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INTRODUCTION 
The Gulf has long been an unstable and constantly changing region, but the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, the region-wide upheavals that began in 2011, the rise of ISIS in late 
2013, the Yemeni civil war that began in 2013, and the massive drop in petroleum prices 
and revenues that accelerated in 2015 have combined to increase risk at every level.  
No analysis can keep pace with the ongoing fighting and problems in politics, 
governance, economics, and arms races—particularly at a time when terrorism and 
irregular warfare play a steadily growing and more unpredictable role. This net 
assessment does, however, attempt to address the underlying problems and pressures 
shaping the risks in the Gulf region and each Gulf country using official data and data 
from key international institutions like the UN, World Bank and IMF. Where possible, it 
also attempts to quantify key trends. 

It also draws heavily on past Burke Chair reports which contain far more data than can be 
presented in a summary net assessment—some of which make use of a new risk 
assessment model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan. These reports include: 

• Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume One: Regional Trends, a 
comparative survey of the key quantitative civil factors and trends shaping stability and instability 
in the region. This volume is available on the CSIS website at http://csis-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/160419_MENA_Stability_II_Country_01.pdf;  

• Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: Country-by-Country 
Trends, a country-by-country risk assessment and survey of the key quantitative civil factors and 
trends shaping stability and instability in the region. This volume is available on the CSIS website 
at http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf. 

• Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Annex: The SIRA Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment Model, a technical explanation of the new risks assessment and 
data analysis model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan and used throughout the analysis. This 
volume is available on the CSIS website at http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_Model_Annex_0.pdf.  

A more detailed analysis of the military forces in the region is also available. This is 
entitled The Arab-U.S. Strategic Partnership and the Changing Security Balance in the 
Gulf: Joint and Asymmetric Warfare, Missiles and Missile Defense, Civil War, Non-
State Actors, and Outside Powers. It is available in book form from Rowan and 
Littlefield at https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781442258990/The-Arab-U.S.-Strategic-
Partnership-and-the-Changing-Security-Balance-in-the-Gulf-Joint-and-Asymmetric-
Warfare-Missiles-and-Missile-Defense-Civil-War-and-Non-State-Actors-and-Outside-
Powers, and a downloadable PDF is available at https://csis-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/150713_Cover_and__Report%20_Gulf_Military_Ba
lance_2015.pdf.   
This report will be updated over time. Comments, corrections, and suggested additions 
will be most helpful. Please send them to Anthony H. Cordesman at 
acordesman@gmail.com.  
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I. KEY CHALLENGES TO REGIONAL AND 
NATIONAL STABILITY 
The Gulf region includes Iran, Iraq, the Southern Gulf states, and Yemen, although 
Jordan plays a growing role in its security. It is a complex and constantly evolving region 
that involves very different levels of uncertainty and risk. 

Key Areas of Risk 
The Southern Gulf States—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, UAE, and Saudi Arabia—are 
all Arab states that have low to medium risk states in terms of governance and 
economics. In broad terms, however, petroleum wealth has been a key factor in providing 
this level of stability, and the 40-60% drop in petroleum export revenues that has 
occurred since 2014 is having a major impact.  
Much also depends on their ability to deal with the threat of terrorism and extremism, and 
to deter and contain the threats posed by Iran. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have built up 
steadily stronger military forces, and all of the Southern Gulf states continue to improve 
their forces and their internal security and counterterrorism forces. Saudi Arabia does, 
however, still face a significant threat from Al Qaeda in Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and 
from a Houthi-led threat on its border with Yemen. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Kuwait 
also face threats from tensions between the Sunni and Shi’ite parts of their population. 
No Southern Gulf state is totally free from the threat of terrorism and extremism, or 
problems with Iran, although Oman has preserved better relations with Iran than the other 
South Gulf states. 
Iran, Iraq, and Yemen are all high-risk states, although for different reasons. Iran is a 
Shi’ite dominated state that has steadily increased it influence in the region and over 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen. Although it seems to have halted its search for nuclear 
weapons, it continues to try to uses is Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, Al Quds 
Force, and intelligence services to try to expand its influence and sometimes to exploit 
the tensions between Sunnis and Shiite in the Southern Gulf states.  
Iran also poses a steadily growing missile and rocket threat to its neighbors, and one 
where Iran is seeking to develop and deploy precision-guided, conventionally armed 
ballistic and cruise missiles that can hit point targets like military facilities, petroleum 
export facilities, and critical infrastructure like desalination plants. Iran also poses a 
steadily growing asymmetric naval-missile-air threat to marmite traffic in the Gulf, at the 
Strait of Hormuz, and in the Gulf of Oman. 
Iraq not only is fighting a serious threat from ISIS, which still occupies major population 
centers in Western Iraq like Mosul, but faces deep divisions between an Arab Shi’ite 
majority, an Arab Sunni minority that lost power after the fall of Saddam Hussein, and its 
Kurds. Its levels of governance are very poor, and it is ranked as one of the most corrupt 
governments in the world. Even if it can fully defeat ISIS, it cases the risk of division or 
civil war. Its economy has also been gravely weakened by decades of misrule, war, and 
political turmoil, and the recent “crash” in petroleum prices and export revenues has left 
Iraq near bankruptcy. 
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Yemen has long been the “basket case” of the Gulf, caught up in civil wars and power 
struggles, with ineffective governance and failure to modernize and develop its economy, 
acute over-population, major water problems, and a narco-economy that further limits its 
wealth and development. Since 2015, it has been caught up in a major civil war between 
its Houthi and the Saleh faction and its elected government and a Saudi-UAE led 
coalition that gas further weakened its economy and risk creating major humanitarian 
problems for its population. 

Trends in Conflict and Security Problems 
The interactions between the war in Iraq, civil war in Syria, present significant and 
growing additional risks. Several key power struggles, conflicts, and arms races affect the 
Gulf Subregion, and states outside it:  
• The first is the struggle between Iran and an informal alliance of the U.S., France, England, and Arab 

powers. This struggle has involved a potential nuclear arms race as Iran’s nuclear programs began to 
develop to the point of a break out capability. The issue of Iran’s nuclear programs may have been 
solved by the JCPOA agreement between Iran and the P5+1, but this remains uncertain.  

• Moreover, other problems and tensions accelerated during 2015. They include a massive ongoing arms 
race and rising levels of arms imports. There is growing Arab-Iranian competition for influence over 
Syria and Iraq, and influence in the Levant, Bahrain, Yemen, and other parts of the Arab world. 

• Iran continues its efforts to develop naval-air-missile capabilities to close or secure the Gulf. This is 
leading to a steady build up in between Iran’s growing asymmetric warfare forces in the Gulf and the 
military forces of the GGC and the U.S., and a broader struggle for influence in Iraq, Syria, and 
Lebanon. 

• Kurdish movements have grown in military strength and territorial control in Iraq and Syria and a new 
round fighting has broken out between Turkey and the Turkish Kurds in the PKK. The rise of these 
Kurdish movements, and the expansion of Kurdish territorial control over Arab areas create a growing 
risk of new forms of ethnic conflict on the boundaries of the Gulf region.  

• The efforts of the Islamic State (Daesh, ISIS, or ISIL) to create a “caliphate” in Iraq and Syria and 
broaden its influence throughout the region, and the efforts of other violent Islamist extremist groups to 
gain power – such as the Al Nusra Front in Syria and Al Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 
Saudi Arabia and Yemen have created a mix of conflicts involving terrorism, insurgency that is a key 
source of the fighting Iraq and Syria, and affects new areas like Libya.  

• The civil war in Yemen intensified sharply in 2015, and the fighting between the Houthi rebels and 
Saleh forces on one side, and the Saudi, UAE, and Yemen government forces on the other adds a third 
major civil war to the conflicts in Iraq and Syria. Iran has made at least some attempts to become 
involved and AQAP has become a growing threat. This poses a potential threat to the security of the 
Bab el-Mandeb and the eastern entrance to the Red Sea. 

• Russia entry in to the Syrian civil war has led to growing Russian support of the Assad forces, and 
given them new life in fighting the Arab rebels. It also has led to new levels of Russian tension with 
Turkey, and created a potential new competition for power and influence between Russia and the 
United States. 

• The ability of Iran to actually take advantage of the easing of sanctions made possible by the JCPOA in 
the face of continuing US pressure and sanctions, and the far broader impact on every Gulf state of the 
“crash” in oil prices that has cut national petroleum export revenues by 40-60%. 

The past history of war and violence in the Gulf shows that many of these risks could 
explode into far more serious violence with little warning, but that conflict resolution is 
slow and uncertain. Today’s risks are rarely a clear indication of the future, but ongoing 
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conflicts and serious existing tensions often are. The risks affecting the Gulf states cannot 
be decoupled from the political upheavals and violence in the rest of the Middle East. 
Internal instability is a serious problem in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Iran. Iraq and Yemen are 
deeply involved in civil wars, and sporadic acts of terrorism and sectarian violence occur 
in Oman, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.  

Trends in Politics, Governance, Demographics, and 
Economics 

Terrorism, insurgency, war, and arms races are, however, only part of the story. The long 
history of political rivalries and upheavals in the region had gathered new momentum and 
importance since 2011. The region has long had weak and sometimes failed governance, 
crippled in some cases by authoritarianism, and by corruption and ineffective efforts in 
others.   
The region is experiencing massive population growth that many states have failed to 
prepare for, as well as a massive wave or “youth bulge” of young men and women that 
need jobs and careers. Most states have failed to create the conditions that can offer these 
jobs, and most have used state employment in unproductive jobs to try to ease the 
problem in ways that place a major burden on their economies. 

The entire Gulf region has also changed radically in location, education, and 
employment. A once rural and pastoral region has become hyper-urbanized. Education 
has improved radically since the 1950s, as has access to media. Different sects, ethnic 
groups, and tribes have been displaced or pushed together. Societies retain traditional 
elements but are no longer traditional. 
Economic development has often lagged and been limited or blocked by given 
governments. The Gulf region is far too dependent on petroleum and a “rentier” social 
contract that has become critically dependent on high petroleum prices and export 
revenues. The 40% to 60% drop or “crash” in prices and revenues in 2014-2015 has 
exposed the fact that economics can be as dangerous as violence, and the linkages 
between economics and demographics mean that “oil wealth” can quickly become “oil 
poverty” in terms of per capita incomes. 

Illustrating the Forces that Shape the Gulf Region  
All of these factors helped trigger the political upheavals that began in 2011, and interact 
with national rivalries, the rise of non-state actors and extremist groups, and sectarian, 
ethnic, and tribal conflicts. No given factor determines the interactions in any given state. 
Complexity, not some form of determinism, shapes the present and the future. 
There is no realistic way to generalize about the full range of risks each nation faces in 
the Gulf region, or the broader pressures and trends shaping the entire Gulf. There also is 
no clear way to quantify key factors like ideology, religion, leadership, and the other 
“intangibles” that are critical in shaping the actual behavior of nations and no-state actors. 
There are, however, a number of graphs and charts that do help illustrate some of the key 
forces shaping the region, and the extent to which these forces are regional or differ by 
country. 
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The Impact of Islam and the Struggle for its Future 
Critical as the fight against extremist groups like ISIL and Al Qaida has become, it is also 
important to consider the far broader shift taking place in regional and global 
demographics that will make future relations between Muslims and non-Muslims an even 
more critical aspect of security.  

No one can deal with the threat of extremism and violence by attempting to ignore Islam 
or the ideological struggle for its future between mainstream Muslims and the violent 
extremists at its margin.  Current estimates do not breakout some key information for the 
Gulf, or carry out full surveys of the Gulf states. Work by the Pew Trust, one of the most 
respected analytic centers in the world studying the shifts in global opinion and 
populations does, however, illustrate the scale of change affecting the Gulf region. It 
shows show that Muslims are increasing far more quickly as a share of the global 
population than other religions – projections that are supported by both UN and U.S. 
population estimates. 
In global terms, Figure I.1 shows that the Pew Trust estimated that the number of 
Muslims would increase from 1.6 billion to 2.79 billion between 2010 are 2015. Islam’s 
share of the world’s religious population would grow from 23% to 31%. The only other 
two religions that will experience major increases—Christianity and Hinduism—will 
increase only to the level where their share of the global population remains roughly 
constant at 31% and 15% respectively.1 
If one looks at the projections for the MENA region—that has the most direct impact on 
the Gulf—the number of Muslims is estimated to remain roughly 93% of the total 
population, but the total number of Muslims will increase by over 74%—from 317 
million to 552 million.  
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Figure I.1 The Growing Global Impact of Islam 
Growth in Islamic Population: 2010-2050 

 
 

Shifts by Faith in the MENA Region: 2010-2050 

 
Source: the Pew Research Center, The Future of World Religions: Population Growth Projections, 
2010-2050, April 2, 2015, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/. 
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It is equally important to understand that current polls may not cover all of the Gulf 
states, but do indicate that the increase in Islamic populations does not present a critical 
threat outside or inside primarily Muslim states unless moderate governments fail, and 
other nations and faiths come to treat Islam and Muslims are hostile, terrorist, and 
extremist. 
Survey after survey has shown that attitudes towards the role of Islam is shaping 
governance and the rule of law vary sharply between primarily Muslim states, with little 
correlation between the degree to which the state practices a conservative form of Islam 
and the support for Islamic law (Sharia) and extremist movement like ISIS (ISIL, Daesh, 
etc.) 

Once again, work by the Pew Trust over an extended period of time provides some of the 
best survey data, and illustrates the contrasts between the apparent character of the state, 
support for Sharia (which can vary vastly between those responding from a general belief 
in the need to following the teaching of Islam to a literal focus on a rigid and selective 
interpretation of the Koran). These results are summarized in Figure I.2. 
It is clear that some of the apparently more moderate or secular states have a strong 
popular support for Sharia while others do not, and other polls show that this support can 
vary sharply over time within given countries. The polls for Pakistan—a functioning 
democracy—are particularly disturbing, but the coverage in terms of support for 
extremist groups like ISIS involves too few states to provide a clear picture. 

The data on foreign volunteers or “fighters” supporting ISIS is uncertain, but is still 
reliable enough to provide further insights. Such data are uncertain and various sources 
are contradictory, but most provide somewhat similar estimates of the number of 
volunteers by country. Figure I.3 summarizes an analysis by the Soufan group, dated 
December 2014, and shows that large numbers of extremist fighters come from states 
which are not largely Muslim and are often either simply alienated youth or younger 
Muslims that are alienated from the societies in which they are a minority. 
The data for largely Muslim countries shows that volunteers or “fighters” come from a 
wide range of countries—ranging from puritanical Islamic to moderately secular. The 
numbers are very small in terms of the total eligible population in all cases, and again 
suggest that alienation and a combination of ideology and material causes are more 
important than a given interpretation of Islam. There is no indication that significant 
numbers have ever been refugees, and the data from host countries to date shows equally 
little indication that refugees are a source of terrorism or the spreading of extremist 
ideology. 
Figure I.4 shows a BBC estimate of foreign volunteers with less coverage, but that 
illustrates how small a sample such volunteers are of the population, and the gap between 
the key source country, its interpretation of Islam, and survey data on total popular 
support for extremism.  
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Figure I.2: Differing National Attitudes Towards the Role of 
Islam in Governance and the Rule of Law 

Support for Making Sharia the Official Law by Country 

 
Source: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/07/muslims-and-islam-key-findings-in-the-u-s-and-
around-the-world/ 

Support of ISIS by Country 
 

 
Source: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/11/17/in-nations-with-significant-muslim-populations-
much-disdain-for-isis/  
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Figure I.3: Soufan Estimate of Source of Foreign Volunteers 
or “Fighters” for ISIS – Part One 
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Figure I.3: Soufan Estimate of Source of Foreign Volunteers 
or “Fighters” for ISIS – Part Two 

 

 

 
(TSG has noted no updated numbers for the following countries featured in its 2014 report:  
Armenia, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bulgaria, Chad, Chile, Côte d’Ivoire, Czech Republic, Eritrea,  
Estonia, Hungary, Iran, Luxembourg, Mauritania, Oman, Palestine, Poland, Senegal, Ukraine, and  
Yemen)  

Source: The Soufan Group, “Foreign Fighters, December 2015, http://soufangroup.com/wp 
content/uploads/2015/12/TSG_ForeignFightersUpdate3.pdf, pp. 7-10. 
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Figure I.4: BBC Estimate of Source of Foreign Volunteers or 
“Fighters” for ISIS – May 2015 

 

 
 
 

 

  

Source:	  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-‐middle-‐east-‐27838034 
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The Challenge of Governance and Corruption 
Gulf politics do not lend themselves to meaningful quantification or diagrams. There are, 
however, a wide range of sources that provide insight into the region’s problems in 
governance, how these problems are perceived, and the risks they present: 

• Figure I.5 summarizes the sharp differences in the quality of governance between Gulf states and 
the extent to which this may have had some impact on the upheavals in 2011. 

