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Introduction
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This report presents a wide range of data, graphics, and tables on the key trends and challenges in the stability of the MENA
region. It is an overview of a wide range of different military, security, and civil issues, and its goal is to look beyond the usual 
focus on current political and diplomatic issues, and ongoing violence and terrorism. Accordingly, it provides an overview of the 
complex mix of challenges MENA countries must meet, and to to bridge the gap between the analysis of  military security, 
conflicts, and terrorism and extremism, and the analysis of civil trends and capabilities. 
At the same time, it is designed to bring summary data together on a range of the key variables shaping regional stability, rather 
than provide a comprehensive analysis. It highlights key data and trends. and does not go into analytic depth in many areas which 
require extensive discussion to properly explain all the issues involved, the many conflicts in the data available, and the range  of 
different views on the subject..
The report begins by summarizing the key issues and trends affecting  military and internal security; and then goes to provide an 
overview of civil issues like demographics, governance, corruption,  human rights, economic, energy, water, climate change, 
employment, and other key civil aspects of regional and national security and stability.
This focus on providing an overview of both security and civil challenges is particularly critical in the case of the MENA region 
because most of its internal instability and violence is driven by its civil failures, while much of the analysis of security issues 
focuses on extremism, terrorism, civil wars, and regional conflicts. The end result is to concentrate on treating the region’s violent 
symptoms, rather than the civil causes of  its diseases. 
At the same time, much of the official and outside analysis of civil trends is politicized, or compartmented, in ways that fail to 
accurately portray the extent to which civil trends contribute to active violence or major instability. This is particularly true of the 
failure to address how serous problems are in governance, the impact of corruption, and the real-world impact of poverty, 
unemployment, and internal ethnic and sectarian divisions.
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The report addressed these issue by focusing on on country-by-country graphics, maps, and data. It does so because 
region-wide generalizations and summary data disguise more than they reveal. As the follow sections of this analysis 
show, MENA countries differ radically in virtually aspect of their civil and security structures, as well as in their civil 
governance, economies, and social structures. 
The real-world similarities between MENA states often consist of little more than the fact that most of the population 
speak Arabic and are Muslim. Yet even the parts of the population that share the same religion often differ to the point 
where there is serious violence between different sects.
The military and internal security analysis does sometimes generalize across the entire region, but the country-by-
country data still show the major differences in MENA country force structures and force levels, in military spending, 
and in arms transfers. At the same time, it is clear from man sources that he military forces of MENA countries have  
major differences in their interoperability, training, readiness, modernization and sustainment. Even titular allies in 
alliances like the Gulf Cooperation Council differ so much that their capability to fight effectively in joint operations is 
severely limited.
Detailed data are lacking on the size and cost of most internal security forces. It is clear from the data that are available, 
however, that if such data were available, they would reveal even more difference between countries. It is also clear from 
the data on the size of size and cost of such forces that the current national approach of many MENA states to shaping 
MENA military and internal security forces is the cause of at least part of the region’s instability.
The more civil sections of the report that follow the review of military and internal security forces  reveal the scale of the 
civil problems that divide most countries, cause internal violence, and undermine political and economic development in 
many states. They again make it clear that MENA countries have evolved in very different ways over the last half 
century, and reveal massive differences in the levels and quality of of urbanization, employment, living standards, and
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every other aspect of their societies. 
The report also reveals many differences in the quality and coverage of the  data now available. It should be stressed that 
MENA states differ sharply in the depth and accuracy of their reporting, as do analytic efforts to compile comparable 
data. Many MENA countries fail to indicate how they gather data, and exactly how they define it. There is no way to 
validate much of the data now available, or to compare the accuracy of different sources. Accordingly, this analysis often 
presents a range of different sources to both illustrate the uncertainties in key data and provide a basis for comparing 
different sources. 
Finally, that major changes are taking place in the nature of the region’s production and exports of oil and gas – their 
principal sources of strategic importance to the outside world. These changes are very complex and are being shaped by 
internal factors, global warming, and the growing confrontation between the world’s major powers in ways that cannot 
easily be summarized. 
Accordingly, the energy exports issues shaping the MENA region -- as well as data on total regional trade, migration, and 
global lines of communication  -- are addressed in a separate analysis entitled The Changing Strategic Importance of the 
Middle East and North Africa: The Strengths and Limits of Oil and Gas Wealth, and the Challenge of Climate Change. The report is 
available on the CSIS web site at https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-
strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas
https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas
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Key Factors and Variables
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The three slides in this section introduce the analysis by summarizing the region’s size, population, and economic position, and the major 
trends that are changing the strategic importance of MENA region. It does so to highlight the fact that the region’s strategic importance 
must be addressed by focusing on all of  the key variables that determine its importance.
• Key Statistics on the MENA Region shows the basic statistics on the size and strategic importance of the MENA region. It shows the 

the MENA region has a moderate total population and level of trade relative to other regions, although it plays a dominant role in the 
global export of fossil fuels. It also shows the MENA region is the source of key lines of communication like the Suez Canal and Red 
Sea, but does not play any major role in manufacturing exports or high technology exports other than petroleum products. It also
shows that the MENA region is the source of significant migration through and out of the region.

• Key Factors Shaping the Strategic Importance of the Middle East provides a summary of the full range of factors now shaping its 
strategic importance. Key factors include major shifts in energy exports coming from the competition between Russia and the West
over the Ukraine War, and China’s growing need for energy imports, and the potential role of efforts to limit global warming on the 
use and exports of fossil fuels, plus the levels of conflict and political instability within the region.

• Key Changes Altering the Middle East’s Strategic Importance highlights the key factors that are changing the importance of the 
MENA region by key country, cause, or threat.

It should be stressed that such  region-wide generalizations sometimes disguise more than they reveal. Once again, the following sections 
of this analysis show that MENA countries differ radically in virtually aspect of their every civil and security structures, as well as in 
energy resources and export income. The following sections of this analysis make it clear that MENA countries have evolved in very 
different ways over the last half century, and massively different changes have taken place in the both their energy resources, energy 
exports, and their ties to neighboring and outside powers. 



Key Statistics for MENA Region
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• Eighteen countries, more if include Turkey, Sudan, and 
Djibouti. 

• 6% of world’s population: 486-488 million in 2022
• 52%-65% of oil reserves and 42%-45% of natural gas reserves.
• Exports of $1.11 trillion in goods and services in 2020. Imports 

of $1.24 trillion
• Ten countries have become unstable or in civil conflicts since the 

Arab spring began in 2010, extreme Poverty doubled to 5%, 
and 15 million refugees by 2015 

Sources: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ZQ, and https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.IMP.GNFS.CD?locations=ZQ: World 
Population Review, MENA Countries 2022 - World Population Review, https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/mena-countries;

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ZQ
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/mena-countries


Key Factors Shaping the Strategic Importance of the Middle East

• Crude oil, petroleum products, and gas reserves and exports, and the 
impact of global warming and competition between the West, Russia and 
China.

• Maritime Lines of Communication, Suez Canal and overflight rights. 
Immigration and Migration

• Development, governance, internal stability 
• Civil wars, arms races, and regional violence
• Competition from major powers  and other outside parties
• Basing, strategic partnerships, arms imports, and control of export flows.
• Terrorism and counterterrorism.
• Countering nuclear forces and proliferation. Acquiring and defending 

against long range precision strike capabilities.
• Migration and refugees
2/24/2023 9



Key Changes Altering the Middle East’s Strategic Importance 

• Lack of Internal Stability, Rivalries, and Limited Development
• Abraham accords vs. Israeli-Arab tensions
• Iranian influence: Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Yemen 
• Changing nature of Security Efforts and Military Forces
• Changing European and Asian energy imports and demand, power projection
• Impact of Efforts to Limit Climate Change, Global Warming
• Uncertain role of United States and Great Power Competition
• Role of Russia and Russia Exports  in Light of Ukraine War
• Uncertain role of China
• Uncertain Role of Turkey
• Role of Southern Red Sea States: Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Sudan

2/24/2023 10



Defining the MENA Region’s Violence and 
Strategic Stability
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Defining the Region’s Violence and Strategic Stability
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This section of the analysis highlights the lack of security, development, and stability in the MENA region. It does so by showing that the 
region can be divided into three major subregions, all of which have levels of violence that show they have critical problems in achieving 
strategic stability. 
• ACLED Estimate of Comparative Regional Violence in 2021-2 provides a critical overview of current global violence by ACLED, 

one of the best sources of such data. It shows that violent as the MENA region is, it  is part of a global pattern and not an exceptional 
violent area – although like all regions – its comparative level of violence varies by conflict and  time period

• The MENA Region and Neighboring States provides a map of the MENA region and its connections to key neighboring states that 
shows both its size,  and connections to other states. It is some 3.664 miles from the strait of Gibraltar to the Strait of Hormuz.

• Radical Differences in Stability, Violence, and Development by Subregion and Country shows the countries  and Palestinian areas 
in each of the subregions used in this analysis, and highlights failed or fragile states and Palestinian areas in red. The failed or fragile 
states and regions include at least 11 countries and Palestinian areas out of a total of 20.

• Fragile (Failed) State Index in the Most Violent MENA Countries provides a World Bank estimate of the trends in violence in the 
currently most violent MENA states. It should be noted that such estimates depend on member country reporting, media, or outside
sources are highly uncertain. Most countries also do not fully report violence caused by low-level local terrorism and internal divisions 
or by their security services – official violence which in cases like Syria greatly exceeds the violence cause by terrorist and extremist 
groups.

• World Bank Estimate of Combat Fatalities and Rising Violence in the Middle East and North Africa - 1990-2020 expands on the 
previous slide to show casualty data. It has the same uncertainties.

• Centers of Violence in North Africa : Algeria, Libya, Tunisia provides a map that highlights the level of instability and violence 
MENA states provide in the Mediterranean.

• ACLED Estimate of Violence in North Africa: 2022-2023 shows an ACLED estimate of the recent overall levels of violence in 
North Africa.
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• START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in North Africa: 1970-2020 provides an estimate of the total levels of terrorist attacks in the 
region which are relatively low compared to the Greater Levant and the Gulf/Arabian Peninsula.

• Centers of Violence in the Greater Levant: Lebanon/Hezbollah, Syria, Israel, Gaza, Sinai provides a similar map for the Levant 
subregion. 

• ACLED Estimate of Violence in the Greater Levant: 2022-2023 shows an ACLED estimate of the recent overall levels of violence in 
Egypt, Israel, Palestinian areas, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. 

• START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in the Greater Levant: 1970-2020 provides an estimate of the total levels of terrorist 
attacks in the region which are far higher than in the Greater Levant.

• Centers of Violence: Iran, Iraq, Syria, Yemen Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan shows a map that focuses on the broad levels of violence 
in in the Gulf region, Arabian Peninsula, and southern coast of the Red Sea, and the Horn. 

• ACLED Estimate of Violence in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula: 2020-2023 shows an ACLED estimate of the recent overall levels of 
violence in the Gulf stats and Yemen.

• START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in the Gulf and Arabia Peninsula: 1970-2020: START Estimate of Terrorism and 
Extremism in the Greater Levant: 1970-2020 provides an estimate of the total levels of terrorist attacks in the region which are far higher 
than in the Greater Levant and the Gulf/Arabian Peninsula.

These measures of regional violence provide a broad picture of the strategic stability of the region, subregions, and given states, but also show that 
stability varies sharply by country within a subregion and violence. Furthermore, the number of violet act and casualties is only tell part of the 
story.. 
As many other sources report, violence also creates economic “casualties,”  destroys business and homes, leads to flight or emigration to other 
countries, of great the large-scale displacement of populations and families within a given are of country – leaving them with minimal or no 
income and safe housing. The major political upheavals and civil wars since the beginning of the Arab spring, and revolution and internal
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upheavals in Iran, have sharply reduce real-world development in many countries for well over a decade – affecting the lives of virtually 
every citizen regardless of whether they are directly affected by actual violence. 
Many countries have excessive spending on military forces and arms transfers, repressive internal security forces, failures in their rule of 
law, problems in the structure of their governments, failures in development, high levels of corruption, major inequalities in income 
distribution, excessive population growth, and other forces that are major sources of instability that do not necessarily lead to high levels of 
internal violence. 
In broad terms, the internal and external problems of most countries in each major subregion are so serious that the MENA is a fragile – if 
not a failed – region. As the data that follow show, most state are not making clear progress in changing this situation, and their civil 
structures suffer from many structural problems that will be difficult to overcome. They must also deal with the impact of climate change 
on demand for fossil fuels, the risk of terrorism and future conflicts, and  the regional impact of the competition and potential conflicts 
between the major powers.
Many of the other data shown later in this analysis make this clear. They show that most MENA states have fragile or failed structures of 
governance, have failed to develop at a pace that meets the needs of their rapidly growing populations, and spend large portions of their 
economy on arms, and military and security forces. 
As is shown later in this analysis, many MENA countries have deep and violent ethnic and religious divisions, suffer from acute corruption 
and imbalances in the distribution of their wealth, and cannot generate the level of employment needs to meet the demands of their people. 
Seen more broadly, only a few of the wealthiest oil and gas states now have a high degree of strategic stability, and even they are 
threatened by their neighbors and are involved in long-term arms races that now extend over several decades. 
It should be stressed that the MENA region does not differ strikingly in the level of such problems from much of the rest of the developing 
world,  but it has suffered for over a decade from a high level of internal political challenges to its governments, from elements of violent 
political and religious extremism, and the failure to develop and implement effective plans for economic development. What was initially 
called the “Arab spring” have not brought effective reform or governance in the vast majority of states, but has led to mixes of internal 
conflict, repression, and focus on political power struggles that have costs a generation of opportunities to meet its people’s needs.



