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Summary 

The United Arab Emirates’ (UAE) withdrawal from the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) and OPEC+ is the most consequential defection in the cartel’s history. It is the outcome of the 
convergence of five distinct pressures: long-term accumulated Emirati frustration over production quo-
tas, wartime disappointment at the Gulf Cooperation Council’s (GCC) inaction during Iranian attacks, 
deepening bilateral alignment with Washington, a long-term bet on autonomous market-share capture 
before peak oil demand, and a strategic rivalry with Saudi Arabia that the Iran war is likely to accelerate. 
  
The immediate market impact is paradoxically muted. The Strait of Hormuz remains effectively closed, 
with Gulf producers collectively shut in at roughly 9.1 million barrels per day (mbdp). The UAE, which 
had been limited by OPEC to producing 3.6 mbpd, now has an additional 1.2 mbpd in newly freed capac-
ity. But it cannot fully monetize it, despite the Habshan-Fujairah pipeline, which bypasses Hormuz with a 
capacity of roughly 1.7 mbpd. The pipeline is already operating near its limits, and its throughput falls far 
short of what unconstrained production would require. The long-term implications, however, are severe 
for the Saudi-led oil cartel: OPEC loses its third-largest producer and nearly 5 million bpd of capacity, 
Saudi Arabia bears an increased burden for price stabilization, and the credibility of collective production 
management is materially diminished. 
  
The OPEC exit is one expression of a larger change in Gulf strategic posture—the end of the hedging ar-
chitecture that Gulf states constructed between 2019 and 2025. The UAE has moved from strategic am-
biguity to explicit alignment with the United States and Israel, backed by Iron Dome deployments, Treas-
ury swap lines, and a de facto veto condition on U.S.–Iran ceasefire terms. The decisive variable for the 
region is how Saudi Arabia will react to Emirati self-assertion and its challenge to Saudi primacy. The UAE 
has once again set the regional agenda through unilateral action, and Riyadh is once again forced to re-
spond to facts it did not create. 

The Decision and Its Strategic Choreography 

The UAE’s decision to withdraw from OPEC and OPEC+ was not revealed in a single announcement but in 
a coordinated sequence of signals that together constitute the UAE’s explicit declaration of strategic in-
dependence from the Gulf order, casting even the future of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) into 
doubt. 
  
On April 27, Anwar Gargash, diplomatic adviser to the UAE president, delivered a public address at the 
Gulf Influencers Forum in Dubai, which was an indictment of the region's collective security posture. Gar-
gash declared that the GCC's response to Iranian attacks represented “the weakest stance historically,” 
that every Gulf state’s containment policy toward Iran had “failed miserably,” and that the region now 
faces a crisis of confidence “that will extend for decades.” He drew an explicit comparison to the 1990 

https://www.cnbc.com/2026/04/28/uae-opec-oil-iran.html
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Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. His most pointed remark was that he expected such weakness from the Arab 
League, he said, but not from the GCC. This was a direct address to Riyadh. 
  
The following morning, April 28, the UAE announced its withdrawal from both OPEC and OPEC+, effec-
tive May 1. The announcement, carried by state news agency WAM, framed the decision as reflecting 
“the UAE’s long-term strategic and economic vision and evolving energy profile.” Energy Minister Suhail 
al-Mazrouei confirmed that Abu Dhabi did not consult with Saudi Arabia or any other member state. The 
timing was chosen to precede an OPEC ministerial meeting scheduled for April 30 in Vienna, maximizing 
disruptive impact on the organization’s agenda. 
  
On the same day, Gulf leaders convened in Jeddah for a summit to discuss regional security in the after-
math of the Iran war. UAE President Mohammed bin Zayed did not attend, sending his foreign minister 
instead. At a summit convened to demonstrate Gulf unity after the most severe regional crisis since 
1990, the absence of the head of state most directly affected by that crisis is a deliberate statement. It 
signals that Abu Dhabi does not regard the GCC or Saudi Arabia’s stewardship of it as adequate. 
  
These three moves were staged within a twenty-four-hour window. They land on top of a bilateral archi-
tecture with Washington that the UAE has constructed over the preceding weeks: Israeli Iron Dome mis-
sile defense systems deployed on Emirati soil and operated by Israel Defense Force personnel, an emer-
gency dollar swap line backed by Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, and a reported UAE demand that any 
U.S.–Iran settlement explicitly guarantee freedom of navigation through the Strait of Hormuz—effec-
tively giving Abu Dhabi a veto condition over ceasefire negotiations. 
  
