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Executive summary 
 

Part III of the Malaysia report focuses on the bilateral 
relations that Malaysia has enjoyed with GCC countries.   

Primarily targeting investors based in the Gulf or managing wealth from the 

region, the report also offers a general account of economic relations 

between the GCC and Malaysia and looks in detail at the development of 

bilateral trade and investment flows between it and individual Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries.  

 

 

Primarily targeting investors based in the Gulf or managing 

wealth from the region, the report offers a general account of 

economic relations between the GCC and Malaysia and looks 

in detail at the development of bilateral trade and investment 

flows between it and individual Gulf Cooperation Council 

countries. 

 

Who are we?  
 

Castlereagh Associates is a research and analysis company, which provides 

clients with key insights to support their decision-making and help them build a 

more competitive and resilient business on national, regional and global levels. 

 

 

Copyright © 2019 Castlereagh Associates- All Rights Reserved. Credits: Copyright © 

Shutterstock 
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List of terms: 
 

1MDB: 1 Malaysia Development Berhad, a sovereign investment vehicle 

whose funds were embezzled between 2009 and 2014. 

ASEAN: Association of South-east Asian Nations. 

Dakwah: General Malaysian term for missionary work, proselytism and 

Islamisation (from the Arabic word Dawah). 

FDI: Foreign direct investment 

FTA: Free trade agreement. 

GCC: Gulf Cooperation Council. 

IRGC: Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corp 

KSCIP: King Salman Centre for International Peace. 

PR/PH: Pakatan Rakyat/Pakatan Harapan is the current ruling coalition. 

QIA: Qatar Investment Authority 

UMNO: United Malays National Organisation, in power 1957-2018. 
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III. Political and economic 
Relations between Malaysia 
and GCC Countries:   
 
To better understand the dynamics of bilateral relations 

between the Gulf and Malaysia, this report includes an 

overview of the development of political and economic 

ties with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Iran, Turkey and Qatar. 

 

Relations at Stake:  
 
In order to understand the scope and potential limitations of investment in 

Malaysia, it is important to consider how political relationships between the 

governments of Malaysia and GCC countries have evolved in recent years 

and how the new Pakatan Harapan (PH) government is likely to shape future 

ties.   

 

Strengthening links with Malaysia and Indonesia is very important to Saudi 

foreign policy, as its relationship with both countries have soured in the few 

last years. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud was planning 

to visit Malaysia and Indonesia in February 2019 and sign a number of new 

agreements, but he suddenly cancelled the trip, without giving a reason why1. 

Some observers speculated that recent incidents which have alienated the 

Indonesian and Malaysian governments, including the handing down of the 

death sentence to several Indonesian workers in Saudi Arabia; the war in 

Yemen; and the involvement of Saudi money in the 1 Malaysia Development 

Berhad (1MDB) scandal, were behind the cancellation. However, it is more 

likely that the crown prince’s already busy schedule, which included trips to 
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Pakistan, India and China, caused him to put off the visit and that he will, as 

Saudi officials claim, reschedule it for a later date.  

 
The New Government and Foreign 
Policy:  
 

In light of the change in Malaysia’s government, it is crucial to explore 

whether current foreign policy, especially regarding Islamism and counter-

terrorism, will change or be reinforced. Links between PH government 

officials and the Muslim Brotherhood could herald a radical change whereby 

the country distances itself from Saudi Arabia and the UAE and instead 

draws closer to countries such as Qatar, Turkey, and even Iran.  

 

Malaysia significantly strengthened its relationship with Saudi Arabia during 

Najib Razak’s premiership, specifically on issues like counter-terrorism. In 

addition to joining the Saudi-led Islamic coalition against ISIS, it also 

instituted a crackdown on Madrasas inculcating fundamentalist views and 

renewed efforts to combat radical Islamist groups from Indonesia. The 

country also increased its cooperation with the international community to 

reduce oil imports from Iran in 2012, in line with UN-backed sanctions related 

to the republic’s nuclear programme.  