• Figure I.6 compares levels of corruption. Only the first part covers the entire Gulf, but it again 
illustrates how different states are and some correlation between corruption and upheavals. Some 
experts see a correlation between corruption and alienation, turning to Islamist extremism, and 
active protest efforts. It also illustrates the fact that perceptions can differ sharply according to the 
institution or element of political power. 

• Figure 1.7 shows the correlation risk between poor governance and corruption. 

• Figure 1.8 shows the impact of government in limiting freedom of the press. 

• Figure 1.9 shows the high burden that government military and security expenditures place on the 
entire economy. Note that fully developed NATO European nations struggle to pay 2% of their 
GNP and the U.S. is well under 4%. 

• Figure 1.10 uses polling data to illustrate the very different levels of satisfaction with life and the 
state. Issues that governments that are not elected may have serious problems in understanding 
unless they have—and actually use—such polls. 
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Figure I.5: Government Effectiveness and Failed Secularism:  
 
2011 (Pre- “Arab Winter”) 

 
Source: World Bank, World Governance Indicators 2015, 
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=world-development-indicators 
 
 
2014 (Post- “Arab Winter”) 

  
Source: World Bank Governance Indicators 2015, 
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=world-development-indicators 
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Figure I.6- Part One: Corruption 
 

Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Ranking in 2014 (Out of 177) 

 
Source: Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index 2015, 
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015 
 
 
Perceived Corruption in MENA Civil Institutions by Country 

 
Source: Transparency International, Global Corruption Barometer 2013, 
http://www.transparency.org/research/gcb/ 
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Figure I.6 - Part Two: Corruption 
 
Perceived Corruption in MENA Military/Police Institutions by Country 

 
Source: Transparency International, Global Corruption Barometer 2013, 
http://www.transparency.org/research/gcb/ 
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Figure I.7: Government Effectiveness vs. Control of 
Corruption 

 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Source: World Bank Worldwide Governance Indicators 
2015:http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home) 
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Figure 1.8 : Impact of Governments on Press Freedom Index 
– 2015 
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Figure 1.9 Excessively Large Paramilitary and National 

Security Forces 
 
MENA Regional Defense Expenditures as % of GDP 

 
 
Source: IISS, Military Balance 2016, Chapter Seven, “The Middle East and North Africa” 
 
Gulf Region Defense Expenditure (Billions of USD): Country-by-Country 
Breakdown 

 
Country 2010 

(billions 
USD) 

2010 % 
MENA 
Region 
Total 

2014 
(billions 

USD) 

2015 
(billions 

USD) 

2015 % 
MENA 
Region 
Total 

Real % 
Change 

2010-2015 

Saudi Arabia 45.17 0.381 80.8 81.9 0.418 0.0369 

Iran 10.56 0.089 15.9 — 0.07 -0.0191 

UAE 8.65 0.073 14.4 — 0.074 0.0011 

Iraq 4.19 0.035 18.9 21.1 0.108 0.0727 

Oman 4.19 0.035 3.7 3.9 0.051 0.0157 

Kuwait 3.91 0.033 1.37 1.3 — — 

Qatar 3.12 0.026 5.09 — 0.026 -0.0003 

Sub-Total 79.79 0.096 140.16 — 0.747 — 

 
Source: IISS, Military Balance 2016, Chapter Seven, “The Middle East and North Africa” 
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Figure 1.10 – Part One: Satisfaction with the State: 2013 
 
Personal Happiness with Current Situation (2013) 

 
Note: all figures above are percentages. 
Source: “Happiness Survey in Middle East and North Africa,” Bayt.com and YouGov, 
http://img.b8cdn.com/images/uploads/article_docs/bayt_happiness_0713_17650_EN.pdf  

 
Factors Contributing to Stress in MENA Countries (2013) 

 
Note: all figures above are percentages of respondents who said “yes.” 
Source: “Happiness Survey in Middle East and North Africa,” Bayt.com and YouGov, 
http://img.b8cdn.com/images/uploads/article_docs/bayt_happiness_0713_17650_EN.pdf  
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Figure 1.10 – Part One: Satisfaction with the State: 2013 
 

General Satisfaction with Country of Residence in MENA (2013) 

 
Note: all figures above are percentages. 
Source: “Happiness Survey in Middle East and North Africa,” Bayt.com and YouGov, 
http://img.b8cdn.com/images/uploads/article_docs/bayt_happiness_0713_17650_EN.pdf  

 
General Satisfaction with Country of Residence in MENA (2013) 

 
Note: participants above responded to the question, “how satisfied are you with your life in general?” 
Figures above are percentages. 
Source: “Happiness Survey in Middle East and North Africa,” Bayt.com and YouGov, 
http://img.b8cdn.com/images/uploads/article_docs/bayt_happiness_0713_17650_EN.pdf  
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The Challenge of Demographics, Population Growth, 
and “Youth Bulges” 

There are significant uncertainties in some aspects of Gulf population and demographic 
data, but most lie in the accuracy of the number and not in the broader accuracy of the 
trend. 

• Figure 1.11 shows how sharp past growth has been and future growth is likely to be by total Gulf 
region and by Gulf country. The entire Gulf region grew by nearly six times between 1950 and 
2015, and will grow by another 50% between 2015 and 2050. 

• Figure 1.12 shows similar data but graphs the trend it separately by nation and shows the radically 
different level of growth in different counties. The range of growth was from five to eighty times 
between 1950 and 2015. 

• Figure 1.13 shows the critical impact of population growth in creating a “youth bulge” and 
demand for jobs. 

• Figure I.14 shows the current levels of hyper urbanization that have radically changed population 
density and interaction, the character of employment, and the need for education and modern 
services. 
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Figure I.11: Gulf Population Trends  
 

Total Population (1950-2050) in Thousands 

 
Source: United States Census Bureau, International Database, 
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php 

 
Total  Demographic Pressure by Country (1950-2050) in Thousands 

 
Source: United States Census Bureau, International Database, 
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php 
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Figure I.12: Comparative Demographic Pressure in Gulf 
Countries by Individual Country (1950-2050) in Thousands 

 

 
Source: United States Census Bureau, International Database, 
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php 
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Figure I.13: The “Youth Bulge” in the Gulf 
 

Youth (Ages 15-24) Part One:  Though 2050 by Country 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base, accessed April 14, 2016,  
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php  
 
 Young Persons Entering Labor Force Each Year (2011) 

 
Source: CIA World Factbook, Accessed January 2011. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/index.html  
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Figure I.13: The “Youth Bulge” in the Gulf 
 
Percentage of Native Population Below 25 in 2015 

 
Source: CIA World Factbook 2015, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 
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Figure I.14:  Hyper-Urbanization in the Gulf 
 

Growing Hyper Urbanization (1950-2030) 
 

 
Source: LuminoCity3D, Urban Density Explorer, http://luminocity3d.org/WorldCity/#4/30.45/30.81 
 
Percentage of Urbanization in 2016 
 

 
Source: CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2212.html 
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The Challenge of Economic Growth, Modernization, 
and Changes 

There also are significant uncertainties in Gulf economic and employment data, but 
again, most lie in the accuracy of the number and not in the broader accuracy of the trend. 

• Figure 1.15 provides a rough illustration of a what should be an obvious point: Violence creates a 
major barrier to business and private sector development and prolonged violence can create years 
of failed development. 

• Figure I.16 shows the radically different levels of per capita income and real-world wealth 
between Gulf states. 

• Figure I.17 the poor distribution of wealth in the region, often compounded by corruption, crony 
capitalism, nepotism, and birth. Meaningful trend statistics are not available, but there are strong 
indications of a steadily worsening situation in crisis countries with a steadily wealthier small elite, 
and many denied opportunity or being pushed down in real income. 

• Figure 1.18 shows that little data are available on poverty levels, in part because governments do 
not want to reveal them. It is not clear that such data are meaningful even when available. The 
threshold is often set far too low to indicate real poverty levels and does not reflect real world 
costs and the costs in areas with growing urbanization. 

• Figure I.19 shows official unemployment data. Much of these data are virtually meaningless since 
they do not reflect disguised unemployment, and unneeded government and state-owned enterprise 
jobs. Actual non-productive employment probably averages at least two times, and sometimes 
three times, the figures shown. 

• Figure I.20 and Figure I.21 illustrate the challenges in youth employment. They also illustrate 
patterns the may reflect serious cultural, prestige, and salary problems in shifting native youth to 
real world local jobs by reducing dependence on foreign labor. 
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Figure I.15: Correlation Between Violence and Ease of Doing 
Business  

 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, World Bank Worldwide Governance Indicators 2015: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home; World Bank Ease of Doing Business Report 
2016 
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Figure I.16: Per Capita Income and Wealth in the Gulf, 
Comparing 2000 and 2015 in Key Countries 

 

 
 
Note: Iran and Iraq data is for 2012 only 
Sources: GDP Figures: “GDP per Capita (current US$),” The World Bank, accessed February 10, 2016; 
Wealth Figures: “Global Wealth Data Book 2012,” Credit Suisse, October 2015, Accessed February 11, 
2016, p. 19-22. 
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Figure I.17: Gini Index 
The GINI Index is a measure of statistical dispersion developed by the Italian statistician 
and sociologist Corrado Gini that measures the inequality among levels of income. The 
index is measured between zero percent and 100 percent. Zero percent indicates a society 
in which all individuals have the same income, 100 percent indicates that all national 
wealth is concentrated into one individual  

 

 
 
Note: Iraq data is from 2008; other data is from 2012 
Source: Credit Suisse, Credit Suisse Research Institute, Global Wealth Databook 2012. p. 93-96. Accessed 
August 8, 2013  
https://publications.credit-suisse.com/tasks/render/file/index.cfm?fileid=88EE9D2B-83E8-EB92-
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Figure I.18: Population Below Poverty Line (in Percent) 
 

NOTE: DATA ON POVERTY LEVELS ARE RARELY AVAILIBLE 
 

 
Source: World Bank, databank, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ 
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Figure I.19: Official Unemployment Rates 
 

 
Source: World Bank, databank, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ 
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2004	   1.5	   4.6	   1.7	   3.1	   7.8	   5.9	   14.2	   28.7	   10.3	  
2005	   1.1	   4.4	   2	   3.1	   7.8	   5.9	   16.1	   18	   12.1	  
2006	   0.9	   4.1	   1.3	   3.3	   7.8	   6.3	   15.7	   17.5	   11.6	  
2007	   0.5	   5.6	   1.5	   3.4	   7.8	   5.7	   15.4	   16.9	   10.6	  
2008	   0.3	   3.7	   1.8	   4	   7.7	   5.1	   15	   15.3	   10.5	  
2009	   0.3	   4	   1.6	   4.2	   7.7	   5.4	   14.6	   15.2	   12	  
2010	   0.4	   3.6	   1.8	   4.2	   7.6	   5.4	   17.8	   15.2	   13.5	  
2011	   0.6	   4	   3.6	   4.1	   7.5	   5.8	   17.6	   15.2	   13.3	  
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Figure I.20: Youth Employment vs. Labor Efficiency 

 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan and International Labor Force (ILO): http://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-
and-databases/lang--en/index.htm. 
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Figure I.21: Youth Labor Employment vs. Unemployment 

 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan and International Labor Force (ILO): http://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-
and-databases/lang--en/index.htm. 
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Figure I.20: Youth Employment vs. Labor Efficiency 

 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan and International Labor Force (ILO): http://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-
and-databases/lang--en/index.htm. 
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Conflict within the Islamic World, Sunni-Shi’ite 
Tensions, the Rise of Islamic Extremism  

There are two other issues that affect the entire region. All of the countries discussed in 
this analysis face some aspect of the ongoing struggle for the future of Islam.  Radical 
Islamic extremism has been a problem in the Gulf sub-region that has attracted 
considerable international attention, but it is only one part of the forces shaping the future 
of Islam. 

At one level, the Gulf states face a struggle among multiple factions—Muslim 
fundamentalists, more secular and modern forms of Islamic movements, and the 
governments of moderate states. This struggle frequently plays out in terms of both 
violent extremism and terrorism. At another level, it is a struggle between hardline Sunni 
fundamentalists—sometimes called “Neo-Salafis”—and all the other sects of Islam. It is 
also, however, increasingly a struggle between Sunni and Shi’ite, shaped in part by the 
competition between largely Sunni-ruled Arab states and a Shi’ite Iran and the states 
under Iran’s influence. 

This is far more a struggle within a civilization than a struggle between civilizations. 
While outside states are concerned with the impact of Islamic extremist movements and 
terrorist groups outside the Islamic world, violence between Muslims has been credited 
by both the U.S. NCTC and the Counterterrorism Center at West Point with producing 
something on the order of 90% of the total casualties from terrorism in 2012. 
This struggle for the future of Islam has particular importance in the Gulf and Middle 
East Sub-Regions because the Shi’ite theocracy in Iran is now competing not only with 
Arab governments in a conventional sense but trying to exploit Shi’ites in Bahrain, Iraq, 
Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia to its own advantage. Saudi Arabia itself views Iran as a major 
rival as it seeks to promote its own sect of Islam. At the same time, Sunni extremists 
target Shi’ites in Iraq, and Alawites in Syria, and have become a major faction in the 
Syrian civil war. The Gulf States have provided funding for many Sunni rebel groups in 
Syria, including groups that the U.S. considers extremist.  
Given the overall unrest in the Sub-Region and the Islamic world, these levels of violence 
and terrorism seem likely to remain a serious problem for at least the next decade. 

The Israeli-Palestinian Issue 
The failure to create a meaningful peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians 
remains a source of instability in the Gulf, as well as in the rest of the Middle East and 
the Arab world. It directly affects the stability of Lebanon, Jordan, the Sinai, and the Suez 
Canal, and U.S. ties to Israel do affect U.S. military and security relations with every 
Arab state.   
The tensions between Israel and Gaza present a constant risk of new clashes between 
Israeli and Arab, and new U.S. efforts to broker a peace between Israel and the 
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank seem likely to have limited—if any—success. 
Iran has also exploited the situation in the past, using its support of Hezbollah to try to 
persuade Arab states that it serves their interest, and to justify its military build-up as if it 
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were directed towards Israel—rather than towards expanding Iran’s power and influence 
in the Gulf. 

At the same time, the Arab-Israeli conflict has been overshadowed by the growing 
struggle for the future of Islam that now exist throughout the Islamic world, and has a 
growing impact on all of the Arab states in the IOR, as well as Pakistan, India, 
Bangladesh, and Malaysia.  

U.S. Strategic Commitments 
Finally, one key aspect of stability in the Gulf is a critical dependence on U.S. strategic 
partnerships with the Arab Gulf states. The United States is the only power that can 
project decisive enough forces rapidly into the region to confront Iran with the certain 
prospect of quick and potentially catastrophic defeat, and it plays a critical role in the 
modernization and growth of Arab Gulf military forces that no probable combination of 
outside forces can now perform. 

Conspiracy theories aside, there is no real prospect of the United States turning to Iran. 
The first six months after the JCPOA nuclear agreement with Iran made clear that the 
agreement has not led to any broad easing of tensions, and the Ayatollah Khomeini was 
actively denouncing the U.S. as the “Great Satan” in June 2016. 