The cumulative effect is that the UAE is demonstrating that it has built an alternative security and eco-
nomic architecture outside the multilateral frameworks that Saudi Arabia has historically led, and that it 
is willing to publicly repudiate those frameworks while doing so. 

Five Drivers 

The Quota Grievance 
The tensions between the UAE and OPEC predate the current conflict by several years. Under OPEC+, the 
UAE has been producing approximately 3.6 million barrels per day, 30 percent below its installed capac-
ity of 4.85 million barrels per day. Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) has targeted 5 million bpd 
by 2027, a goal incompatible with quotas designed around Saudi Arabia's preference for price defense 
over volume. Abu Dhabi’s long-term strategy is to convert reserves into sovereign wealth while hydrocar-
bon demand retains value. Al-Mazrouei signaled this orientation as early as 2022, stating publicly that oil 
is “in decline mode” and that assuming its permanence is “wishful thinking.” 
  
The Iran war sharpened this calculus. The closure of the Strait of Hormuz demonstrated that the UAE’s 
entire revenue model can be switched off by a geographic chokepoint it does not control. That vulnera-
bility transforms the production constraint from a frustration into an existential risk: every barrel left in 
the ground under quota discipline is a barrel that may become permanently unshippable if the strait 
closes again. The urgency of monetizing reserves is no longer merely a function of energy transition 
timelines but of demonstrated geopolitical fragility. 
 
Wartime Injury and the GCC Failure 
Operation Epic Fury has fundamentally altered the UAE’s assessment of its regional partnerships. The 
UAE absorbed the most concentrated Iranian missile and drone strikes of any Gulf state. Gargash’s public 
criticism was notable for its target: not the Arab League, whose weakness he described as expected, but 
the GCC itself, whose political and military response he characterized as historically unprecedented in its 
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inadequacy. The subtext is that Abu Dhabi no longer regards the GCC as a reliable security multilateral 
arrangement. 
  
Remaining inside OPEC alongside Iran, the state that has been attacking Emirati territory and closing the 
strait through which Emirati oil must transit, had become politically untenable. The cartel’s collective 
production discipline, whatever its economic rationale, carries the practical effect of sustaining revenues 
for Tehran’s military apparatus. The UAE's exit eliminates this subsidy from its own national policy. 
 
U.S. Bilateral Alignment 
The withdrawal consolidates a series of bilateral moves that collectively represent the UAE’s most ex-
plicit alignment with Washington and Israel. For Washington, the UAE’s OPEC exit is enormously useful. 
President Trump has repeatedly attacked OPEC for inflating oil prices and linked U.S. military protection 
of Gulf states to their pricing behavior. A weaker cartel reduces the collective capacity of producers—
including Russia—to manage prices against American consumer interests. The exit also reinforces dollar-
denominated energy trade at a moment when alternative payment mechanisms (yuan, bitcoin) have 
gained traction through Iranian sanctions evasion. 
 
Post-Cartel Market Positioning 
The UAE’s long-term positioning reflects a judgment about the future structure of energy markets. Abu 
Dhabi has invested heavily in economic diversification and in clean energy partnerships, including a $100 
billion agreement with Washington and a 2050 net-zero pledge. This diversification provides a cushion 
against oil price volatility that most OPEC members lack. The UAE is betting that in a post-peak-demand 
world, autonomous producers with low extraction costs and diversified economies will prove more resili-
ent than cartel members limited by collective restraint. 
 
The Saudi-UAE Rivalry 
The four drivers above are significant on their own terms, but they acquire additional coherence when 
read against the backdrop of an accelerating strategic rivalry between Abu Dhabi and Riyadh that pre-
dates the Iran war and that the war has brought into the open. 
  
The fault lines have been accumulating for years. The Saudi-UAE coalition in Yemen, once the most visi-
ble expression of Gulf strategic alignment, fractured progressively as the two states backed opposing fac-
tions. That fracture became an open breach in late December when Saudi Arabia bombed a weapons 
shipment bound for Yemeni separatists backed by the UAE. Economically, the two states have been com-
peting over the same pool of international investment, tourism, corporate headquarters, and logistics 
infrastructure—a rivalry most visible in the Red Sea, where both states are positioning for dominance 
over trade routes and port networks. Within OPEC itself, the quota dispute was always in part a Saudi-
UAE dispute: quotas that served Riyadh's preference for price defense constrained Abu Dhabi's prefer-
ence for volume. 
  