ACLED Estimate of Comparative Regional Violence in 2021-2022

ACLED, ACLED Year in Review Global Disorder in 2022, 20.1.2023, pp.  https://acleddata.com/2023/01/31/global-disorder-2022-the-year-in-review/
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The MENA Region and Neighboring States
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Radical Differences in Stability, Violence, and 
Development by Subregion and Country

(“Fragile,” Less Stable, and Violent States Shown in Red)

• North African Subregion:  Morocco, Algeria, Libya,
Tunisia

• Greater Levant Subregion: Egypt, Israel, West Bank 
and Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria

• Persian/Arab Gulf Subregion: Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Yemen

2/24/2023 17



Fragile (Failed) State Index in the Most Violent MENA Countries

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   pp . 88-89

Nine years after the Arab Spring, people in Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen face tragic levels
of death, destruction, displacement, and disorder. The breakdown of state governance
coupled with the economic and social losses inflicted by conflict in these four countries
have had a major impact on regional and international security, humanitarian, social, and
economic affairs.

From 2013 to 2017, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region alone accounted for
68 percent of global battle-related deaths. Yemen is facing the world’s largest humanitarian
crisis, with close to 80 percent of the population in need.

In Syria, the cumulative losses in gross domestic product have been estimated at $226
billion through 2017, about four times the Syrian GDP in 2010.

The majority of the more than 5.6 million people who have left Syria since 2011 sought
refuge in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, where the disproportionate influx of people has
had significant negative fiscal impacts, widened the service provision deficit, and strained
the socioeconomic fabric of each country.

The absence of the state in conflict areas has opened space for nonstate actors, including
extremists, terrorists, and armed groups, competing for power and resources. The four
conflicts have also drawn in various international and regional powers competing either
directly or through proxies and spinning a complex web of intersecting conflicts that
threaten regional stability.

The conflicts in Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen in many ways epitomize a type of conflict
that has been evolving since the end of the Second World War. These conflicts have
become increasingly fluid in their unpredictable evolution—often localized in parts of a
country, while creating regional and international spillovers. They have fractured
relationships within and between communities, undermining social cohesion, and have
drawn in multiple regional and global actors with different interests. They have also
reconfigured the political economy in war-torn societies and their neighboring countries,
with illicit and informal undertakings and economic activities flourishing domestically and
regionally, prompting not just a change in the workforce but also feeding into the
establishment of war economies. Last, they are protracted with no clear end and continuing
cycles of violence, thus leading to ever more fragile situations

2/24/2023 18



World 
Bank 

Estimate 
of 

Combat 
Fatalities 

and 
Rising 

Violence 
in the 

Middle 
East and 

North 
Africa: 
1990-
2020

World Bank, A NEW STATE OF MIND: GREATER TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA, October 2022,   p. 163, 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/c5720483-a3ec-4612-9a12-8a359f358b10/content2/24/2023 19

Non-State 
Conflicts

All 
Conflicts

One-Side 
Conflicts

State-Based 
Conflicts



Source: Adapted from Nations on Line: “Political Map of North Africa, the Middle East, and the Arabian Peninsula,” https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/north-
africa-map.htm

Centers of Violence: Algeria, Libya, Tunisia

2/24/2023 20



ACLED Estimate of Violence in North Africa: 2020-2023

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard on January 23, 2023
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Morocco,
Algeria, 
Libya,
Tunisia

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in North Africa: 1970-2020
(5,445 incidents)

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard on January 23, 2023
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Morocco,
Algeria, 
Libya,
Tunisia

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


Centers of 
Violence

Lebanon/
Hezbollah, 

Syria, Israel, 
Gaza, Sinai

Source: Institute for Curriculum Services, 
https://icsresources.org/map/11-eastern-
mediterranean-today/
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ACLED Estimate of Violence in the Greater Levant: 2020-2023

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard. Accessed on January 23, 2023
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Egypt, 
Israel,
Palestinian 
Areas, 
Jordan, 
Lebanon, 
Syria

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in the Greater Levant: 1970-2020
(209,706 incidents)

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard on January 23, 2023
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Egypt,
Israel,
West Bank
And Gaza
Jordan,
Lebanon,
And 
Syria

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


Centers of 
Violence

Iran, Iraq, 
Syria, Yemen, 

Somalia, 
Ethiopia, 

Eritrea, Sudan

Source: Adapted from Nations on Line: “Map of Western 
Asia, including the Middle East and African countries 
bordering the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden,” 
https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/Political-Map-
of-Countries-of-Western-Asia.htm. 
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ACLED Estimate of Violence in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula: 2020-
2023

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard on January 23, 2023
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Iran, Iraq, 
Bahrain 
Qatar, 
UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, and 
Yemen

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


START Estimate of Terrorism and Extremism in the Gulf and Arabian 
Peninsula: 1970-2020

(35,155 incidents)

Source: Taken from the ACLED interactive data base on line at https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard on January 23, 2023
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Bahrain,
Iran,
Iraq,
Kuwait,
Qatar,
Saudi 
Arabia,
UAE,
Yemen

https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard%20on%20January%2023


Past and Possible Future MENA Wars

292/24/2023



Security Threats and Developments

30

The MENA region has also been the scene of a long series of wars and confrontations since the end of World War II. Many of these wars, 
clashes, and confrontations have been repeated cases of violence, while others have been prolonged civil wars or struggles between internal 
factions. 
Many states are now at war, or on the edge of serious potential new conflicts. Such cases include the Libyan civil war, Egypt’s conflict in 
the Sinai, Israeli relations with the Palestinians and Hezbollah, the Syrian civil war, faction and extremist fighting in Iraq, tensions between 
Ian and the Arab Gulf states, and the Saudi, UAE, and Houthi conflict in Yemen. 
The threats of less predictable conflicts are also all too real. The most immediate threats of new forms of war are the growing tensions 
between Israeli and Palestinian coupled to the uncertain future role of the Hezbollah and Syria, and the risk of a war between Iran and the 
Arab Gulf states – a risk that now involves major missile and drone forces and the risk of nuclear proliferation. However, serious 
uncertainties exist regarding the future military role of Iran, Syria, the Hezbollah, the pro-Iranian elements in Iraq,  the opposing forces in 
Libya, and the Houthi and other warring elements in Yemen. 
The entries in this section reinforce these points by listing past wars – many of which occurred with little warning as to the their timing and 
character --, and the wide range of potential future wars which can all take on an equally unpredictable character: 
• Some Past MENA Wars is a reminder of how frequent  and repetitive conflict in the has been and is.

• Some Potential MENA Wars lists possible wars, several of which are the subject of regional, U.S. and other contingency planning.



Some Past MENA Wars

31



Some Potential MENA Wars

32

1. Morocco-Polisario-Algerian conflict over Western Sahara.
2. New Algerian civil war
3. Repetitive civil and externally supported power struggles over control of Libya
4. Tunisian civil conflict.
5. Egyptian civil war, expansion of fighting in the Sinai.
6. New clashes between Israel, Palestinians, Hezbollah
7. Rise of Iran-Iraq-Syria (Lebanon?) axis and conflict with Israel and/or Arab Gulf states.
8. Failure of Assad to take full control of Syria, series of violent struggles to control Syria
9. Syrian and/or Iraqi clashes with Turkey
10. Kurdish war for nationhood
11. New Lebanese civil war.
12. Clashes over gas rights in Eastern Mediterranean
13. Iran vs. Arab Gulf States and U.S. as war or series of violent clashes
14. Nuclear proliferation and conflict between Iran and Israel and/or Arab Gulf states.
15. Repetitive levels of violence over control of Yemen
16. Serious clash between Qatar and Saudi Arabia and UAE
17. U.S. – China war of clash that extend to Gulf.
18.  Rise of major new terrorist or extremist “nation” and violence that follows.



Changing Military Dynamics
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Changing Military Dynamics
This section focuses on the kind of changes in military and internal security dynamics that have already led to massive spending on 
military forces and internal security, and to decades-long arms races – especially in the Gulf and Levant. In spite of these past efforts, new 
tactics and technology are now forcing MENA states to to make radical changes in the nature of their military forces, tactics, and 
technology. They are also changing the nature of regional  threats, the ambitions of some leaders, and the nature of combat operation, and 
internal security operations.
• Changes in Military and Security Dynamics highlights some eighteen major areas of change, with the most critical shown in red. 

These changes are ongoing, but their longer-term impact is generally hard to predict. The actions of given states continue to react to the 
actions of other states, the lessons of wars inside and outside the region, and major changes in each nation’s  in weaponry, other 
military equipment and technology, and force structure.

• NATO, Emerging and Disruptive Science & Technology Trends and Priorities:  2020-2040: Priorities: these two slides use a 
NATO list of new emerging military technologies that are disrupting past efforts at force planning and development and illustrate the 
complexity and unpredictability of this aspect of military dynamics. The report from which these tables are taken provides critical 
unclassified insights into how much MENA states must change their military forces, technology, and tactics during the coming decade, 
as well as the potential impact of AI on command and control, all-domain operations, and ntelligence and targeting.

• Deployed Ballistic Missile Holdings in 2021 provides an overview of some of the major increases in missile forces that are changing 
the strike capabilities of MENA forces against military and civilian targets, and cutting past dependence on airpower. The fight between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, the Iranian and Houthi missile attacks on Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the war in the Ukraine, and the build-up 
of Hezbollah and Israeli missile forces are cases in point. They all show the rising ability to target opposing military forces and to 
destroy critical civilian infrastructure and economic targets, including energy export facilities and desalination/power plants. Future 
wars may be far more destructive than past conflicts.  At the same time, Ukraine War has shown the growing vulnerability of armor and 
impact of relatively cheap precision guided anti-tank weapons, new artillery and missile targeting capabilities, and missile and air 
defenses.



Changes in Military and Security Dynamics
1. Impact of Great Power Rivalries: Russia, China, U.S. and Europe

2. New Forms of Outside Military Support – Exploitation and Spoiler  Operations

3. “Volunteers,” Mercenaries, Non-State Actors, Militias, and Other Proxies

4. Arms Transfers; Access to Advanced Weapons and Emerging Military Technologies

5. Improvements in Joint and Multi-Domain Warfare, C4I, IS&R, and Battle Management Systems

6. Cyber, Satellite, Internal Security, and Information Operations and Warfare

7. Nuclear, Dual Capable, Counterproliferation

8. Ballistic Missiles, UCAVs, Drones, and New Long-Range Attack Systems

9. Air Power, and Precision Strike Missile Defense and “Layered” Artillery, Rocket, Missile, Air Defense

10. Proliferating Other “Smart” Weapons: Land, Air, Sea

11. Shorter Lifecycles. More Demanding Upgrades, Sustainment, and Combat Intensity

12. Declining Need for Conventional Major Weapons and Warfighting ?

13. Population Warfare. Targeting Civilian and Economic Infrastructure

14. Internal Conflicts. Lasting civil (ethnic, sectarian, tribal) crises and civil wars

15. Counterterrorism and Counterextremism

16. New Forms of Paramilitary and Security Forces; Repression versus Internal Security 

17. Gray Area, Hybrid, Proxy, and Low-Intensity Warfare

18. The Civil-Military Resource Allocation Challenge

2/24/2023 35

applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295613
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295623
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295617
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295613
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295608
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295619
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295622
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295610
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295621
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295611
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295612
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295609
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295614
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295620
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295615
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295616
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295615
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295616
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295618
applewebdata://479B0320-2174-44D9-8E19-70662A9A8BB7/#_Toc67295624


36
Excerpted from Source: NATO Science & Technology Organization Trends 2020-2040, Exploring the S&T Edge, NATO, March 2020, pp. 166-117,
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/4/pdf/190422-ST_Tech_Trends_Report_2020-2040.pdf.

NATO, Emerging and Disruptive 
Science & Technology Trends and Priorities: 

2020-2040: Priorities -Part One

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/4/pdf/190422-ST_Tech_Trends_Report_2020-2040.pdf


NATO, Emerging and Disruptive 
Science & Technology Trends and Priorities: 

2020-2040: Priorities -Part Two
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Excerpted from Source: NATO Science & Technology Organization Trends 2020-2040, Exploring the S&T Edge, NATO, March 2020, pp. 166-117,
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/4/pdf/190422-ST_Tech_Trends_Report_2020-2040.pdf.