The 2016 U.S. Presidential election campaign has, however, given new rationale to Gulf 
concerns over U.S. resolve and willingness to stay in the Gulf. Two of the three major 
candidates have suggested major cuts in the global role of the United States. The United 
States’ inability bring broader stability to Libya, Syria, and Iraq has also raised questions 
about U.S. resolve, while Russian intervention in Syria—and transfers of advanced arms 
like the S300 surface-to-air missile system to Iran—has raised questions about the role of 
other outside powers. 
At present, the U.S. commitment to its Gulf allies seems relatively firm, but the United 
States is showing that democracies can have succession crises that are as serious as those 
in monarchies. 
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II. IRAN’S STABILITY, INTERNAL SECURITY 
AND MILITARY CAPABILITIES 
Iran presents a major challenge to regional stability, and potentially to the security of 
world petroleum exports and the global economy in general. Iran is a major oil power 
with a population of 81.8 million people in mid-2015. 2 Its Gulf coast spans the entire 
length of the Gulf, it is positioned on the north side of the Strait of Hormuz—the narrow 
waterway that control the entrance to the Gulf—and it has ports like Chabahar on the 
Gulf of Oman. 
Iran’s key civil statistics are shown below: 
Population 

Population: 81,824,270 
Religions/Sects: 99.4% Muslim (Shia 90-95%, Sunni 5-10%); 0.7% other and unspecified (includes 
Zoroastrian, Jewish and Christian) 
Ethnic Groups: Persian, Azeri, Kurd, Lur, Baloch, Arab, Turkmen and Turkic tribes. 
Median age: 28.8 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 41.27% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Iran as being in the 5th percentile for accountability, 
17th percentile for political stability and violence, 38th percentile for effectiveness of governance, 5th 
percentile for regulatory quality, 14th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 35th percentile for control 
of corruption.3 
Transparency International ranked Iran as 130/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.4  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: $425.326 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $5,442 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 95 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): 18.7% (CIA World Factbook, 2007 estimate) 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Iran 118st in the world in ease of 
doing business in 2015. It has ranks 87 in ease of starting a business, 69 in dealing with construction 
permits, 88 in getting electricity, 91 in registering property, 97 in getting credit, 150 in protecting 
investors, 123 in paying taxes, 167 in trade across borders, 62 in enforcing contracts, and 140 in 
resolving insolvency. 5 

Iran’s Risk Status 
Figure II.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Iran using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.6 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices, nor does it address security issues. It does, however, still show that Iran 
is in the moderate risk category, at least, and badly needs further reform of its 
government and economy.  

Iran’s security policies are the main source of risk to both Iran and to its neighbors. 
However, its underlying political, economic, and demographic structures alone would 
place it in at least the moderate risk category.  
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Figure II.1: Iran: Summary Risk Assessment 
 

 
 

 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

46 

 

 

Source: Dr, Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf.  
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Iran’s Political System and Regime 
Iran is remains a “revolutionary” society focused on the Shi’ite branch of Islam and 
shaped by the fall of the Shah and the rise of the Ayatollah Khomeini to the position of 
Supreme Leader, putting a single religious figure in charge of the government, security 
forces, justice system, eligibility for public office, and every major aspect of public 
policy. 
The CIA described the political situation in Iran as follows in May 2016,7 

Iran became an Islamic republic in 1979 after the ruling monarchy was overthrown and Shah 
Mohammad Reza PAHLAVI was forced into exile. Conservative clerical forces led by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah KHOMEINI established a theocratic system of government with ultimate political 
authority vested in a learned religious scholar referred to commonly as the Supreme Leader who, 
according to the constitution, is accountable only to the Assembly of Experts - a popularly elected 
86-member body of clerics. US-Iranian relations became strained when a group of Iranian students 
seized the US Embassy in Tehran in November 1979 and held embassy personnel hostages until 
mid-January 1981.  

The US cut off diplomatic relations with Iran in April 1980. During the period 1980-88, Iran 
fought a bloody, indecisive war with Iraq that eventually expanded into the Persian Gulf and led to 
clashes between US Navy and Iranian military forces. Iran has been designated a state sponsor of 
terrorism for its activities in Lebanon and elsewhere in the world and remains subject to US, UN, 
and EU economic sanctions and export controls because of its continued involvement in terrorism 
and concerns over possible military dimensions of its nuclear program. Following the election of 
reformer Hojjat ol-Eslam Mohammad KHATAMI as president in 1997 and a reformist Majles 
(legislature) in 2000, a campaign to foster political reform in response to popular dissatisfaction 
was initiated. The movement floundered as conservative politicians, supported by the Supreme 
Leader, unelected institutions of authority like the Council of Guardians, and the security services 
reversed and blocked reform measures while increasing security repression. 

Starting with nationwide municipal elections in 2003 and continuing through Majles elections in 
2004, conservatives reestablished control over Iran's elected government institutions, which 
culminated with the August 2005 inauguration of hardliner Mahmud AHMADI-NEJAD as 
president. His controversial reelection in June 2009 sparked nationwide protests over allegations 
of electoral fraud. These protests were quickly suppressed, and the political opposition that arose 
as a consequence of AHMADI-NEJAD's election was repressed. Deteriorating economic 
conditions due primarily to government mismanagement and international sanctions prompted at 
least two major economically based protests in July and October 2012, but Iran's internal security 
situation remained stable.  

President AHMADI-NEJAD's independent streak angered regime establishment figures, including 
the Supreme Leader, leading to conservative opposition to his agenda for the last year of his 
presidency, and an alienation of his political supporters. In June 2013 Iranians elected a moderate 
conservative cleric, Dr. Hasan Fereidun RUHANI to the presidency. He is a long-time senior 
member in the regime, but has made promises of reforming society and Iran's foreign policy. The 
UN Security Council has passed a number of resolutions calling for Iran to suspend its uranium 
enrichment and reprocessing activities and comply with its IAEA obligations and responsibilities, 
and in July 2015 Iran and the five permanent members, plus Germany (P5+1) signed the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) under which Iran agreed to restrictions on its nuclear 
program in exchange for sanctions relief. 

The Iranian government seems to have largely repressed the political unrest that occurred 
after the 2009 Presidential election. There were no meaningful political protests during 
Iran’s 2013 Presidential election, even though no opposition candidate was allowed to 
run. If anything, the election of the most moderate pro-regime candidate—Hassan 
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Rouhani—seemed to meet enough popular expectations to restore the credibility of the 
regime to most Iranians—at least for a while.  

The same seems to have been true of Iran’s parliamentary elections, and the election of a 
new Assembly of Guardians, on February 26, 2016. Moreover, while Rouhani’s 
supporters did not win a majority of the parliament, they came close, showing that 
“moderates” had gained considerable political strength, and creating the possibility that 
that “moderates” could have a de facto majority with the support of various 
“independents.” 

Given the fact that no candidate or senior appointment can run or be approved who has 
not been vetted to be loyal to the regime means that the term “moderate” is a relative one. 
Such elections of “moderates” help win public support—as do economic reforms and the 
easing of constraints on social behavior—but they do not change the fundamental power 
structure of Iran. 

Iran’s Governance 
The World Bank’s assessment of the trends in the quality and effectiveness of Iran’s level 
of governance is shown in Figure II.2. 

• The World Bank ranks Iran as having extremely low quality of governance. It ranks in the 5th 
percentile in the world in accountability, 17th percentile in political stability and violence, 38th 
percentile in government effectiveness, 14th percentile in the quality of rule of law, 5th percentile in 
the quality of government regulation, and 35th percentile in the control of corruption.8  

• Iran ranks 130/168 in the Transparency International Corruptions Perception Index.9 

The overall rankings in all six categories have long been relatively low, and trends do not 
reflect any overall progress. An improvement in the control of corruption is offset by the 
drop in voice and accountability, the rule of law, political stability and the absence of 
violence.  
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Figure II.2: World Bank Rating of Governance in Iran 
 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Iran: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  

Iran’s Economic, and Demographic Structure 
Iran’s security policies are the main source of risk to both Iran and to its neighbors. 
However, its underlying political, economic, and demographic structures alone place it in 
the moderate risk category, at least. Many international political and economic indexes of 
its performance are negative, and it is important to note that most indicators were in 
decline even before the U.S. and EU imposed stricter sanctions in 2011—largely because 
of chronic mismanagement of the Iranian economy, misgovernment, and the pressure of 
population growth: 

• Iran has a distinct history and culture, its own language, and is largely Shi’ite while most of the 
Arab world is Sunni. Its major ethnic divisions include Persian, Azeri, Kurd, Lur, Baloch, Arab, 
Turkmen and Turkic tribes.  

• Total population 81.8 million (July 2015 estimate).10  

• The U.S. Census Bureau estimates its population was 5.0 times larger in 2015 than 1950.11 
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• Although Iran’s birthrate has dropped, it is still under demographic pressure. The US Census 
Bureau estimates that it had a population of 16.4 million in 1950, 39.7 million in 1980, 66.6 
million in 2000, and 81.8 million in 2015. It estimates that it will have a population of 90.5 million 
in 2025 and 100.0 million in 2050.12 

• Population has less of a youth bulge than some other Gulf states, but is still young. Some 24% is 
14 years of age or younger. Another 18% is 15-24 years age. Total median age is 28.8 years. 

• Ethnicity is Persian 61%, Azeri 16%, Kurd 10%, Lur 6%, Baloch 2%, Arab 2%, Turkmen and 
Turkic tribes 2%, other 1% (2013) Current: Persian, Azeri, Kurd, Lur, Baloch, Arab, Turkmen and 
Turkic tribes. 13 

• Languages include Persian (official), Azeri Turkic and Turkic dialects, Kurdish, Gilaki and 
Mazandarani, Luri, Balochi, Arabic, other. 

• Muslims constitute 99 percent of the population; 90 percent are Shia and 9 percent Sunni (mostly 
Turkmen, Arabs, Baluchis, and Kurds living in the northeast, southwest, southeast, and northwest, 
respectively). There are no official statistics available on the size of the Sufi Muslim population; 
however, some reports estimate that several million Iranians practice Sufism. Groups constituting 
the remaining 1 percent of the population include Bahais, Christians, Jews, Sabean-Mandaeans, 
Zoroastrians, and Yarsanis. The three largest non-Muslim minorities are Bahais, Christians, and 
Yarsanis. Bahais number approximately 300,000 and are heavily concentrated in Tehran and 
Semnan. According to UN data, 300,000 Christians live in the country, although some 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) estimate there may be as many as 370,000. The Statistical 
Center of Iran reports there are 117,700. The majority of Christians are ethnic Armenians 
concentrated in Tehran and Isfahan. Unofficial estimates of the Assyrian Christian population 
range between 10,000 and 20,000. There are also Protestant denominations, including evangelical 
groups. Christian groups outside the country estimate the size of the Protestant community to be 
less than 10,000, although many Protestants reportedly practice in secret. Yarsanis, mainly located 
in Luristan and Gurani-speaking areas of southern Kurdistan, have often been classified by the 
government as Shia Muslims practicing Sufism. Yarsanis, however, identify Yarsan as a distinct 
faith (known in Iraq as Kaka’i). There is no official count of Yarsanis, but one NGO and some 
leaders in the Yarsani faith estimate there are up to one million. There are from 5,000 to 10,000 
Sabean-Mandaeans. The Statistical Center of Iran estimated in 2011 that there were approximately 
25,300 Zoroastrians, who are primarily ethnic Persians; however, Zoroastrian groups report 
60,000 members. Similarly, Iranian census statistics in 2012 reported there were fewer than 9,000 
Jews, while media estimate there are as many as 25,000. (State) Muslim (official) 99.4% (Shia 90-
95%, Sunni 5-10%), other (includes Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian) 0.3%, unspecified 0.4% 
(2011 est.) (CIA) 14 

• Iran’s per capita income ($5,442) only ranks 95th in the world, the second lowest of any Gulf state, 
and far lower than that of any of the Southern Gulf states.15  

• Iran ranks only 118th in the World Bank Ease of Doing Business rankings.16 It has major problems 
in starting a business, registering property, getting electricity, protecting investors, taxation, 
trading across borders, and resolving insolvency.17 

• Iran ranks 69th on the UN Human Development Index. The UAE ranks 41st. Saudi Arabia ranks 
39th.18 

President Rouhani has, however, tried to take major new initiatives to reduce tension over 
Iran’s nuclear programs, and has promised to make serious economic reforms rather than 
rely on the patchwork mix of subsidies and state intervention pursued by his predecessor. 
At the same time, previous Iranian Presidents have made similar promises with little 
result, and Rouhani faces serious resistance from hardliners, some members of the 
Islamic Republican Guards Corps, and possibly the Supreme Leader.  
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It is still unclear whether the JCPOA nuclear agreement will result in a lasting solution to 
the peaceful development of Iran’s nuclear program, and it does not affect the cost and 
economic impact of the major ongoing arms race and serious tensions between Iran and 
its Arab Gulf neighbors over Bahrain Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. 

Iran’s economy has also long suffered from a combination of poor economic policies and 
management, and the sanctions imposed from the outside by the UN, United States, and 
EU. Key sanctions have been lifted because of the JCPOA, but Iran now faces the impact 
of major cuts in the value of its petroleum exports, and its real world commitment to 
economic reform. 
Experts now differ sharply over the direction that Iran will take, but it is clear that major 
progress requires far more economic reform than Iran has been able to implement to date. 
For example, the World Bank recently took an extremely optimistic view of reform and 
Iran’s ability to obtain more oil revenues. In a January 2016 analysis, the World Bank 
indicated that Iran’s GDP growth had dropped from 3% in 2014 to only 0.5% in 2015, 
but could rise sharply in 2016 and 2017,19 

The latest MENA Economic Monitor Report - Spring 2016, expects Iran’s growth to rise to 4.2 % 
and 4.6 % in 2016 and 2017, as a result of the lifting of the sanctions and a more business-oriented 
environment. The lifting of the nuclear-related sanctions in January 2016 and the strong electoral 
wins from moderates and reformers in Parliament and Assembly of Experts are supporting the 
reform oriented Rouhani administration. 

The successful implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran 
and the P5+1 (United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, China and Germany), that was 
signed in July 2015, meant Iran reached Implementation Day on January 16, 2016, at which point 
materially all nuclear-related sanctions were lifted. The February 2016 Parliamentary and 
Assembly of Experts (whose main task is the selection of the Supreme Leader) elections, saw 
major gains from moderates and reformers as well as losses from prominent conservatives. These 
developments along with a reform-minded government provide a favorable environment for 
economic reforms. These also arise in the context of the new five-year development plan starting 
March 21, 2016, which targets a rate of annual real GDP growth of 8 %. 

The dynamism created by the interim Joint Plan of Action (JPOA) between Iran and the P5+1 in 
November 2013 led to an economic recovery in 2014, but this recovery was paused in 2015 by the 
uncertainty regarding the timing of the lifting of sanctions and the viability of the JCPOA. 
Following a severe sanction-related recession in 2012 and 2013, real GDP increased by 3 % in 
2014; this recovery was driven by the rise in consumer and business confidence supported by the 
partial lifting of sanctions under the interim JPOA. In 2015, the Iranian economy is estimated to 
have advanced at a growth rate of 0.5 %. Inflationary pressures on the economy continued to abate 
under the less accommodative monetary policy stance, with the Consumer Price Index falling to 
12.6 % per annum in January 2016, from a peak of 45.1 % in October 2012. Yet, the pace of job 
creation has remained weak and the unemployment rate rose to 11.7 % in 2015, up from 10.6 % in 
2014. The fiscal deficit also widened due to low oil prices, from 1.2 % of GDP in 2014 to 2.7 % of 
GDP in 2015. Similarly, the current account surplus is estimated to have dropped from 3.8 % of 
GDP in 2014 to 0.6 % of GDP in 2015. 

The lifting of the sanctions and a more business-oriented environment are projected to increase 
real GDP growth to 4.2 % and 4.6 % in 2016 and 2017, respectively. On the production side, 
growth will be mainly driven by higher hydrocarbon production. On the expenditure side, 
consumption, investment and exports are expected to be the main driver.. Inflation is forecast to 
remain moderate, by Iran’s standards. The lifting of sanctions, and, in particular the positive 
impact these will have on the banking system will significantly reduce international transaction 
costs. Strong capital inflows, including FDI and the repatriation of part of the frozen assets, could 
put upward pressure on the Iranian rial, which will help contain imported inflation. The fiscal 
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deficit is projected to narrow to 1.8 and 1 % in 2016 and 2017, respectively, mostly on account of 
improved oil revenues. The current account balance is projected to turn into a surplus in 2017, also 
primarily driven by rising oil exports. Risks to the outlook include lower oil prices, slower global 
growth, and the possibility that the country idiosyncratic risk stays elevated because of the residual 
uncertainty that non-nuclear-related sanctions create, for foreign businesses. A key challenge 
relates to the prospect of undertaking structural reforms that can move the country toward the 
sustained and inclusive growth envisaged in its sixth five-year plan. 