 

These previous commitments are likely to face some change under the ruling 

PH coalition, although not on any significant level. However, political 

observers should brace themselves for strong rhetorical changes. In June 

2018, shortly after his release from prison, Anwar travelled to Turkey to 

speak at the Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research. During 

his talk, entitled “The Future of the Muslim World”, Anwar spoke of the need 

to strengthen democracy in Muslim-majority countries. He said his 

coalition’s victory had only been possible because it had gained the support 

of all sections of society by promising to end corruption and strengthen 
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governance. He said that Qatari Islamic scholar Yusuf Al Qaradawi and former 

US Vice-President Al Gore had called him to say that while the state of 

democracy in the Middle East was “a picture of gloom and despair”, the 

Malaysian elections represented a new hope for democrats everywhere2. 

During the event, Anwar also congratulated Turkish President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan on his win in the June 2018 general elections in Turkey and praised 

him for being “one leader who shows courage against the powers in the 

world”. Erdogan, whose crackdown on the media and political opposition 

following the attempted coup in 2016 evoked criticism from international 

human rights and press freedom groups, is a long-time ally of Anwar’s and 

received his family when he was in prison during the 2000s. 

 

Although Mahathir and Anwar have not publicly outlined their foreign policy 

intentions, public statements made by them indicate where they stand on a 

number of key issues, including Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood and the role of 

the Gulf coalition in Yemen. Mahathir has publicly spoken about his 

opposition to the Saudi Arabian-led intervention in Yemen and, more broadly, 

Malaysia’s policy of non-interventionism. In November 2017 he sent a letter 

to Saudi officials asking them to cease military operations in Yemen and, at 

a “Stand With Yemen” event in Kuala Lumpur in February 2019 stated that 

his country would not rely on military alliances or strategic partnerships, and 

that it would not take sides in big power rivalries. From this it can be inferred 

that Malaysia will not side with either Washington or Beijing in the current 

US-China trade dispute.  

 

In a 2016 interview with the Iranian news outlet Asre Andisheh, Mahathir 

reportedly said that Israel would not exist in the next quarter century “as a 

terrorist state that threatens and murders Palestinians and occupies their 

territories” and that the US could not militarily defeat Iran3. Iranian President 

Hassan Rouhani called Mahathir on the 14th of June 2018 and exhorted him 

to boost bilateral ties with the Islamic Republic. On the Egyptian dossier and 

the broader Muslim Brotherhood issue however, Mahathir has shown that he 

is not as aligned to the Islamic group as Anwar is. In a speech given in Cairo 
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during Mohamed Morsi’s presidency in 2013, Mahathir called upon Egypt to 

adopt the Malaysian model in which economic transformation and political 

stability are key.  

 

Although it is undeniable that Mahathir and Anwar’s views differ both from 

each other and the previous government, it remains to be seen whether their 

opinions will impact the direction of Malaysia’s foreign policy. Anwar has so 

far avoided making public statements which disagree with Mahathir. In light 

of the current uneasy relationship between the Gulf and Malaysia, it could be 

beneficial for Gulf states to communicate their concerns in regard to the 

political changes and stress their commitment to cooperate with the country 

on counter-terrorism, justice and trade, so as to maintain close ties with this 

crucial South-east Asian economy. 

 

It is important to state the role that Islam has had, and may continue to play, 

in Malaysia’s foreign policy. Similar to other Muslim-majority countries, Islam 

has been one of the four pillars of Malaysia’s foreign policy since the six-day 

war and the burning of the Al-Aqsa mosque in Israel in 1967.  

 

Yet, the extent to which Islam has influenced foreign policy in Malaysia in 

practical terms has differed between administrations and depended heavily 

upon the prime minister’s personality and the balance he chose to strike 

between Islam and other key pillars of foreign policy, such as neutrality.  

 

Throughout the 1970s Malaysia adopted pro-Islam policies, working to 

bolster international Islamic organisations and conferences like the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation. During his first term in office, Mahathir 

reinvigorated ties with the Muslim world, particularly Arab countries. His 

stance on the role of religion in domestic and foreign affairs was commonly 

viewed as progressive and, although his positions on international affairs 

were at times far from moderate, he believed that Malaysia’s foreign policy 

should reflect the moderate face of Islam. While Anwar shares Mahathir’s 

progressive views on religion, there is no guarantee that there would be no 
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major policy changes under his leadership. So far, Anwar seems likely to 

pursue increased democratisation within the Muslim world and could seek 

support from such groups as the Muslim Brotherhood, which purports to gain 

legitimacy through popular support. 