The Iran war accelerated this rivalry by exposing a fundamental divergence in strategic priorities. The 
UAE absorbed disproportionate damage from Iranian attacks. Saudi Arabia, in the UAE's assessment, sat 
the crisis out, withholding the political and military commitment that Abu Dhabi regarded as the mini-
mum obligation of an ally. 
  
The choreography of April 28 makes the competitive dimension explicit. The simultaneous Emirati stag-
ing of an institutional departure, a public indictment, and a personal absence constitutes a structured 
challenge to Saudi leadership of the Gulf order. Abu Dhabi is demonstrating that it no longer accepts the 
legacy institutions through which Riyadh has historically exercised regional primacy, effectively signaling 
them for liquidation. 

https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/01/us-and-uae-sign-strategic-partnership-deal-to-spur-100-billion-in-clean-energy-investment-.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/01/us-and-uae-sign-strategic-partnership-deal-to-spur-100-billion-in-clean-energy-investment-.html
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/saudi-arabia-bombs-yemen-port-city-of-mukalla-over-weapons-shipment-from-uae-for-separatists
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/saudi-arabia-bombs-yemen-port-city-of-mukalla-over-weapons-shipment-from-uae-for-separatists


 JINSA  The UAE’s OPEC Exit: Strategic Implications for the Gulf Order 4 

  
The OPEC exit also carries a directly competitive economic logic. By freeing itself from production quo-
tas, the UAE increases Saudi Arabia's costs for maintaining cartel discipline while capturing the upside of 
unconstrained production for itself. This is a competitive move, and Riyadh now bears a greater share of 
the burden for price stabilization within a diminished OPEC, while Abu Dhabi pursues volume on its own 
terms. 
  
This episode is a recurring pattern in Gulf politics. The UAE has repeatedly set the regional agenda 
through unilateral action, leaving Saudi Arabia to react to facts not of its own choosing. The Abraham Ac-
cords normalized relations with Israel on Emirati terms before Riyadh had completed its own delibera-
tions. The Yemen intervention was initially a Saudi-led project that the UAE reshaped according to its 
own priorities and partially withdrew from on its own timeline. The primary reason this pattern recurs is 
that the UAE is more willing to take risks and act without consensus. It can move unilaterally because it 
does not claim to speak for anyone but itself. Saudi Arabia’s claims to transnational institutional author-
ity are precisely what constrain its decision speed and make it reactive. And each time the UAE acts first, 
that authority erodes a little further. 

The End of Gulf Hedging 

The most significant implication of the UAE’s OPEC exit may be what it reveals about the broader col-
lapse of the Gulf hedging architecture. Between 2019 and 2025, Gulf states constructed a posture of 
strategic ambiguity: diversifying security relationships beyond Washington, maintaining diplomatic and 
commercial channels with Tehran, engaging Beijing as an alternative partner, and operating within multi-
lateral frameworks (OPEC, the GCC) that balanced competing interests. 
  
That architecture is now in ruins. Iran’s attacks demonstrated that diplomatic engagement provided no 
restraint. The GCC's collective response demonstrated that multilateral solidarity provided no protection. 
The UAE has drawn the conclusion that bilateral alignment with the U.S. and Israel, backed by hard secu-
rity assets and financial guarantees, offers more reliable protection than any multilateral framework. 
OPEC is the first significant multilateral commitment from which the UAE is extracting itself. It likely 
won’t be the last. Time will show whether Abu Dhabi's model becomes the regional template for more 
states or remains an outlier. 
  
Two questions will define the Gulf’s trajectory in the coming months. The first is how Saudi Arabia re-
sponds to Emirati self-assertion — whether Riyadh follows Abu Dhabi into the post-hedging order, at-
tempts to reassert institutional primacy, or pursues an independent path that deepens the regional 
transformation. The second is whether the UAE can consolidate the strategy it is building in real time 
into a durable architecture. Abu Dhabi is experiencing a convergence of crisis, opportunity, and self-as-
sertion that is redefining its role and identity as a regional power in real time. Whether that moment 
produces a stable new strategy will depend on variables the UAE does not fully control. To a large de-
gree, the outcome depends on the Saudi response, which might include the consolidation of a new re-
gional anti-UAE-Israel axis. 
 


