
https://www.businesstoday.in/current/economy-politics/coronavirus-covid-19-indian-army-soldier-ladkh-tested-positive-father-returned-from-iran/story/398538.html
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2020/03/16/Coronavirus-Iran-closes-key-Shia-pilgrimage-sites-in-Qom-Mashhad-and-Tehran
https://www.wsj.com/articles/iran-begins-soft-reopening-after-coronavirus-shutdowns-11587408116
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-economy-imf/iran-economy-to-shrink-95-this-year-amid-tighter-us-sanctions-says-imf-idUSKBN1WU28M
https://www.newsweek.com/iran-official-says-donald-trump-sanctions-medical-terrorism-during-coronavirus-pandemic-1495415
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iran/2020-04-16/irans-hard-liners-are-sitting-pretty
https://www.vox.com/world/2020/4/22/21229509/coronavirus-iran-covid-19-attacks-us-troops-iraq
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/15/iran-boats-persian-gulf-us-bnavy
https://www.npr.org/2020/04/22/840955446/trump-instructs-u-s-navy-to-fire-on-iranian-boats-if-harassed
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These tensions have since eased but come even as Iran feels more 
secure within its region, after Saudi Arabia and the UAE sought to scale 
down their confrontation with Tehran and wind down the war in 
Yemen. 

Saudi Arabia 

 

Figure 6. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Saudi Arabia as of June 4, 
2020. 

It is hardly surprising that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has become both 
a major recipient and a source of infections. The kingdom is home to 
the world's two largest pilgrimage sites, Mecca and Medina. It is also 
home to about 10 million foreign workers, including about 1.5 million 
Indians. 

In late February, Saudi Arabia barred pilgrims from affected countries, 
extending the ban to all other countries a few days later. The kingdom 
confirmed its first case of COVID-19 on 2 March after testing a local 
returning from Iran.  Within a week, it put the Qatif region in 
quarantine. However, the virus was not contained. It also became clear 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-seeks-to-ease-tensions-with-iran-11576178194
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-seeks-to-ease-tensions-with-iran-11576178194
https://www.internationalinvestment.net/news/4005152/-million-expats-quit-saudi-arabia-citing-fees-sluggish-growth
https://www.globalmediainsight.com/blog/saudi-arabia-population-statistics/
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2020/02/27/Saudi-Arabia-suspends-entry-for-Umrah-pilgrimage-due-to-coronavirus.html
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-fears-put-a-halt-to-the-muslim-pilgrimage-of-umrah-but-not-yet-the-hajj-132943
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-fears-put-a-halt-to-the-muslim-pilgrimage-of-umrah-but-not-yet-the-hajj-132943
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1635781/saudi-arabia
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1635781/saudi-arabia
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/gulf/2020/03/08/Saudi-Arabia-temporarily-bars-entry-exit-into-Kingdom-s-al-Qatif-city
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that infection was spreading fast in the camps of foreign workers, with 
their cramped communal spaces. However, unlike in Iran, the Saudis 
were quick to stop mass worship at mosques. They also countered 
religious propaganda hostile to the regime and its restrictions. Saudi 
cities also soon came under 24-hour curfews, though these were eased 
to allow some shopping to take place during the holy month of Ramadan, 
which began on 24 April and ended on 24 May. Saudi authorities plan to 
gradually lift restrictions across the kingdom in June, though the curfew 
in Mecca will remain.  

As early as 31 March, the Saudi minister for the Haj and Umrah asked 
pilgrims to wait before firming up plans to attend the annual Haj from 
28 July to 2 August. His statement was seen as an indication the Saudis 
may suspend or at least severely restrict this year's Haj. As of this 
writing, the Saudis have not issued a definite statement. However, a 
suspension seems increasingly likely for a pilgrimage that attracts more 
than two million faithful, many of them elderly.   

Saudi Arabia's preventive measures have helped it avoid an outbreak on 
the scale of Iran's. On the other hand, the suspension of the Haj will be 
a major blow to the kingdom. The Saudis make about $12 billion a year 
from the Haj. Far more importantly, the Haj is a major source of 
diplomatic leverage for the Saudis and a major source of legitimacy for 
the royal family. Saudi diplomats negotiate and grant annual Haj quotas 
to various countries. For instance, they raised India's quota by 25,000 to 
200,000 pilgrims in 2019. Rulers also take on the mantle of "Custodian 
of the Two Holy Mosques," a historic title meant to increase Saudi 
legitimacy and power among the world's 1.8 billion Muslims. The likely 
suspension of the Haj comes even as critics of Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman in the region call for a boycott of the 
pilgrimage.  

