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The United States is now more than a 
decade into wars attempting to bring 
security and stability to the Middle 
East. The results have not been good. 
The initial U.S. military victory in Iraq that 
overthrew Saddam Hussein was followed 
by eight years of irregular warfare, a pause, 
and now a new war against ISIS. The U.S. 
military effort to lead from behind in Libya 
after 2011 has left instability bordering on 
chaos in that country. The U.S. military effort 
in Yemen has not prevented its capital and 
government from falling to Houthi rebels. 

The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 had 
the unintended consequence of totally 
destabilizing the military balance in the 
Gulf by destroying Iraq’s military forces, and 
contributing to a massive regional arms 
race between Iran and the United States 
and Iran’s Arab neighbors. The broader 
upheavals in the Arab world have offset 
any other gains in the war in terrorism. 
The Study of Terrorism and Response 
to Terrorism (START) global database on 
terrorism shows an increase from fewer than 
300 major incidents a year in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region during 1998 
to 2004, to 1,600 in 2008, then from 1,500 
in 2010 to 1,700 in 2011, 2,500 in 2012, and 
4,650 in 2013—a fifteenfold increase since 
2002, and threefold increase since 2010.

A recent RAND study found that the number 
of Salafi jihadists more than doubled from 
2010 to 2013, according to both low and 
high estimates. The war in Syria was the 

single most important attraction for Salafi-
jihadist fighters. There was a significant 
increase in attacks by al Qaeda-affiliated 
groups between 2007 and 2013, with most 
of the violence in 2013 perpetrated by ISIS 
(43 percent), which eventually left al Qaeda; 
al Shabaab (25 percent); Jabhat al-Nusrah 
(21 percent); and al Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (10 percent).

The United States cannot ignore the need to 
meet real threats with military force, or the 
need to create effective counterterrorism 
programs. It also, however, urgently needs 
to look at the almost complete failure to 
create effective civil-military plans and 
programs during both the Afghan and Iraq 
wars, the critical failures to manage them 
effectively and establish transparency, 
adequate fiscal controls, and measures of 
effectiveness. By Congressional Research 
Service (CRS) estimates, the United States 
has already spent some $1.8 trillion on the 
two wars, and both SIGIR (Special Inspector 
General for Iraq Reconstruction) and SIGAR 
(Special Inspector General for Afghanistan 
Reconstruction) have shown the military and 
civil aid aspects of this spending involved 
incredible amounts of waste, fraud, and 
corruption.

The weakest links lay in the civilian side 
of aid spending, and in the poor planning, 
weak management, and lack of proper 
audits and measures of effectiveness by 
the State Department and U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID). There 
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is clear need for a comprehensive review of 
the reason for these failures and to find ways 
to create a structure that can cope with these 
challenges in the future. As the new war against 
ISIS makes clear, no war against jihadism, 
terrorism, or an extremist sanctuary can ever 
be won by force alone.

Here, Americans and Europeans need to 
understand that the primary threat is not 
to outside states, and that, as RAND states, 
“Approximately 99 percent of the attacks by 
al Qaeda and its affiliates in 2013 were against 
‘near enemy’ targets in North Africa, the Middle 
East, and other regions outside of the West, the 
highest percentage of attacks against the near 
enemy in our database.”

As the UN Arab Human Development Reports 
have made clear since 2002, however, both 
outsiders and MENA states need to pay far more 
attention to the causes of these civil problems. 
They are complex, they vary by country, and 
analysts disagree about the importance of given 
issues, but even a short list of key pressures 
shows why extremism, violence, and instability 
will continue indefinitely unless their civil causes 
are properly addressed.

The MENA region is largely a desert with declining 
aquifers, river flow, and rain, and dependence 
on finite amounts of fossil water. It is also under 
incredible demographic pressure. According to 
the U.S. Census Bureau, the total population for 
the MENA region was about 83 million in 1950. In 
2014 the population was 404 million—roughly 
five times higher. Its rate of growth is decreasing, 
but conservative estimates put its population at 
590 million in 2050—seven times higher than in 
1950—and 46 percent higher than in 2014.

Part of the reason is aging. Life expectancy 
increased by roughly 12 years, from 
approximately 61 years to 73 years, on an average 
after 1900. At the same time, the dependency 
ratio—the number of people who depend on 
others for income—increased because so much 
of the population was so young. The CIA Factbook 
estimates that the percentage of citizens 14 
years of age or younger is 28–38 percent in most 
MENA countries. For comparison, they are 19.4 
percent in the United States, 13.8 percent in Italy, 
and 13.2 percent in Japan.

This creates immense pressure on young 
people in countries that have not invested 
properly in education, where governments 
have failed to create meaningful jobs and 

54 / CENTER FOR STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES



careers commensurate with the increase in 
population. Compounding the problem, in many 
societies women are not allowed to compete 
or be productive. In many cases, disguised 
unemployment leaves only dead-end jobs that do 
not cover basic family costs, including marriage, 
children, or housing. These problems are more 
destabilizing than direct unemployment, 
particularly in countries that have failed to 
modernize and reform their economies and lack 
major oil wealth.