 

At present, the changing relationship between Malaysia and the GCC 

countries has everything to do with their past support for previous 

governments’ idiosyncratic foreign policy.	It is highly likely that Malaysia's 

foreign policy will stabilise under Anwar, but the direction it will take remains 

difficult to ascertain. How he will deal with Malaysia’s underfunded military, 

the country’s relations with China or its role in the multilateral order remain 

open questions4. Anwar might be more vocal about China’s mistreatment of 

the Uighurs as he has already claimed to be in communication with Beijing 

about this issue. He may also seek ASEAN-wide support to challenge China’s 

stronghold in the South China Sea and could draw closer to the US to do so.  

 

Overall, the future direction of foreign policy and Malaysia’s relationship with 

key countries or groups and how this will impact GCC countries can only be 

speculated on. However, it is possible that Anwar and other key government 

figures, including Mohamed Azmin Ali, the minister of economic affairs, will 

develop a pragmatic foreign policy, based on Malaysia's long-standing 

practice of regional neutrality. Yet, a pragmatic approach would most likely 

lead to closer ties with Turkey and, to a limited extent, Iran, a route that 

perhaps Najib would not pursue, given his ties with some GCC countries.		
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Economic Ties between Malaysia and 
GCC Countries: 

 

Mahathir’s Look East Policy, which was implemented in 1981 and focused on 

securing investment from Japan, presented a challenge for West Asian 

nations seeking to build economic ties with Malaysia. This changed in the late 

1990s after the Asian financial crisis, as Malaysia moved to diversify its 

sources of foreign direct investment (FDI). This process began under 

Mahathir, who was historically very open to Saudi Arabia.	The kingdom, 

together with the UAE, now represent 70% of total trade between Malaysia 

and the GCC.  

 

By the end of the 2000s, under the premiership of Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, 

Malaysia was actively courting investors from the gulf, and the 2011 

Framework Agreement on Economic, Commercial, Investment & Technical 

Cooperation between it and the GCC is evidence of this growing relationship. 

After this agreement was signed, there was a gradual increase in 

investments from the GCC until Najib came to power, when large-scale 

investments from variety of sources, especially China and Singapore, 

accelerated, but were not always successful.  

 

With its marketplace of 600m people and strategic location as the gateway 

to ASEAN, Malaysia will remain a prime destination for GCC investors which, 

since the global financial crisis, have increasingly focused on Asia due to its 

potential to provide high returns. Asia’s share of GCC exports increased from 

14.8% ($688m) in 1980 to 37.1% ($4.2bn) in 2006. In 2013 South-east Asia 

accounted for 11% of GCC exports. The region has a huge demand for light 

sour crude, which abounds in Gulf reserves and is upgraded to sweet crude 

oil in Asian refineries. Malaysia, itself an oil-producing country, imports oil 

from the Gulf for its refineries, which produce refined products for re-export 

throughout the region. Malaysia produces 637,000 bpd and uses 829,000 

bpd, meaning that 192,000 bpd are imported daily, with the majority coming 
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from the UAE and Saudi Arabia.  

 

This is why several energy and investment companies from the Gulf, 

including Mubadala and Millennium Development Company are heavily 

involved in Malaysia. As has been mentioned, Islamic banking has also drawn 

Gulf companies like Kuwait Finance House, Al Rajhi Bank and Qatar General 

Insurance and Reinsurance Group.  

 

Although Singapore is the only regional country to sign an FTA with the GCC, 

Mahathir has indicated that he is willing to pursue a similar agreement with 

the GCC and ASEAN. While formal FTA talks stalled in the early 2010s some 

moves to establish a closer trading relationship were taken, most notably in 

2017, when a joint committee for the economy, trade, investment and 

technological cooperation was established at the Invest in Malaysia event in 

Abu Dhabi. However, the project has yet to yield concrete results. 