The CIA reported in May 2016, that Iran’s per capita income in 2015 was only $17,800 – 
one of the lowest in the Gulf—and that, 

Iran's economy is marked by statist policies, inefficiencies, and reliance on oil and gas exports, but 
Iran also possesses significant agricultural, industrial, and service sectors. The Iranian government 
directly owns and operates hundreds of state-owned enterprises and indirectly controls many 
companies affiliated with the country's security forces. Distortions - including inflation, price 
controls, subsidies, and a banking system holding billions of dollars of non-performing loans - 
weigh down the economy, undermining the potential for private-sector-led growth. 

Private sector activity includes small-scale workshops, farming, some manufacturing, and 
services, in addition to medium-scale construction, cement production, mining, and metalworking. 
Significant informal market activity flourishes and corruption is widespread. 

Fiscal and monetary constraints, following the expansion of international sanctions in 2012 on 
Iran's Central Bank and oil exports, significantly reduced Iran's oil revenue, forced government 
spending cuts, and sparked a sharp currency depreciation. Iran’s economy contracted for the first 
time in two decades during both 2012 and 2013, but growth resumed in 2014. Iran continues to 
suffer from high unemployment and underemployment. Lack of job opportunities has prompted 
many educated Iranian youth to seek employment overseas, resulting in a significant "brain drain." 

In June 2013, the election of President Hasan RUHANI generated widespread public expectations 
of economic improvement and greater international engagement. Almost two years into his term, 
RUHANI has achieved some success, including reining in inflation and, in July of 2015, securing 
the promise of sanctions relief for Iran by signing the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) with the P5+1. The JCPOA, which severely limits Iran’s nuclear program in exchange 
for unfreezing Iranian assets and reopening Iran to international trade, should bolster foreign direct 
investment, increase trade, and stimulate growth. In spite of RUHANI’s efforts, Iran’s growth was 
tepid in 2015, and significant economic improvement resulting from sanctions relief will take 
months or years to materialize. 

An IMF press release dated May 17, 2016 noted that,20  
In recent years, the authorities have made considerable progress in restoring macroeconomic 
stability under difficult circumstances. Inflation has declined from 45 percent in 2013 to around 8 
percent recently, the foreign exchange market has stabilized, and some key reforms have been 
implemented. 

“The implementation of the JCPOA bodes well for the outlook. Higher oil exports, along with 
lower costs of trade and financial transactions, as Iranian banks reconnect to the international 
financial system, would help support the economy, with real GDP growth projected at 4 –4.5 
percent over the medium term. 

“Sustaining and boosting those growth rates will require important reforms. To entrench 
macroeconomic stability, the policy frameworks for monetary and fiscal policies need to be 
strengthened, with greater focus on price stability, mobilizing domestic revenues, and on building 
buffers. Unlocking the Iranian economy’s growth potential and promoting jobs, particularly for 
youth and women, will also require addressing many structural challenges. Central in these efforts 
will be promoting the private sector, by fostering private ownership, attracting foreign investment, 
reducing the cost of doing business, and enhancing transparency and governance. Two important 
priorities for the short term relate to the banking system. First, it will be critical to begin 
restructuring banks—both at their operational level and their high level of nonperforming loans--
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to help lower real interest rates and stimulate credit to the economy. Second, given the difficulties 
for Iranian banks in reintegrating to the international financial system, the authorities should 
persevere with strengthening the framework for anti-money laundering and combating the 
financing of terrorism (AML/CFT), which should be critical to facilitate such reintegration. 

“Addressing Iran’s structural challenges will not be easy and some of the gains may only become 
visible over the longer term. But Iran has already made big strides in restoring prudent policies 
and in taking important steps to address structural challenges. These efforts should continue and 
we would encourage the authorities to develop a comprehensive reform agenda soon. 

Similarly a speech by David Lipton, First Deputy Managing Director, IMF 
Central Bank of Iran, stated that,21 

…while Iran will gain from pursuing integration with the global economy, your ultimate success 
depends on what you do at home: strengthening macroeconomic policies in the short run and 
forging ahead now with deep structural reforms for the long run. It is time for a plan of action on 
the economy. Let me talk about the short run and long run components in turn. 

Iran has already taken important measures to secure macroeconomic stability, including an 
important decline in the rate of inflation. That was done despite an episode of increased costs of 
trade and financial transactions, and limited access to foreign exchange assets that caused inflation 
to jump and the rial to depreciate significantly. That achievement will serve Iran well as its 
implementation the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action continues. 

With the oil sector regaining access to export markets, with businesses and banks facing lower 
transaction costs as they reintegrate into global trade and financial systems, both the oil and non-
oil economy will gain. 

But the global economy poses challenges that could eat into those gains. 

• Like other oil exporters, Iran has to manage the transition to lower oil prices. Although the 
impact of lower prices will be partly mitigated by higher oil export volumes, there are limited 
prospects for a large increase in Iran’s oil revenue because of high global output and weak 
demand. 

• Second, Iran’s non-oil exports also are feeling the effects of weak global demand—something 
that all exporting countries are experiencing. Some of that comes from slower growth in China.   

• And third, global lenders and investors have become more exacting and cautious, differentiating 
among countries according to how sound and reliable their policies are and how stable their fiscal, 
monetary and financial systems are. 

So this is a time for convincing macro policies and clear communications: 

• To sustain the recent success in the battle against inflation, liquidity growth needs to be 
contained. This can anchor inflation in single digits, reduce potential pressure on the exchange 
rate, and help maintain the competitiveness of the non-oil sector. In addition, Iran’s commitment 
to exchange rate unification will be critical to entrenching economic stability. 

• The banking system needs to be able to effectively channel credit to the private sector. This will 
require addressing the high levels of nonperforming loans, bolstering bank capital, restructuring 
weak institutions, dealing with unlicensed financial institutions, and strengthening risk 
management systems and bank supervision. 

• And fiscal policy also has an important role to play. Iran’s fiscal policy would be most effective 
by focusing on a gradual reduction of the non-oil deficit. But instead of cutting spending, it might 
be better to mobilize more non-oil tax revenue. That would create space for increased public 
investment in infrastructure and human capital. 

…Future sustainable growth will depend increasingly on the performance of the non-oil sector, 
which is where almost all job creation will have to come. That, in turn, points to the need for a 
reorientation of the Iranian economy—both to take advantage of the opening to international trade 
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and investment and to unleash entrepreneurial forces that can spur investment, lift productivity, 
provide jobs, and raise living standards. 

I spoke earlier about the perspective on economic trends that the IMF brings to bear across 
countries and regions. I would add that we also can draw upon decades of experience with 
economic transformations. This global and historical frame of reference is very useful in assessing 
where Iran now stands and where it might go in the coming years. 

…Let me list a few lessons that emerge from other countries’ experiences: 

• One that has been heeded here, though it is important continually to bear in mind, is that a loss of 
monetary stability can undermine structural reforms and set back growth for a long time. Well 
intentioned reform plans have been undermined by attempts to use liquidity to address real and 
structural problems, ending in inflation and exchange rate depreciation. 

• Another is that a lack of competition both limits growth and can breed corruption by sustaining 
economic rents to be fought over. Protection from global competition, through import tariffs and 
other restrictions, and domestic monopoly rights, created by law and regulation, deprive 
consumers of the benefits of better quality products at low prices. And they prevent the job growth 
that would come from vibrant competition among new enterprises, and which is badly needed in 
countries with a large and growing youth demographic. 

• Ownership links between companies and banks eventually lead to conflicts of interest, excessive 
and irresponsible borrowing and lending and debt problems. When such relations involve state 
owned enterprises and banks, the debt problems often end up weakening or even crippling public 
finances with dire growth consequences. Reforms to privatize state enterprises, and to separate 
companies and banks lead to improvements in governance and more responsible decision making 
as each has to face a hard budget constraint. 

We have seen these problems play out in many of our member countries. And we have seen how 
countries—from Peru to Poland, China to the Czech Republic—that have managed to stabilize, 
liberalize, privatize, and open up have seen those actions pay off over time in investment, 
productivity and trade. Through the process of liberalization, competition leads to more efficiency, 
less corruption, and higher productivity. Privatization and governance reforms prevent the 
misallocation of credit and thus allow the private sector to grow and create jobs for young people 
and room for the middle class to thrive. 

…How does this fit with the current situation facing Iran? If there is a consensus that Iran needs to 
become a more open and integrated economy, then this is a key moment to take a broad 
perspective and make the most of the opportunity. 

In our advice to the Fund’s membership at last month’s IMF Spring Meetings, we highlighted 
structural reforms for all countries as a crucial element in the quest to boost growth and create 
jobs. Some of these structural reforms would likely benefit Iran. They are, in essence, built around 
the principles of liberalization and privatization, 

• Opening up product and services markets can be particularly effective because they bring short-
term gains. They can spur more competition, and increase integration with the world economy. 
They can help create high-quality jobs for the younger generation of Iranians. 

• Labor market reforms can be particularly effective in drawing people into the workforce. This 
approach could be considered in Iran, where unemployment remains high, and demographic 
pressures will continue to bring large numbers of new entrants to the labor market in the coming 
years. But it is important that some measures—tax cuts and training programs—that have fiscal 
implications are able to fit within the broad fiscal framework. 

• Another area of structural reform is the policy mix that can help to foster innovation. This can be 
achieved by removing barriers to competition and foreign investment, reducing the hold of 
monopolies and special interests, cutting red tape, and increasing investment in education and 
research. Countries are finding that increased openness to foreign investment can facilitate 
technology transfers and enhance access to foreign markets. They are trying to reduce the cost of 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

55 

doing business, address vulnerabilities in the corporate and banking sectors, advance privatization, 
and foster financial transparency and a level playing field for all investors and entrepreneurs. 

Iran faces a unique set of issues related to the reintegration of its banks to the international 
financial system. The Iranian authorities have made recent progress in the establishing a 
framework aimed at combating money laundering and the financing of terrorism. This is a critical 
element for reconnecting with the international financial system. The IMF will continue to support  

the Iranian authorities’ efforts in this area. 

Iran, Petroleum and the Lifting of Sanctions 
Iran’s large population ensures that it cannot rely on oil “wealth” to provide adequate per 
capita income or substitute for broader economic development. At the same time, is a 
major petroleum exporter and has considerable potential to expand its oil and gas exports 
beyond its pre-sanctions levels. The U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) 
estimated in June 2015 that Iran,22 

…holds the world's fourth-largest proved crude oil reserves and the world's second-largest natural 
gas reserves. Despite the country's abundant reserves, Iran's crude oil production has substantially 
declined, and natural gas production growth has been slower than expected over the past few 
years. International sanctions have profoundly affected Iran's energy sector and have prompted a 
number of cancellations or delays of upstream oil and gas projects. 

Iran holds some of the world's largest deposits of proved oil and natural gas reserves, ranking as 
the world's fourth-largest and second-largest reserve holder of oil and natural gas, respectively. 
Iran also ranks among the world's top 10 oil producers and top 5 natural gas producers. Iran 
produced almost 3.4 million barrels per day (b/d) of petroleum and other liquids in 2014 and an 
estimated 5.7 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of dry natural gas in 2013.  

The United States and the European Union (EU) enacted measures at the end of 2011 and during 
the summer of 2012 that affected the Iranian energy sector more profoundly than any previously 
enacted sanctions. The sanctions impeded Iran's ability to sell oil, resulting in a near 1.0-million 
b/d drop in crude oil and condensate exports in 2012 compared with the previous year.  

Iran's oil and natural gas export revenue was $118 billion in the 2011/2012 fiscal year (ending 
March 20, 2012), according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) In the 2012/2013 fiscal 
year, oil and natural gas export revenue dropped by 47% to $63 billion. The IMF estimates that 
Iran's oil and natural gas export revenue fell again in the 2013/2014 fiscal year by 10% to $56 
billion.1 The revenue loss is attributed to the sharp decline in the volume of oil exports from 2011 
to 2013. Iran's natural gas exports increased slightly over the past few years. However, Iran 
exports only a small volume of natural gas, because most of its production is domestically 
consumed. 

Nonetheless, international sanctions have also affected Iran's natural gas sector. Iran's natural gas 
sector has been expanding, but production growth has been lower than expected as a result of the 
lack of foreign investment and technology.  

It is still far from clear how Iran’s economy will develop after the JCPOA. It not only 
needs massive economic reform to succeed, it must deal with the impact of the “crash” in 
petroleum prices and export revenues. It also must give economic reform priority at time 
when its Supreme Leader, conservative “hardliners,” and Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) would like to see larger expenditures on security and arms transfers, and 
other more “moderate” voices would like to invest major revenue gains in state-owned 
enterprises. 
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Iran’s Capability to Raise its Exports 
Figure II.3 shows that the EIA has estimated that Iran can raise production back to pre-
sanctions levels in 2016, 23 

Sanctions relief will lead to an increase in Iran's oil production and exports, which had been 
subject to an EU embargo among other sanctions. Iran's crude oil production has been relatively 
flat over the past three years while sanctions were in place, averaging 2.8 million barrels per day 
(b/d) in 2015, representing 9% of total crude oil production from the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). In EIA's January Short-Term Energy Outlook (STEO), 
which assumed implementation day to occur this quarter, Iran's annual average crude oil 
production is forecast at 3.1 million b/d in 2016 (10% of projected total OPEC production), and 
almost 3.6 million b/d in 2017. 

Consistent with these forecasts for average annual production, Iran's crude oil production reaches 
3.3 million b/d at the end of 2016 and 3.7 million b/d at the end of 2017. EIA estimates a 
subjective uncertainty range of +/- 250,000 b/d surrounding these year-end projections, with actual 
outcomes dependent on Iran's ability to mitigate production decline rates, deal with technical 
challenges, and bring new oil fields into production.  

Most of Iran's forecast production growth comes from Iran's preexisting crude oil production 
capacity that is currently shut in, while the remainder comes from newly developed fields. Iran has 
a number of new oil fields that Iranian and Chinese companies have been developing over the past 
several years, which have the potential to add 100,000 b/d to 200,000 b/d of crude oil production 
capacity by 2017. The STEO forecast also accounts for production declines at Iran's mature oil 
fields.  

Beyond crude oil, Iran's condensate and natural gas plant liquids (NGPL) production is currently 
almost 750,000 b/d, of which 75% is condensate and the remainder NGPL. Iran's non-crude 
liquids production has grown over the past few years. The main buyers of Iran's non-crude liquids 
have been in countries in Asia, mainly China, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).  

Iran's non-crude liquids production is expected to grow by 150,000 b/d by the end of 2016 and by 
an additional 100,000 b/d by the end of 2017, as more project phases at the South Pars natural gas 
field come online. More than 80% of Iran's condensate production comes from the South Pars 
field located offshore in the Persian Gulf, which is Iran's largest nonassociated gas field. Lack of 
foreign investment and insufficient financing, stemming from international sanctions, have slowed 
the development of South Pars. However, some progress has been made in recent years, and 
sanctions relief is expected to quicken the pace of development of its remaining phases over the 
next decade.  

With Iran's petroleum and other liquid fuels consumption expected to remain flat over the next two 
years, crude oil and other liquid fuels from the production increase is likely to be sold in export 
markets. The pace that Iran will ramp up its exports now that sanctions are lifted is uncertain. Iran 
has a considerable amount of oil stored offshore in tankers (between 30 and 50 million barrels), 
most of which is condensate, and crude oil stored at onshore facilities. Initial post-sanction 
increases in Iranian exports will most likely come from storage, while meaningful production 
increases will occur after some of the storage is cleared. 
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Another EIA study – issued on January 19, 2016 --focused on Iran alone. It was entitled 
“Iran’s petroleum production expected to increase as sanctions are lifted” [8], and 
provided both an updated analysis of Iran’s current production and a forecast of the range 
of near-term increases that Iran may be able to make now sanctions are lifted. These data 
are summarized in Figure Three – which shows the history of Iran’s production and 
exports before sanctions, production after sanctions, and estimated production through 
2017. 