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/4/pdf/190422-ST_Tech_Trends_Report_2020-2040.pdf
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Source: Adapted from Dr Hassan 
Elbahtimy, Ballistic and cruise missiles
in the Middle East:
the current landscape
and options for arms control, IISS, January 
2022, p. 10
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This section focuses on how the region’s the military and internal security developments have led to massive spending on military forces 
and internal security, and to decades long arms races – especially in the Gulf and Levant. They reflect levels of effort that most MENA 
states cannot really afford if they are to fund  economics development and civil needs
Yet, the data presented again tell only part of the story. The unclassified data on the region’s forces are drawn from the work done by a 
number of qualified research centers; from the work on violence military and internal security forces done by a number of non-
governmental organizations, and from official reports like the U.S. State Department country reports on human rights and terrorism. 
At the same time, there are limits to what outside organizations and unclassified official reporting can do. The data available provide a 
rough picture of how given countries deal now with these issues, but the changes in the region’s military dynamics are so complex that 
each country is still developing its own approach to such changes, and only limited data are available on their nature, scale, timing, and 
potential effectiveness.
Some MENA countries do not produce meaningful or honest reports on the the full costs of their armed forces, on the cost of their arms 
imports and on the role of their military in controlling various aspects of industry, trade, and other economic activities. Some MENA 
countries like Libya, Syria, Iraq, Iran, and Yemen grossly understate their real levels of military spending. In other cases – like the UAE –
data are often lacking. Still other countries have real military budget costs that exceed 4% of their GDP at a time when NATO countries 
have serious problems in meeting a goal of 2%. 
Even fewer data are available on the nature, size, and cost of MENA internal security operations, Moreover, two states – Algeria and Egypt 
– are effectively armies with a country, rather countries with an army. It becomes almost impossible to no what is “military” as
distinguished from “civil.” 

The Burden of Military Spending and Arms Transfers
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• MENA Defense Spending 2020-2021 and MENA Defense Spending & Military Personnel Data: 2019-2021 show estimates of the 
size of military forces and expenditures, although ones that often reflect significant underreporting of costs  and economic burden by 
MENA states. Even so, current force levels, arms imports, and stated figures for military spending as a percent of GDP represents a 
major burden on development, stability, and the ability to meet the basic needs of the population of many MENA states.

• US State Department Estimate of MENA State Arms Imports - 2012-2017 shows an unclassified U.S. official estimate of the scale 
of national arms transfers from a now cancelled official U.S. annual report. For years, this report and the equivalent  report by the 
Congressional Research Service were the only credible estimate of what MENA countries actually spent on arms transfers. The CRS 
report has not been issued for several years, however, and the State Department report became episodic and then was transferred into 
one of the worst structure computerized data bases in the history of the U.S. government. The end result is that there is no currently 
reliable source on such arms transfers.

• SIPRI Estimate of MENA States in Global Arms Imports - 2017-2021 displays a SIPRI effort to cost recent arms transfer by region 
and top importing countries. It is a highly useful estimate of the comparative value of such transfers, however, and not actual spending 
and presents growing problems as the purchase cost of major weapons platforms is now being follow by much higher expenditures on
imports of munitions, services, and the upgrade of weapons during their active life cycle.

• Changing Suppliers of MENA Arms Imports: 2000-2019 shows a U.S. estimate of the shifts in arms transfer to the MENA region by 
major supplier country. It should be stressed that this chart is based on SIPIRI data rather than the actual cot of arms transfers and does 
not seem to include contractor and other support efforts. It does, however, illustrate the level of competition between major arms 
sellers, and how the political relations between MENA states and countries exporting arms shift supply patterns over time.



Source: IISS, Military Balance 
2022, pp. 4324 and 325

MENA Defense Spending 2020-2021
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MENA Defense Spending & Military Personnel Data: 2019-2021

Source: IISS, Military Balance 2022, p. 523-524
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US State Department Estimate of MENA States Arms Imports:  2012-2017
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Source: U.S. Department of State, “World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers 2019,” Bureau of Arms Control, Verification and Compliance, WMEAT 2019 Tables II IV Arms Transfer Deliveries, 2019, https://www.state.gov/world-military-
expenditures-and-arms-transfers-2019/.

https://www.state.gov/world-military-expenditures-and-arms-transfers-2019/
https://www.state.gov/world-military-expenditures-and-arms-transfers-2019/


SIPRI Estimate of MENA States in 
Global Arms Imports:  2017-2021
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Excerpted from SIPRI, Pieter D. Wezeman, Alexandra Kuimova and
Siemon T. Wezeman, TRENDS IN INTERNATIONAL
ARMS TRANSFERS, 2021, 
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/fs_2203_at_2021.pdf

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/fs_2203_at_2021.pdf


Changing Suppliers of MENA Arms Imports: 2000-2019
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Ongoing Terrorism and Extremism
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• Terrorism and extremism remain a serious threat, but their importance is often exaggerated and terrorism is 
analyzed out of its proper context. The degree to which intensified internal security efforts are now often more 
repressive than effective, and the civil failures of MENA governments are the real causes of instability and unrest are 
ignored or sharply understated. As the following sections on civil economic development, governance, and population 
growth show, MENA governments provoke violence and extremism and then try to deal with the symptoms of internal 
violence rather than the causes

• Major Terrorist Groups in the Middle East and Africa provides a rough map of major regional terrorist activities, but 
sources like the State Department country reports on terrorism need to be consulted along with unofficial country and 
movement by movement studies.

• Major Terrorist Groups in the Middle East and Africa and START Estimate of Trends in Global Terrorist Attacks: 
1970-2020: supplements the graphic trend data on overall violence ACLED and START shown earlier. It displays rough 
estimates of the threat posed by terrorism and extremism within the region, although any such estimates are highly 
uncertain. It should be noted that while terrorism has dominated much the recent attention to regional security issues, 
recent levels of such violence have been limited compared to civil wars and that the casualties from terrorism have often 
been lower than those inflected by the more repressive internal security forces.



Major Terrorist Groups in the Middle East and Africa

Adapted from Japan, Ministry of Defense, Defense of Japan 2022, August 2022, p. 43, https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/22187264/doj2022_en_full.pdf 50

https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/22187264/doj2022_en_full.pdf


START Estimate of Trends in Global Terrorist Attacks: 1970-2020

Source: START, University of Maryland, https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/search/Results.aspx?chart=overtime&search=map . 51

https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/search/Results.aspx?chart=overtime&search=map
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Civil Developments and Threats: From a Fragile to a Failed Region? 
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Important as the security issues shaping the stability and future strategic importance of the MENA region may be, it is its civil 
challenges which are most likely to determine its longer-term future. Many MENA countries are making progress in political and 
economic development, and in their quality of governance, but some are not. 

The first four slides provide a warning of how difficult it is to judge the relative level of national success. They show sharply 
different summary assessments of the level of civil progress in each state. They show how many different ways the same  countries  
can be ranked and  how value judgements can differ, although they also reflect many of the all too real differences between them.

The following sections address these civil issues in detail. The show that a majority of MENA countries are making such slow 
progress that their national civil challenges will make their situation worse over time, in spite of the cut level of progress they are 
making. As is the case with national military and internal security developments, however, the available data are often of low 
quality, politicized, or missing. It is clear that many MENA countries lack adequate data collection and analysis capabilities, and that 
some engage in the equivalent of a liar’s contest in claiming levels of progress they are not really making or in inventing data that 
will help produce more aid or financial relief.

It should be noted in introducing this analysis that one potential source of data is o largely excluded from the analyses in this report. 
Some excellent public opinion polls have been conducted on a national, some groups like the Arab Barometer have done good 
surveys of a group of countries that permit such expressions of public views. These polls often warn of the seriousness of public 
distrust and anger regarding government, development, poverty, access to education and medical care, nation-wide distribution of
civil services, and issues in the rule of law, and are well-worth consulting for the countries where such results are available. They do 
not, however, cover the MENA region broadly, and many reflect a broad popular reluctance to criticize authority versus issue 
complaints about limited aspects of the failure of governance and civil structure.

2/24/2023
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expense of the majority of their people. So far, however, most elected or parliamentary regimes reflect equal dominance by special 
interests or political structures which favor the factions in the government over the broad needs of the population and the need for 
national progress and development. Here, the thesis that “democracy” is better than authoritarianism is often false. As the “Arab Spring 
demonstrated al too clearly, electing factions and individuals with no practical experience in governance and administration means 
electing people who do not know how to govern and have no time, opportunity, or organizational structure to develop such a capability. 
An inexperience population can also vote for demagogues, charismatic figures that cannot govern, or leaders of their own factions who 
cannot compromise or work effectively with the leaders of other factions. 

The history of cases where such leaders are replaced by military figures or authoritarians are no more reassuring. Even the best military 
ruling elites tend to serve their own interests at the expense of the nation as whole, and some end in creating deeper and more violent 
internal divisions.

It is equally clear that corruption is a critical problem, as is the use of government to exercise and maintain personal or elite power and 
wealth. The MENA region is scarcely unique in presenting these problems, nor is it the worst region in the world in this regard, but the 
resulting problems do make it impossible for many countries to develop and implement effective civil development plans, day-to-day 
governance and services that properly meet the needs of their people, heal or reduce internal tensions and divisions, create an effective 
rule of law, and limit the growth of civil violence and extremism.

Inadequate Development and Income Distribution

Far too much of the data on the problems in poverty, nation-wide development, and income distribution are missing, highly uncertain, or 
politicized. The data presented provide a broad set of warnings, but the figures are not reliable. Reports of progress also often use broad 
national indicators where it is unclear that any adequate nation-wide data collection effort took place, and the definition of progress does 
not reflect real world improvements in actual popular benefits and income because of inflation and differences by region, faction, and 
employment. In most cases, the national reality is significantly worse for major aspects of the population than the data indicate.

2/24/2023
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Population Pressure, Hyperurbanization and Demographic Change

The data in this section of the analysis show that population pressure, hyperurbanization and demographic change present critical 
problems for virtually all MENA countries that will continue through at least 2040-2050. They show that massive urbanization has
force massive changes on national economics and work conditions, definitions of poverty, need for education and literacy, the
working role of women and minorities, and the integration of given factions like tribes, ethnic groups, and religious groups.

The social and economic structure of every MENA country has change so much since 1950 that the kind of “traditional” society that 
existed at that time no longer exists. This is particularly true in the Gulf countries where the majority of the population consists of 
foreign workers and residents – although most MENA nations conspicuously fail to report on the divisions in their populations by
major tribe, linguistic group, religious sect and ethnic faction.

It is also clear that idealized efforts to return to a vision of how the region existed early in the history of Islam is too dysfunctional 
to survive regardless of the level of violence and authoritarianism used to try to enforce it.

Water Availability and Use 

Water supply is only one of the critical public services threatened by population growth and economic changes, and placed at 
growing risk by climate change. Electricity and sometimes waste removal and transportation links are further examples.  Water is, 
however, a critical problem for every MENA country, generally in terms of total supply and the draining of “fossil” aquifers, but 
often because of waste and inefficient use, the draining of water resources by other nations and regions of a given country, pr the 
failure to anticipate the impact of climate change.

Climate Change

A separate working analysis entitled The Strengths and Limits of Oil and Gas Wealth, and the Challenge of Climate Change Is 
available on the CSIS web site at https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-
limits-mena-oil-and-gas that addresses the massive impact climate change could have on region oil and gas exports and the incomes 
of exporting nations. 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas
https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas
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More generally, the MENA region already faces growing examples of how serious climate change cane be in limiting water 
supplies, reducing agricultural output and forcing changes in groups and livestock, and create human medical problems and 
restricting outdoor employment and activity. It should also be noted that the vast majority of the population of most MENA nations 
either cannot afford, or do not have access, to air conditioning as even a temporary solution to the effect of sharply rising
temperatures.