 

Saudi Arabia:  
 

While diplomatic relations between Malaysia and Saudi Arabia formally began 

in 1961, bilateral ties between the two countries stretch back many decades 

more. Historically, Malaysians travelled to the kingdom to undertake religious 

studies near Islam’s holiest sites. Tunku Abdul Rahman, who served as prime 

minister in 1957-1970, was a close friend of King Faisal bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 

and visited the kingdom in 1970. His successors did the same in the mid-

1970s and secured a consistent flow of financial assistance from the Saudi 

Development Fund to build religious institutions and support economic 

development. This assistance was often in the form of low-interest loans 

with a maximum interest rate of 4% per year and a grace period of 15 years. 
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PROJECTS IN MALAYSIA ENABLED BY SAUDI ASSISTANCE: 

 

Source: Middle East Institute, 18 June 2013, “Malaysia-Saudi Arabia Relations: Roots, Dimensions and 

Prospects” 

 

 Economic relations between Malaysia and the kingdom were at first 

unbalanced, with Malaysia the recipient of millions of dollars from Riyadh, 

either for Dakwah (missionary work, proselytism and Islamisation) or 

development assistance. However, when Malaysia’s economic development 

began to accelerate, it began to increase exports to Saudi Arabia, while 

maintaining the flow of assistance from Riyadh. Under the Najib government, 

relations became even stronger, culminating in Saudi Aramco’s pledge to 

invest in the Refinery and Petrochemical Integrated Development project in 

Johor in 2017. King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s visit to the country in May 

of that year also became a milestone in the two countries’ relationship.  

Project Location Loan Year 
University of 
Technology 

 
Medical Faculty of 

National University of  
 

Malaysia 
Land Settlement 

Project 
 

Pahang Tenggara 
Land Settlement 

Project 

Throughout Malaysia $200m  1976-1980 

Lepar Utara Land 
Settlement 

Pahang Region $14m  Prior to 1981 

Mahar Junior Science 
Colleges 

Kuala Lumpur Region $4m  Prior to 1981 

Four new district 
hospital 

N.A. $4m  Prior to 1981 

5 Hospitals Kedah, Kelantan, 
Terengganu 

$2.5m  1981-2003 

Second Phase of 
Penang Island Port 
Project and Timur-

Barat Highway 
Projects 

Penang and Kelantan $32.4m  1981-2003 
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The trip, which coincided with the Malaysia-Saudi Arabia Business Forum in 

Kuala Lumpur, resulted in the signing of seven memoranda of understanding 

(MOU)s worth $3bn, particularly in the fields of science, education, the halal 

industry, aerospace, construction, labour and news exchange5. The number 

of Saudi tourists in Malaysia increased by 60% from 2007 to 2016 to 

123,878 in 2016. 

 

Another area of close cooperation during this period was security. In 2017 

the Malaysian government announced plans to establish the King Salman 

Centre for International Peace (KSCIP), in Putrajaya, aimed at combatting 

terrorism and extremism. Malaysia also joined a Saudi-led military coalition 

to fight terrorism in the Middle East, a move that was at times domestically 

seen as a grave violation of the country’s neutral position, since the coalition 

was seen as a military bloc against Iran and directly responsible for the war 

in Yemen.  

 

Since the PH government came into power, relations have become colder 

between Riyadh and Kuala Lumpur, especially following the death of the 

journalist Jamal Khashoggi, which Mahathir said was unacceptable and an 

act of “extreme cruelty”6. Other members of the Cabinet, such as the Minister 

of Defence Mohamad Sabu, have also criticised Saudi policies and sought to 

limit Saudi-Malaysian cooperation on security. In mid-2018 Sabu announced 

that the Cabinet had decided to cancel the KSCIP and withdraw troops from 

Saudi Arabia, thus signalling that the new government is less than 

enthusiastic about following the Saudi line in the Middle East. 