Figure II.3: EIA Estimate of Iranian Petroleum Liquids 
Production 

 

 
Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, Short-Term Energy Outlook, January 2016, 
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=24592#.   
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Press reports in June 2016 indicated that Iran would be able to bring some exports back to 
pre-sanctions levels more quickly than many estimated. Iran has solved its initial 
problems in tanker insurance coverage, and Reuters estimates in early June 2016 that, “its 
oil exports was now close to pre-sanction levels of around 2.5 million barrels per day 
(bpd)… Iran's oil exports were between 2.1 and 2.3 million bpd in April and May, up 
from 1.3 million bpd a year ago, when Iran was shut out of the European market and 
dependent on limited shipments to Asian buyers.”24 

Iranian Competition for Market Share with Other 
Regional Exporters 

Given the combination of low petroleum export revenues and the slow acceptance of Iran 
by non-U.S. banks, however, it is still possible that Iran’s actual petroleum revenues in 
2016 will still be equal to or lower than in 2015, and to some extent Iran faces the 
equivalent of an “oil war” with Saudi Arabia which has every domestic and foreign 
incentive to maximize its petroleum revenues at the expense of Iran and other oil 
exporters. 

It is clear from Figure II.4 that Iran’s current production levels are limited, and that 
Saudi Arabia and the other Arab states are the strategic prize in terms of petroleum 
production, markets, and investment opportunities. It is also clear throughout this study 
that Saudi Arabia not only needs to maximize its current oil revenues to meet both 
current fiscal needs, and to fund a massive new reform plan called Vision 2030, but has a 
strong security incentive to minimize Iran’s export income. 

The high levels of recent Saudi production levels are shown in Figure II.5, and Saudi 
Arabia has made it clear that it will not cut them to try to raise prices—especially at a 
time when it is deeply concerned about Iran’s other actions. Other EIA studies and 
forecast have also made it clear that Saudi Arabia intended to keep production levels 
high, maximize its own revenues at a time of low oil prices, and will probably be joined 
in doing this by other Arab oil exporters. 

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel Al-Jubeir did deny any connection between high Saudi 
production and Iran, but also made the continued Saudi commitment to high production 
clear at the highest official level long before Saudi Arabia rejected any limits to its 
production at the OPEC meeting in the spring of 2016. He told CNN on January 19, 2016 
that,25 

“People should go back to Adam Smith and basic economics. It’s about supply and demand ...We 
let the market determine where the equilibrium should be. What we’re seeing now is the market 
price… You cannot manipulate the market and be able to do so consistently…If you try to 
manipulate it one way or the other, eventually you overshoot or undershoot and you pay a 
tremendous price for it. In the Middle East, the conspiracy theories are about what the great 
powers are doing. In the West, the conspiracy theories are about what the oil powers are doing.” 5 

It is important to note, however, that Saudi Arabia may actually be paying as much 
attention to Clausewitz as Adam Smith. 
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Figure III.4: Iran’s Limited Production Compared to Other 
Middle Eastern States 

 
Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, International Energy Statistics [4], 
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=24632&src=email 

Note: Other non-OPEC Middle East includes Bahrain, Syria, Israel, and Jordan. 

 
Figure II.5: Saudi Production Trends 

 
Source: SUSRIS and Arab News, https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#inbox/1526e5c9a07355d7?projector=1 [7] 
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The Impact of the “Crash” in Petroleum Prices 
As long as Saudi Arabia and other producers keep up high levels of production, Iran will 
face serious limits on its earnings at any foreseeable level of Iranian production. The EIA 
is careful to note the levels of uncertainty involved, but its nominal forecasts would only 
mean an Iranian increase of some 500,000 barrels of crude oil day by the end of 2016, 
rising to 900,000 barrels a day at the end of 2017. The total would rise to 600,000 a day 
in 2016 if natural gas liquids (NGL) and condensate were included and 1,150,000 barrels 
in 2017. 
This would have led to a major increase in Iranian revenues at a time when oil was a 
nominal $110 a barrel, particularly if Iran could export most of the increase by limiting 
domestic demand, and would have had a critical impact on Iran’s export earnings and 
government revenues.  The EIA reported in April 2013 that, “Iran's 2012 net estimated 
oil export revenue, at $69 billion, was significantly lower than the $95 billion total 
generated in 2011. Oil exports make up 80% of Iran's total export earnings and 50% to 
60% of its government revenue, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit.”26 

Iranian oil and NGL/condensates never had the quality to have captured an average of 
$110 a barrel, but if one does assume that average price, 600,000 barrels a day equals 219 
million barrels a year, and $24.5 billion a year. A total of 1.15 million barrels a day 
equals 420 million barrels a year, or $46.2 billion at $110 a barrel, and these are 
optimistic estimates based on the end of year production being the annual average and the 
entire value of the oil being export revenues—far higher totals than can be achieved in 
practice. 
If one examines today’s prices, Iran’s maximum possible gross revenues are radically 
different. If oil sells for a relatively high current estimate of $60 a barrel, the annual 
revenues from 600,000 more barrels a day at the end of 2016 are only $13.1 billion, and 
the revenues from 1.15 million more barrels at the end of 2017 are $16.8 billion. Once 
again, Iran’s actual earning would be shaped by the quality of its exports, by its actual 
production increases over time, and have to take account of the cost of production. The 
real-world totals would be lower. 

If oil sells for an average of only $40 a barrel after the maximum projected increase in 
each year, the maximum additional revenue including NGL/condensates would be less 
than $8.8 billion in 2016 and $11.3 billion in 2017. And, once again these figures are far 
higher than what Iran can probably achieve in practice.   

The Impact of Higher Export Revenues on Iran’s Budget 
To put the broader economic importance of Iran’s post-nuclear sanctions earnings in 
perspective, the EIA summarizes the past impact of these sanctions as follows:27  

The sanctions have prompted a number of cancellations and delays of upstream projects. The 
United States and the European Union (EU) enacted measures at the end of 2011 and during the 
summer of 2012 that affected the Iranian energy sector more profoundly than any previously 
enacted sanctions. The sanctions impeded Iran's ability to sell oil, resulting in a near 1.0-million 
b/d drop in crude oil and condensate exports in 2012 compared with the previous year. 

Iran's oil and natural gas export revenue was $118 billion in the 2011/2012 fiscal year (ending 
March 20, 2012), according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) In the 2012/2013 fiscal 
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year, oil and natural gas export revenue dropped by 47% to $63 billion. The IMF estimates that 
Iran's oil and natural gas export revenue fell again in the 2013/2014 fiscal year by 10% to $56 
billion. The revenue loss is attributed to the sharp decline in the volume of oil exports from 2011 
to 2013. Iran's natural gas exports increased slightly over the past few years. However, Iran 
exports only a small volume of natural gas, because most of its production is domestically 
consumed. 

Nonetheless, international sanctions have also affected Iran's natural gas sector. Iran's natural gas 
sector has been expanding, but production growth has been lower than expected as a result of the 
lack of foreign investment and technology. However, in 2014, Iran experienced higher production 
growth than usual because new phases at the South Pars natural gas field came on line. 

The CIA World Factbook’s estimate of Iran’s exports only goes up to 2014. They totaled 
$86.47 billion that year and the CIA some 80%—or $69.2 billion were petroleum. (The 
rest were largely related exports of chemical and petrochemical products, plus fruits and 
nuts, carpets, cement, and ore.)28 
The EIA estimates that, “Brent crude oil prices averaged $52/b in 2015, down $47/b from 
the average in 2014… North Sea Brent crude oil prices averaged $38/barrel (b) in 
December, a $6/b decrease from November, and the lowest monthly average price since 
June 2004. Its January 12, 2016 Short Term Energy Outlook also estimates that,  “Brent 
crude oil prices average $40/b in 2016 and $50/b in 2017. Forecast West Texas 
Intermediate (WTI) crude oil prices average $2/b lower than Brent in 2016 and $3/b 
lower in 2017. However, the current values of futures and options contracts continue to 
suggest high uncertainty in the price outlook.”29 
As Figure II.3 has already shown, there are different estimates of how soon Iran can 
increase exports, how long Iran can sustain production capacity, and what time, 
investment, incentives and technology are required to increase that production capacity. 
The same levels of uncertainty apply to how quickly Iran can export the oil it has stored 
on tankers and Iranian soil since sanctions were imposed, and the prices it will receive. 

Nevertheless, the near term impact of the nuclear agreement and lifting of sanctions 
seems certain to be far lower than anyone estimated at the time the JCPOA was signed. 

What is far more critical in terms of the strategic impact of added production, however, is 
the massive cut in oil prices relative to Iran’s probable oil export levels. Even if oil 
should average as much as $60 a barrel through 2016—which may well be a high 
estimate—Iran’s oil total and gas export revenues in 2016 will probably not exceed $60-
65 billion, and could be substantially lower. Even at average of $40 a barrel, they might 
well be under $40 billion, and at this writing, prices are closer to $30. If one assumes that 
Iran can actually export all of the 1.15 million barrels a day in increased production that 
EIA projects it might be able to reach at the end of 2017, petroleum export revenues 
would probably still be well under $72-75 billion at $60 a barrel, and under $50 billion at 
$40 a barrel. 
None of these figures are anything approaching a massive windfall for a country that will 
then have 83 million to 84 million people, and whose GDP will be around $1.4 trillion to 
$1.6 trillion.  Even with sanctions lifted, the end result is still likely to be that the internal 
power struggle for money and over military vs. civil needs may become even more 
serious. 
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The “hardliners” have a case. Iran has not come close to competing with its Arab Gulf 
neighbors in arms imports since the fall of the Shah in 1979. A recent CRS report 
indicates that the Arab GCC states imported arms worth some 24 times more than Iran 
could afford in 2007-2014. As a result, much of its military inventory is better suited to a 
museum than creating a hegemon. Its air force and ground based air defenses largely date 
back to the time or the Shah or Vietnam War era military technology. 

World Bank Estimate of the Economic Impact of Lifting 
Nuclear Sanctions 

Petroleum prices and global economic conditions are changing so rapidly, that it is 
difficult for even the best institutions to keep up. The World Bank’s public estimates of 
the impact of lifting nuclear sanctions at this writing date back to July 2015, and now 
seem to be based on optimistic estimates of oil prices, export revenues, how quickly Iran 
can increase production, and the extent of post-sanctions Iranian economic reform. 
Nevertheless, they are still of interest and help keep any more current “guesstimates” in 
perspective:30 

The most significant change will be Iran’s return to the oil market. The World Bank estimates that the 
eventual addition of one million barrels a day (mb/d) from Iran, assuming no strategic response from other oil 
exporters, would lower oil prices by 14 percent or $10 per barrel in 2016. Oil importers, including the 
European Union (EU) and United States (US), will gain while oil exporters, especially the Gulf countries, 
will lose. 

Secondly, once sanctions and restrictions on financial transactions are relaxed, Iran’s trade, which had both 
declined in absolute terms and shifted away from Europe towards Asia and the Middle East, will expand. The 
World Bank estimates that sanctions reduced Iranian exports by $17.1 billion during 2012-14, equivalent to 
13.5 percent of total exports in that period. Our analysis suggests that the countries that will see the largest 
post-sanctions increase in trade with Iran include Britain, China, India, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. 

Thirdly, the Iranian economy, which was in recession for two years, will receive a major boost from 
increased oil revenues—conservatively estimated at about $15 billion in the first year—and lower trade costs. 
In addition, there are estimates that Iran holds about $107 billion worth of frozen assets (including LCs and 
oil exports earnings) overseas, of which an estimated $29 billion will be released immediately after sanctions 
removal. Finally, foreign direct investment (FDI), which had declined by billions of dollars following the 
tightening of sanctions in 2012, is expected to pick up. There has already been some interest shown by 
foreign multinationals since the April2015 framework agreement, especially in the oil and gas sectors. The 
World Bank expects FDI to eventually increase to about $3 - 3.5 billion in a couple of years, double the level 
in 2015 but still below the peak in 2003.  

IMF Estimate of the Economic Impact of Lifting Nuclear 
Sanctions 

An IMF analysis issued in January 2016—which reflected more recent drops in oil prices, 
but still assumed that Iran might make more ambitious economic reforms in the near 
future than it had in the past—still drew positive conclusions, but ones which also had 
critical qualifications,31 

Economic performance has stalled in recent months with key sectors—manufacturing and 
construction—contracting significantly. Real GDP growth is now projected to decelerate from 3 
percent in 2014/2015 to between ½ percent to – ½ percent in 2015/2016, because of the drop in oil 
prices, and the postponement of investment and consumption decisions ahead of the expected 
lifting of sanctions.  

The recent lifting of economic sanctions is expected to help increase oil production and exports, 
and lower costs for trade and financial transactions. Access to foreign assets is also anticipated to 
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be restored. Under these assumptions, real GDP growth is projected to accelerate to 4–5½ percent 
in 2016/17 and to average 4 percent throughout the medium term.  

… relief of sanctions also brings forth many challenges to address. Higher oil revenue and greater 
capital inflows stemming from increased trade and financial transactions could potentially lead to 
exchange rate appreciation. Mitigating such pressures could be achieved through reforms that 
support the authorities’ goal of bringing Iran’s inflation to the single digits by 2016-2017 
sustainably, down from the high levels experienced in recent years, the IMF noted. 

… Continued efforts in reducing fuel subsidies and mobilizing domestic tax revenue would help 
contain and reduce the fiscal deficit in the years ahead and dampen upward pressures on the real 
exchange rate, and thus provide room for infrastructure investment,” said Cerisola.  

The report also recommends a medium-term fiscal framework, to increase domestic tax revenue 
collection, and to develop fiscal buffers to protect the fiscal space for investment spending on 
infrastructure and human capital.  

Reducing and stabilizing inflation is also important. Here the authorities’ focus on strengthening 
the Central Bank of Iran’s mandate on price stability is a critical step in consolidating 
macroeconomic stability.  

“Central to the need to boost sustainable growth and employment are reforms to address structural 
weaknesses in the economy,” said Cerisola. A durable reduction of real interest rates should be 
predicated on addressing financial sector vulnerabilities, namely resolving the high nonperforming 
assets, restructuring banks, addressing unlicensed financial institutions, and strengthening the 
Central Bank of Iran supervisory framework.  

In addition, the country can take measures to increase productivity by attracting modern 
technology from trading partners, and by implementing reforms targeting specifically labor-
intensive sectors, such as services and agriculture.  

Figure II.6 shows an estimates of how the Iranian economy could growth over a more 
extended period that were provided estimated in an earlier IMF estimate based on 
average oil prices of $52 to $57 per barrel during calendar FY2016-FY2017. It is 
important to note, however, that most of the benefits to the Iranian economy projected in 
Figure II.6 and other IMF studies – and of most of the benefit to Iranians and incentives 
for foreign investment – come from the broader impact of reform on the Iranian economy 
and not from increased petroleum export revenues. 
Iran faces hard choices and trade-offs: Meeting current popular needs, funding economic 
reform, or funding a major increase in military expenditures. Increase oil revenues at best 
can only fund part of its needs, and economic reform is Iran’s key priority. 
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Figure II.6 – Part One: IMF Estimate of the Economic 
Impact of Lifting Sanctions  
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Figure II.6– Part Two: IMF Estimate of the Economic 
Impact of Lifting Sanctions  

 

 

 
Source: International Monetary Fund, ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF IRAN, 2015 ARTICLE IV CONSULTATION—
PRESS RELEASE; STAFF REPORT; AND STATEMENT BY THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR FOR THE ISLAMIC 
REPUBLIC OF IRAN, IMF Country Report No. 15/349, December 7 2015, IMF Country Report No. 15/349, data and 
analysis as of November 18, 2015 
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Iran’s Military Capabilities and the United States and 
Arab Gulf States 

As has been described earlier, Iran presents serious military challenges to the United 
States and Arab Gulf states. Key strategic issues involve Iran’s growing asymmetric 
warfare capabilities, long-range missile capabilities, it military presence in advising and 
assisting forces in neighboring states, and past progress toward acquiring nuclear 
weapons or a nuclear breakout capability.  