Freedom House: Human Freedom Index 2022
Country                       Rank        Rank  Change                     Personal.                   Economic              Human                   Freedom Score. Change

(2019-2020)                     Freedom                   Freedom        Freedom                           (2019-202)                                                                    

Morocco 136 -5 4.85 6.55 5.55 10.13
Algeria 154 +1 5.13 5.12 5.13 +0.05
Libya 155 +3 4.94 4.95 4.95 +0.23
Tunisia 113 +1 6.36 6.09 6.25 +0.05

Egypt 161 -1 3.32 6.51 4.28 -0.07
Israel 62 -1 7.36 7.35 7.36 -0.25
Palestine - - - - - -
Jordan 108 -7 5.69 7.37 6.39 -0.32
Lebanon 121 -17 6.37 5.45 5.98 -0.69
Syria 165 0 2.34 4.63 3.30 -0.06

Bahrain 141 +6 4.07 7.47 5.49 +0.06
Iran 162 -1 3.76 4.96 4.256 -0.01
Iraq 157 -3 4.25 5.51 4.77 -0.35
Kuwait 113 +5 5.92 6.73 6.25 +0.05
Oman 134 -1 4.79 7.21 5.62 -0.34
Qatar 129 +4 4.63 6.99 5.773 -0.23
Saudi Arabia 159 -2 2.98 6.78 4.56 -0.21
UAE 127 +4 4.63 7.35 5.76 -0.13
Yemen 164 -1 2.71 5.67 3.94 -0.05

US 23 -7 8.42 7.97 8.23 -0.52

Source: lan Vásquez, Fred McMahon, Ryan Murphy, and Guillermina Sutter Schneider, The Human Freedom Index 2022, CATO Institute, Fraser Institute, 2022, 1.23, 
pp.5 -8,



UNDP: Human Development Index and Components: 2022
Country                    HDI          Human Development      Life  Expectancy    Expected years     Mean years      Gross National Income    GNI  per capita rank      HDI

Rank             Index (HDI)                    at birth                 of schooling       of schooling          per capita (GNI)               minus HDI rank         Rank                                       
(value)                          (years)                   (years)      (years)                 (2017 PPP US$)                     (2021)                    2020

Morocco 123 0.683 74.0 14.2 5.9 7,303 1 122
Algeria 91 0.745 76.4 14.6 8.1 14,370 -5 86
Libya 104 0.718 71.9 12.9 7.6 15,336 -27 117
Tunisia 97 0.731 73.8 15.4 7.4 10,258 10 94

Egypt 97 0.731 70.2 13.8 9.6 11,732 4 97
Israel 22 0.919 82.3 16.1 13.3 41,524 10 22
Palestine 106 0.715 73.5 13.4 9.9 6,583 21 109
Jordan 102 0.720 74.3 10.6 10.4 9,924 8 104
Lebanon 112 0.706 75.0 11.3 8.7 9,528 -1 103
Syria 150 0.577 72.1 9.2 5.1 4,192 -2 152

Bahrain 35 0.875 78.8 16.3 11.0 39,497 -1 35
Iran 76 0.774 73.9 14.6 10.6 13,001 15 77
Iraq 121 0.686 70.4 12.1 7.9 9,977 -12 122
Kuwait 50 0.831 78.7 15.3 7.3 52,920 -32 54
Oman 54 0.816 72.5 14.6 11.7 27,054 -2 51
Qatar 42 0.855 79.3 12.6 10.0 87,134 -39 42
Saudi Arabia 35 0.875 76.9 16.1 11.3 46,112 -10 38
UAE 26 0.911 78.7 15.7 12.7 62,574 -15 25

Yemen 183 0.455 63.8 9.1 3.2 1,314 1 183

US 21 0.921 77.2 16,3 13.7 64,765 -14 21

Source: Human Development Index and its components, 2022, UNDP, https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/documentation-and-downloads. 

https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/documentation-and-downloads


Economist: Democracy Index 2023
Country.                   Overall            World          Change from          Electoral Process        Functioning       Political               Political           Civil

Score               Rank          Previous Year         and Pluralism.           of Government.       Participation          Culture         Liberties

Morocco 5.04 95 0 5.25 4.64 5.56 5.63 4.12
Algeria 3.66 109 13 4.50 3.21 4.44 5.00 2.65
Libya 2.06 151 3 0.00 0.00 3.89 5.00 2.65
Tunisia 5.51 85 -10 6.17 4.65 6.11 3.13 5.29

Egypt 2.93 131 1 1.33 3.21 3.33 5.00 1.76
Israel 7.93 29 -6 9.58 7.50 9.44 6.88 5.88
Gaza Strip
Palestine 3.86 110 -1 2.92 0.14 8.33 4.38 3.24
Jordan 3.17 122 -4 2.67 3.21 3.89 3.13 2.94
Lebanon 3.64 115 -4 3.50 0.79 6.67 3.13 4.12
Syria 1.43 163 -1 0.00 0.00 2.78 4.38 0.00

Bahrain 2.52 142 2 0.42 2.71 3.33 4.38 2.06
Iran 1.96 154 0 0.00 2.50 3.33 2.50 1.47
Iraq 3.13 124 -8 5.25 0.00 6.11 5.00 1.47
Kuwait 3.83 111 -1 3.17 3.93 4.44 5.00 2.65
Oman 3.12 125 5 0.08 3.93 2.78 5.00 3.82
Qatar 3.65 114 0 1.50 4.29 3.33 5.63 3.53
Saudi Arabia 2.08 150 2 0.00 3.57 2.22 3.13 1.47
UAE 2.90 133 1 0.00 4.29 2.22 5.63 2.35
Yemen 1.95 155 -1 0.00 0.00 3.89 5.00 0.88

US 7.85 30 -4 9.17 6.43 8.89 6.25 8.53

Economist/EIU, Democracy Index 2022, Frontline democracy and the battle for Ukraine, 1.23, pp. 7.11,



MENA: HERITAGE/WSJ  2022 INDEX  OF ECONOMIC FREEDOM
Country                                           Global                             Overall                                        Annual

Rank                         Score                                         Change                                               

Morocco 97 59.2 -4.1
Algeria 167 45.8 -3.9
Libya - --
Tunisia 128 54.2 -2.4

Egypt 152 49.1 -6.6
Israel 43 68.0 -5.6
Palestine - - --

Jordan 87 60.1 -4.5
Lebanon 162 47.3 -4.1
Syria NA NA NA

Bahrain 74 62.0 -7.9
Iran 170 42.4 -4.8

Iraq NA NA NA
Kuwait 101 58.3 -5.8

Oman 108 56.6 -8.0
Qatar 44 67.7 -4.3
Saudi Arabia 118 55 -10.5
UAE 33 70.2 -6.7
Yemen NA NA NA

US 25 72.1 -2.7

Heritage Foundation/Wall Street Journal, 2022 Index of Economic Freedom, 2022,, https://www.heritage.org/index/ranking. 

https://www.heritage.org/index/ranking


• The Democracy Index is based on five categories: electoral process and pluralism, functioning of government, political participation, political culture, and civil liberties. Based on its scores on a range of indicators within these categories, each 
country is then classified as one of four types of regime: “full  democracy”, “flawed democracy”, “hybrid regime” or “authoritarian regime.”

• Some insist that democracy is, necessarily, a dichotomous concept: a state is either democratic or not. But most measures now appear to adhere to a continuous concept, with the possibility of varying degrees of democracy. At present, the best-
known measure is produced by the US-based Freedom House organisation. The average of its indexes, on a 1 to 7 scale, of political freedom (based on 10 indicators) and of civil liberties (based on 15 indicators) is often taken to be a measure of 
democracy. 

• The Freedom House measure is available for all  countries, and stretches back to the early 1970s. It has been used heavily in empirical investigations of the relationship between democracy and various economic and social variables. The so-called 
Polity Project provides, for a smaller number of countries, measures of democracy and regime types, based on rather minimalist definitions, stretching back to the 19th century. These have also been used in empirical work. 

• Freedom House also measures a narrower concept, that of “electoral democracy”. Democracies in this minimal sense share at least one common, essential characteristic. Positions of political power are fi l led through regular, free and fair 
elections between competing parties, and it is possible for an incumbent government to be turned out of office through elections. Freedom House’s criteria for an electoral democracy include: A competitive, multi-party political 
system.Universal adult suffrage. Regularly contested elections conducted on the basis of secret ballots, reasonable ballot security and the absence of massive voter fraud. Significant public access of major political parties to the electorate 
through the media and through generally open political campaigning. 

• …Our Democracy Index is based on five categories: electoral process and pluralism; civil liberties;
the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. The five categories are interrelated and form a coherent conceptual whole. The condition of holding free and fair competitive elections, and satisfying related aspects of 
political freedom, is clearly the sine qua non of all  definitions. 

• All modern definitions, except the most minimalist, also consider civil l iberties to be a vital component of what is often called “liberal democracy”. The principle of the protection of basic human rights is widely accepted. It is embodied in 
constitutions throughout the world, as well  as in the UN Charter and international agreements such as the Helsinki Final Act (the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe). Basic human rights include freedom of speech, expression 
and of the press; freedom of religion; freedom of assembly and association; and the right to due judicial process. All  democracies are systems in which citizens freely make political decisions by majority rule. But rule
by the majority is not necessarily democratic. In a democracy, majority rule must be combined with guarantees of individual human rights and the rights of minorities. Most measures also include aspects of the minimum quality of functioning of 
government. If democratically-based decisions cannot be or are not implemented, then the concept of democracy is not very meaningful. 

• The Economist Intell igence Unit’s index of democracy, on a 0 to 10 scale, is based on the ratings for 60 indicators, grouped into five categories: electoral process and pluralism; civil liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; 
and political culture. Each category has a rating on a 0 to 10 scale, and the overall  Index is the simple average of the five category indexes. 

• The category indexes are based on the sum of the indicator scores in the category, converted to a 0 to 10 scale. Adjustments to the category scores are made if countries do not score a 1 in the following critical areas for democracy: 

1. Whether national elections are free and fair. 

2. The security of voters. 

3. The influence of foreign powers on government. 

4. The capability of the civil  service to implement policies. 

If the scores for the first three questions are 0 (or 0.5), one point (0.5 point) is deducted from the index in the relevant category (either the electoral process and pluralism or the functioning of government). If the score for 4 is 0, one point is deducted 
from the functioning of government category index.
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Fragile and Failed  Governance
The data that follow show that the majority of MENA states have fragile or failed governance, excessive corruption, and fail to meet 
the needs of their peoples. Authoritarian regimes are a major problem, as are ones where elites tend to serve their own interests at 
the expense of the majority of their people. 

One needs to be careful about the merits of regimes that have the shell of democracy without the substance. New “democratic” 
regimes of lack the experience and unity to govern, as do new authoritarian regimes. Supposedly democratic regimes can have 
highly imbalanced forms of representation. Many elected and parliamentary MENA regimes are actually dominated by special 
interests or have political structures which favor the factions in the government over the broader needs of the population for national 
progress and development. 

The thesis that “democracy” is better than authoritarianism is often false. As the “Arab Spring has demonstrated al too clearly,
electing factions and individuals with no practical experience in governance and administration means electing people who do not
know how to govern and have no time, opportunity, or organizational structure to develop such a capability. An inexperience 
population can also vote for demagogues, charismatic figures that cannot govern, or leaders of their own factions who cannot 
compromise or work effectively with the leaders of other factions. 

The history of cases where such leaders are replaced by military figures or authoritarians are no more reassuring. Even the best
military ruling elites tend to serve their own interests at the expense of the nation as whole, and some end in creating deeper and 
more violent internal divisions.

It is equally clear that corruption is a critical problem, as is the use of government to exercise and maintain personal or elite power 
and wealth. The MENA region is scarcely unique in presenting these problems, nor is it the worst region in the world in this regard, 
but the resulting problems do make it impossible for many countries to develop and implement effective civil development plans, 
day-to-day governance and services that properly meet the needs of their people, heal or reduce internal tensions and divisions,
create an effective rule of law, and limit the growth of civil violence and extremism.
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The World Bank governance rankings seem to provide the best overall picture of the quality of governance. Although Transparency 
International should be consulted in the case of corruption. The World Bank rankings are summarized in the following data: 

• World Bank Estimate of Twenty Worst Countries in World Bank Governance Indicators (2020) and World Bank Estimate of 
Twenty Worst Countries in Economic Freedom (2019) and Corruption Perception Index (2021) show that one the world’s most 
neutral and effective organizations ranks several MENA governments rank as the least effective and/or the least free and most
violent and corrupt governments in the world.

• World Bank Governance Indicators: MENA: 1996-2022 shows how misleading region-wide averages can be. The average 
ranking is mediocre at best, but disguises the fact that the rank of the worst cases – which include some large populations – is so low.

• World Bank Governance Rankings – Arab Spring to 2021 shows the World Bank governance rankings by country between 2020 
and 2021. The higher the raking the better, and the table shows how bad and how god the raking of given nations can be, as well as 
the lack of any consistent progress, and how much damage the uprisings that took place as part of the Arab spring did in some cases.

It should be be stressed that these pages are based on nation-wide rankings. Like most of the rankings in this analysis – including all 
aspects of economic development and improvements in social services -- disguise gross differences by region and by the equivalent of 
provincial and local governments. Some such groupings  are better than the national average, but most of which are agricultural and less 
developed than the ranking shown, and some of which ignore local violence and authoritarianism; discrimination by tribe, faction, sect, 
or ethnic group; and the regional or local role of outside states and various violent factions

The data and graphs also do not seem to reflect several  ongoing changes in the need for governance. As the data on urbanization later in 
this analysis show, the need for urban government services has changed radically over the last few decades. The issue is not simply the 
broad effectiveness of government, it is the ability of governments to provide adequate jobs, housing, urban transportation, running  
water, electricity, honest and effective police services, effective and response courts, and a full range of effective schools and education 
services. The data on the effectiveness of these aspects of governance is often highly uncertain, and official reports in was that have 
limited credibility and/or coverage – particularly in the cases of the poorer MENA states or those with deep sectarian, ethnic, tribal, and 
regional divisions.  Similarly, the data on urban poverty and employment data soften present equal problems. 
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World Bank Estimate of Twenty Worst Countries in World Bank 
Governance Indicators (2020)

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 1622/24/2023 65



World Bank Estimate of Twenty Worst Countries in Economic Freedom 
(2019) and Corruption Perception Index (2021)

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 1612/24/2023 66



World Bank Governance Indicators: MENA: 1996-2022

World Bank, Worldwide Governance Indicators,, https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports. 2/24/2023 67
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MENA Countries that the UN OHCA Funds to Ease Major Humanitarian 
Relief Problems

Source: Global Humanitarian Overview 2023, UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs ( OHCA) 
https://humanitarianaction.info/ and https://news.un.org/en/. 
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Note: The UN reports 6.7 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Syria and 4.3 million in Yemen 

https://humanitarianaction.info/
https://news.un.org/en/


Inadequate Development and Income 
Distribution

702/24/2023



71

Inadequate Development and Income Distribution 
Far too many of the data on the MENA region’s problems in poverty, nation-wide development, and income distribution are not reported, highly 
uncertain, or politicized. The data presented still provide a broad set of warnings, but the figures are not reliable. Reports of progress also often use 
broad national indicators where it is unclear that an adequate nation-wide data collection effort took place, and the definition of progress does not 
reflect real world improvements in actual popular benefits and income because of inflation and differences by region, faction, and employment. In 
most cases, the national reality is significantly worse for major aspects of the population than the data indicate.

