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Executive Summary

    The Global Stratalogues Roundtables, held at the UK Houses of Parliament, convened inter-
national leaders across government, technology, academia, and civil society to explore critical 
intersections between artificial intelligence (AI), accessibility, and inclusive infrastructure. Dis-
cussions centered on the ethical deployment of AI, the role of inclusive design in digital systems, 
and strategies for embedding accessibility from the outset of technological innovation. The 
roundtables produced clear consensus: accessibility must no longer be treated as an ancillary 
goal, but as a foundational principle guiding the governance and application of AI systems. This 
briefing outlines key insights and policy recommendations derived from the proceedings, with 
specific emphasis on scalable solutions for governments, institutions, and technology providers.

Context and Problem Definition

     The accelerated deployment of AI across public and private domains has outpaced existing regula-
tory and design frameworks, resulting in systemic exclusions for persons with disabilities and digital-
ly underserved populations. Despite the increasing recognition of digital rights and the importance 
of inclusive systems, most AI infrastructure—spanning education, finance, health, and urban mobili-
ty—remains inaccessible to individuals whose identities fall outside of majority data representation.

     Emerging challenges include algorithmic bias, opaque decision-making, exclusionary data practic-
es, and the absence of participatory design mechanisms. The problem is not one of technological in-
capacity, but of governance structures that fail to mandate inclusion, ethical audit, and accountability 
in AI development. Inaccessible AI not only deepens the digital divide, but exacerbates pre-existing 
inequalities across education, income, and mobility.
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Riyadh (Riyadh Daily)

Global Award presented to Dr. Talal Alharbi in the UK Parliament

Global Stratalogues is delighted to announce Dr. Talal Alharbi and Heather Mills as the recipients of its Global
Stratalogues Award to honor and recognize their groundbreaking work and unwavering dedication to advancing

accessibility and fostering inclusivity on a global scale. Dr. Talal Alharbi was honored for his pivotal work advancing
accessibility in Saudi Arabia.  

The awards were presented at the closing dinner of the Global Stratalogues, which concluded three impactful days
of discussions in the House of Lords and the House of Commons in the UK Houses of Parliament recently. The
discussions focused on exploring the intersection of technology and design to enhance human potential and city

infrastructure to improve inclusivity. 

Together, these awards highlighted the far-reaching importance of accessibility across sectors and regions. Lord
Erroll, who presented the awards, emphasized their global significance: "Dr. Talal Alharbi and Heather Mills are
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shining examples of how dedicated individuals can bring about meaningful change on a global scale. Their tireless
efforts remind us of the power of collective action to break down barriers and create a world where accessibility and
inclusion are not aspirations but realities." 

Dr. Alharbi is the leading accessibility expert for giga projects in Saudi Arabia. He spearheads strategic initiatives to
ensure universal accessibility and seamless access to essential services across the groundbreaking developments.
His work is pivotal in shaping the infrastructure for major global events, including the Riyadh Expo 2030 and the FIFA
World Cup 2034, reinforcing Saudi Arabia’s commitment to inclusivity and world-class standards. 

Welcoming the award, Dr. Alharbi stated, "I dedicate this award to my country for providing the necessary resources

and platforms for individuals like me to thrive. This recognition is a testament to the collective efforts of many, and I
am honored to be part of a community that values accessibility and inclusion. I am especially thankful to our
respected leader, HRH Prince Mohammed bin Salman, Crown Prince, and Prime Minister, whose visionary initiatives
under Vision 2030 have paved the way for endless possibilities and progress." 

“Heather Mills, a renowned advocate and philanthropist, has made an indelible mark on the world through her
tireless efforts to improve the lives of individuals with disabilities. Her journey, shaped by her personal experiences,
has inspired a global movement for equality, accessibility, and empowerment. Heather Mills epitomizes the
transformative power of leadership and resilience," said Oscar Wendel, Chairman of Global Stratalogues. "Her

contributions have set new benchmarks for what is possible in creating a world that values and includes individuals
of all abilities."  