 

With the aim of rekindling relations after the 1MDB scandal, in late 2018 Adel 

bin Ahmed Al Jubeir, then-minister of foreign affairs, met with Mahathir to 

give assurances that funds deposited into Najib’s personal accounts did not 

come from the Saudi government and that the kingdom was willing to fully 

cooperate on the 1MDB investigation7. In that year Saudi Arabia offered 300 

scholarships to Malaysian students to study in Saudi Arabia8. 
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With the political climate in Malaysia focused on democratic consolidation, 

and Saudi Arabia struggling to mend its reputation as a result of the 

Khashoggi case, it will be difficult but not impossible for the two countries to 

mend ties. Malaysia is concentrating its efforts on upholding its long-held 

commitment to neutrality and realigning its position within the wider Islamic 

world, so that it is not viewed as exclusively following the Saudi line. It is likely 

to push for warmer relations with Turkey and Iran, as well as Qatar, without 

making significant commitments. Economic relations between Malaysia and 

the kingdom are likely to continue to develop, although private Saudi 

investors may feel more reluctant to invest in Malaysian GLICs following the 

1MDB case. 

 

Alongside the UAE, Saudi Arabia is one of Malaysia’s most important regional 

trade partners. Between 1990 and 2013, bilateral trade increased 

substantially, from $260m to $3.6bn per year. There are, in fact, many areas 

of interest between the two countries. Being two of the biggest markets for 

Islamic banking, it is clear that significant banking ties have developed 

between Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. In 2006, Al Rajhi bank entered the 

Malaysian market. On the other hand, CIMB Islamic bank and Maybank also 

operate in the GCC.  

 

Saudi Arabia’s plans for economic diversification have also piqued the 

interest of Malaysian investors. Following the launch of the 9th Saudi 

Development Plan (2010-2014), the Malaysia External Trade Development 

Corporation, otherwise known as MATRADE, called upon businesses to tap 

into the Saudi market9. Likewise, the kingdom’s ambitious Vision 2030 plan 

has also prompted Malaysian businesses to invest in Saudi Arabia10. 

Domestic firms involved in projects in the kingdom include the railway 

company Express Rail Link, which is providing operational support to the 

Makkah Metro. Quite surprisingly, and in line with the objectives of Vision 

2030, Saudi Arabia ranks first in the GCC for non-oil exports to Malaysia, 

accounting for 54.2% of GCC non-oil exports to the country in 2015. During 

King Salman’s 2017 visit to Malaysia, Ibrahim Abdulaziz Al Assaf, then-
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minister of state, invited Saudi investors to explore new growth areas and 

advanced technological products so as to boost their cost-efficiency and 

value-adding potential.  

 

MALAYSIAN PROJECTS IN SAUDI ARABIA: 

Project Location Contractors Start Date
Shuaibah Independent 

Water & Power Project 

Shuaibah, Makkah 

Region 

Malakoff Corp, Khazanah and 

Tenaga Nasional 

2006 

Al Faisal University Riyadh, Riyadh Region Ahmad Zaki Resources   2002 

King Abdullah 

University of Science & 

Technology 

Thuwal, Makkah 

Region 

Ahmad Zaki Resources  2009 

Nourah Bint Abdul 

Rahman University 

Riyadh, Riyadh Region N.A. 2008 

Improvement of 

Jamarat Bridge and 

Mina area 

Mina, Makkah Region Persys  2007 

Kingdom/Jeddah Tower Jeddah, Tihamah 

Region 

Eversendai Engineering Group 2012 

Township Development 

of Jazan Economic City 

Jazan, Jazan Region MMC Malaysia Group 2006 

Jabal Omar 

Development Project 

Makkah Region United Engineers Malaysia 2008 

Operations and 

Maintenance of 

Makkah pilgrims train 

service 

Makkah Region Express Rail Link  2018 

Ras Tanura mega-

project  

Ras Tanura, Eastern 

Province 

N.A. N.A. 

Saudi Aramco Ras Al 

Khaimah Offshore 

Offshore, Ras Al 

Khaimah, UAE 

Eversendai Engineering Group 2017 

 Source: SCER 
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United Arab Emirates:  
 

Surprisingly, the UAE is Malaysia’s largest GCC trade partner and its FDI far 

outweighs that of other Gulf countries. The UAE is particularly well 

established in Malaysia’s oil sector as Mubadala Petroleum’s involvement in 

exploration efforts and the oil storage facility in Johor can attest. In 2015, 

the UAE accounted for nearly 40% of all GCC commodities exports to 

Malaysia, shipping $2.3bn in total, while Emirati oil to Malaysia accounted for 

46% of total GCC oil exports.  