• Key Warnings from the Arab Development Report: 2022 summarizes the warnings about current civil problems and challenges from one of
the best recent analyses of such problems. It is drawn from a series of UN reports by Arab experts (with a download version in Arabic) that lacks
the possible biases of experts from other nations and cultures. This report provides an excellent overview of current developments, and it is worth
noting that the Arab Development Report of 2006 warned long in advance of the “Arab spring” that the region’s civil problems had growth to the
point where they create a serious threat of major political unrest or revolution.

• Global Disparity in Household Income is a warning by the U.S. Energy Information Agency that the MENA region has some of the worst
income distribution of any region in the world.

• Long Term Annual GDP Growth Rate by Region provides a highly favorable “best case” OPEC estimate of MENA economic growth
assuming that no further cases of political unrest or violence take place, exiting problems are quickly terminated, and global warming has no
major impact on the value of MENA fossil fuel exports.

• World Bank: Estimate of Development and Real GDP Per Capita Growth: 2020-2023: shows how limited the real-world growth of per
capita GDP has been in the MENA region in recent years.

• World Bank Poverty Trend Estimates by MENA Country is included as a case study example of why much of the official reporting by
MENA countries – including data on education, medical, water, legal, and other government services has little or no credibility
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• Real GDP Per Capita in 2021 and 2045 shows that even this estimate could produce some of the lowest rises in real per capita
income of any region in the world.

• World Bank - Ease of Doing Business Index: 2019 shows a now dated estimate of the radical differences MENA states present in
doing commercial business and creating and sustaining private sector activity.

• World Bank Economic Report and Forecast: 2020-2023 provides a country-by-country breakout of the radically different levels of
MENA economic progress.

• CIA World Factbook Data on Areas of Civil Stress provides a country-by-country break out of key areas of civil stress like poverty,
median age, youth unemployment, urbanization, and dependency (percentages of population that do not earn money and depend on
others for income, food, and shelter. The GINI data on income distribution are unreliable and often missing.

• UN and other Global Rankings of MENA Countries provides a comparative range of different national rankings. Only the World
Bank poverty, Fragile States Index, and Freedom House Index seem to have practical value, and they illustrate additional weaknesses
and problems in the civil development of many MENA states.

• MENA Dependence On Oil Export Revenues As a Percent of GDP show how few states really benefit from petroleum export
wealth, and several with high percentages receive relatively low actual per capita income and are in, or near, civil war.

• Major MENA Country Net Per Capita Oil Export Revenues: 2020-2023 provides a further illustration of the real-world limits to
MENA petroleum wealth by country.

• Uncertain Data on MENA Educational Levels illustrates the limits in the data available on a key aspect of development. The sources
of the CIA data are not clear, and the data are sometimes drawn from different periods, but the data in World Bank, UN and other
sources reveal the same uncertain levels of standardization and consistency, and the same major differences between countries,
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and also have gaps and areas where the data that do not seem to track with a given nation’s level of national wealth and
development. None seem to be based on actual levels of education, and the variations within them. Most important, the data
focus on basic development, and a focus on basic education rather than training and educating citizens for modern jobs. The real
situation in overall education and literacy seems to be improving, but the comparative data do not reflect this and focus on the
educational needs of the past. They do not address the degree to which education at higher levels meets national needs by
subject and specialization, ignore class size and the funding of educators, and do not address the gaps between local higher
education and the standards set on the most developed countries.

• CIA Factbook Data on MENA Health Levels again are useful in illustrating the range of differences between countries, but
sometimes claim levels of success in reducing infant mortality and providing adequate numbers of physicians and hospitals that are
far too high for the wealth and development of a given country, and ignore the impact of internal conflicts and unrest. In broad
terms, the medical data now available from existing sources reveal the same questions about consistency and credibility as the data
on education. Once again, other sources seem to raise similar issues

Finally current reporting on development tends to ignore the problems in converting from rural to urban economies, and fails to
accurately define and identify poverty and unemployment, setting the income levels for defining poverty that are far too low, ignore or
understate dependence on food imports, and at least tacitly use estimates of “self-employment” to exaggerate both employment and
income levels.



Key Warnings from the Arab Development Report: 2022

2/24/2023 74

• …percentage of citizens who believe that freedom of speech is guaranteed to a great or medium extent has declined by 
20 percentage points since 2016, from 63 percent to 43 percent in the region…

• region’s economy contracted by around 4.5 percent in 2020, with fragile and conflict-affected countries experiencing 
the largest average drop—around 15 percent…average expected growth rate of 5.5 percent for the whole region, 
driven mainly by the performance of oil-exporting countries, economic growth may continue to be challenging.

• In 2020, the region’s overall average government debt peaked at 60 percent of GDP, up around 13 percentage points 
from 2019. Over the medium term, government debt as a percentage of GDP is projected to rise substantially and 
remain above 2019 levels

• In 2021, unemployment rose to 12.6 in the Arab States region, more than double the world average of 6.2 percent. 
Female labor force participation rates were among the lowest in the world, at 20.3 percent… 

• In 2021, the region had the world’s highest youth unemployment rate (15-24 years old), at 28.6 percent, rising steeply 
from 25.3 percent in 2019.

• Out-of-pocket spending averaged 28 percent of household spending in the region, compared with 18 percent 
worldwide…

• only 55 percent of surveyed children who were enrolled in education in Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Qatar, 
Syria, and Tunisia prior to the pandemic were able to access some form of remote learning after schools were 
physically closed…

• 5 percent increase in water demand in 2020 for intensified hygiene practices, adding pressures on already scare water 
supplies across the region, where 18 of the 22 Arab States face serious levels of water scarcity and the average person 
receives just one-eighth of the global average renewable water per person…

Source: UNDP, Arab Human Development Report 2022: Expanding Opportunities for an Inclusive and Resilient Recovery in the Post-Covid Era, June 29, 2022, 
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/arab-human-development-report-2022-expanding-opportunities-inclusive-and-resilient-recovery-post-covid-era.



Global Disparity in Household Per Capita Income
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World Food Program: Growing Food Insecurity - I
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World Food Program, WFP Global Operational Response Plan 2022, November 2022, pp. 6, 43-46



Source: OPEC, World Oil Outlook, 2022, p. 37, Accessed 12.14.22,  file:///Users/Downloads/WOO_2022.pdf. 

Long Term Annual GDP Growth Rate by Region 
(If Climate Change does not lead to major cuts in MENA Export income)
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Global growth through to 2045 will be largely driven by non-OECD 
countries, in line with assumptions from previous WOO editions. 
These countries are expected to grow by 3.8% p.a. on average (), on 
the back of improving labor productivity and a growing
working age population, even as the pace of GDP growth begins to 
slow. The growth dynamic for the entire forecasting period is 0.1 
percentage points (pp) above that of lasty ear.

… It is evident that the Middle East & Africa, OPEC and Other Asia, 
are set to see accelerating growth trends in the long-term, ones that 
are faster than China.
Economic growth in Other Asia is at 3.6% p.a. over the long-term. 
The growth momentum is set to peak at 4.4% for the 2021–2027 
period, but the growth trend holds up well and is at 3% in the last 
decade of the forecast.
In the Middle East & Africa, growth is estimated to average 3.9% 
p.a., the same level as in last year’s WOO. 

The region is forecast to benefit from a young and growing 
population, as well as increased income levels as more people enter 
middle class. This will provide additional consumption abilities. 
Moreover, the region is also set to benefit from commodity market 
support amid global growth appreciation. Further upside may 
materialize if additional structural and economic reforms take place in 
less productive economies. A downside risk, however, relates to 
ongoing high-debt levels especially in
low-income countries.



World Bank: Estimate of Development and 
Real GDP Per Capita Growth: 2020-2023

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 31

The MENA region has great potential but often produces great disappointment. Rich
in history and resources and blessed with favorable demographics and a strategic
geopolitical position, MENA economies could be flourishing. But most are not.

To be sure, in the past decades there have been improvements in various dimensions
of wellbeing—such as increased school enrollment and decreased infant mortality.2
For example, infant mortality has dropped from 51.5 per 1000 live births to 18.4 in
the past 30 years, most countries have achieved universal primary enrollment, and
secondary school enrollment has increased from 29.7 percent in 1971 to 88.4 percent
in 2018. Moreover, these improvements have been particularly impressive for young
girls, whose enrollment in secondary school increased by 110 percent.

Yet, the region falls short of its potential. Economic growth has been stubbornly low.
For example, the region would be about 30 percent richer had it grown in the past two
decades at the rate of the typical country in the same income group. Productivity
growth has also lagged, even in Morocco and Egypt—the two economies with the
fastest growth rates in the region—suggesting that not only has growth been low, it
has also been inefficient, including through an unfinished process of structural
transformation

Oil price vagaries played an important role in growth and fiscal patterns in oil-
exporting countries. Growth in some of the oil-importing countries was accompanied
by a significant buildup of public debt. Still, whatever growth occurred did not result
in the creation of quality jobs. The region displays the typical features of labor market
duality, with a high level of informal employment on one hand and sought-after
public employment on the other. The mismatch between the large number of new
labor market entrants and the scarcity of high-productivity jobs in the private sector is
glaring, …as is the low level of female labor force participation—which, at an
average of 20 percent, is the lowest in the world
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World Bank Poverty Trend Estimates by MENA Country

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 312/24/2023 79

This analysis of the World Bank 
data on poverty is defined as living 
below the International Poverty Line 
of $2.15 per day. 
The data are said to be  adjusted for 
inflation and for differences in the 
cost of living between countries, and 
to be measured in international-$ at 
2017 prices. 
Depending on the country and year, 
it relates to disposable income or 
consumption per capita.
In practice, some countries do not 
report, and the current poverty 
levels that are reported are usually 
absurdly low.
Similar issues arise in much of  the  
official country reporting on 
employment, medical services, and 
educational services.



Source: OPEC, World Oil Outlook, 2022, p. 40, Accessed 12.14.22,  file:///Users/Downloads/WOO_2022.pdf. 

OPEC: Real GDP Per Capita in 2021 and 2045 
(If Climate Change does not lead to major cuts in MENA Export income)
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World Bank - Ease of Doing Business Index: 2019

World Bank, Ease of Doing Business Index,  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.EASE.XQ?end=2019&locations=DZ-BH-EG-IR-IQ-IL-JO-KW-LB-LY-MA-OM-
QA-SA-SY-TN-AE-YE-1A-PS&start=2019&view=bar. 2019 is last year. Reporting ceased in 2021. 81

Lower 
Number is 
Better.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.EASE.XQ?end=2019&locations=DZ-BH-EG-IR-IQ-IL-JO-KW-LB-LY-MA-OM-QA-SA-SY-TN-AE-YE-1A-PS&start=2019&view=bar
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.EASE.XQ?end=2019&locations=DZ-BH-EG-IR-IQ-IL-JO-KW-LB-LY-MA-OM-QA-SA-SY-TN-AE-YE-1A-PS&start=2019&view=bar


World Bank Economic Report and Forecast: 2020-2023

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p.92/24/2023 82



CIA World Factbook Data on Areas of Civil Stress
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Major MENA Country Net Oil Export Revenues: 2020-2023

Source: EIA, OPEC Revenues Fact Sheet, August 2022, https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/special-topics/OPEC_Revenues_Fact_Sheet.. 85



MENA Dependence On Oil Export Revenues As A Percent of GDP

Source: Adapted from World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PETR.RT.ZS?locations=ZQ. 

Entire MENA 
Region: 11.9% of 
GDP in 2020

21.1

Morocco
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Major MENA Country Net Per Capita Oil Export Revenues: 2020-2023

Source: EIA, OPEC Revenues Fact Sheet, August 2022, https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/special-topics/OPEC_Revenues_Fact_Sheet.. 87
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Population Pressure, Hyperurbanization and 
Demographic Change
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Population Pressure, Hyperurbanization and Demographic Change 
The MENA region has undergone explosive population growth since the end of World War II, although there are no broadly reliable
estimates of that growth for many countries before1960, and few countries conduct an accurate census. What is clear is that MENA
countries have experienced an equally explosive process of urbanization. Their population have shift from a few urban areas and
largely agricultural or pastoral societies to populations centered in major cities and reliant on more modern forms of market
economies.

These shifts have radically changed the previous social and economic structures in most MENA countries, replacing them with the
need to adapt to fundamentally different economic systems and to meet modern urban needs for education, employment, and social
structures. This affects many key aspects of MENA societies like the role of women, the nature of employment and income, and
how communities are shaped and structure by class, and long ethnic and sectarian lines. The past separation of different groups –
and isolation of small religious and other minorities – has been radically changed, often in ways that create new elites while
undermining older ones, and forcing different groups to comingle to the point of integration.