Heather commented: “I am hugely honored to be recognised by Global Stratalogues and the exceptional work that
Oscar Wendel and his team do in driving a more inclusive and sustainable future. It is crucial that we continue to
make disability and disabled people visible in a world where far too many people have a story to tell of fighting to

belong. I hope this award helps to continue the progress made in accepting, acknowledging, and representing
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Partner Content

Leveraging AI and Design for a 
Competitive Edge in Accessibility
Exploring how AI and universal design principles can drive innovation, ensuring 
inclusivity and accessibility in both digital and physical spaces for a diverse global 
population.

Brain-Computer Interfaces: A Game-
Changer or Ethical Minefield?

BCIs such as Elon Musk’s Neuralink 
offer revolutionary potential for 
people with locked-in syndromes or 
disabilities that impair communication. 
Uthman explained that these devices 
could allow people to type or speak 
simply by thinking, a breakthrough 

Optimising Design and AI to Gain a 
Competitive Edge with Accessibility 
and Inclusivity 

The inaugural Global Stratalogues 
was held in Dubai in partnership with 
MEA Business. The overriding theme 
was the role of AI in augmenting 
human abilities and improving our 
living environments, while considering 
the dual nature of AI as both a tool for 
empowerment and a source of ethical 
dilemmas. How can a level playing field 
be ensured rather than technology 
deepening existing inequalities? 
The panel’s discussions laid the 
groundwork for future conversations 
about how AI and technology can be 
leveraged to create a more inclusive 
world where accessibility is a right, not 
a privilege.

Uthman Ali, Chief Responsible AI 
Officer of BP, highlighted how AI can 
improve the living conditions of people 
with disabilities and special needs 
or, as referred to in the UAE, ‘people 
of determination’. A key concern is 
algorithmic bias in AI technologies. 
Digital assistants are impacted by 
something as simple as poor-quality 
headsets or a diverse accent, which 
can lead to misinterpretation. Facial 
recognition systems often discriminate 
against people with darker skin tones 
or disabilities because of inherent 
biases in training data. To truly achieve 
accessibility, Uthman argued that AI 
tools must adapt to the needs of all 
users, including those in wheelchairs 
or people with speech impediments. 

The development of AI must prioritise 
inclusivity from the outset. “The most 
interesting thing to me,” he said, “is the 
ethics of brain-computer interfaces 
(BCIs),” which have the potential to 
restore communication for people 
with disabilities, but which also raise 
deep ethical concerns about control, 
consent, and privacy.

   Leaders at Global Stratalogues explore AI and design, paving the way 
for an inclusive digital and physical world. 

From left: Andrew Whitworth, PhD, Former Policy Director of Ripple, 
Anu Jain, CEO, Nexus Cognitive (Led the Watson program at IBM as 
General Manager of Media & Entertainment), Aaron Mc Daid, Principal, 
Design Confidence, Uthman Ali, Global Chief Responsible AI Officer, 
BP, Dr. Marwan Al Zarouni, CEO of AI, Dubai Economy and Tourism, 
Dr. Rukiya Deetjen Ruiz, Learning Disabilities Expert and Special 
Olympics UAE organizer, Yahya Jan, President & Design Director, NORR 
Group (Architect of World’s Tallest Hotel, Ciel Tower), Oscar Wendel, 
Chairman, Global Stratalogues
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Department, noted Dubai’s push for 
inclusivity extends into everyday 
interactions, from voice-activated 
elevators to multilingual and 
accessible staff. This approach 
illustrates how universal design, 
when integrated into urban planning, 
can make a city like Dubai more 
welcoming to all. “You’ll see even 
on the airplane, the materials ... 
entertainment for the blind, content 
for the hearing impaired,” Dr. Marwan 
said. Dubai’s inclusive infrastructure 
extends to voice-activated elevators, 
Braille signage, and staff trained to 
assist people with various needs, 
making the city a model of accessible 
urban design.

The Unique Opportunity of Giga 
Projects

Dr. Talal Alharbi, Accessibility Expert 
for Giga Projects, said in preparation 
for Expo 2030 and the World Cup 
2034, the focus on accessibility is a 
priority. “Our commitment is to provide 
seamless accessibility that not only 
meets but exceeds global standards. 
We are learning from international 
best practices to create a memorable 
experience for everyone, from the 
moment they leave home to the time 
they return. With full support from our 
leadership, we are working tirelessly 
to ensure that these events set a new 
benchmark in accessibility.”