The pandemic is also undermining that other crucial pillar of Saudi 
power: oil. While the Saudis can extract and sell oil very cheaply, they 
require prices to be at around $80 per barrel to simultaneously maintain 
social welfare programmes and balance their budget. With global oil 
prices at rock bottom thanks to depressed demand and the difficulties 
involved in coordinating international production cuts, Saudi Arabia's 
financial muscle is likely to atrophy this year. New austerity measures 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/07/updating-traditions-saudi-arabia-s-coronavirus-response-pub-81481
https://www.news18.com/news/world/saudi-relaxes-coronavirus-lockdown-until-may-13-except-in-hotspot-mecca-2593433.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/saudi-arabia-curfew-june-21-mecca-200526021532944.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/saudi-tells-muslims-wait-hajj-plans-coronavirus-crisis-200331174534584.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/saudi-tells-muslims-wait-hajj-plans-coronavirus-crisis-200331174534584.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/muslims-worry-coronavirus-will-prompt-saudi-arabia-to-cancel-this-years-hajj-11587637197
https://www.siasat.com/saudi-arabia-lockdown-eased-no-clarity-haj-pilgrimage-1895154/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/iranians-to-participate-in-hajj-in-saudi-arabia-after-ban-1489770639?mod=article_inline
https://qz.com/1684679/the-hajj-pilgrimage-to-saudi-arabias-mecca-is-smarter-than-ever/
https://en.antaranews.com/news/130158/indonesia-struggles-to-increase-hajj-quota-to-250-thousand-ambassador
https://www.businesstoday.in/current/economy-politics/saudi-arabia-increases-indias-haj-quota-to-2-lakh-after-modi-salman-talks/story/320747.html
https://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/news/695351
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/07/02/mohammed-bin-salman-is-making-muslims-boycott-mecca-hajj-islam-pilgrimage-saudi-arabia/
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include a $8 billion spending cut in infrastructure projects. The Saudis 
have also tripled their value added tax (only introduced in 2018) and have 
slashed a $270 monthly allowance for government employees – itself put 
in place in lieu of subsidies.  

The novel coronavirus has also directly attacked the royal family. On 8 
April, The New York Times reported that some 150 members of the royal 
family were down with COVID-19.  Saudi Arabia's 84-year old King 
Salman moved to a palace near Jeddah and Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman and some of his ministers were reportedly working out of a 
remote site on the Red Sea coast that is to be home to a futuristic 
planned city called Neom.  

Recognising their vulnerabilities on multiple levels, the Saudi 
establishment has eased off the confrontation with Iran and declared a 
unilateral ceasefire in Yemen. While these may be tactical moves, they 
are also driven by a recognition that the United States may not prove to 
be a reliable ally in these confrontations. All in all, the Saudis are likely 
to experience lower global leverage in the near future. 

  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-12/saudi-arabia-vision-2030-plan-cut-by-8-billion-okaz-reports?sref=Q77DYrNe
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-52612785
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-42508883
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/world/middleeast/coronavirus-saudi-royal-infections.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/28/world/middleeast/yemen-separatists-saudi-arabia.html
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Other Gulf Countries 

 

Figure 7. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in other Gulf countries as of 
June 4, 2020. 

The spread of the novel coronavirus has affected Gulf countries 
differently. As of 30 April, Qatar had over 11,000 total infections, while 
Oman had a little over 2,000, and the UAE, close to 12,000. In all of these 
countries, foreign workers are among the worst hit.  

The politics of the Arabian Peninsula are, to a great extent, shaped by 
the Saudi-Qatar rivalry. This rivalry came to a head in 2017, when a 
Saudi-led coalition that included the UAE and Bahrain, snapped ties 
with Doha and launched a "boycott" of the kingdom. Nearly three years 
later, the boycott (which Qatar calls a blockade), continues. The most 
recent talks on resolving the standoff have failed and Qatar continues 
to reject the four initial demands made of it: that it reduce ties with Iran, 
shut down a Turkish military base on its soil, close the news network Al 
Jazeera, and stop supporting "terrorists" in the region. 