Many MENA citizens have also been forced to 
leave the areas that provided them their sect, 
ethnicity, and tribe with a traditional social safety 
net. There has been a drop, not an increase, in 
arable land, and the emerging market structures 
for agriculture create strong pressure to invest 
capital in agriculture and reduce the number of 
people on the land. 

This push away from the land, and sheer 
demographic pressure, are leading in all but 
the richest oil exporters to the unstable hyper-
urbanization of formerly rural societies. To make 
matters worse, governments are not keeping 
up with matching development, housing, 
infrastructure, or investment in education, 
and sometimes fail to provide the most basic 
essentials, such as water and electricity. The 
modernization of the wealthier part of most 
MENA cities disguises large slums, low income, 
and long commutes. As a rough estimate, nations 
with 16–18 percent urbanization in 1950 are now 
well over 40 percent today. 

The CIA estimates the rate of urbanization in 
Qatar is 98 percent, 73 percent in Algeria, 82.3 
percent in Saudi Arabia, and 82.7 percent in Jordan. 
In many cases, this creates new pressures that also 
increase sectarian, ethnic, and tribal tensions. It is 
also made much worse by the increasing flow of 
refugees and internal displaced persons coming 
from local and international conflicts—Algeria’s 
past civil war, the Iran-Iraq War and conflicts in Iraq, 
Arab-Palestinian conflicts, and ongoing civil wars in 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen.

If one looks at national budgets and UN 
data, many non-oil countries—and several 
key oil countries like Algeria, Libya, Iran, 
and Iraq—do not invest in their civil 
sector proportionately to the rise in their 
population and fall badly behind in spending 
on education and social services. A major 
shortfall now exists between required levels of 
education in years and actual schooling. UN 
estimates indicate that the average required 
schooling totals 10.6 years in the MENA area, 
but that the mean average of actual years is 
6. This is not bad by South Asian and African 
standards, but it compares with 10.4 years in 
Europe, and far too often it creates alienated 
young men who learn about Islam by rote 
memorization, are open to extremists, and 
have no reason to be loyal to their regimes.

Secularism and existing political structures 
are often weak. The ideologies of the 
past have all failed, and the indices of the 
World Bank and Transparency International 
show high levels of corruption, high levels 
of violence, chronic failures of effective 
economic reform, and poor rule of law. A 
combination of authoritarianism, corruption, 
lack of transparency, and faulty rule of law 
help ensure that there are no real political 
parties and no opposition leaders really 
capable of governance. In turn, the opposition 
often becomes covert and ideological, 
extreme, and violent. State Department 
Human Rights Reports also warn that 
justice systems are often repressive and 
dysfunctional in civil and criminal areas, 
and religious extremism acquires political 
legitimacy by default—particularly since 
religious extremists seem to do the best job of 
exploiting the internet, religious societies, and 
social networks.

Some MENA states still do well and modernize 
and reform, but there is an immense disparity 
of income between and within MENA nations. 
The CIA estimates that GDP per capita is 
$2,500 in Yemen, $6,000 in Jordan, $6,600 
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in Egypt, $7,000 in Algeria, $7,100 in Iraq, 
$12,800 in Iran, $31,300 in Saudi Arabia, 
and $102,100 in Qatar—this compares with 
$52,800 in the United States. If one looks at 
gross national income (GNI) per capita, the 
average was $8,317 in 2013 for the Arab world 
versus $33,391 for very high development 
countries. Moreover, corruption and favoritism 
skew the numbers in favor of the elite, and keep 
power in the hands 
of those with strong 
ethnic, sectarian, and 
tribal biases. 

As some of these 
figures show, one 
also needs to be 
very cautious in 
talking about MENA 
“oil wealth.” Some 
Gulf monarchies do 
well, but the Department of Energy/Energy 
Information Administration (DOE/EIA) estimates 
that per capita oil wealth in Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) states 
ranges from only $1,667 in Algeria to $2,706 
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in Iraq, $8,939 in Saudi Arabia, and $40,943 in 
Qatar. Distribution can range from reasonable 
to terrible, and the “Dutch disease” is a hiccup 
compared to the problems oil revenues create in 
the MENA area. 

This expansive set of factors helps explain 
why U.S. commanders, policy planners, and 
intelligence experts talk about a decade—

or decades—of unrest, 
and warn again and again 
that every military victory 
or counterterrorism 
strike has marginal 
effect. Counterterrorism, 
counterinsurgency, and 
winning open conflict are not 
going to do the job. Unless 
the United States can do a far 
better job of addressing the 
civilian side of such conflicts, 

and broaden the nature of its efforts to create 
effective civil and military partnerships, every 
“victory” will be no more real than the moment 
Sisyphus got the rock near the peak. ▶
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