 

 

Iran:  
 

Iran-Malaysia relations in the 1980s were primarily political, although 

economic ties were not fully neglected. At the end of the Iran-Iraq war in 

1988, the Malaysian minister of international trade visited Iran, and since 

then direct trade has shown healthy growth. President Mohammad Khatami, 

whose more moderate positions were popular with many Malaysia politicians 

at the time, including Mahathir and Anwar, visited Malaysia in 2002 and 

signed six cooperative agreements. In 2011 there were 130,000 tourists and 

70,000 students from Iran in Malaysia. Iranians were also the biggest 

participants in the My Second Home Programme, which allows foreigners 

who fulfil certain criteria to obtain 10-year, multiple-entry visitor visas.  

 

 Iranians are thus very much present in Malaysia: they form a large business 

community holding shares in thousands of companies and are part of a 

60,000-strong workforce employed by multinational corporations in 

Malaysia. They also constitute one of Malaysia’s largest foreign student 

contingents – at least twice the size of Saudi Arabia’s.  

 

Yet, Malaysia’s relationship with Iran remains contentious. On the one hand, 

it is ready to interact with the country and pay lip service to Iran’s right to 



pg. 17 
 

ECONOMIC RISK SERIES NO.2   |   MAY 2019 

conduct trade with the world and have a civilian nuclear programme. 

However, the sanctions imposed on Iran have tested ties between the two 

countries. Mahathir has already stated to the international press that US 

sanctions risk bottoming out Malaysia’s trade with the republic, and he is not 

ready to establish circumventing measures like China, India or the EU to 

evade them38.  

 

Because Iran is a Shi`a country with a reputation for engaging in covert 

action throughout the world, it is likely that Malaysia will carefully watch for 

any sign that the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is active on its 

territory. Indeed, Malaysia could be viewed by the IRGC as a potential base 

for it to engage in proxy conflicts in South-east Asia and connect with rebels 

in southern Thailand, the Rohingya in Myanmar and religious conflicts in 

Indonesia or the Philippines. In the early 1980s, Iran’s cultural and 

proselytism activities in Malaysia were strongly opposed by the government, 

which saw in Iranian Shi`a militancy a grave danger. Practice of this branch 

of Islam is currently banned in the country. 

 

However, Rouhani and Mahathir seem to enjoy amicable relations. The two 

leaders met at the UN General Assembly in September 2018 and promised 

to increase bilateral trade, focusing particularly on energy, joint ventures and 

scientific cooperation. While these goals may be difficult to achieve unless 

the US lifts its sanctions, they give some indication of the readiness of 

Malaysian and Iranian investors and producers to work together if and when 

this happens. Prior to the imposition of sanctions, a number of Malaysia’s 

energy companies were involved in Iranian oil and gas projects, such as 

professional project and asset services firm Worley Parsons, which worked 

on Siri Island, the location of Iran’s developing gas export hub. Iranian energy 

companies, such as Sadra, have also worked in Malaysia. In the 2000s, when 

strong secondary sanctions were absent, Iran was Malaysia’s fourth largest 

trade partner in West Asia, representing approximately 0.2% of the country’s 

total trade.  
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As a side note, it is important to state that in some important South-east 

Asian nations, Saudi Arabia’s investments seems to be trailing Iran’s. This has 

pushed Riyadh to increase its bilateral trade with countries like Indonesia. In 

2017, Iranian investments in Indonesia reached $14.3m against only 

$900,000 from Saudi Arabia. This underperformance from Saudi investors 

was seen as an important motive for King Salman’s visit to Indonesia in March 

2017, which followed the Indonesian president’s visit to Tehran in late 2016.  

 

 

Turkey:  
 

Relations with Turkey began in 1964 although Ankara had to wait until 1977 

for an official visit by the Malaysian prime minister. Since then, ties have 

strengthened considerably, especially from 2010 onwards, when the two 

countries began negotiations for a free trade agreement.  