About Global Stratalogues: 

Global Stratalogues fosters industry 
collaboration and knowledge-sharing 
by hosting experts from diverse fields 
to address challenges. By engaging 
leaders in meaningful conversations 
to explore innovative technology and 
design solutions, Global Stratalogues 
aims to drive progress toward 
accessibility and equality in urban 
and digital environments. The next 
session, which will include dinners, 
roundtables, and workshops, will take 
place at the House of Lords in the UK 
Parliament from January 13 to 15.  

in accessibility technology. However, 
this raises profound ethical questions, 
especially as the line between 
humans and machines blurs. BCIs 
could also exacerbate inequalities if 
they shift from accessibility tools to 
cognitive enhancers, giving those who 
can afford them a distinct advantage. 
The first country to regulate BCIs, 
Chile, introduced the Neuroprotection 
Bill, establishing the right to mental 

augmentation and free will in the age 
of brain implants. This legislation 
aims to safeguard individuals from 
manipulation or coercion through such 
devices, a critical issue as technology 
advances.

AI and Tourism: Making Cities 
Accessible for All

Dr. Marwan Al Zarouni, CEO of AI 
for Dubai’s Economy and Tourism 

   From Left: Oscar Wendel (Global Stratalogues), Aaron Mc Daid 
(Design Confidence), Dr. Talal Alharbi (Accessibility Expert on Giga 
Projects), Peter Stephenson (Hydrock)

  The most interesting thing to 
me,” said Uthman Ali, Chief Responsible 
AI Officer of BP, “is the ethics of brain-
computer interfaces (BCIs),” which have 
the potential to restore communication 
for people with disabilities, but which also 
raise deep ethical concerns about control, 
consent, and privacy.
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The recent Global Stratalogues’ 
roundtables on accessible design, 
which took place in Dubai, shed light on 
accessible design. They explored how 
accessibility influences property value, 
financing, long-term sustainability and 
building safety in the UAE and GCC. The 
session brought together industry leaders 
from diverse fields, including real estate, 
banking and fire safety, to discuss how 
accessible design can unlock hidden 
value in the real estate sector.

Accessible design is not only a legal 
requirement in the Middle East but also 
a strategic imperative for enhancing 
building and fire safety. By prioritising 
accessibility, real estate developers and 
property owners can create environments 
that are safer, more inclusive and 
ultimately more valuable.   

The concept of accessible design in real estate and urban planning 
has gained considerable traction as industry professionals and 
policymakers begin to recognise its profound impact on building 
safety and overall quality of life. Oscar Wendel, Chairman, Global 
Stratalogues, shares more

Accessibility, often associated 
with inclusivity, plays a crucial role in 
enhancing building safety and security. 
By designing spaces that are easy to 
navigate for everyone, including people 
with disabilities, we inadvertently 
improve safety protocols and create a 
space that can expedite evacuations 
during emergencies. Additionally, by 
accommodating diverse user needs, we 
strengthen overall security measures, 
making spaces safer for all.

Well-designed buildings with 
accessible features, such as ramps, 
elevators and clear signage, facilitate easy 
evacuation in emergency situations. In 
the event of a fire, accessible pathways 
and clear escape routes can significantly 
reduce the risk of injury or loss of life. 
Additionally, accessible features like 

wider doorways and lower countertops 
can improve the efficiency of firefighting 
operations, allowing emergency 
responders to reach and assist individuals 
with disabilities more effectively.

Talking at the roundtable, Aaron 
McDaid, a Middle East leader in Design 
Confidence, said: “You can’t just design 
to comply; you’ve got to figure out how to 
get people out of a building in emergency 
situations. We looked at areas that would 
be safe for people with disabilities in 
the fire stairs. These areas would have 
communication systems to connect with 
the fire control room.”

The growing demand for 
accessible design
As Dubai’s demographic shifts, accessible 
design is critical to attracting high-
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net-worth individuals and retirees, 
groups increasingly focused on ease of 
access and quality communal facilities. 
Villa communities, for example, are 
increasingly prioritising accessible 
features to accommodate older residents 
and retirees seeking more comfortable, 
accessible living environments. This 
demographic shift towards long-term 
residency has boosted interest in 
accessible designs, especially in high-
demand communities. Developments 
that integrate accessibility, such as Town 
Square, are serving as models for creating 
inclusive communities that accommodate 
families, seniors and people with 
disabilities alike.