https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/qatar/covid-19-qatar-reports-643-new-cases-1.71238442
https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/2259036/oman-reports-143-new-covid-19-cases-213-recover-kuwait?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=b1a0553806f7a9883be4d34736b1767b7a2d3dfd-1588210303-0-AZLEuYYQw4Z8CTXiKpIh2UZK9ic0JQ9k5s0U9vwxf6BBcQEZGbQdogpq16HP2JvKiHIDL-ILGmePNRQ_VsyRH_AABFpcnPiLqeIHBBBZjGq7-I6m-HVjLYGBmD_9dcmVeGBBCWD3M0aTjjX1eVjDaqgY2zTBijrrTuRRKomixrEh3qbdFLANgsqaQK5jRQ32ki_qeGrGPLCwEnPVB9bChm4N7fl-_i7oc_EHxtY7z9uG3wtf8fOYVZOkF5JB40mhiiZF1EgPMyqMXWZy0XO41Ctn8fkCI3yrMakCzbwmkgsPgqkOEP7u1gSGwje9kFqFiLfngI2iu6Yi0_DVZh3QMLB3NMeJfepIMILEdgBPmP60XgK4fJlz46c8jA_tMHfAMQ
https://gulfnews.com/uae/covid-19-uae-announces-549-new-coronavirus-cases-9-deaths-and-148-recoveries-1.1588180964716
https://www.iloveqatar.net/news/general/qatar-renews-call-to-end-unjust-unlawful-blockade-imposed-on-it
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/qatar-talks-gcc-crisis-suspended-january-200215163349731.html
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The region's other geopolitical fault line is war-torn Yemen, with a 
million displaced people, a devastated economy, and ongoing hostilities. 
In late April, the UNHCR warned that the novel coronavirus is likely 
spreading through communities in that country, even as tests are only 
beginning to be conducted. Additionally, Saudi Arabia's unilateral 
ceasefire has not had the intended effects, since its own proxies in the 
region have declared self-rule in the region around Aden - a move that 
could spark fresh fighting with the Houthis. 

While the standoff with Qatar and the war in Yemen may not yield 
themselves to easy solutions, we are unlikely to see major escalations 
between Gulf Arab states in the near future, since most governments in 
the region are now focused on managing the pandemic. 

Iraq and Syria 

 

Figure 8. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Iraq and Syria as of June 4, 
2020. 

Iraq and Syria face similar challenges in responding to the pandemic. In 
both cases, decades of war have left public health infrastructure in ruins 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/warns-humanitarian-crisis-covid-19-looms-yemen-200428171709969.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/warns-humanitarian-crisis-covid-19-looms-yemen-200428171709969.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-yemen-case/it-is-still-a-mystery-war-hit-yemen-struggles-to-trace-covid-19-infection-idUSKCN2291SN
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and led to the mass emigration of doctors. In Syria, many 
neighbourhoods are in ruins, and hospitals have either been reduced to 
rubble or have been militarised due to the civil war. In some cases, 
medical staff have even been accused of torture, and citizens are 
unlikely to trust in their neutrality. Furthermore, with such a shattered 
healthcare system and limited ability to conduct tests, official numbers 
are highly circumspect (already evident in the above visual). According 
to the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, most cases in Syria are due 
to Syrians returning from abroad. A lockdown was imposed in April, but 
with the Syrian pound rapidly declining in value and citizens facing 
shortages and job losses, the regime has now started to lift restrictions 
on businesses. 

Conditions are even bleaker in rebel-held areas and refugee camps, 
which are often lacking in basic sanitary facilities, especially in the rebel 
stronghold of Idlib. Many camps lack access to running water, making it 
impossible to wash hands, sanitise, or take other basic precautions. 
Testing in these areas is practically nonexistent. Some reports indicate 
that the Assad regime is deliberately withholding international aid to 
rebel strongholds and is indeed stepping up shelling in an attempt to 
force an end to the civil war. In response, the European Union (EU) has 
announced that it will extend sanctions against the Assad regime. 

Meanwhile, Russia and China continue to use Syria to project 
themselves as reliable partners and global leaders. Russia has discussed 
the pandemic with President Bashar al-Assad, and has sent ambulances 
and PPE. China has sent a few thousand test kits and has conducted a 
video conference with doctors working with the Assad government. 
Neither of these measures are likely to seriously help the fight against 
COVID-19. (Indeed, as Russia is now struggling to manage its own 
COVID-19 related challenges, it is likely to adopt a more cautious 
posture in West Asia for the immediate future, focussing on supporting 
its allies. Similarly, China is likely more interested in managing global 
narratives about its pandemic response than seriously containing its 
spread in West Asia).  

