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It is not surprising that discussions with GCC government officials often dwell 
heavily on security threats. Terrorism remains a persistent concern of theirs 
even if some of the urgency they feel has passed, a conventionally armed Iran 
is a constant source of worry, and the prospect of a nuclear-armed Iran is an 
unending nightmare. 
Yet, among the most senior leadership, there is also some perspective.  The ter-
rorism threat no longer feels existential, as a combination of effective security, 
internal cooptation and international cooperation have made their mark.  On 
Iran, there is a sense of fatalism—the Gulf has relied on external guarantors to 
keep the Iranians at bay since the days of the Portuguese empire, and the Irani-
ans have sufficiently agitated the world to ensure that guarantors will remain.  
But in private conversations I had with senior GCC royals last month, it was 
clear that one security concern does loom large.  It is one not of physical secu-
rity, but of human security.  Their nations can almost certainly survive the other 
threats, but unless they can create dynamic, hard-working and creative popula-
tions over the long term, these countries will fail.
For the last half century, the GCC’s human security story has been a positive 
one.  After World War II, today’s gleaming Gulf capitals were impoverished 
collections of reed huts. Schooling was uncommon, and fresh water was scarce.  
Traffic-clogged roads did not exist because traffic did not exist; radios were a 
rarity in contrast to the ubiquity of the satellite dishes that now deliver more 
than 500 channels in Arabic.  Life expectancies doubled in the twentieth cen-
tury, malnutrition and endemic disease of the 1950s have gone, and the diseases 
of the 2010s—heart disease, kidney disease and diabetes—are all diseases of 
plenty, not poverty. For Gulf Arabs who came of age in the 1960s, the contrast 
between their youth and their adulthood could not be starker.
What will the future look like for today’s youth?  It is hard to imagine that they 
can enjoy a jump similar to the one their parents and grandparents experienced, 

Sunshine in a Loaf
Bread in Jordan will soon be deli-
cious and nutritious. Last month, 
Jordan’s health ministry launched 
a plan to fortify domestically pro-
duced bread with vitamin D in an 
effort to curb the country’s stagger-
ing rates of vitamin D deficiency.
Vitamin D is essential for metabo-
lizing calcium and, by extension, 
for skeletal health. Humans derive 
80 to 90 percent of their vitamin D 
intake from sunlight, but despite the 
region’s generally sunny climate, 
Middle Eastern countries have 
some of the highest rates of vitamin 
D deficiency in the world.  
Middle Eastern women are espe-
cially susceptible because many of-
ten remain home and wear garments 
outside that substantially cover their 
skin. A study conducted last year in 
Jordan found almost three quarters 
of women are deficient in vitamin 
D, more than three times the rate for 
men.
Sustained vitamin D deficiency 
leads to diseases such as osteopo-
rosis that impose long-term costs 
on societies. The short-term effects 
of nutritional deficiencies are also 
costly. In 2007, the World Bank 
estimated that health costs and pro-
ductivity losses from micronutrient 
deficiencies represented 5 percent 
of Morocco’s GDP.  
Middle Eastern governments have 
begun to take heed of these conse-
quences: twelve MENA countries 
have implemented laws mandating 
that flour be fortified with iron and 
folic acid, and Jordan’s health min-
istry recently doubled the budget 
for its food fortification program. 
■AH

Gulf Roundtable: Saudi Domestic and Regional Policies
The CSIS Middle East Program hosted Dr. Gregory Gause on May 21, 2010, 
for a Gulf Roundtable discussing Saudi Arabia’s shifting domestic dynamics 
and regional policies.  Gause contended that Saudi debate on a range of social 
and policy issues has expanded in the past five to ten years.  Much of this dis-
cussion is driven by the media, which has expanded its coverage of women’s 
rights, freedom of speech, and government accountability. For the first time, 
commentators are also calling for the government to use Saudi Arabia’s politi-
cal and economic clout to chart a more activist regional policy, particularly 
vis-à-vis Iran and Iraq. According to Gause, senior officials appear to be lis-
tening.  Click HERE to learn more about the event. ■
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especially as oil and gas markets seem unlikely to expand as much over the next 
half century as they have over the last.  Much of it comes down to a basic prob-
lem of mathematics: if per capita income increased a hundredfold from $500 in 
1960 to $50,000 in 2010, it cannot increase another hundredfold to $5 million.
Even more importantly, what might drive future growth? There is a growing 
recognition that oil has wrought about all that it can.  Oil has built infrastructure 
and created opportunities, but it cannot create the individual efforts that, taken 
collectively, guide progress.
Senior princes told me that there are two crises among young people, a problem 
of education and a problem of motivation.  On the former, Gulf Arab societies 
have done a spectacular job teaching basic literacy, but a poor job creating an 
educated public.  As numerous reports have noted, Arabs lag in publishing and 
reading, and the rate of scientific innovation is negligible.  The problems begin 
early, with educational systems based on obedience and rote memorization, and 
they manifest themselves throughout individuals’ careers.  Changing education-
al systems is a complex process, involving everything from curricular reform to 
teacher recruitment and training.  Like everywhere, education remains an emo-
tional issue in local politics, and that makes change slow and hard to implement.
For all of its complexity, however, the education problem pales in comparison 
to the even more complex problem of motivation.  The loyalty and obedience 
that are inculcated early in GCC societies combine with a sense of quiet entitle-
ment, whereby many consider that they should receive a comfortable living in 
exchange for their passivity.  Economic (and emotional) well-being comes from 
social inclusion rather than productivity.
There are exceptions to be sure, as anyone who has met the Gulf’s impressive 
thirty-somethings in a hurry can attest.  Among the broad population, however, 
it is rare to see hunger or passion among young people, and thus rare to see the 
kinds of innovation and dynamism that hunger and passion often produce.
This is the true threat that GCC societies face: not so much a conquering from 
without but a crumbling from within.  Governments are pouring billions of dol-
lars into educational institutions, not so much to save young people from ex-
tremism but to empower them to be exceptional.  Different countries are taking 
different tacks.  Saudi Arabia is focusing on higher education, sending thou-
sands of students overseas every year and building a new university of science 
and technology in record time. There is an emphasis on quick results.  Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates have taken a dual approach, both beginning efforts 
to reform early education and luring foreign universities to set up shop in their 
capitals.  As one leader confided, the change he sees as necessary will take at 
least two generations.
The political systems in the Gulf, which combine authoritarianism with broad 
consultation, make the problem more challenging. Inspiring people is a tricky 
business with unpredictable results, and merely moving toward greater democ-
ratization does not guarantee better results. Kuwaitis complain bitterly that their 
parliamentarians are a drag on society, competing to maximize handouts rather 
than grow wealth and productivity.
Still, it is clear that human resources will be as important to the next century of 
GCC societies as oil has been to the last century.  It is equally clear to many in 
the senior leadership that the threats from within loom at least as large as the 
threats from without. Several younger leaders suggested that how they transi-
tion their societies from a dependence on oil will be the ultimate measure of 
their leadership, however much they are focused on Iran.■6/9/10
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman was quoted by Bloom-
berg News in “Turkey Alliance with 
Israel May Rupture on Gaza Raid.”

Jon Alterman was quoted by 
Ha’aretz in “Obama warns Hariri of 
growing Hezbollah weapons threat.”

Jon Alterman was quoted by the As-
sociated Press in “Walking fine line, 
US doesn’t condemn Israeli raid.”

Haim Malka co-authored a CSIS 
Critical Questions piece entitled 
“The Gaza Flotilla Raid and Its 
Aftermath.”
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