Military Spending and Current Military Forces 
The IISS Military Balance for 2016 estimated that Iran spent $15.9 billion on defense in 
2014, or only 3.8 percent of a GDP of $416 billion. This estimate almost certainly is far 
too low, and reflects the fact that Iran does not openly report many of its security 
expenditures in its budget.32 This is a critical issue in assessing just how badly Iran needs 
more funds to support its modernization, and the burden that adequate arms imports ands 
other military expenditures would place on its economy if it could obtain them. 
The IISS estimated that the key elements of Iranian forces included:33 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 523,000 active military manpower (Army 350,000 Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 125,000) 
Navy 18,000 Air, 30,000) Paramilitary 40,000 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 7 armored, 16 mechanized, 12 infantry, 1 airborne, 9 commando, and 1 special forces brigades 

• IRGC: 2 armored divisions, 3 armored brigades, 8+ infantry divisions, 5+ infantry brigades, 1 
airborne brigade, 3 special operations divisions 

• 1,663+: ε150 Zulfiqar; 480 T-72S; 150 M60A1; 75+ T-62; 100 Chieftain Mk3/Mk5; 540 T-54/T-
55/Type-59/Safir-74; 168 M47/M48 

• 690+ other armored fighting vehicles 

• 640+ armored personnel carriers 

• 292+ self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 2,030+ towed artillery weapons  

• 1,476+ multiple rocket launchers 

• 50 AH-1J Cobra attack helicopters 

• 226+ MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 337 combat capable aircraft, including 20 F-5B Freedom Fighter; 55+ F-5E/F Tiger II 24 F-7M 
Airguard; 43 F-14 Tomcat; 36 MiG-29A/U/UB Fulcrum; up to 6 Azarakhsh reported; 110: 64 F-
4D/E Phantom II; 10 Mirage F-1E; 30 Su-24MK Fencer D; up to 6 Saegheh reported 

• 215+ medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles: 150+ MIM-23B I-HAWK; 10 S-200 Angara (SA-5 
Gammon), 45 S-75 Dvina (SA-2 Guideline) 

• 250 FM-80 (Crotale); 30 Rapier; 15 Tigercat; 29 9K331 Tor-M1 (SA-15 Gauntlet) (reported) 
shorter-range air defenses. 
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Strategic Conventionally Armed Missiles: 

• 12+ Shahab-3/Ghadr-1 (mobile); 10 Shahab-3/Ghadr-1 (silo); some Sajjil-2 (in devt); some Fateh 
110; 12-18 Shahab-1/2 (ε200–300 msl) 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 21 tactical submarines 

• 8 SDV submarines 

• 7 Missile Corvettes. 

• 71 Missile patrol boats 

• 5 Mine warfare ships 

• 105 other patrol boats 

• 17 Landing ships 

• 11 Landing craft 

• 47 Logisitics and support craft 

From the viewpoint of the United States, Britain, France, and Arab Gulf states, Iran’s 
military build-up, covert operations, and expanding influence in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen 
pose key strategic risks. As a result, the balance between Iran’s military forces and those 
of the US and of the southern Gulf states plays a critical role in shaping the security of 
the Gulf’s petroleum exports, as well as the security air and sea routes in the Gulf and 
Gulf of Oman. 

At the same time, Iran’s current military capabilities are more than matched by the 
growing strength of Arab Gulf air-sea forces; U.S., British, and French power projection 
capabilities, growing missile defenses, and potential U.S. offers of extended deterrence. 

The Iranian Nuclear Deal 
The most positive trend affecting Iran’s mix of threats has been Iran’s willingness to sign 
an agreement that traded an agreement not to proliferate, and to make major cutbacks in 
its nuclear program, for a relief from UN, U.S. and EU sanctions. On July 14, 2015, Iran 
and the P5+1 signed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action regarding the future of 
Iran’s nuclear program. 
In exchange for major sanctions relief, Iran agreed to significantly reduce its stockpile of 
uranium and limit enrichment activities for the next decade. This agreement was 
contingent on Iran’s compliance in making a critical series of changes to its nuclear 
activities on what the agreement called Implementation Day. 
Iran did so on January 16, 2016, and took the following steps:34 

• Verifiably dismantled and stored under IAEA seal more than 13,000 centrifuge machines, 
including its more advanced centrifuges, leaving Tehran with 6,104 first-generation IR-1 machines, 
of which 5,104 were to be allowed to continue to enrich uranium to low levels (3.67 percent U-
235) for energy production purposes. The remaining 1,044 centrifuges were located at the 
underground site in a mountain at Fordo , which can only be used for medical isotope production. 

• Agreed to limit uranium enrichment tot the agreed  levels for 10 years, after which the two sides 
agreed that Iran’s uranium enrichment capacity would remain constant for several years, but the 
Iran could slowly phase in more advanced centrifuges to slowly replace it IR-1s. 
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• Shipped over 8.5 tons of all forms of low enriched uranium material to Russia, leaving Iran with a 
working stockpile of just 300 kilograms of uranium enriched to no more than 3.67 percent U-
235— far less than necessary to enrich further for one bomb. The stockpile cap and prohibition on 
enrichment above 3.67 percent will remain in place for the next 15 years. 

• Removed the core of the Arak reactor and fill the channels with cement, rendering it inoperable. 
The world’s six major powers, also known as the EU3+3 or P5+1, worked with Iran on a new 
design, which will optimize medical isotope production. The changes will also significantly lower 
the output of weapons-grade plutonium to less than one kilogram per year—far below the amount 
necessary for one weapon. China agreed to approved the modified design. 

• Allowed the IAEA’s monitoring and inspections authority to be strengthened, in addition to the 
standard IAEA monitoring already in place. This included the implementation of Iran’s Additional 
Protocol agreement with the IAEA, which gave the U.N. nuclear watchdog short-notice access to 
virtually any site the agency believes may be involved in illicit nuclear activities, even military 
facilities. Iran was also required to implement Code 3.1 of Iran’s existing comprehensive 
safeguards agreement, which requires earlier notification of nuclear activities and facility design 
changes.  

• Iran began allowing continuous IAEA monitoring of enrichment activities at the Natanz and the 
Fordo facilities and centrifuge production. The monitoring will continue for 20 years. Iran also 
agreed to allow the IAEA to begin continuous monitoring of all of its uranium mines and mills, a 
requirement that will last for 25 years. 

These measures could not guarantee Iran’s actions in the future, but the agreement made 
it extremely hard for Iran to develop a nuclear weapon in the near term. A study by 
Harvard University’s Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs concluded 
that:35 

If Iran complies, the JCPOA buys at least 10 to 15 years before Tehran can significantly expand 
its nuclear capabilities. If Iran cheats during this period, JCPOA monitoring and national 
intelligence are likely to detect major violations, which would enhance U.S. and international 
options to intensify sanctions and take military action if necessary. If the agreement survives after 
15 years, Iran will be able to expand its nuclear program to create more practical overt and covert 
nuclear weapons options. There are different views on whether the JCPOA will create conditions 
that help to reduce Iran’s incentives to pursue nuclear weapons in the long term. Ultimately, the 
decision to support or oppose the existing agreement boils down to assessing relative risks—
accepting the current agreement (with its known strengths and weaknesses) or taking the chance 
that a better agreement can be achieved down the road. 

Assuming that the Iran deal holds, there will be several major implications for the 
regional balance. The Gulf States will not have to worry about the threat of an Iranian 
nuclear weapon in the immediate future. However, sanctions relief may provide Iran with 
the resources necessary to improve its conventional military capability. Besides the 
economic aspects of the nuclear deal, there will also be an eventual lifting of the arms 
embargo on Iran.  
Russia has already begun to deliver a shipment of its advanced S-300 missile system.36 
After eight years, sanctions targeting Iran’s ballistic missile capability will be lifted. 
While not a threat in the short term, these stipulations might change some of long-term 
strategic calculus in the region. 
The Arab Gulf States, especially Saudi Arabia, may be tempted to spend more on arms in 
response to an anticipated Iranian defense spending.  Iran’s resources are extremely hard 
to predict because of the slow impact of lifting sanctions and the massive cuts in oil 
prices and export revenues, but billions of dollars may be freed by the nuclear deal and 
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by the eventual lifting of the arms embargo. Any increased funding for the Iranian 
military could give it greater ability to exert influence in the Persian Gulf.   

The lifting of sanctions may also allow Iran to attract foreign investment for its petroleum 
industry and export more oil. With the globe already facing a glut of oil, the arrival of 
Iranian oil might help keep prices depressed. This could negatively impact many Arab 
Gulf States, which are highly reliant on exporting oil for income. Secondly, Iran could 
develop an increased revenue stream, which it could use to support its strategic interests.  

Iran versus the U.S. and the Southern Gulf States 
At present, however, Iran’s conventional military capabilities are limited, and the United 
States and the Southern Arab Gulf states (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
and the UAE) in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have a major advantage over Iran 
in conventional air-sea warfare capabilities. The Gulf states alone have a massive lead in 
air strength shown in Figure II.9 and Figure II.10, and the US can deploy considerable 
reinforcements, as well as stealth systems and high technology enablers.  
The practical problem in terms of military capability is that the GCC still lacks the ability 
to properly integrate its various national forces in joint operations and make them fully 
interoperable with other GCC states and U.S. forces. The GCC is a real alliance—unlike 
nominal groups like ASEAN—but each member country has its own characteristics 
dictated by nationalism, divisions between the Arab Gulf states, and by the fact that 
Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait fear Saudi dominance to varying degrees: 

• Bahrain: Bahrain is closely tied to Saudi Arabia, and is the headquarters of the US Fifth Fleet. It 
sees Iran as a major source of its current Shia and Sunni tensions. There is still some residual 
tension with Qatar from past disputes over the waters and reefs between them, and the fact that the 
Qatari ruling Al Thane family seized the peninsula in the mid-1800s from the Bahraini Al-Khalifa 
royal family after the Al-Khalifa’s had occupied Bahrain. Bahrain severed diplomatic ties with 
Iran in early January 2016, as a show of solidarity with Saudi Arabia, who also cut ties following 
an attack on its embassy in Tehran.37 

• Kuwait: Kuwait was the key country leading to US intervention in the Iran-Iraq War in 1987, after 
the US agreed to reflag Kuwaiti tankers being attacked by Iran. It has been closely tied to the US 
since the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990, and provided assistance for the invasion of Iraq. 
Kuwait maintains close cooperation with the US, with major basing and prepositioning facilities 
since 2002 when the US prepared for the invasion of Iraq. Kuwait’s security concerns focused on 
the threat from Iraq until 2003, and Kuwait is careful to avoid provoking Iran when possible. 
There is a legacy of Kuwaiti-Saudi tension from the period in which Kuwait was the more 
developed state. Kuwait is partly divided from Saudi Arabia by a Neutral Zone, but there is no 
evidence of serious tension over management of the zone, and all boundary, offshore, and island 
issues seem to have been resolved well over a decade ago. 

• Oman: Oman plays a key strategic role in Gulf security because of its location at the Strait of 
Hormuz, at the entrance to the Gulf, and with access to the Gulf of Oman and the Indian Ocean. It 
has a long history of low-level tension with Saudi Arabia over past border disputes, the Omani 
search for an increased role in the GCC and aid for its forces, and Oman’s desire to avoid Saudi 
domination of the GCC. Oman had some past tension with UAE over maritime boundaries. It 
offers the US contingency bases and prepositioning facilities, and Oman has close security ties to 
the UK. Muscat has tried to maintain correct and “friendly” relations with Iran – which sits across 
from Oman at the Strain of Hormuz – but has been careful to assert its sovereignty and avoid any 
Iranian interference. 
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• Qatar: Qatar is a key partner of the US. It hosts the US Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC), 
and provides air basing and prepositioning facilities. Qatar shares the same interpretation of Islam 
as Saudi Arabia, but there is a history of border disputes with Saudi Arabia which seemed to be 
resolved in 2001, along with its border disputes with Bahrain, but have led to some discussion of 
border revisions between Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.  

There was ongoing tension between Saudi Arabia, Abu Dhabi and Qatar’s ruler – Amir Hamad 
bin Khalifa Al Thane. Amir Hamad overthrew his father in a bloodless coup in 1995 and then felt 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE supported a failed countercoup attempt by his father. The Amir and his 
brother, the Foreign Minister and Prime Minister Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim al-Thane often took 
positions that challenged or disagreed with Saudi Arabia.  

This situation may have changed, however, in late June 2013. Amir Hamad gave up the throne and 
made his son, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thane, the new Amir. Amir Tamim replaced Foreign 
Minister and Prime Minister Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim al-Thane, and supported Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE in support the Egyptian Army’s overthrow of Morsi in Egypt.  

Amir Tamim did make it clear in his first speech, however, that. “We don't take direction (from 
anyone) and this independent behavior is one of the established facts"...As Arabs we reject 
splitting countries on a sectarian basis... and because this split allows for foreign powers to 
interfere in the internal affairs of Arabs and influence them…We are a coherent state, not a 
political party, and therefore we seek to keep relationships with all governments and states…We 
respect all the influential and active political trends in the region, but we are not affiliated with one 
trend against the other. We are Muslims and Arabs who respect diversity of sects and respect all 
religions in our countries and outside of them." 

Both Qatar and Saudi Arabia supported the rebel side in the Syrian civil war, but Qatar supported 
more hardline Islamist elements while Saudi Arabia supported more moderate factions.  Qatar 
supported the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, opposed the Egyptian military’s overthrow of 
President Morsi’s government, and backed some elements of Muslim Brotherhood-linked entities 
in Syria. Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait strongly backed the Egyptian military in 
overthrowing Morsi and provided some $12 billion in aid – opposing both Qatar and the US which 
had pressed the military reach some settlement with Morsi, avoid civil violence and repression, 
and move quick towards elections. These differences have led to quiet rifts within the GCC, 
creating challenges for the US as it works to build consensus on regional issues.38 

• Saudi Arabia: Saudi Arabia is the largest power by far in the Southern Gulf and the only GCC 
state large enough to have great strategic depth. It has been a key security partner of the US since 
World War II, and was the co-commander with the US and leader of the Arab forces in the 
coalition that liberated Kuwait in 1990-1991. Saudi Arabia no longer provides basing facilities to 
the US, but provided quiet support to the US during its invasion of Iraq in 2003, has strong US 
advisory teams for its military, National Guard, and internal security forces, and has bought 
massive numbers of arms from the US. Saudi Arabia has traditionally sought correct and 
“friendly” relations with Iran, but has long challenged any Iranian effort to lead the Gulf. On 
January 3, 2016, Saudi Arabia cut diplomatic ties with Iran, following the fallout from Saudi 
Arabia’s execution of a prominent Shi’ite cleric.39 Iranian protestors, angered by the execution, 
stormed the Saudi embassy and set parts of it on fire before they were removed by local police 
forces.40 

In March 2015, Saudi Arabia led a coalition of nine Arab states to intervene in the Yemeni Civil 
War on the side of the internationally recognized government of President Abd Rabbuh Mansur 
Hadi against the Houthi rebels. On February 5, 2016, Saudi Arabia indicated that it is ready and 
willing to commit ground troops to the Syrian Civil War. The Saudis hope to do so with a regional 
coalition and the aid of the United States.41 

The Kingdom has leveraged its power, as well as the ambiguity of border demarcations, to 
influence energy developments in the region. It is reported to have initially opposed the Dolphin 
natural gas pipeline, which links Qatar and the UAE. Though that opposition eventually ended, 
some reports indicate Riyadh blocked efforts by Qatar to develop a pipeline with Kuwait.42 These 
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issues underscore the need for increased cooperation through the GCC to formalize borders and 
cooperatively address energy issues.   

• UAE: The UAE has become the most effective military force in the GCC, and now cooperates 
closely with the US in its military development and security affairs in the Gulf. Like Qatar, it is 
one of the two states now buying THAAD missile defenses, and has played an overt role in 
supporting insurgents in Libya and Sunni forces in Syria. The Emirates have been divided in the 
past in dealing with Iran; Dubai is a key transshipment and training partner with Iran, but Abu 
Dhabi and Sharjah have long led the GCC-wide challenge to Iran’s control of Abu Musa and the 
Tunbs – islands the Shah of Iran seized from Sharjah during British withdrawal from the Gulf and 
which Iran later fully occupied. At present, the UAE seems united in resisting Iran. There is some 
tension with Saudi Arabia over Saudi efforts to lead the GCC, and some low-level comments 
about reopening past border issues. Despite these tensions, the UAE followed the lead of Saudi 
Arabia by joining the Saudi-led coalition that intervened in the Yemeni civil war in March 2015. 
The UAE also severed diplomatic relations with Iran in early January after the Saudi embassy in 
Tehran was attacked.43 

• Yemen: Yemen has long been the most troubled and poorest Gulf state, lacking significant 
petroleum resources, and built on an uncertain unity between what was once North Yemen or the 
Yemeni Arab Republic (YAR) and South Yemen or the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen 
(PDRY). Both states were affected by war – the YAR by a civil war and an Egyptian invasion that 
marked the first use of poison gas since the end of World War II, and the PDRY by constant 
internal power struggles and its support of the Dhofar rebellion in Oman. Unity came only after 
the internal collapse of the PDRY and a low-level conflict between northern and southern factions. 
A failed central government, a failed economy, massive population growth, tribal and sectarian 
differences, and shortages in water have left Yemen under uncertain central control, brought Saudi 
Arabia to intervene in the northwest border area, and have made Yemen the key source of 
instability in the Arabian Peninsula. 