Meanwhile, the Kurdish authorities in the northeast of the country 
imposed and later lifted a lockdown. Some limited testing has begun, 
though it is too early to form a picture of how the disease is spreading. 

https://www.arabnews.com/node/1678901/middle-east
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronovirus-syria/syria-extends-night-curfew-but-allows-businesses-to-reopen-idUSKCN22B038
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/04/syria-displaced-camps-aleppo-coronavirus-medical.html
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/498943-assad-attempts-to-weaponize-covid-19-in-syria
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200528-eu-to-renew-sanctions-against-syria-regime-despite-covid-19/
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/04/syria-putin-russia-opportunity-covid19-coronavirus-crisis.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200528-eu-to-renew-sanctions-against-syria-regime-despite-covid-19/
https://bit.ly/3e6qGK6
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/syria-kurds-curfew-coronavirus-outbreak.html
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1678901/middle-east
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Low global oil prices are likely to seriously impact their ability to 
support the economic slowdown and afford healthcare for the infected.  

Iraq is marginally better-off in terms of its infrastructure and the 
availability of international support, but public trust remains a major 
issue, and the central government has little ability to coordinate 
responses across provinces. Worsening the situation are relatively 
porous borders between these two countries and Iran, the epicentre of 
the pandemic in West Asia, as well as exchanges of missiles between US 
and Iranian positions, and continued activities by proxies. Iraq imposed 
stringent lockdowns in March/April, but they were unevenly enforced 
due to limited state capacity. Various state-sponsored militia units 
belonging to the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), some of them with 
significant backing from, set up field hospitals, assisted with lockdowns, 
and spread awareness about the disease.  

The PMF is an umbrella group of various factions nominally answerable 
to the Iraqi Prime Minister, and proved very impactful in the fight 
against the Islamic State terror organisation from 2014-17. However, 
four factions within the PMF, loyal to Iraq’s top Shia cleric, have now left 
the umbrella organisation and are working directly with the PM, 
perhaps hinting at an emerging consensus against Iranian influence in 
the country. However, with the Islamic State ramping up activities over 
the course of Ramadan, the Iraqi government is likely to exercise 
caution even as it seeks to wean away from the PMF. 

Meanwhile, the overall lack of medical facilities, equipment and testing 
kits has yet to be adequately addressed. Partial curfews and lockdowns 
since April have not proven effective in combating the spread of COVID-
19, with spikes in infections being reported in the days leading up to the 
breaking of the fast at the ending of the month of Ramadan. 

  

https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/covid-19-assessing-vulnerabilities-and-impacts-iraq
https://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/iraq-covid-19-situation-report-no-12-26-april-2020
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/iraq-pmu-coronavirus-covid19.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200518-pro-sistani-factions-leave-shia-forces-but-iraqs-pm-signals-they-are-here-to-stay/
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/is-increases-activity-in-iraq-during-ramzan-covid19-crisis/1829670
https://thewire.in/world/in-iraq-a-destroyed-state-struggles-to-cope-with-coronavirus
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/coronavirus-iraq-reports-steepest-single-day-spike-in-covid-19-cases/article31663873.ece
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Israel and Palestine 

 

Figure 9. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Israel and Palestine as of 
June 4, 2020. 

The pandemic could not have come at a better time for Israeli Prime 
Minister Netanyahu, who managed to strengthen his coalition 
government with support from a major political rival and avoid backlash 
for his corruption cases. This has, however, not improved his popularity, 
with a protest being carried out following the imposition of social 
distancing rules.  

In the early stages of the lockdown, influential ultra-orthodox Jewish 
sects (who count among their members the Health Minister Yaakov 
Litzman, who has since tested positive and recovered) defied the 
lockdown to hold religious services.  

Strict movement controls were then imposed over the second week of 
April. The Shin Bet security service - which has no public transparency 
requirements - was  authorised to surveil citizens’ phone location 
data  as a “drastic measure” to enforce social distancing, and some 

https://qz.com/1828292/the-coronavirus-crisis-has-been-a-huge-boon-to-israels-netanyahu/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/20/middleeast/israel-protest-social-distancing-intl/index.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/more-than-150-defy-coranavirus-orders-to-attend-ultra-orthodox-wedding-in-israel/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/nationwide-lockdown-eased-bnei-brak-restrictions-relaxed-amid-cautious-optimism/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/government-okays-mass-surveillance-of-israelis-phones-to-curb-coronavirus/
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videos hinting at police brutality have emerged. The lockdown seems to 
have been effective, however, as have the surveillance measures. Israel 
has now lifted lockdowns and is conducting testing at a large scale in 
order to prepare for a second wave. Some reopenings have begun, and 
subsequent spikes in cases have been reported. 