The are only limited and analyses of these shifts by country, or their effect, in comparable form. However, many of the end results
are clear. Only a comparatively small portion of the population of most MENA economies now has the option of living off the land,
or being able to live at the low levels of income that are still used to define poverty in many countries.

The data in this section highlight the population growth and levels of urbanization that have created these changes. It is clear from
the data that these pressures and changes will continue to grow through 2050 unless truly radical changes take place in governance
and social structures. All will continue to create growing needs for new and more modern government services.

It is clear from the limited public opinion poll data available from sources like the Arab Barometer that many in the countries
involved feel that their governments have failed to deal with the resulting problems. More broadly, most governments seem to
deliberately under report the problems created by such changes and the impact of population growth. Many development plans and
aid requests also seem to understate or ignore the strains caused by past population growth and/or the impact of current projections
of future growth
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Put bluntly, some governments and analysts of other problem areas seem to deal with demographics through denial, as do the various political
and radical groups that the traditional structure of society can be restored or preserved and internal security force and efforts that rely on
repression to deal with the massive shifts involved.

As the next section of this analysis also points out, the problems involved are further complicated by the fact population growth has caused
radical shifts in the mixes of sects, ethnic groups, and in the distribution and needs of the population, in different parts of the country and
within major urban areas. Just as MENA nations differ sharply from state to state, they differ sharply internally. This has helped lead to major
political under or violence in many MENA nations, and serious internal conflicts and tensions in states like Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, and
Yemen.

• World Population by Region 2020-2050 shows and official U.S. projection of population growth by region between 2020, and that the 
MENA  region is one of the only two regions expected to experience high growth through 2050.

• OPEC/UN Estimate: World Population Trends by Region:  1990-2050 shows a similar OPEC estimate of regional trends based on UN 
analyses, and that the MENA has the highest projected growth of any region in the world...

• MENA: World Bank Estimate of Total Population of MENA Region: 1960-2020 shows just how steep the rate of MENA growth has 
been since 1960. 

• MENA Population and Population Density by Country shows a World Bank estimate of the current population and population density 
of each MENA state..

• Population Growth in North Africa: 1965-2021, Population Growth in the Greater Levant,: 1965-2021, and Population Growth in 
the Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula: 1965-2021 provide specific country-by-country data for recent growth to the extent they are 
available on the Work Bank database. All show major increases in total population that put massive strains on the capabilities of fragile 
and failed governments.
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• Northern Africa and Western Asia: Total Population 1950-2100: Shows how unpredictable future population growth now is 
for the entire region, but that the best stimate is continued long-term growth.

• Oman: Total Population  1950-2100 provides an estimate of population growth for Oman as a case study example of the UN 
data on past and the projected country-by-country shifts that are occurring in of the region. 

• Estimated Growth and Shift by Age Group in Selected High Population States – I, II, III presents the UN projections of 
possible population growth in six key MENA states, all of which have so far  failed to demonstrate the ability to deal effectively 
with the needs of their current populations.

• Continuing MENA Lead in Hyperurbanization compares the projected rate of continued Global hyperurbanization by region 
and shows the high rate of growth for the MENA region.

• CIA Estimate of the Correlation Between Stress and Urbanization repats a previous estimate to show the correlation 
between high rates of urbanization and other measures of civil stress.

• Urbanization in North Africa, the Great Levant, and the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula as a Percent of Total Population: 
1960-2021. These three charts show the growth for MENA countries from 1960 on, which understate the incredible rate of 
growth that began in the 1950s. Many have now approached the limits of possible growth.

The growing reliance on market economies also has created a demand for higher levels of education, fully functional literacy and
mathematical capability, better transport, more expensive housing, and  being able to support dependents from a cash economy. This 
has raised the marginal cost of supporting large families. At the same time,. improvements in medical care have extended the 
average life span at the cost of paying for modern medical services, and sharply raise the number of people surviving to old age and 
living beyond the age where they can earn their own living.  This has increased dependency ratios and costs levels many of the poor 
cannot afford.
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Population 
by Region
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(in Millions)
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Source: OPEC, World Oil Outlook, 2022, pp. 22-23,  file:///Users/Downloads/WOO_2022.pdf. 

OPEC/UN Estimate: World Population Trends by Region:  1990-2050
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Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ZQ, and https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&q=MENA+populkation+in+1950. 

MENA:
World 
Bank 

Estimate of 
Total 

Population:
1960-2020
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Year         Millions

2021           486.2
2010           398.0
2000           321.0
1990 256.2
1980 186.0
1970           137.8
1960 105.0
1950            90.0?
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Grown more 
than 5 times 
since 1950, 
and 66% 
since 2000

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ZQ


MENA 
Population and 

Population 
Density by 
Country
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Countries 2022 - World Population Review, https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/mena-countries;

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ZQ
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/mena-countries
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/mena-countries


Source: World Bank, data base, accessed 23.1.2023, https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.TOTL&country=#. 

Population Growth in North Africa: 1965-2021
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https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.TOTL&country=


Population Growth in Greater Levant: 1965-2021
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Source: World Bank, database, accessed 23.1.23, https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.TOTL&country=#. 

https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.TOTL&country=


Source: World Bank databases, accessed 24.1.2023,https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.TOTL&country=#.

Population Growth in Gulf & Arabian Peninsula: 1965-2021
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Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  Population Division, 2022 estimate access December 9, 2022
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/1833;  

Northern 
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Western 

Asia:
Total 

Population 
1950-2100

Growth from  100 million in 
1950 to 530 million in 2022 
and most probable level of 
780 million in 2030
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https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/1833


Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  Population Division, 2022 estimate access December 9, 2022
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/1833. 

Oman:
Total 

Population 
1950-2100

Growth from  100 million in 
1950 to 530 million in 2022 
and most probable level of 
780 million in 2030
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https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/1833


Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  Population Division, estimate accessed 23..1.2023 https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/DemographicProfiles/
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ALGERIA

EGYPT

Estimated Growth and Shift by Age Group in Selected High Population States - I



Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  Population Division, estimate accessed 23..1.2023 https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/DemographicProfiles/
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SYRIA

IRAN

Estimated Growth and Shift by Age Group in Selected High Population States - II



Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  Population Division, estimate accessed 23..1.2023 https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/DemographicProfiles/

Estimated Growth and Shift by Age Group in Selected High Population States - III
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Source: OPEC, World Oil Outlook, 2022, p. 24, Accessed 12.14.22,  file:///Users/Downloads/WOO_2022.pdf. 

Continuing MENA Rise in Hyperurbanization 
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CIA Estimate of the Correlation Between Stress and Urbanization

2/24/2023 107



Urbanization in North Africa as a Percent of 
Total Population: 1960-2021
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World Bank interactive database, using UN data accessed as of 26.1.22; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-
MA-TN

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN


Urbanization in the Greater Levant as a Percent of 
Total Population: 1960-2021

2/24/2023 109

World Bank interactive database, using UN data accessed as of 26.1.22; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-
MA-TN

Note the high 
starting rate in the 
more developed 
countries like 
Egypt and Syria.

Syria has been 
limited by poor 
economic growth 
and by civil war 
since 2010. 

Egypt sharply 
understates the 
level of growth 
because of 
narrowly defined 
urban boundaries

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN


Urbanization in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula as a Percent of 
Total Population: 1960-2021
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World Bank interactive database, using UN data accessed as of 26.1.22; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-
MA-TN

Massive growth in the 
major oil exporting 
states began in 1950, a 
period that is not shown. 

All countries except 
Yemen already exceed 
70%,

Some have faced major 
wars or upheavals since 
the start of the “Arab 
spring.”

High rates of growth 
seem likely to return if 
they become more 
stable.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?locations=DZ-LY-MA-TN
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Internal Divisions by Religion, Sect, Ethnicity, and Language 
The previous analyses have focused on nation-wide civil issues. In many cases, however, there are major internal issues that divide a
given MENA country by ethnicity, religion tribe, region, allegiance to ideology or leader, historical background or geography. No nation
in the world is exempt from such problems, but they are the source of serious violence and tension in some MENA countries.

Many MENA countries have governments that favor given religious sects, ethnicities, areas, businesses, and groups in provide
government services, investment, and in allocating aid funds. Favoritism, corruption, and political ties/opportunism often tend to be the
rule rather than the exception

Tribal, ethnic, and regional differences have been a major factor in the Libyan civil war. Egypt has had problems in the Sinai. Israeli and
Palestinian differences have been a major source of violence in Israel. Religious factions have been critical in shaping the civil conflicts
in Lebanon, and both religious and ethnic differences have played a major role in the violence in Syria, Iraq, and Iran. Tribal tensions and
a Palestinian influx have affected Jordan. Bahrain is divided between a Sunni ruling elite and Shiite majority. Saudi Arabia and other
states have internal divisions involving religious extremism. The UAE has increasing problems with a majority of South Asian
immigrants. Yemen is divided by tribe, affiliation and region with a North-South split.

There are many good studies of these differences and issues in given countries, but few comparative region-wide studies and sources of
reliable data on the entire region. Many MENA countries deliberately minimize their internal differences. Nevertheless, overviews like
those in the following charts provide insights into the scale of internal divisions on a national level. They minimize open discussion of
religious and ethnic tensions, and pressure media, scholars, and outside analysts to limit reporting on these issues. In sone cases,
minorities that express legitimate opposition or demands are labeled as terrorists and/or are the subject of repression by the internal
security services.
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There are no reliable estimates of the overall patterns of significant sectarian, ethnic, linguistic difference for the entire region, although
some excellent research has been done for give countries and groups. Research on how these differences affect urbanization and te key
lines of tension they sometimes create are generally uncertain and tied to a specific point in time. Th levels of emigration by Christians is
particularly uncertain, and so it’s the size of the smaller Islamic sects.

The following slides reflect apolitical CIA reporting but the estimates are often dated and have gaps in their coverage. They do not cover
smaller Islamic, Christian, and Jewish sects and factions. They also do not note or describe levels of ethnic, sectarian, and tribal levels of
tension and violence. They touch on the high levels of emigration of Christian Arabs out of Iraq, but only as a possibility. They fail to
focus on some key differences between Sunnis and Shiites, and to estimate the size of Kurdish and Arab populations and their
differences – although studies that do estimate such differences are usually highly speculative. The CIA data do, however, identify the
fact that many Gulf “Arab” states now have a minority of native citizens and a smaller percentage of Muslims.

• CIA Estimate of Differences in Religion in the MENA Region provides a summary of major religious divisions, but ignore
differences by sect, that are now the source of most key religious tensions in the region.

• CIA Estimate of Differences in Religion, Ethnicity, National Origin, and Language provide six charts with detailed data by 
country, but the data are often highly uncertain, or dated, and again ignore sect/ They do, however, highlight the fact the wealthier oil 
states have import large percentages of their total population from outside region – particularly South Asian foreign workers.



CIA Estimate of Differences in Religion in the Mena Region
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Source: CIA, World Factbook, accessed 28,1,23, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/static/7d32d01febbf043f3142d920da02366e/Middle_East_Religion_graphic_FINAL_WFB_2015-8.pdf. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/static/7d32d01febbf043f3142d920da02366e/Middle_East_Religion_graphic_FINAL_WFB_2015-8.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/static/7d32d01febbf043f3142d920da02366e/Middle_East_Religion_graphic_FINAL_WFB_2015-8.pdf
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin Languages
Religion

Morocco
Does not include
West Sahara

Algeria Arab-Berber 99%, European less than 1% note:
although almost all Algerians are Berber in origin 
(not Arab), only a minority identify themselves as 
primarily Berber, about 15% of the total 
population; these people live mostly in the 
mountainous region of Kabylie east of Algiers and 
several other communities; the Berbers are also 
Muslim but identify with their Berber rather than 
Arab cultural heritage; Berbers have long 
agitated, sometimes violently, for autonomy; the 
government is unlikely to grant autonomy but 
has officially recognized Berber languages and 
introduced them into public schools

Arabic (official), French (lingua franca), 
Berber or Tamazight (official); dialects 
include Kabyle Berber (Taqbaylit), Shawiya 
Berber (Tacawit), Mzab Berber, Tuareg 
Berber (Tamahaq)

Muslim (official; predominantly 
Sunni) 99%, other (includes 
Christian, Jewish, Ahmadi Muslims, 
Shia Muslims, Ibadi Muslims) <1% 
(2012 est.)

Arabic (official), Berber languages (Tamazight 
(official), Tachelhit, Tarifit), French (often the 
language of business, government, and 
diplomacy); note - the proportion of Berber 
speakers is disputed

Arab-Berber 99%, other 1%Muslim 99% (official; virtually all 
Sunni, <0.1% Shia), other 1% 
(includes Christian, Jewish, and 
Baha'i); note - Jewish about 3,000-
3,500 (2020 est.)