Retrofitting older properties  
for accessibility
One of the crucial points underscored by 
the panelists at the roundtable was the 
importance of retrofitting older properties 
to meet contemporary accessibility 
standards, especially as newer regional 
Giga projects set benchmarks for 
accessible and sustainable design. 
Retrofitting these older buildings is 
a financial investment and a way to 
secure long-term value as demand for 
inclusive living spaces grows. While new 
developments incorporate accessibility 
by design, older buildings often require 
extensive modifications. Retrofitting 
older properties will be crucial to remain 
competitive, especially in an evolving 
landscape where accessible spaces are 
increasingly valued.

Leveraging AI to enhance 
accessibility
The discussions explored how 
advancements such as artificial 
intelligence (AI) can enhance accessibility 
and improve urban planning. AI 
technology allows developers to monitor 
comfort levels and behaviour patterns 
in real-time, enabling developers to 
identify and address accessibility needs 
more effectively. By analysing data from 
security cameras and sensors, developers 
can pinpoint areas lacking accessibility 
and implement timely changes to improve 
the user experience. This data-driven 
approach allows city planners and 
developers to simulate and predict the 
effects of accessibility decisions, enabling 
them to adapt spaces to meet users’ 
needs better.

AI applications, such as those used in 
Dubai Mall, where visitor satisfaction is 
gauged through facial expressions and 

movement patterns, are examples of how 
technology can improve user experience. 
By allowing real-time adjustments 
based on visitor feedback, AI is helping 
developers design inclusive and 
comfortable spaces for all users.

Competitive edge through 
accessibility and quality design
In an increasingly competitive market, 
accessibility is seen as a significant 
advantage. Accessible spaces benefit 
those with specific needs and enhance 
the overall experience for all users. 
Accessibility considerations are becoming 
points of differentiation in the property 
market as more buyers and renters 
prioritise inclusive and high-quality 
spaces. Accessible and inclusive designs 
align with a growing market demand for 
spaces that provide comfort, security and 
ease of use.

Developers and consultants are 
encouraged to go beyond government-
mandated accessibility standards, viewing 
these requirements as a starting point 
rather than an endpoint. Stakeholders 
in the real estate sector are beginning to 
see accessibility as a factor that enhances 
brand reputation, with accessible 

properties seen as more desirable and 
ultimately more valuable. This approach 
aligns with a broader vision of creating 
welcoming, inclusive spaces that offer an 
improved quality of life for residents.

Accessibility as a  
long-term investment
Ultimately the roundtable concluded 
that accessibility should be viewed not 
as an expense but as an investment 
in property value and quality of life. In 
today’s evolving market, incorporating 
accessibility meets more than just a niche 
need; it represents a future-oriented 
approach where buildings cater to 
everyone, ensuring spaces are usable, 
safe and welcoming. This commitment to 
accessible design is poised to shape the 
future of real estate in Dubai and enhance 
urban life across the GCC.

Accessible design offers tangible 
benefits, from attracting a wider audience 
to maintaining long-term value and 
fostering inclusive communities. As the 
real estate market evolves, accessible 
design is increasingly being recognised 
as a core aspect of property value, 
contributing to a more sustainable and 
inclusive future. 

FIRE SAFETY  |  ACCESSIBLE DESIGN

Above: Maryan Haidar, Accessibility Consultant; Mark Painter, Principal, Design 
Confidence; and Oscar Wende, Global Stratalogues
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From left: Oscar Wendel, Aaron Mc Daid and Dr Talal Alharbi

Saudi Arabia's ambitious giga projects took center stage at the inaugural Global Stratalogues roundtable event held in Dubai last month (October
11 to 16), sparking discussions on how cutting-edge design and artificial intelligence (AI) are shaping a new era of accessibility and inclusion in
urban development.
 
The series of high-level, closed-door roundtables featured influential industry leaders focusing on the potential of technology and design to
enhance the user experience by improving accessibility in the built environment. Discussions covered ethics, design, policy, and practical
applications, revealing profound shifts in attitudes toward integrating AI to enable more inclusive societies.
 