China has sent aid to Israel, though should be seen more as an attempt 
to portray itself as a reliable partner than as a fundamental shift in 
relations or in readiness to fight the pandemic. 

Palestine, meanwhile, is in a dire situation. Medical supplies and test kits 
are sorely lacking. Major donors to the Palestinian Authority - such as 
the US - withdrew funding as they sought to tackle the pandemic at 
home, which impacted the Authority’s ability to deal with the crisis and 
will likely well lead to a further contraction of Palestine’s already-
struggling economy. Cash-strapped UN agencies are struggling to 
provide aid. Lockdowns were imposed in March, apparently successfully 
containing a rapid spread of COVID-19, but are now being lifted owing 
to the imperative to keep the economy going. 

However, Palestine faces other challenges. Israeli PM Netanyahu has 
announced his intention to go ahead with annexation plans for occupied 
Palestinian territory in the West Bank and Jordan Valley, a step towards 
doing away with the two-state solution. This has been condemned by 
other countries in the region, including Turkey and Jordan. With a June 
deadline looming, the Palestinian Authority has absolved itself of ties 
with the US and Israel, ending security cooperation. While this dramatic 
action is a sign of Palestinian frustration, it could also work to draw 
attention to the region and nudge the Israelis towards dialogue.  

  

https://www.calcalistech.com/ctech/articles/0,7340,L-3827151,00.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/middle-east/israel-tests-100000-to-prevent-pandemic-second-wave/articleshow/76074666.cms
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-04-08/israel-too-turns-to-china-for-covid-19-help
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/mladenov-pa-could-collapse-from-covid-19-economic-backlash-624447
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-palestinians-camps/packed-with-refugees-palestinian-camps-face-grave-threat-if-coronavirus-spreads-idUSKBN21K1BC
https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/en/fight-covid-19-palestinian-authority-pa-updated-may-25-2020/
https://thehill.com/policy/international/498621-palestinian-authority-president-says-no-longer-bound-to-commitments-with
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/25/palestine-cuts-off-all-ties-with-israel-and-us-is-it-a-bluff-mahmoud-abbas
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/25/palestine-cuts-off-all-ties-with-israel-and-us-is-it-a-bluff-mahmoud-abbas
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Jordan 

 

Figure 10. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Jordan as of June 4, 2020. 

Jordan imposed extremely strict controls soon after officially-reported 
cases hit double digits on March 15th. These came at short notice and 
without sufficient measures being taken to ensure that people would 
have access to essentials, leading to panic, crowds, and queues that may 
have increased the infection rate. A state of emergency was declared on 
March 19th, a curfew imposed on the 21st, and testing ramped up. As of 
this writing, reports seem to indicate a successful flattening of the 
curve, with restrictions being lifted and health officials expressing 
confidence in the country’s ability to deal with new infections. The 
drastic measures adopted in March seem to have kept a lid on the worst 
of the outbreak. Hydroxychloroquine has been approved as an antiviral 
medication for severe cases. 

  

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/25/middleeast/jordan-lockdown-coronavirus-intl/index.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-05/27/c_139090016.htm
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Lebanon 

 

Figure 11. Total confirmed COVID-19 cases in Lebanon as of June 4, 2020. 

Lebanon has been struggling with serious problems well before the 
pandemic. Its economy and healthcare systems were both affected by 
the Syrian refugee crisis, but much deeper problems are now coming to 
the fore. Much of Lebanon’s economy is dependent on imports - ranging 
from manufacturing to basic necessities, such as food and medical 
equipment. The country exports very little, leaving rapidly vanishing 
foreign investment as its primary source of foreign exchange. 
Unemployment has been increasing, and many small-to-medium 
enterprises are crumbling, leading to protests that began in October 
2019. The demonstrations only wound down with the imposition of 
progressively stricter lockdowns through the course of March.  