Libya Muslim (official; virtually all Sunni) 
96.6%, Christian 2.7%, Buddhist <1%, 
Hindu <1%, Jewish <1%, folk religion 
<1%, other <1%, unaffiliated <1% 
(2020 est.) note: non-Sunni Muslims 
include native Ibadhi Muslims (<1% of 
the population) and foreign Muslims

Berber and Arab 97%, other 3% (includes 
Egyptian, Greek, Indian, Italian, Maltese, 
Pakistani, Tunisian, and Turkish)

Arabic (official), Italian, English (all widely 
understood in the major cities); Berber 
(Nafusi, Ghadamis, Suknah, Awjilah, 
Tamasheq)

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin Languages
Religion

Tunisia

Egypt Egyptian 99.7%, other 0.3% (2006 est.) Arabic (official), English, and French widely 
understood by educated classes

Muslim (predominantly Sunni) 90%, 
Christian (majority Coptic Orthodox, 
other Christians include Armenian 
Apostolic, Catholic, Maronite, 
Orthodox, and Anglican) 10%

Arabic (official, one of the languages of 
commerce), French (commerce), Berber 
(Tamazight); note - despite having no official 
status, French plays a major role in the 
country and is spoken by about two thirds of 
the population

Arab 98%, European 1%, Jewish and other 1%Muslim (official; Sunni) 99%, other 
(includes Christian, Jewish, Shia 
Muslim, and Baha'i) <1%

Israel Jewish 74%, Muslim 18%, Christian 
1.9%, Druze 1.6%, other 4.5% (2020 
est.)

Jewish 74% (of which Israel-born 78.7%, 
Europe/America/Oceania-born 14.8%, Africa-
born 4.2%, Asia-born 2.3%), Arab 21.1%, other 
4.9% (2020 est.)

Hebrew (official), Arabic (special status under 
Israeli law), English (most commonly used 
foreign language)

Gaza Strip Jewish 74%, Muslim 18%, Christian 
1.9%, Druze 1.6%, other 4.5% (2020 
est.)

Palestinian Arab Arabic, Hebrew (spoken by many Palestinians), English 
(widely understood)

West Bank Muslim 80-85% (predominantly 
Sunni), Jewish 12-14%, Christian 1-
2.5% (mainly Greek Orthodox), other, 
unaffiliated, unspecified <1% (2012 
est.)

Palestinian Arab, Jewish, other Arabic, Hebrew (spoken by Israeli settlers and many 
Palestinians), English (widely understood)

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin LanguagesReligion

Jordan

Lebanon Arab 95%, Armenian 4%, other 1%

note: many Christian Lebanese do not identify 
themselves as Arab but rather as descendants of 
the ancient Canaanites and prefer to be called 
Phoenicians

Arabic (official), French, English, ArmenianMuslim 67.8% (31.9% Sunni, 31.2% Shia, 
smaller percentages of Alawites and 
Ismailis), Christian 32.4% (Maronite 
Catholics are the largest Christian group), 
Druze 4.5%, very small numbers of Jews, 
Baha'is, Buddhists, and Hindus (2020 est.) 
note: data represent the religious 
affiliation of the citizen population (data 
do not include Lebanon's sizable Syrian 
and Palestinian refugee populations); 18 
religious sects recognized

Arabic (official), English (widely understood 
among upper and middle classes)

Jordanian 69.3%, Syrian 13.3%, Palestinian 
6.7%, Egyptian 6.7%, Iraqi 1.4%, other 2.6% 
(includes Armenian, Circassian) (2015 est.)

Muslim 97.1% (official; predominantly Sunni), 
Christian 2.1% (majority Greek Orthodox, but 
some Greek and Roman Catholics, Syrian 
Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox, Armenian 
Orthodox, and Protestant denominations), 
Buddhist 0.4%, Hindu 0.1%, Jewish <0.1%, 
folk <0.1%, other <0.1%, unaffiliated <0.1% 
(2020 est.)

Syria Muslim 87% (official; includes Sunni 
74% and Alawi, Ismaili, and Shia 13%), 
Christian 10% (includes Orthodox, 
Uniate, and Nestorian), Druze 3%
note: the Christian population may 
be considerably smaller as a result of 
Christians fleeing the country 
during the ongoing civil war

Arab ~50%, Alawite ~15%, Kurd ~10%, 
Levantine ~10%, other ~15% (includes Druze, 
Ismaili, Imami, Nusairi, Assyrian, Turkoman, 
Armenian)

Arabic (official)

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin LanguagesReligion

Bahrain

Kuwait Kuwaiti 30.4%, other Arab 27.4%, Asian 40.3%, 
African 1%, other 0.9% (includes European, North 
American, South American, and Australian) (2018 
est.)

Arabic (official), English widely spokenMuslim (official) 74.6%, Christian 18.2%, 
other and unspecified 7.2% (2013 est.)
note: data represent the total population; 
about 72% of the population consists of 
immigrants

Arabic (official), English, Farsi, Urdu)Bahraini 46%, Asian 45.5%, other Arab 4.7%, 
African 1.6%, European 1%, other 1.2% 
(includes Gulf Co-operative country nationals, 
North and South Americans, and Oceanians) 
(2010 est.)

Muslim 73.7%, Christian 9.3%, Jewish 0.1%, other 
16.9% (2017 est.)

Qatar

Muslim 85.9%, Christian 6.4%, Hindu 
5.7%, other and unaffiliated 2% (2020 
est.) note: Omani citizens represent 
approximately 56.4% of the population 
and are overwhelming Muslim (Ibadhi and 
Sunni sects each constitute about 45% 
and Shia about 5%); Christians, Hindus, 
and Buddhists account for roughly 5% of 
Omani citizens

Arab, Baluchi, South Asian (Indian, Pakistani, 
Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi), African

Arabic (official), English, Baluchi, Swahili, Urdu, Indian 
dialectsOman

non-Qatari 88.4%, Qatari 11.6% (2015 est.) Arabic (official), English commonly used as a 
second languageMuslim 65.2%, Christian 13.7%, Hindu 15.9%, 

Buddhist 3.8%, folk religion <0.1%, Jewish 
<0.1%, other <1%, unaffiliated <1% (2020 
est.)

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin LanguagesReligion

Iran

Iraq Arab 75-80%, Kurdish 15-20%, other 5% (includes 
Turkmen, Yezidi, Shabak, Kaka'i, Bedouin, Romani, 
Assyrian, Circassian, Sabaean-Mandaean, Persian)
note: data is a 1987 government estimate; no more 
recent reliable numbers are available

Arabic (official), Kurdish (official), Turkmen 
(a Turkish dialect), Syriac (Neo-Aramaic), 
and Armenian are official in areas where 
native speakers of these languages 
constitute a majority of the population

Muslim (official) 95-98% (Shia 61-64%, 
Sunni 29-34%), Christian 1% (includes 
Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Assyrian 
Church of the East), other 1-4% (2015 est.)
note: the last census in Iraq was in 1997; 
while there has been voluntary relocation 
of many Christian families to northern Iraq, 
the overall Christian population has 
decreased at least 50% and perhaps as 
high as 90% since the fall of the Saddam 
Husayn regime in 2003, according to US 
Embassy estimates, with many fleeing to 
Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon

Persian Farsi (official), Azeri and other Turkic 
dialects, Kurdish, Gilaki and Mazandarani, 
Luri, Balochi, Arabic

Persian, Azeri, Kurd, Lur, Baloch, Arab, 
Turkmen, and Turkic tribes

Muslim (official) 99.6% (Shia 90-95%, Sunni 5-
10%), other (includes Zoroastrian, Jewish, and 
Christian) 0.3%, unspecified 0.2% (2016 est.)

Muslim 85.9%, Christian 6.4%, Hindu 
5.7%, other and unaffiliated 2% (2020 
est.) note: Omani citizens represent 
approximately 56.4% of the population 
and are overwhelming Muslim (Ibadhi and 
Sunni sects each constitute about 45% 
and Shia about 5%); Christians, Hindus, 
and Buddhists account for roughly 5% of 
Omani citizens

Arab 90%, Afro-Asian 10% Arabic (official), English, Baluchi, Swahili, Urdu, Indian 
dialectsSaudi 

Arabian

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Country Ethnicity, National Origin LanguagesReligion

UAE Emirati 11.6%, South Asian 59.4% (includes Indian 
38.2%, Bangladeshi 9.5%, Pakistani 9.4%, other 2.3%), 
Egyptian 10.2%, Filipino 6.1%, other 12.8% (2015 est.)

note: data represent the total population; as of 
2019, immigrants make up about 87.9% of the total 
population, according to UN data

Arabic (official), English, Hindi, Malayam, 
Urdu, Pashto, Tagalog, Persian

Muslim (official) 99.6% (Shia 90-95%, Sunni 5-
10%), other (include Muslim (official) 76%, 
Christian 9%, other (primarily Hindu and Buddhist, 
less than 5% of the population consists of Parsi, 
Baha'i, Druze, Sikh, Ahmadi, Ismaili, Dawoodi 
Bohra Muslim, and Jewish) 15% (2005 est.)

note: data represent the total population; as of 
2020, immigrants make up about 88.1% of the 
total population, according to UN data; 
Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian) 0.3%, 
unspecified 0.2% (2016 est.)

Muslim 99.1% (official; virtually all are 
citizens, an estimated 65% are Sunni and 
35% are Shia), other 0.9% (includes 
Jewish, Baha'i, Hindu, and Christian; many 
are refugees or temporary foreign 
residents) (2020 est.)

predominantly Arab; but also Afro-Arab, 
South Asian, European%

Arabic (official); note - a distinct Socotri language is 
widely used on Socotra Island and Archipelago; Mahri 
is still fairly widely spoken in eastern Yemen

Yemen

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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Water Availability and Use 
Virtually all sources indicate that MENA countries face major challenges in maintaining the water supplies they need for their populations,
economies, and agricultural centers. Some sources note that this could do serious damage to their economies and current aquifers are
drained, that disputes over water could lead to rising violence or war. Some also warn that many MENA governments are doing too little to
ensure suitable supplies and the more efficient use of water resources.

Wikipedia offers a detailed – if often dated -- country by MENA country analysis at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_scarcity. Many
water scarcity studies do, however, often conflict in detail. Some do not tie water need to the fact that the current level of overall
development falls far short of popular needs, and some do not seem to take full account of population growth, rising levels of urbanization,
and new risks like climate change and global warming. In some cases, the methodology and quantitative data are poorly defined. This
often, however, is a result of poor reporting by MENA governments, and official claims regarding progress that have not actually been
implemented.

That said, the data that follow do still reveal some important trends and possibilities.

• All MENA States Have High Water Stress shows a stress ranking of MENA countries issued in 2019. Note that the medical data
shown earlier claim absurdly high levels of safe drinking water and sanitation.

• Estimate of Comparative Water Stress in Arab World compares stress by global region from 2020 to 2050, showing that the MENA
region is estimated to have the highest stress through 2050.

• Estimate of Comparative Water Stress in Arab World compares stress by global region from 2020 to 2050, showing that the MENA
region is estimated to have the highest stress through 2050.

• These Countries Are the Most at Risk From a Water Crisis shows that MENA countries dominate the worst rankings of water risk
rankings by global ranking according to the World Resources Institute.

2/24/2023
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• UN Assessments of MENA Water Supply Stress: 2021: shows a similar set of rankings by the UN in 2021.

• UN Assessments of Other MENA Water Issues: 2021 shows different rankings of MENA states by water use.

• World Bank Estimate of Sustainable Water Policies shows a country-by-country sustainability ranking by water source.

• Desalination” Solution or Vulnerability? shows the growing role of desalination plants in the Gulf which creates missile and
air targets that are critical to human infrastructure.

At the same time, these data focus on total national water supply, which is only one of the areas where MENA countries face major
challenges. In spite of the reporting summarized in the the previous medical data, making safe water supplies available to the entire
population, and proving effective sanitary services and safe water disposal still poses major challenges.

The ability to provide reliable electric power at affordable cost is nearly as important as water, and the problems in electricity supply
in poorer and more violent MENA states are often severe and could grow sharply with the need for air conditioning raise by global
warming. Many of the poorer MENA counties now fail to meet these needs, particularly for the poor, in both rural and urban areas.
Several – particularly those with high levels of current or recent violence or political upheavals -- do not have credible development
plans to meet existing need, or the needs of a growing population.

This highlights the problems in going from the generalized analyses summarized in the slides that follow to specifics also reflect the
sheer complexity of the issues involved and the inability to analyze the interactions between given factors. Water, like many of the
issues address in this study – include climate change and population growth -- are major challenges in terms of complexity theory.
There are too few data, and there is too little understanding of how given variables interact and how their interactions are likely to
change, to make good predictions of even alternative futures and scenarios – much less focus on a single case.

2/24/2023



All MENA States Have High Water Stress  
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Excerpted from Hannah Dormido, These Countries Are the Most at Risk From a Water Crisis,  8.6.2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2019-countries-facing-water-crisis/,



Credit Suisse Estimate of Comparative Water Stress in Arab World
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Excerpted from Research Institute  Water Scarcity, Credit Suisse, Davos edition 2020, file:///Users/anthonycordesman/Desktop/water-scarcity-en.pdf. 



These Countries Are the Most at Risk From a Water Crisis
Eleven MENA Countries have Extremely High Stress. Six Have High Baseline Stress
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Excerpted from Rutger Willem Hofste, Paul Reig and Leah Schleifer ; 17 Countries, Home to One-Quarter of the World's Population, Face Extremely High Water Stress, World Resources 
Institute, August 2019, https://www.wri.org/insights/17-countries-home-one-quarter-worlds-population-face-extremely-high-water-stress. 