The opening roundtable highlighted Saudi Arabia's giga projects as leading the way in creating futuristic, sustainable cities. A key component is the
prioritisation of accessibility and inclusivity.  
 
The panellists pointed out that accessibility is a core component of making sure that projects provide the right experience and design for
accessibility should take into account all people of ages and physical abilities. 
 
As cities grow and new urban projects take shape, the need for accessible design is more important than ever. Dr Talal Alharbi, an accessibility
expert for giga projects, stressed that accessibility is not just about meeting regulatory requirements, but creating environments where all people,
including those with disabilities, can navigate independently. "Accessibility is for all. When you design an accessible environment, everyone
benefits. Even in a building, people will choose a smooth ramp over stairs," he said.
 
For Dr Alharbi, accessibility is fundamental to Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, which aims to create inclusive cities for all, regardless of physical ability.
“We are thinking about accessibility and inclusion not just for visitors but for employees and everyone involved in Vision 2030. Accessibility is no
longer a choice. It’s an integral part of our vision.”
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The importance of incorporating accessibility early in the design process was also highlighted. "We start thinking about accessibility from the very
early pre-concept, concept and design stage. When we engage consultants early, we find that they can sort out issues and deliver what we’re
looking for," noted Dr Alharbi.
 

 
Oscar Wendel, Chairman of the Global Stratalogues, opened the discussion by reflecting on the scale and ambition of Saudi Arabia’s giga projects,
comparing them to Dubai's monumental achievements. However, these projects also require thoughtful planning for long-term sustainability and
inclusivity. Wendel noted: “When designing ambitious projects that have never been done before, you have to take your thinking beyond the
codes.”
 
Aaron McDaid, Middle East Leader at Design Confidence, a leading building regulatory and engineering services consultant to the construction
industry, echoed that while codes and standards provide a foundation, true innovation in accessibility comes from considering users' specific
needs. “When designing ambitious projects, it is all about understanding the regional challenges and the fact that we have many diverse
nationalities and cultures.”
 
According to McDaid, a key advantage of Saudi Arabia's giga projects is that they are being built from scratch. This presents a unique opportunity
to integrate accessibility rather than retrofitting buildings later. “The giga projects allow for this to be embedded into the design philosophy,” he
explained. ”This forward-thinking approach ensures compliance and enhances the overall experience for all users, particularly those with
disabilities.”
 
Dr Alharbi explained how accessible design creates societal and economic benefits. "Studies show that accessible buildings have more visitors and
better economic returns than those that are not accessible. If you start thinking about accessibility from the blueprint, it costs nothing, but
retrofitting later can be very expensive."
 

 
Despite these promising developments, cultural and societal barriers still exist. Dr Alharbi pointed out that in some parts of the region, there is still
a stigma associated with disability, which can hinder progress toward true inclusivity. "There is a cultural issue when it comes to disability in our
region. Often, families hide their disabled members, thinking it will affect their reputation. To create real change, people with disabilities need to
be visible and part of the community."
 
However, he also noted that awareness is growing, along with decision-makers’ willingness to support accessibility initiatives and shift the
narrative around accessibility in the region.
 

 
A major theme throughout the discussion was the role of regulation in ensuring that accessibility remains a priority in urban development. McDaid
discussed how regulatory regimes can enforce accessibility standards: Regulatory approvals have pushed the level of compliance higher. For
example, in projects like Expo 2020, best practice guidelines were developed by studying various international standards, which were applied not
only across the event’s public realm but also numerous pavilions, he stated.
 
However, enforcing these regulations remains a challenge. Dr Alharbi highlighted the shortage of accessibility consultants in the region. More
experts need to be trained, especially as current consultants often lack the necessary expertise to address all aspects of accessibility.
 

 
A key takeaway from the roundtable was the need for a holistic approach to accessibility and considering the overall user experience, from
transportation to the building itself. "It is about keeping a couple of different solutions to try to achieve the ultimate goal," McDaid said. For
example, ensuring that parking for people with disabilities is close to the entrance or that public areas are shaded to mitigate the region’s high
temperatures are small details that can significantly enhance the overall user experience.
 
Furthermore, the inclusion of people with disabilities in the design process itself is critical. As Dr Alharbi pointed out: “If you hire people with
disabilities, you will start to think about accessibility.”
 