 

While Turkey and Malaysia entertained close relations under Najib, who 

visited Turkey in 2011, cooperation is set to deepen further still as a result of 

the presence of pro-Muslim Brotherhood officials in the PH government, 

especially Anwar, who is particularly close to President Erdogan. In January 

2018, when Najib was still in power, Turkey announced it would set up a 

branch campus of the Ibn Haldun University in Malaysia and take over the 

Albukhary International University in Alor Setar, thus highlighting bilateral 

cooperation in the fields of education, science and research11. Turkey also 

has plans to establish a branch of its Maarif Foundation in Malaysia, which 

will focus on promoting joint ventures in education.  

 

In 2000, export volumes from Malaysia to Turkey far outweighed Turkish 

shipments to Malaysia, at around $200m compared to $40m. A decade later, 

trade remained modest and imbalanced, with Malaysia shipping $1.5bn 

compared to Turkey’s $182m. Products traded between the two countries 

include electrical and electronic products, textiles, chemicals, rubber 

products, iron, steel and machinery appliances. In those decades, 
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investments fared much worse than trade volumes. However, after the FTA 

came into force in 2015, bilateral trade increased substantially, reaching 

$3.4bn in 2017 – 47% higher than the previous year12. The two countries now 

hope to achieve $5bn in bilateral trade in the short term.  

 

Qatar:  
 

In spite of his strong ties with Saudi Arabia, Najib entertained good relations 

with Qatar. Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani visited Malaysia in October 

2017, a few months after it was targeted by a GCC blockade for its 

relationship with Iran and alleged support for terrorism groups13. The visit 

resulted in four MOUs focused on higher education, legal and judicial 

cooperation, and the training of diplomats.  

 

Economic ties between the two countries have continued to develop under 

the PH government. In November 2018, the Malaysian deputy prime minister, 

Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, visited Qatar with a large delegation from the private 

sector and a number of government bodies, including the Ministry of 

International Trade and Industry, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry 

of Finance and the Malaysian Investment Development Authority14. The 

group met with Sheikh Tamim, the Qatari minister of defence, heads of the 

Qatari Businessmen Association and the Qatar Chamber of Commerce. 

 

Malaysia’s relations with Qatar have remained unaffected by the economic 

blockade. In 2017, when the boycott began, bilateral trade increased by 

18.6% compared to the previous year and, following the recent high-profile 

visits, the two countries decided to establish a joint committee headed by 

the minister of foreign affairs of both countries and revive the Joint 

Technical Committee, first established in 2009, to further develop bilateral 

relations. Meetings are expected to get underway in the first half of 201915. 

 

Due to its size, Qatar represents a relatively small portion of Malaysia’s trade. 

In terms of oil and gas imports, Qatar is Malaysia’s 34th largest provider by 
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volume and its 56th largest export destination. However, investment inflows 

from Qatar are high: Qatari investors, such as the QIA and property 

development arm Qatari Diar Real Estate Investment Company, are engaged 

in a number of large-scale real estate projects, including the mixed-use 

developments Kuala Lumpur City Centre and Pavilion Kuala Lumpur and 

Mövenpick’s Chendering Resort and Spa16. Many investors and developers 

have entered joint ventures with local companies. for instance, Qatari Diar 

Real Estate’s subsidiary QD Asia Pacific has joined forces with KLCC 

Property Holdings to develop the Citi Tower at a cost of $1.3bn.  

 

Malaysian developers are also set to play a role as service-providers for the 

Qatar 2022 World Cup. A total of 15 Malaysian contractors are working on 

26 projects related to the event, worth some $3.6bn, in the contracting, 

infrastructure and hospitality sectors17. Participating companies include 

Malaysia Airport Holdings, Gamuda, Sime Darby, UEM Group and UEM 

Builders, Eversendai, WCT Engineering and Muhibbah Engineering. Since the 

blockade, Malaysia has become Qatar’s main import partner for steel over 

Saudi Arabia and continues to ship timber, electronic equipment and metal 

products to the country. Qatar’s exports to Malaysia include petroleum, 

chemicals, aluminium as well as light machinery and equipment.  
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