As of this writing, the lockdown appears to have temporarily bought 
some time to fight the pandemic, but there have not been any major 
improvements to healthcare capacity in the interim. Nor have there 
been solutions for the country’s economic woes. Many hospitals report 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-crisis-economy-insight/starved-of-dollars-and-drowning-in-debt-lebanons-economy-sinks-fast-idUSKBN20Z1FC
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that the government has not cleared their dues for years, and currency 
controls are making it extremely difficult to import equipment needed 
to fight the pandemic. The government also lacks the ability to support 
the large number of people who have lost livelihoods due to the 
lockdown. Public anger is already reasserting itself, with 
unemployment, inflation and a currency collapse provoking violent 
protests. Syrian and Palestinian refugees are also facing discriminatory 
measures. Cases among them have been reported, and their camps may 
be at further risk. 

The Challenges and Opportunities for India 

The spread of COVID-19 in West Asia adds a new and unpredictable 
dynamic to a region already marked by instability. While the spread of 
the disease may dampen conflict in Yemen, the Iran-U.S. confrontation 
has persisted. Similarly, while some leaders may be able to strengthen 
their positions now, the progress of the disease and its fallout could 
provide openings to their opponents. India needs to maintain focus on 
its key interests amid these highly fluid circumstances.  

The Context 

While India’s interests in the region have remained consistent for years, 
its approach to West Asia has changed. Faced with a volatile region riven 
by enduring and internecine rivalries, India’s leaders and diplomats had, 
until recently, attempted a delicate balancing act. Delhi has not only 
refused to be drawn into regional quarrels, it has also attempted to 
accord equal diplomatic weight to rivals like Saudi Arabia and Iran.  This 
made sense given both India’s varied interests and the presence of 10 
million of its citizens in the region.    

However, India’s economic rise over the last two decades along with 
shifts in the region’s politics have led to a marked improvement in 
Delhi’s relations with some of the Gulf’s conservative monarchies. The 
bulk of India’s hydrocarbon imports (about $70 billion annually) come 
from the region, making it an economic partner worth cultivating. 
Changes in Saudi Arabia’s priorities have also allowed it to draw closer 
to India. Riyadh has gradually scaled back or eliminated its funding for 
violent non-state actors and had become lukewarm in its engagement 

https://thearabweekly.com/lebanon-hospitals-facing-coronavirus-amid-medical-shortages
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/08/lebanon-direct-covid-19-assistance-hardest-hit
https://twitter.com/timourazhari/status/1242397767835758592?
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/protestors-in-lebanon-set-banks-on-fire-as-violence-flares-over-financial-crisis
https://www.timesofisrael.com/lebanon-closes-off-palestinian-refugee-camp-after-virus-cases-found/
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with traditional partner Pakistan, after it refused to send its troops to 
fight in Yemen.  

Evidence of India’s growing ties with Gulf monarchies abound. The UAE 
and Saudi Arabia are India’s third and fourth largest trading partners 
respectively (though India’s trade numbers with the UAE are no doubt 
inflated by indirect trade with Pakistan). Saudi Arabia’s state-owned oil 
firm, Aramco, has committed to a $35 billion investment in Maharashtra 
to build a refinery. It’s also in talks with Reliance Industries Limited (RIL) 
to buy a 20% stake in its petrochemicals division for $15 billion. The 
Saudis have also, on more than one occasion, said that India is a 
strategic partner in Riyadh’s Vision 2030, an ambitious plan to diversify 
the Saudi economy.  

India’s ties to the UAE and Saudi Arabia are also marked by frequent 
visits and consultations as well as shows of diplomatic support. In 
February 2009, the UAE made India as a guest of honour at a meeting of 
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) – a gathering that 
routinely witnesses anti-India rhetoric led by Pakistan. None of the Gulf 
monarchies criticised India’s bifurcation of Jammu and Kashmir into two 
union territories in 2019.  

However, India’s position among the Gulf countries suffered a setback 
recently after a series of incendiary or hateful comments made on social 
media by Indians residing in the Gulf. Emirati royal, Princess Hend Faisal 
Al Qassemi even highlighted an incendiary anti-Muslim tweet from an 
Indian living in the UAE. Later, the OIC’s Permanent Human Rights 
Commission urged India to protect its Muslim minority. India quickly 
moved to limit the damage. Prime Minister Narendra Modi tweeted 
against religious divisions followed by India’s ambassador to the UAE. 
While the trouble appears to be contained at the moment, it comes even 
as India negotiates the return of its out-of-work citizens from the UAE. 