Twelve out of the 17 most water-stressed countries 
are in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). The 
region is hot and dry, so water supply is low to begin 
with, but growing demands have pushed countries 
further into extreme stress. Climate change is set to 
complicate matters further: The World 
Bank found that this region has the greatest 
expected economic losses from climate-related 
water scarcity, estimated at 6-14% of GDP by 2050.

Yet there are untapped opportunities to boost water 
security in MENA. About 82% of the region’s 
wastewater is not reused; harnessing this resource 
would generate a new source of clean water. 
Leaders in treatment and reuse are already 
emerging: Oman, ranked #16 on our list of water-
stressed countries, treats 100% of its collected 
wastewater and reuses 78% of it. About 84% of all 
wastewater collected in Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates) is 
treated to safe levels, but only 44% goes on to be 
reused.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/publication/beyond-scarcity-water-security-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/27659
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/247153e.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/247153e.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc


UN Assessments of  MENA Water Supply Stress: 2021

Source:  United Nations, SUMMARY PROGRESS UPDATE 2021 – SDG 6 – WATER AND SANITATION FOR ALL, p. 24, https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/12/SDG-6-
Summary-Progress-Update-2021_Version-July-2021a.pdf, and https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/03/un-releases-dire-warning-about-water-scarcity-middle-east-and-north-Africa. .

Level of Water Stress by Region
Freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available freshwater 

resources
Percentage change 2008-2018 (%)

UNICEF reports that 11 out of the 17 
most water-stressed countries in the 
world are in the Middle East and North 
Africa: Qatar, Israel, Lebanon, Iran, 
Jordan, Libya, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Oman.
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https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/12/SDG-6-Summary-Progress-Update-2021_Version-July-2021a.pdf
https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/12/SDG-6-Summary-Progress-Update-2021_Version-July-2021a.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/03/un-releases-dire-warning-about-water-scarcity-middle-east-and-north-Africa


UN Assessments of  Other  MENA Water Issues: 2021

Source:  United Nations, SUMMARY PROGRESS UPDATE 2021 – SDG 6 – WATER AND SANITATION FOR ALL, pp. 11, 14, 18,  
https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/12/SDG-6-Summary-Progress-Update-2021_Version-July-2021a.pdf, and https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/03/un-releases-dire-warning-
about-water-scarcity-middle-east-and-north-Africa  
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Access to Safely Managed Drinking Water (%) Good Ambient Water Quality (%)

Access to Safely Managed Sanitation Services (%) Safely Treated Household Wastewater (%)

https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/12/SDG-6-Summary-Progress-Update-2021_Version-July-2021a.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/03/un-releases-dire-warning-about-water-scarcity-middle-east-and-north-Africa
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/03/un-releases-dire-warning-about-water-scarcity-middle-east-and-north-Africa


World Bank Estimate of Sustainable Water Policies

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 1932/24/2023 129



Desalination” Solution or Vulnerability?

Source:  Lewis Sage-Passant, Water Security: The Fragile Desalination Infrastructure of the Arabian Gulf, 6.9.2018, https://encyclopediageopolitica.com/2018/09/06/water-security-the-fragile-desalination-
infrastructure-of-the-arabian-gulf/ ; Abdul Latif Jamal, Thirst for investment: solving the Middle East’s water challenges, Dubai, UAE July 27, 2022, https://alj.com/en/perspective/thirst-for-investment-solving-
the-middle-easts-water-challenges/   
 

Percent of World’s 
Desalination Plants by 
Region

• Middle East = 53.3%
• North America = 

17.0%
• Europe = 10.1%
• Asia = 10.6%
• Africa = 6.2%
• Central America = 

1.8%
• South America = 0.6%
• Australia = 0.4%
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Climate Change 
As is the case with water problems, there is a broad consensus that the MENA region faces major new problems because of climate
change. There is relatively little detailed country-by-country analysis, however, and many analyses tend to assume that the impact of
climate change can be separated from the broad range of other civil and governance problems citied earlier in this analysis, and from
the matching analysis of future demand for MENA oil and gas exports raised in the CSIS study of The Strategic Importance of the
Middle East and North Africa: The Strengths and Limits of MENA Oil and Gas Wealth and the Challenge of Climate Change
(https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas).

These limits to a full analysis are again driven by a lack of reliable data and proven methods to deal with the sheer complexity of the
issues involved. More importantly, they are also drive by the fact the scale and impact of climate change is still so uncertain. There
now seems to be little actual denial that it is a serious problem. It is far less clear, how serious it will be over time, and what the full
range of its effects will be.

Much of the analysis now available focuses on rises in temperature and sea levels. Recent experience shows, however, that even
comparatively limited climate change can affect particular weather patterns on a global basis in unpredictable ways and vary within
a given region. Examples include the need to change crops and livestock in areas like Maine, and patterns of liver disease for
construction workers in Qatar and the UAE.

It should also be noted that climate change will greatly increase the need for electric power, affordable air conditioning, and suitable
construction and business practices in ways where the cost and bet options are not yet clear, and that creating such capabilities will
pose major new challenges for the region’s weak structure of governance. It can be another case where asking for aid does not lead
to effective action, but to waste and corruption.

In short, the data that follow flag what is clearly a critical issue, but one where many aspects of the problem are being debated or are
not yet understood, and where valid solutions are not yet clear, and may not be properly or honestly administered even if the
necessary financing can be made available..

2/24/2023

https://www.csis.org/analysis/strategic-importance-middle-east-and-north-africa-strengths-and-limits-mena-oil-and-gas


133

• The Middle East Warming up Twice as Fast as Rest of World provides an overview of current estimates of the impact of 
climate change. Other studies indicate that it could have a massive negative  impact on MENA economies, regardless of the 
impact of climate change on their oil and gas exports.

• Congressional Research Service: Climate and Security in the Middle East and North Africa provides another current summary 
of possible impacts and a map of possible impacts on drought.

• Congressional Research Service: Climate and Security in the Middle East and North Africa provides an estimate made in 
late 2022, and cites two World Bank studies offering possible solutions to the impact of climate change.

• World Bank Estimate of Climate Shocks versus Climate Policy Changes provides graphics showing recent temperature rises 
and impact from climate shock.

• Climate Change and Precipitation in the Middle East shows another estimate of recent temperature rises and one of impact 
on rainfall.
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The Middle East Warming up Twice as Fast as Rest of World
• Temperatures in the Middle East and eastern Mediterranean are rising almost twice as fast as the rest of the world…based studies

published in June 2022 in the Review of Geophysics and updated to include new global climate projections ahead of the U.N. climate
summit in November 2022..

• The climate in countries including Egypt, Greece and Saudi Arabia is projected to warm by about 9 degrees Fahrenheit (5 degrees
Celsius) by the end of the century, the study said. Such a rapid increase will cause longer heat waves, more severe drought and frequent
sandstorms from the beaches of Lebanon to the deserts of Iran.

• The area’s arid landscapes and low water levels…make it more vulnerable to climate change. The Middle East has become a
“dominant emitter” of greenhouse gases globally, overtaking both the European Union and India, according to Georgios Zittis, one of
the report’s authors. “In the E.U, we are seeing a declining trend of emissions, but this is not the case for the Middle East,” Zittis said
in a phone interview. Most countries in the region, he said, are committed to the 2015 Paris climate agreement, which aims to limit
global warming in this century to 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit (1.5 degrees Celsius).

• The researchers found that summers in the region have become drier and that extreme precipitation and rainfall have occurred in less
frequent but stronger spurts. The heat waves will restrict outdoor activities and affect key Mediterranean crops such as olives, wheat
and barley.

• Demand for freshwater will increase as the population grows and there is a strain on resources, the report said. According to Zittis, the
region will probably see an increase in migration from rural to urban areas, whether internally or across borders.

• In southern Iraq, where temperatures have increased by 3.2 degrees Fahrenheit (1.8 degrees Celsius) over the past three decades,
families have sold their belongings and relocated to such urban centers as Basra, the region’s largest city.

• Zittis says that the transition will not be easy and that “multiyear droughts” and competition for resources will trigger conflicts. “Where 
there is social instability, this could be the result of climate change,” he said.

Source: excerpted or paraphrased from KarinaTsui, “The Middle East is warming up twice as fast as the rest of the world,” Washington Post, Setpember7, 2022, 
ttps://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/09/07/middle-east-mediterranean-climate-change/.
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Congressional Research Service: Climate and 
Security in the Middle East and North Africa

Source: Congressional Research Service, Climate and Security in the Middle East and North Africa, January 12,2022, file:///Users/anthonycordesman/Desktop/IF11878.pdf/. 135

Many (but not all) studies project less precipitation along MENA’s Mediterranean coast
through this century; less agreement exists regarding whether precipitation may increase
or decrease in other parts of the MENA region (e.g., Arabian Peninsula, Sahara portion
of various North Africa countries)
Rising sea levels are encroaching on MENA coastlines and communities, thereby
contributing to more frequent flooding and more extensive coastal storm flooding.
…According to some researchers, by 2050, portions of Iraq’s second-largest city of
Basra and other southern Iraqi areas could experience chronic coastal flooding.
Alexandria, Egypt, one of the most populous coastal cities in the Middle East, also could
be regularly flooded by rising sea levels.
…Much of MENA’s agriculture and food production is rain-fed or consists of livestock
production and many rural agricultural livelihoods are sensitive to changes in heat,
drought, and precipitation patterns. Additionally, some production in the region relies on
irrigation, which can be sensitive to surface water availability and can contribute to
overuse of aquifers.
U.S. national security assessments have described climate change as a threat multiplier
that may exacerbate existing tensions in regions facing other challenges, such as
intrastate conflict, rapid population growth, urbanization, or poor governance.
…Variations across MENA in national wealth and state capacity to respond to climate
and weather events may lead to different efforts toward adaptation, such as improving
regional drought monitoring, investing in water conservation and efficiency (e.g., Israel’s
water reuse), and shifting to more heat-resilient crop varieties.



World Bank on MENA Climate Change at Time of COPT 27

Source:  Ferid Belhaj, COPs Offer Middle East-North Africa A Climate Leadership Role, World Bank, November 16, 2022, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/opinion/2022/11/16/cops-offer-middle-east-
north-africa-a-climate-leadership-role. Also see Middle East & North Africa Climate Roadmap, World Bank, January 25,2022, https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/middle-east-north-africa-
climate-roadmap. 136

MENA countries are among the most affected yet least prepared for climate change, with 60% of the region’s population living in highly water-stressed 
areas and 75% of agriculture depending on rainfall levels projected to decrease in coming decades to worsen food security. In North Africa, 20 million 
people could be internal climate migrants due to increased sea levels, reduced freshwater sources, poorer crop yields, and creeping desertification.

Issues impeding climate action in MENA include population growth, surging urbanization, reduced resources due to the COVID pandemic and other 
stresses, and a lack of economic diversification in countries dependent on oil exports. In 2020, 98% of energy production in MENA was from fossil 
fuels. To assume a leadership position, MENA countries need to implement the bold climate responses announced last year, going beyond their green 
pledges to achieve stated goals through strong policies, greater regional cooperation, and increased climate financing.

Oil-producing countries need to address inefficiencies in their extractive activities — for example, in Iraq, capturing wasted flared gas could save 
around $2.5 billion per year by reducing gas imports and fueling 10 gigawatts of electricity generation capacity, almost covering the current supply-
demand gap, and improve energy security.

Countries such as the UAE could capture 25% of the low-carbon hydrogen market, the value of which is expected to reach more than $400 billion a 
year over the next five years. Others, including Saudi Arabia, are investing in transformational alternative technologies such as green hydrogen through 
its megaprojects.

The shift to greener energy could create millions of jobs. Egypt alone is projected to generate two million much-needed new direct and indirect job 
opportunities in the next 30 years by meeting renewable energy targets. Transitioning from full reliance on fossil fuel imports in Tunisia, Jordan, and 
Morocco and tapping into cleaner schemes will open new opportunities. Indeed, as the EU seeks alternative energy sources, it could turn to the MENA 
region as a reliable supplier of green energy in the form of solar, wind, and hydrogen.

MENA currently receives the smallest amount of climate finance of any region in the world—an estimated $16 billion a year, according to the Climate 
Policy Initiative—with financing needs estimated at $186 billion in the nationally determined contributions submitted by countries in pledging climate 
action. Tackling climate change is key to reducing global poverty and boosting shared prosperity. Bold leadership is needed from the next two COP 
meetings at this crucial time in confronting the world’s changing climate.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/opinion/2022/11/16/cops-offer-middle-east-north-africa-a-climate-leadership-role
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/opinion/2022/11/16/cops-offer-middle-east-north-africa-a-climate-leadership-role


World Bank Estimate of Climate Shocks versus Climate Policy Changes

World Bank, Middle East and North Africa Region, Economic Update, October 2022,   p. 1642/24/2023 137



Climate Change and Precipitation in the Middle East

Source:  Abdul Latif Jamal, Thirst for investment: solving the Middle East’s water challenges, Dubai, UAE July 27, 2022, https://alj.com/en/perspective/thirst-for-investment-solving-the-middle-easts-water-
challenges/.  
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