As Saudi Arabia continues with its giga projects, accessibility and inclusion must remain at the forefront of the conversation. By incorporating best
practices from around the world and thinking beyond compliance, these new developments have the potential to set a global standard for
inclusive urban design.
 
Peter Stephenson, Director at Hydrock, multidisciplinary engineering design consultancy, noted: “The whole key is the user experience. It is critical
for the branding of giga projects.” By ensuring that cities are accessible to all, Saudi Arabia is not only fulfilling its Vision 2030, but also creating
spaces that will stand as a testament to human achievement for generations to come, he added
 
Global Stratalogues fosters industry collaboration and knowledge-sharing through a series of forums and roundtable discussions.The platform
hosts events like the Accessibility Design Roundtables, which gather experts from diverse fields - including real estate, architecture, finance, and
corporate leadership - to address pressing issues in accessible design and inclusive spaces. The forum highlights challenges, and explore
innovative solutions for creating inclusive environments by engaging leaders in meaningful conversations to drive progress toward more
accessible and equitable urban spaces globally.-
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Decoding America’s Trade Reset For 
Middle Eastern Financial Strategy

For the Gulf, this is not a time to hedge 
in silence. It is a moment to craft 
forward-leaning strategies: deepen 

intra-regional trade, enhance domestic 
production capacity, invest in digital and 
green infrastructure, and assert financial 
independence in a contested global system.

The End Of A Global Consensus: The 
Beginning Of Strategic Sovereignty
Is globalisation unravelling, or is it being reengineered into 
a more reciprocal and resilient system? For Middle Eastern 
financial institutions that have flourished in a world of open 
capital markets, America’s increasingly assertive trade 
reset—built around tariffs, reshoring, and bilateral leverage—
represents a pivotal shift. This transition, while disruptive, 
also presents an opportunity. As the global economy pivots 
from decades of liberal interdependence toward strategic 
nationalism, those who anticipate and adapt early will find 
themselves not at the margins of power, but squarely at its 
crossroads.

Donald Trump’s trade doctrine, whether implemented during 
his presidency or lingering through his influence, must be 
understood as more than populist rhetoric. It is realist policy 
in action. At its core is a desire to reframe globalisation 
from a moral imperative to a strategic transaction. Trump’s 
characterization of “rip-off trade” with partners like Canada, 
the EU, and China was not just political theatre. It tapped 
into long-standing economic grievances—chief among them 
the offshoring of American industry and the hollowing out of 
domestic value chains.

Take Canada’s $63 billion trade surplus with the United States. 
What had long been tolerated as the cost of alliance became, 
in Trump’s framing, a liability—a sign that even friends were 
benefiting from American largesse. As political tides shift 
across the Western world, these kinds of trade imbalances 
are no longer politically tenable. Populism is not the cause but 
the consequence of a system that many feel no longer serves 
national interests.

by Oscar Wendel

Trump’s now-famous line, “they don’t have anything 
we can’t do ourselves”, crystallizes the new orthodoxy: 
economic sovereignty must take precedence over liberal 
interdependence. This is not a retreat into isolationism, but a 
strategic reordering and a move toward national fortification. 
For the United States, it means reviving core industries: energy, 
automotive, fertilizers, and semiconductors. For others, like 
China, it means hedging against American exposure through 
“dual circulation.” For the Gulf, it demands a reassessment of 
financial posture and a recalibration of risk.

From Interdependence To Regional 
Anchors: The Middle East As Strategic 
Bridge
The post-Cold War promise of seamless global integration is 
receding. What is emerging in its place is not deglobalisation 
per se, but a form of “deglobalisation”, one that is regional, 
selective, and shaped by sovereign interests. Middle Eastern 
economies are uniquely positioned to thrive in this environment, 
but only if they proactively transition from passive beneficiaries 
to strategic intermediaries.

Global integration is not disappearing; it is being restructured. 
The new order will be built not on multilateral orthodoxy, 
but on a mosaic of regional alliances, diversified trade 
corridors, and bilateral agreements. This evolution offers Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) nations a rare chance to step into 
a more prominent role: not just as energy exporters or financial 
centres, but as geopolitical and logistical bridges connecting 
reshoring Western powers with rising Asian economies.