 

Besides the deepening diplomatic and economic stakes, Delhi is also 
concerned about maritime security in the western Indian Ocean Region. 
It has already struck a deal with Oman to give the Indian Navy access to 
Duqm port on the Arabian Sea for logistics support. In the coming years, 

https://theprint.in/diplomacy/saudi-aramco-ready-with-35-bn-for-indias-refinery-project-weeks-after-oilfield-attacks/315392/
https://www.livemint.com/companies/news/reliance-saudi-aramco-accelerate-refinery-stake-sale-talks-11582033613436.html
https://www.deccanchronicle.com/nation/current-affairs/101219/india-is-strategic-partner-for-vision-2030-saudi-envoy.html
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/31982/Joint_Statement_on_Visit_of_Prime_Minister_of_India_to_the_Kingdom_of_Saudi_Arabia
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/india-invited-as-guest-of-honour-for-1st-time-ever-by-oic-delhis-big-pitch-in-islamic-world/articleshow/68125198.cms?from=mdr
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/saudi-arabia-uae-failed-condemn-india-kashmir-190911112648176.html
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/another-indian-expat-in-uae-sacked-for-islamophobic-post/article31328980.ece
https://twitter.com/LadyVelvet_HFQ/status/1250502022228566016
https://www.theweek.in/news/world/2020/04/19/oic-urges-india-to-take-urgent-steps-to-protect-rights-of-muslims.html
https://twitter.com/PMOIndia/status/1251839308085915649
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/discrimination-against-our-moral-fabric-india-to-its-citizens-in-uae-after-anti-muslim-posts/405538/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/02/india-gains-access-to-omans-duqm-port-putting-the-indian-ocean-geopolitical-contest-in-the-spotlight/
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India is likely to increase maritime cooperation with other countries in 
the Arabian Peninsula.  

The Challenges 

The most pressing concern for India now is its roughly 10 million 
expatriates in the region. COVID-19 has taken a toll on the region’s 
economies and many Indian migrant workers are now straddled with 
work permits that have expired or are about to expire. Up to 300,000 
Indians are formally seeking to leave the Gulf at a time when regular 
civilian aviation is at a near-standstill. For now, India’s evacuation 
project, dubbed Vande Bharat, is only bringing back those who will face 
deportation.  However, depending on how the global pandemic 
progresses, Delhi may need to plan to bring back many more of its 10 
million expats in the Gulf.   

To prepare for a potentially much larger evacuation, Delhi will not only 
need to mobilise its fleets of civilian aircraft but also the Indian Air 
Force’s airlift capabilities, and the Indian Navy’s amphibious vessels to 
bring back these citizens. The navy and air force are already preparing 
for such contingencies – the navy has already evacuated nearly 700 
Indian nationals from the Maldives on two ships. The government must 
integrate their efforts into a broader evacuation plan for West Asia. As 
part of these plans it will also have to be prepared to deal with the risk 
of infection. About 10,000 Indians in the Gulf are known to have 
contracted COVID-19. Any future evacuation will have to make plans for 
social distancing on flights and ships.  It will also be imperative to have 
clear quarantine and tracking measures in place for the returnees.  

Besides ensuring the safety and well-being of its citizens, the Indian 
government will also have to prepare for the potential economic fallout 
from tens of thousands, perhaps millions, of Indian expats returning 
home. These expats annually contribute around $40 billion to India’s 
foreign exchange reserves. According to a recent World Bank estimate, 
remittances to India from around the world are expected to fall by 23% 
in calendar year 2020. Applying that figure to India’s estimated $40 
billion annual remittances from West Asia, we can expect a fall of 
roughly $9.2 billion this year, which is well under 2% of India’ foreign 
exchange reserves and about 0.3% of its GDP. These figures assume no 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/over-3-lakh-register-in-gulf-as-government-prepares-for-biggest-evacuation-exercise-in-decades/articleshow/75560084.cms
https://www.news18.com/news/india/navy-air-force-give-final-touches-to-biggest-evacuation-plan-ever-to-bring-back-indians-stranded-in-gulf-nations-2597249.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/covid-19-navy-ship-carrying-698-stranded-from-maldives-arrives-in-kochi/story-L3bquALpDBwez8jE9ZJj3J.html
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/989721587512418006/pdf/COVID-19-Crisis-Through-a-Migration-Lens.pdf
https://www.livemint.com/market/stock-market-news/india-s-forex-reserves-up-1-62-million-at-481-08-billion-11588950007801.html
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2019/02/weodata/weorept.aspx?pr.x=27&pr.y=6&sy=2017&ey=2021&scsm=1&ssd=1&sort=country&ds=.&br=1&c=534&s=NGDPD%2CPPPGDP%2CNGDPDPC%2CPPPPC%2CPCPIPCH&grp=0&a=


India, COVID-19, and West Asia                                                                                   Takshashila Strategic Assessment  

7 June 2020  

24 
 

major upheavals of the sort that would necessitate a large-scale 
evacuation of Indians.  However, the return of even a small percentage 
of expats would mean both lower remittances and more people seeking 
employment in India’s constrained job market. To help returnees, the 
Ministry of External Affairs will reportedly circulate a database to the 
central and state governments to help skilled workers find productive 
employment. They might also consider sharing such information with 
private firms after securing the consent of returnees.  