The Impact of Iran’s Evolving Military Threat on the 
Gulf Military Balance  

Nevertheless, there is nothing static about the military balance in the Middle East and 
Gulf Subregion. As the rise of ISIS and AQAP has shown, Islamic extremism remains a 
major threat. So do ethnic and sectarian tensions that can easily play out in the form of 
new struggles between governments and armed opposition movements as well as create 
new non-state actors. 

The nuclear future of the region remains uncertain. Much depends on the JPOA 
negotiated between Iran, the United States, and other members of the P5+1 that could end 
the risk of Iran going nuclear and a more intensive nuclear arms race in the region at a 
time Israel and the US already have extensive nuclear forces.  
As for conventional warfare, Iran can pose serious threats, but it is anything but the 
“hegemon” of the Gulf. Most of Iran’s conventional forces are aging and far less capable 
than those of the Arab Gulf states and powers like the United States. Iran is far from any 
kind of military hegemon. It can play a spoiler role in countries like Bahrain, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen, but its air force is largely obsolete or consists of more 
modern, but mediocre, aircraft. Its surface-to-air missile force is largely obsolescent, and 
it has only limited and largely aging surface fleet capabilities.  
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Trends in Military Spending Favor the GCC States 
As Figure II.7 shows, Iran has spent far less on both military forces and military 
modernization than the Gulf states. Iran’s expenditure only marginally edges out that of 
the UAE, and Saudi Arabia alone outspends Iran by a ratio of more than 5:1; the GCC as 
a whole outspends Iran by more than a ratio of 7:1. While Iran may not be keeping pace 
with the GCC in terms of military spending, its unconventional warfare unit, the Al Quds 
Force, does receive spending priority and presents a threat to GCC interests in the greater 
MENA region as it participates in proxy wars. 

The Trends in Modern Arms Transfers are Even 
More Favorable 

Figure II.8 shows that Iran lags far behind in military modernization. Iran is still heavily 
dependent on 1970s vintage U.S. and European arms that have never been supported by 
the seller country since the fall of the Shah in 1979, and on relatively low-to-moderate 
quality imports from Russia, China, and Vietnam. It is still heavily dependent on combat-
worn aircraft, surface-to-air missiles, land weapons, and ships it imported from the 
United States and Europe before the fall of the Shah. It has lacked access to most imports 
of advanced modern weapons since 1980, and has made comparatively few recent arms 
imports in spite of the fact it has done so much to drive up the arms imports of 
neighboring Arab states, and lost substantial arms during the Iran-Iraq War. 

The CRS study shows that the Arab GCC states ordered nearly 200 times more arms 
during 2007-2014 than Iran, and took delivery on 74 times more arms. This advantage 
also rose with time. The Arab GCC states ordered a total of $135,900 million in new 
orders, and took $44,200 million worth of deliveries during 2007-2014 – largely from the 
United States.  
Iran has made limited progress in manufacturing its own arms, and the CRS report does 
not cover its nuclear and most missile efforts. However, the CRS study shows that Iran 
only imported $700 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and imported less than $50 
million worth in 2011-2014, for a total of little more than $700 million in 2007-2014. It 
took delivery on only $500 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $100 million in 
2011-2014, for a total of $600 million. 
The data in the CRS study do not include the arms transfers affecting competition 
between Iran/Russia and the U.S./Arab states in shaping the civil war in Syria. They do, 
however, affect the equally serious competition for influence over Iraq – another major 
petroleum exporter. Although Iraq is subject to considerable Iranian influence, it has also 
had massive military support from the United States and should be seen as a separate case 
from the Iran-Arab Gulf arms race. Iraq bought $5,600 million worth of arms in 2007-
2010, and a massive $21,700 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on $2,600 million 
worth of arms imports in 2007-2010, but this total rose to $6,100 million in 2011-2014. 
Put differently, Figure II.8 also shows that the Arab GCC states ordered nearly 45 times 
more arms during 2007-2014 than Iran did, and took delivery on 45 times more arms than 
Iran did. This advantage also rose with time. Iran may benefit in the future, however, 
from its influence over Iraq, which has become a major arms importer, and from its 
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nuclear agreement with the P5+1 which cuts back sharply on UN restrictions on arms 
sales to Iran and has already led Russia to begin transferring a highly advanced surface-
to-air missile system called the S300. 
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) was also a major arms importer. It bought $13,500 
million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $9,100 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on 
$2,000 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $6,800 million in 2011-2014. This is a 
total of  $22,600 million in new conventional arms import orders during 2007-2014, and 
$8,800 in actual deliveries. The UAE ordered some $17,200 million in new arms from 
the United States, and $2,300 million in new arms from the major West European states 
during 2007-2014. It also made small purchases from Russia, China, and other states. 

Kuwait was not a major buyer by the standards of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, but did 
make important purchases, largely from the United States, but also from Russia. It bought 
$3,300 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $4,000 million in 2011-2014. It took 
delivery on $1,300 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $1,600 million in 2011-
2014. This is a total of $7,300 million in new conventional arms import orders during 
2007-2014, and $2,900 in actual deliveries. 

Qatar increased its arms buys significantly after the uprisings in the Arab world, the start 
of the fighting in Syria and Iraq, and as tensions increased with Iran. It bought $1,000 
million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $4,000 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on 
$200 million worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $900 million in 2011-2014. The vast 
majority of its purchases and deliveries came from the major West European states. 
Oman also increased its arms imports. It ordered $3,000 million worth of arms in 2007-
2010, and $8,000 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on $700 million worth of arms in 
2007-2010, and $3,100 million in 2011-2014. The vast majority of its purchases and 
deliveries came from the major West European states and the United States. 
Bahrain made significant purchases for a power of its size. It ordered $500 million worth 
of arms in 2007-2010, and $500 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on $500 million 
worth of arms in 2007-2010, and $400 million in 2011-2014. The vast majority of its 
purchases and deliveries came from the United States. 
Yemen is something of the wild card in the data for this sub-region. It has long been the 
scene of serious civil tension, but it experienced a new round of civil fighting in 2009 that 
then escalated into a major civil struggle between the central government and the Houthi 
minority in 2014, and became the scene of a major conflict between a Saudi-led coalition 
and the Houthi in 2015 – heavily influence by the Saudi and Arab Gulf perception that 
the Houthi had Iranian support. Yemen ordered $900 million worth of arms in 2007-
2010, but only $200 million in 2011-2014. It took delivery on $400 million worth of arms 
in 2007-2010, but only  $100 million in 2011-2014. The vast majority of its purchases 
and deliveries came from Russia and other European states. 

Like Syria, and to some extent Iraq, the fighting in Yemen showed how serious the 
damage is that civil war can impose on any given state in terms of casualties, collateral 
damage, economic development, refugees, and internally displaced persons. Yemen was 
one of the smallest arms importers in the region during 2007-2014, but its civil war 
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created major hardships for roughly half its population and the Saudi-Houthi war that has 
followed made the civil plight worse, and crippled the remainder of Yemen’s economy. 

The GCC state all placed further new arms orders in 2015, and their rising tensions with 
Iran, and the Saudi Arabia and UAE role in the war against the Houthi in Yemen, 
virtually ensures major further GCC arms orders in 2016 in spite of the drops in oil 
export revenues. It is also important to stress that Saudi Arabia and the other Arab Gulf 
states have consistently had access to the best U.S. and Western European arms. Some 
$62 billion in Saudi Arms orders came from the United States during 2007-2014, and $21 
billion from key Western European states. 

Figure II.7: Iran’s Military Spending Compared to the GCC 
States 

 
Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance 2016  
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Figure II.8 – Part One: Iran’s Slow Rate of Military 
Modernization Compared to the GCC States 

 

Gulf Arms Orders and Deliveries: 2007-2014 in millions of current U.S. Dollars: 
 

Country                                            Arms Orders                                         Arms Deliveries 
                                        2007-2010      2011-2014      Total           2007-2010      2011-2014      Total 
Saudi Arabia 29,600 56,400 86,000 10,900 16,000 26,900 
 
Other GCC Countries 
Bahrain       500 500 1,000 500 400 900 
Kuwait 3,300 4,000 7,300 1,300 1,600 2,900 
Oman 3,000 8,800 11,800 500 3,100 3,600 
Qatar 1,000 6,200 7,200 200 900 1,100 
UAE 13,500 9,100 22,600 2,000 6,800 8,800 
Sub-Total  21,300 28,600 49,900 4,500 12,800 17,300 
 
Total GCC 50,900 85,000 135,900 15,400 28,800 44,200 
 
Iraq 5,600 21,700 27,300 2,600 6,600 9,200  
Iran 700 0* 700 500 100 600 
Yemen 900 200 1,100 400 100 500 
 
Total 58,100 106,900 165,000 18,900 35,600 71,800 
 
Source: Catherine A. Theohary, Conventional Arms Transfers to Developing Nations, 2007-2014, 
Congressional Research Service, December 21, 2015, pp. 37-38. “0” represents any value below $50 
million or nil. All data are rounded to the nearest $100 million.  
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Figure II.8 – Part Two: Iran’s Slow Rate of Military 
Modernization Compared to the GCC States 

 

 
 
Source: Catherine A. Theohary, Conventional Arms Transfers to Developing Nations, 2007-2014, 
Congressional Research Service, December 21, 2015, pp. 37-38. “0” represents any value below $50 
million or nil. All data are rounded to the nearest $100 million.  
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Iran’s Military Response 
Iran’s answer to these weaknesses has been to create strong train and assist missions like 
the Al Quds force in its IRGC and specialized elements of the Vevak and MOIS. It has 
rearmed the Hezbollah, plays a major role in the Syrian civil war, and in using its military 
influence in Iraq. It supported Shi’ite and other insurgent factions and protest movements 
in neighboring states, create a major mix of asymmetric naval and missile forces to try to 
offset its conventional weaknesses, and build a major force of long-range artillery rockets 
and missiles. 
Iran realizes that it can only offset the massive conventional advantages that the US and 
Arab Gulf states have in air- and sea-power if it can acquire nuclear weapons, if it 
develops/acquires far more effective conventionally armed missiles as a deterrent and 
warfighting capability, or if it can obtain a far more modern and effective air force and 
land-based air and anti-missile defenses. 

In the near term, much of the warfighting balance in the Gulf sub-region will be 
contingent on how successful Iran’s covert and overt efforts in neighboring states prove 
to be, how effective its asymmetric build-up in the Gulf becomes, and especially the 
development of its long-range rocket and missile forces. 

Combat Aircraft and Surface-to-Air Missiles 
Figure II.9 and Figure II.10 show that GCC combat aircraft outnumber that of Iran by a 
ratio of about 2:1. This numerical advantage is increased by the fact that the GCC tends 
to have much more modern, Western combat aircraft in its arsenal than Iran. A significant 
portion of the GCC’s combat aircraft arsenal is comprised of F-15s, F-16s, and F-18s, as 
well as Eurofighter Typhoons. In contrast, Iran relies heavily on outdated platforms like 
the Su-24, Su-25, F-4, F-5, as well as some technologically inferior domestically 
produced aircraft. 

Iran has made some progress in these areas. On April 11, 2016, sources in Moscow and 
Tehran confirmed the delivery of the first batch of upgraded Russian S-300 surface-to-air 
missile (SAM) systems, with the rest of the systems (five total, consisting of 40 
launchers) scheduled for delivery by the end of 2016.44 Acquiring the S-300 considerably 
strengthens Iran’s anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) capability.  
Figure II.11 shows that Iran currently has more than 205 major SAMs, which will be 
bolstered by Russia’s ongoing transfer of the S-300. Iran’s SAM and AA gun arsenals are 
a high-priority area of procurement given the imbalance in combat aircraft and the quality 
of those aircraft between Iran and the GCC. 
The Russian transfer of the S-300 has also led to speculation that Iran is beginning a 
program of rearmament conducted in large part through the purchase of Russian materiel; 
Russia offered to license-produce the T-90 MBT in Iran and may sign a contract to co-
produce the Su-30 multirole fighter in Iran.45 
At the same time, much depends on the ability of the GCC states to create effective 
missile defenses and better integrate their air and missile defense systems. A Bahraini 
officer hinted at progress in beginning full-scale procurement of the GCC’s regional 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

78 

missile defense effort in January 2016, which is receiving backing from the United 
States, but that progress has yet to be seen as of the publication of this report.46 

As is disused shortly, Iran does have large numbers of ballistic missiles and long-range 
artillery rockets with conventional warheads, many of which can attack targets across the 
Gulf and deep into the region. The types, capability, and numbers of these systems are 
uncertain, are constantly increasing, and have new types and modifications in 
development.  
Much depends on whether Iran can create the kind of terminal guidance systems that 
could give its missiles long-range precision strike capability and its ability to obtain 
modern air defense systems, and on its ability to modernize its air power and land-based 
air defenses.  
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Figure II.9: Gulf Combat Aircraft by Type 
 

  Yemen Iraq Saudi Bahrain 
 

Kuwait Oman Qatar UAE 
GCC 
Total Iran 

Typhoon-2     53            53   
Tornado 
ADV     12   

 
        12   

Tornado 
IDS     69   

 
        69   

Mirage 
2000         

 
    12 67 79   

Mirage F-
1E         

 
          10 

MiG-29                    36 
MiG-25                      
MiG-21/ 
21U         

 
            

Su-25   7              7 10 
Su-24                    30 
Su-20/22                      
F-18          39       39   
F-16   4   21    24   78 127   
F-15S     70            70   
F-15C/D     81            81   
F-14                    43 
F-7M                    24 
F-5 B/E/F       12          12 75 
F-4D/E                    64 
Jaguar S/B                      
L-159 
ALCA   2     

 
        2   

Saegheh                    6 
Azarakhsh                    6 

Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance, 2016; and the Jane’s Sentinel series  
 
Note: Yemen’s air force has ceased to have operational military capacity, though some aircraft may remain 
serviceable, and there are reports of training restarting with coalition assistance. 
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Figure II.10: Comparative Total Gulf Combat Aircraft by 
Type 

 

 
 
Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance, 2016; and the Jane’s Sentinel series 
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Figure II.11:  Comparative Land-Based Air Defenses 

 

 
Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance, 2016; and the IHS Jane’s Sentinel series. 

*Yemen’s air defense systems were heavily degraded during coalition air attacks. The air force and navy 
have ceased to have any operational capacity.  