Dubai, Riyadh, and Doha have already begun to capitalize 
on this shift. Sovereign wealth funds are aligning investment 
strategies with long-term infrastructure priorities. Regional 
supply chains are being fortified. Regulatory regimes are 
being updated to attract new categories of capital. These are 
not cosmetic adjustments, they are the foundation of a new 
economic model based on resilience over reliance.

Deglobalisation, contrary to its most alarmist interpretations, is 
not about building walls. It is about recalibrating dependencies. 
As Trump’s treatment of Canada demonstrated, allies are no 
longer immune from scrutiny. The new logic of trade is not 
ideological, it is transactional. In this landscape, the Middle 
East can no longer afford to define its role by historic patterns 
or inherited alignments. It must stake out new ground.
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Oscar Wendel is Editor-at-Large at MEA-Finance and 
the Founder of Global Stratalogues, a high-level forum 
exploring the intersections of finance, technology, 
and geopolitics. He has led content development and 
global strategy for some of the world’s most influential 
platforms, including serving as Senior Content Manager 
for Global Events at the Financial Times in London, 
and writing regularly for Bloomberg Businessweek 
Middle East. With over two decades of experience 
across Europe, the GCC, and Asia, Oscar has worked 
with sovereign wealth funds, government leaders, and 
Fortune 500 companies to shape dialogue on trade 
policy, financial innovation, and strategic investment. 
He previously served as Global Director of Conferences 
and Content at MCH Group and as a Senior Manager at 
Dubai World Trade Centre.

Financial Architecture In A Fractured 
Global Order
As the global order fragments, the financial terrain is shifting 
just as dramatically. The competition is no longer only for 
goods and services, but also for monetary influence. China’s 
slow but steady pivot away from American debt, coupled with a 
growing preference for gold and non-dollar assets, poses real 
implications for dollar-pegged Gulf currencies and American-
denominated investment portfolios.

This dynamic marks the early stages of what could evolve 
into a “Financial Cold War.” As America leverages tariffs and 
sanctions to achieve policy outcomes, others are increasingly 
using currency diversification and alternative settlements to 
assert independence. In this unfolding contest, Gulf financial 
institutions must remain agile.

Banks operating in dollar-pegged economies need to update 
their hedging frameworks to reflect the volatility of the yuan-
dollar relationship. Shariah-compliant instruments, particularly 
those linked to long-term infrastructure or sustainability 
goals, may offer a hedge against market volatility and shifting 
geopolitical pressures.

On the portfolio side, sovereign wealth funds should consider 
greater exposure to American domestic-facing industries 
poised to benefit from reshoring, including logistics, critical 
materials, and clean energy manufacturing. At the same 
time, they must reassess the risk tied to multinationals whose 
operations remain heavily reliant on outdated global supply 
chains.

Trade finance also requires an overhaul. As cross-border flows 
become more politicized and regionally defined, traditional 
instruments may no longer suffice. Diversified, localized 
alternatives, including those rooted in Islamic finance, will 
safeguard liquidity and maintain trade facilitation in increasingly 
fractured markets.

Nicolas Michelon of Alagan Partners observes that this is a 
“wake-up call.” The old model of China as the factory, America 
as the consumer, and the rest of the world as a conduit is 
fading. The “tariff tsunami” is not merely a response to political 
discontent. It is a structural correction that reorders global 
trade based on reciprocity rather than assumed obligation. As 
Trump put it, “We just want to be treated the way you are.” 
That sentiment now defines the diplomatic logic of economic 
engagement.

For the Gulf, this is not a time to hedge in silence. It is a moment 
to craft forward-leaning strategies: deepen intra-regional 
trade, enhance domestic production capacity, invest in digital 
and green infrastructure, and assert financial independence 
in a contested global system. It is not about replacing one 
hegemon with another, it is about ensuring strategic flexibility 
in a world that is increasingly about choice, not constraint.

As the rules of the global game are rewritten, the Middle East 
must decide whether to observe from the sidelines or help 
redraw the map.

Global integration is not 
disappearing; it is being 

restructured. The new order 
will be built not on multilateral 
orthodoxy, but on a mosaic of 
regional alliances, diversified 
trade corridors, and bilateral 

agreements.”
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