Additionally, India should also hold bilateral talks with key Gulf states 
about once again finding gainful employment for the non-resident 
Indian (NRI) returnees. As economies in the region recover, they will 
inevitably need more Indian and other foreigners to take up jobs. Delhi 
can explore ways to facilitate and speed up the process for Indian 
nationals.    

The Opportunities  

India typically imports over $70 billion worth of oil and gas from West 
Asia, with Saudi Arabia and Iraq being its top two suppliers. With oil 
prices at record lows because of the pandemic, India should press hard 
for attractive rates through the rest of 2020 in what is essentially a 
buyer’s market. If prices begin to rebound, India could also join hands 
with China in nudging Gulf countries to slash the so-called “Asian 
premium” they add to the price of a barrel of oil.  

The pandemic also gives India an opportunity to play a crucial and 
constructive role in helping the region tackle the disease. Given India’s 
deep experience in the mass production of pharmaceuticals, vaccine 
development and manufacture, and in providing public health services 
on a large scale, it is in a unique position to be the medical supplier of 
choice for the region. India is already supplying Hydroxychloroquine to 
some countries. If other treatments like antivirals get approved later in 
2020, India must manufacture them aggressively for both domestic and 
foreign use. Similarly, if and when an effective vaccine is developed 
against the novel coronavirus, India must become a leading 
manufacturer and supplier to the world, including West Asia.  

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/over-3-lakh-register-in-gulf-as-government-prepares-for-biggest-evacuation-exercise-in-decades/articleshow/75560084.cms
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India should also work towards offering telemedicine services to West 
Asian countries during the pandemic. This would allow patients to avail 
of medical expertise without endangering themselves by stepping into 
hospitals and clinics. For this to work, India will need to work closely 
with the governments of wealth Gulf states to create guidelines to 
enable and regulate telemedicine.  

Over the longer term, these services - along with the crucial role India 
ought to play in providing treatments and vaccinations for COVID-19 – 
should help India position itself as the leading healthcare hub for 
patients from the region. While India is already a medical tourism 
destination for many from West Asia, widespread telemedicine would 
expand the market for Indian healthcare after the pandemic subsides. It 
would allow private hospitals to expand capacity and offer a variety of 
specialist care (which would also benefit Indians). It could also increase 
receptiveness to Indian pharmaceuticals.  

Finally, as India seeks investment from abroad, it should woo both 
companies and sovereign wealth funds from the Gulf. Besides pushing 
forward on the agreements with Saudi Aramco and Abu Dhabi National 
Oil Company to build a refinery, it must offer them and other state-
owned oil companies new opportunities. The government can also 
organise virtual roadshows to draw investment from the sovereign 
wealth funds of the Gulf into diverse sectors of the Indian economy. 
These funds would include Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund, Abu 
Dhabi Investment Authority, Investment Corporation of Dubai and 
Qatar Investment Authority. If India were to seek to deliver economic 
stimulus via infrastructure funding in the coming years, as part of its 
efforts to raise money, it could identify Saudi Arabia’s SAMA Foreign 
Holdings as a key partner to buy its sovereign debt instruments.  
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Conclusion 

The exact trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic in West Asia and its 
political and economic consequences are difficult to predict. However, 
we are likely to see an exacerbation of existing trends rather than an 
overhaul of them. Regardless, India must seize some key opportunities 
like buying oil and attractive rates and offering West Asian states 
sustained cooperation in pharmaceuticals and public health.  

India also needs to prepare for the worst. It must be prepared for a 
potential mass exodus of Indians from the Gulf, for political instability 
across the region, renewed violence and pandemic-induced 
humanitarian disasters in Yemen, Syria and Iraq, and skirmishes or 
stand-offs between rival states. The coming months are likely to be both 
taxing and rewarding for India’s diplomats in West Asia. 

 
 

 

 