Country Major	  SAM Light	  SAM AA	  Guns
Bahrain Total:	  6 Total:	  7+ Total:	  24

6	  MIM-‐23B	  I-‐HAWK 7	  Crotale 12	  Oerlikon	  35mm
RBS-‐70 12	  L/70	  40mm
FIM-‐92A	  Stinger

Iran Total:	  205+ Total:	  529+ Total:	  1,122+
150+	  MIM-‐23B	  I-‐HAWK/Shahin SP	  HQ-‐7	  (reported) ZU-‐23	  23mm
10	  S-‐200	  Angara 	  (SA-‐5	  Gammon) 250	  FM-‐80	  Crotale Oerlikon	  37mm
45	  S-‐75	  Dvina 	  (SA-‐2	  Guideline) 30	  Rapier 100	  ZSU-‐23-‐4	  23mm

15	  Tigercat 80	  ZSU-‐57-‐2	  57mm
29	  9K331	  Tor-‐M1	  (SA-‐15	  Gauntlet )	  (reported) ZPU-‐2	  14.5mm
FIM-‐92A	  Stinger ZPU-‐4	  14.5mm
9K32	  Strela-‐ 2	  (SA-‐7	  Grail ) 300	  ZU-‐23-‐2	  23mm
9K36	  Strela-‐ 3	  (SA-‐14	  Gremlin ) 92	  Skyguard 	  35mm
Misaq 	  1	  (QW-‐1	  Vanguard ) M-‐1939	  37mm
Misaq	  2	  (QW-‐18) 50	  L/70	  40mm
9K338	  Igla-‐S	   (SA-‐24	  Grinch )	  (reported) 200	  S-‐60	  57mm
HN-‐54 300	  M-‐1939	  85mm

Iraq Total:	  N/A Total:	  3+ Total:	  Unknown
3+	  96K6	  Pantsir-‐ S1	  (SA-‐22	  Greyhound ) ZU-‐23	  23mm
M1097	  Avenger S-‐60	  57mm
9K338	  Igla-‐S 	  (SA-‐24	  Grinch )

Kuwait Total:	  40 Total:	  24+ Total:	  12+
40	  MIM-‐104D	  Patriot 	  PAC-‐2 FIM-‐92A	  Stinger 12+	  Oerlikon	  35mm

Starburst
12	  Aspide
12	  Skyguard/Aspide

Oman Total:	  N/A Total:	  62+ Total:	  26
8	  Mistral	  2 4	  ZU-‐23-‐2	  23mm
14+	  Javelin 10	  GDF-‐005	  35mm
9K32	  Strela-‐ 2	  (SA-‐7	  Grail ) 12	  L/60	  40mm
40	  Rapier

Qatar Total:	  N/A Total:	  33+ Total:	  N/A
24	  Mistral
9	  Roland 	  II
Blowpipe
FIM-‐92A	  Stinger
9K32	  Strela -‐2	  (SA-‐7	  Grail )

Saudi	  Arabia Total:	  394 Total:	  940+ Total:	  1,380
128	  MIM-‐23B	  I-‐HAWK 40+	  Crotale 122	  M163	  Vulcan 	  20mm
108	  MIM-‐140D/F	  Patriot	  PAC-‐2	  GEM/PAC-‐3 400	  M1097	  Avenger 850	  AMX-‐30SA	  30mm
73	  Shahine 500	  Mistral 128	  GDF	  Oerlikon	  35mm
68	  Crotale/Shahine FIM-‐92A	  Stinger 150	  L/70	  40mm	  (stored)
17	  AN/FPS-‐117	  Radar 130	  M2	  90mm

UAE Total:	  Unknown Total:	  50+ Total:	  62
MIM-‐23B	  I-‐HAWK Blowpipe 42	  M3	  VDAA	  20mm
Patriot	  PAC-‐3 Mistral 20	  GCF-‐BM2	  30mm

Crotale
RB-‐70
50	  96K6	  Pantsir -‐S1
Rapier
Javelin
9K38	  Igla 	  (SA-‐18	  Grouse )

Yemen* N/A N/A N/A
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Iran’s Missile Forces 
As Figure II.12 and Figure II.13 show, Iran’s existing missile forces give it the 
capability to attack targets in the Gulf and near its border with conventionally armed 
long-range missiles and rockets, and Iran can attack targets in Israel, throughout the 
region, and beyond with its longest-range ballistic missiles.  

There are no reliable unclassified estimates of the types, numbers, and capabilities of 
these systems, or of Iran’s full development program. The IISS estimated in the 2016 
edition of its Military Balance that they included:47 

• Army-Rockets: 122mm 157: 7 BM-11; 100 BM-21; 50 Arash/Hadid/Noor; 240mm 19: ε10 Fadjr 
3; 9 M-1985; 330mm Fadjr 5 

• Army- Missiles: ε30 CSS-8 (175 msl); Shahin-1/ Shahin-2; Nazeat; Oghab 

• IRGC-Missiles: ε1 bde with Shahab-1/2, ε1 bn with Shahab-3; Ghadr-1; Sajjil-2 (in devt); 22 
MRBMs+: 12+ Shahab-3/Ghadr-1 (mobile); 10 Shahab-3/Ghadr-1 (silo); some Sajjil-2 (in devt); 
18 SRBMs: 18+: some Fateh 110; 12-18 Shahab-1/2 (ε200–300 msl), Some Zelzal 

IHS Jane’s estimated in its 2016 Sentinel Security Assessment – Iran that the strategic 
weapons inventory includes:48 

o Tactical Rocket Systems: 250 FROG-7 (9K52 Luna-M) 

o Tactical Missiles: 200 Oghab; 250 Shahin-2; 500 Nazeat/Iran 130 

o Ballistic Missiles: Fateh 110; Fateh A-110; Fateh-110-D1; 200 Tondar 69; 250 Shabab-1 (SS1c 
‘Scud B’); 50 Shabab-2 (SS-1d ‘Scud C’); 25 Shabab-3 (No-dong 2); 18 BM-25 (reported); Qiam 
1; Emad 

Other counts are different – as are assessments of missile capabilities and the systems 
Iran has under development. However, virtually all sources agree that Iran is developing 
a family of cruise missiles and UCAVs, including long-range cruise missiles like the 
Soumar with ranges of up to 2,000 kilometers. However, the short-term risks posed by 
Iran’s current conventionally armed rockets and missiles should not be exaggerated. Most 
are relatively short-range systems, and have limited accuracy and lethality. They can be 
used as artillery, limited substitutes for air power, or as weapons of terror or intimidation. 
They are not accurate enough to play a substantial role in a conventional war, despite 
Iran’s efforts to upgrade them. 

Iran’s ongoing interest in missile systems is illustrated by two Iranian ballistic missile 
exercises that are described in the IHS Jane’s 2016 Sentinel Security Assessment:49 

'Great Prophet 8': During the 'Great Prophet 8' three-day exercise in February 2013, the IRGC 
trained in relation to various techniques and tactics of passive defense in asymmetric warfare. 
Land forces attacked mock enemy positions using intelligence provided by surveillance drones. 
They successfully test fired Tondar and Toufan anti-tank guided missiles (ATGMs) from various 
mobile armored platforms, demonstrating the guidance technologies and weapon effects of these 
indigenously produced weapons. 

'Great Prophet 9': In February 2015, Iran conducted the 'Great Prophet 9' naval exercise in the 
Persian Gulf. A replica of a US Aircraft Carrier that was constructed in 2014 was used as a target 
for the missiles operated by the IRGC and the navy. The carrier was heavily damaged but survived 
the engagement and IHS Jane's assesses that it will likely be used for future demonstrations. 
Sources indicate that the carrier was stationary and does not demonstrate Iran's capability to target 
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a moving naval vessel. According to Iranian media, a mobile naval target was also destroyed by 
Fateh 110 and Zelzal missiles, although no evidence emerged of this engagement. 

Recent development efforts indicate that Iran has placed greater emphasis on short- and 
medium-range ballistic missiles and cruise missiles, increasing its regional strike 
capabilities. Iran has stated that the development of missile technologies is outside of the 
scope of the JCPOA, indicating that Tehran will continue to develop these shorter-range 
ballistic missile capabilities, as well as ICBM platforms. Stockpiles of missiles of varied 
ranges, diversified delivery systems and flight trajectories, and plans to mass-produce 
more missiles in the future all point to Iran’s intent to field regional offensive strike 
capabilities that are able to overwhelm enemy missile defense systems.50 Iranian research 
and development has received varying levels of support from China, North Korea, and 
Russia over the past three decades.51 

In the near-term, Iran would either be limited to the tactical use of shorter range systems 
as artillery against area targets, to volleys of shorter ranged missiles and rockets against 
nearby area targets (tactics it has not yet serious practiced), or to longer-range missile 
strikes designed more for psychological or “terror” purposes than military combat. The 
seriousness of even these threats would depend in part on Iran’s ability to launch rockets 
and missiles in salvos, and in “stacked threats” of different types that complicated the use 
of missile defenses and suppressive strikes. 
The limited lethality of Iran’s current warheads, the severe limits to their accuracy, and 
the uncertain reliability of Iran’s longer-range systems all combine to limited the impact 
of such strikes to almost random hits somewhere in a large area with casualties that 
would most probably be limited to those resulting from a single 1,000 pound unguided 
bomb.  

Nevertheless, Iran could still use conventionally or chemically armed missiles and long-
range rockets as terror weapons, striking against large area targets like cities. It might 
escalate to the use of such systems because of a conventional war in the Gulf, in reaction 
to any military threat to its ruling regime, as a response to covert action against the state, 
or as a method of resolving domestic fissures. 
Moreover, Iran’s missile and rocket forces may well become far more effective even if 
Iran does not get nuclear weapons. Today’s missile designs would be more effective if 
they could be equipped with conventional or chemical cluster munitions. Although they 
would still be limited by range-payload limits, “fusing” issues, and a lack of accuracy, 
substantial volley against area targets would cause more terror than ones capable of 
hitting and destroying key point target.  
If Iran is to make a major advance in lethality using missiles and rockets without nuclear 
weapons, it would have to make advances in two other areas: precision guidance and 
terminal homing and biological weapons. Iran has already said it is seeking to provide its 
missiles and rockets with precision guidance and terminal homing warheads and with 
countermeasures to ballistic missile defenses. It has also claimed to have shown it has a 
near precision strike capability, although satellite photos of the target area indicate it 
simulated missile hits by using explosive devices at the scene. 

A precision strike capability would radically alter the lethality of Iran’s longer-range 
systems against high value military targets and civil targets like key oil product facilities 
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and desalination plants - creating the equivalent of “weapons of mass effectiveness.” 
There is no evidence as yet that Iran has such capabilities and no clear indicators that it 
can acquire them in the near future. Iran has, however, made claims that imply it already 
has such accuracy, and a number of Israel experts believe it is developing such systems. 

Deploying chemical or biological warheads would give Iranian missile more lethality, but 
it is easy to exaggerate the lethality of chemical missile warhead under real world 
operational conditions. Dispersing an agent effectively is a major challenge, and chemical 
cluster weapons present serious timing and height of burst problems. It might well take a 
substantial volley to have a major effect, and such a strike could remove all limits to a 
conflict and might still produce limited damage to critical targets.  

Biological weapons can theoretically be as—or more—lethal that fission weapons and 
Iran has all of the needed technology. Effective dispersal is, however, even more difficult 
than with chemical weapons, and developing and testing such a warhead presents both 
serious technical problems and the problem that the threat is not credible until capability 
is proven, but the very threat could trigger massive preventive strikes and use would 
eliminate any barriers to counterstrikes with nuclear weapons. 

The much more challenging prospect of combined Iranian missile and nuclear threat 
poses risks that already affect every aspect of U.S., Arab, Israeli and other military 
competition with Iran. Iran has made enough progress towards a nuclear weapons 
capability so that there is a very real prospect that Iran will acquire nuclear weapons and 
arm its missiles and aircraft with such weapons. 
The U.S. and its allies are pressed hard to end this threat though the JPOA. It is also 
possible that such a threat could be deterred or contained by military means. The practical 
problem, however, is that a nuclear armed Iran would have far more negotiating leverage 
over its neighbors, and had a far more powerful deterrent to any U.S. or allied escalation 
in response to Iran’s use of its forces for asymmetric warfare.  

A nuclear-armed Iran could destroy any military target or city in the region, and pose an 
“existential” threat to many states. A regional war could have a far more radical and 
lasting impact on the global economy, which gets some 20% of the world’s oil supply 
through the Gulf, and while few experts feel Iran’s leaders would act irrationally or 
without regard to the risks, the history of war and diplomacy is often the history of 
mistakes, miscalculations, and unintended conflicts. One needs to remember for all of the 
talk of a stable pattern of mutual assured destruction during the Cold War, the U.S. went 
from no more than six nuclear weapons at the end of 1945 to a peak of over 31,000 in 
1967, while the Soviet Union went from none before 1949 to a peak of nearly 41,000 in 
1987.  

The very risk of nuclear-armed missiles becoming an Iranian reality has already led Israel 
to increase the range of its nuclear-armed missiles to cover all targets in Iran. It has 
triggered the start of a nuclear arms race in the region. 
It has already led the United States and Israel to research and develop missile defenses, 
and the U.S. to work with friendly Arab states to purchase new missile defenses. It has 
also led to steady increase in the long-range strike capabilities of rival states. Saudi 
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Arabia first acquired long-range conventionally armed ballistic missiles because of the 
threat from Iraq but has retained them because of the threat from Iran.  

The United States and Gulf Arab countries have also increased the strike capabilities of 
their air forces and, the U.S. has carried out exercises that demonstrate it could make 
extensive use of conventionally armed cruise missiles. It has also offered friendly states 
in the region some form of “extended deterrence” in the form of U.S. attacks on Iran if 
Iran should strike—although it has never clarified whether this would only apply to 
Iranian nuclear strikes, and would involve U.S. conventional or nuclear-armed systems. 

Figure II.12: The Density of the Iranian Missile Threat 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Mark Gunzinger and Christopher Dougherty, Outside-In Operating from Range to 
Defeat Iran’s Anti-Access and Area-Denial Threats, CBSA, Washington DC, 2011.  
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Figure II.13: The Range of Key Iranian Missiles 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, March 16, 2014. 
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Iran’s Capabilities for Asymmetric Naval-Missile-Air  
Warfare 

Iran has sought to compensate for the sanctions on its arms imports since 1980, its 
massive equipment losses in the final stages of the Iran-Iraq war in 1988, the vastly 
superior arms imports of its Southern Gulf neighbors, and the larger conventional air, 
naval, and missile superiority of the U.S. by building up a mix of asymmetric naval, 
missile, and air forces that give it the ability to threaten shipping traffic through the Gulf, 
threaten the security of key petroleum and infrastructure facilities, and attack its 
neighbors and Israeli cities and area targets. 

An all out effort to “close the Gulf” would have a massive impact on the global economy 
and particularly on the United States—which CIA and Department of Commerce 
estimates indicate is over seven times more dependent on the import of goods from Asian 
nations that depend on Gulf oil exports than it is on the direct import of oil and gas. The 
Strait of Hormuz, off the southeastern coast of Iran, is an important route for oil exports 
from Iran and other Persian Gulf countries. At its narrowest point, the Strait of Hormuz is 
21 miles wide, yet an estimated 17 million b/d of crude oil and refined products flowed 
through it in 2013 (roughly 30% of all seaborne traded oil and almost 20% of total oil 
produced globally). Liquefied natural gas (LNG) volumes also flow through the Strait of 
Hormuz. Approximately 3.7 Tcf of LNG was transported from Qatar via the Strait of 
Hormuz in 2013, accounting for more than 30% of global LNG trade.52 
At the same time, such threats involve serious problems if Iran actually puts them into 
practice. Any threat to Gulf shipping affects critical aspects of the revenues and imports 
of all Gulf economies—including Iran. It also raises the cost of asymmetric war to the 
U.S. and other outside powers to point where there are no clear limits to how far they 
would escalate to force Iran to halt such attacks as soon as possible. 

Figure II.14 and Figure II.15 shows Iran has a wide range of mine warfare, anti-ship 
missile, and asymmetric warfare platforms, as well as submersible and three Russian-
made submarines and a growing number of small submersibles. Iran also has large Naval 
Guards forces. Figure II.16 provides a now dated, but still illustrative IISS estimate of 
the balance of forces near the Strait of Hormuz. These Figures show that Iran has enough 
missile and sea power to present a serious threat to shipping in the Gulf, raid coastal and 
offshore facilities, and is expanding its capability to operate in the Gulf of Oman and the 
Arabian Sea.  

Coupled to Iran’s growing long-range anti-ship missile capability and the high density of 
Iranian surface-to-surface missile capability, this makes Iran the most serious single 
regional threat to the flow of petroleum exports through the IOR. While Iran could not 
defeat and the U.S. and Arab states in a major conflict, it can potentially close the Strait 
of Hormuz for at least several days and could conduct a low-level war of attrition in the 
Gulf for an extended period, raising the insurance premium for maritime traffic to 
wartime levels, creating a climate of uncertainty regarding Gulf oil exports, and raising 
world petroleum prices. 
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Submarines and Submersibles 
Even today a clash in the Gulf could escalate in ways that could have a significant impact 
on Gulf oil exports. Iran has three Kilo-class submarines in bought from Russia in the 
1990s, and is building two small submarines on its own. Its Kilo-class submarines can 
fire long-range homing torpedoes and lay smart and conventional mines. It acquired its 
first Ghadir-class 120-150-ton midget submarine in 2007 and now has up to 17. It also 
has at least one 90-ton midget submarine, and eight small submersibles for inserting 
Special Forces and mine-laying. 
Iran’s three Type 877EKM Kilo-class submarines and other submarines offset some of 
the weaknesses of its major surface forces. The Kilo is a relatively modern and quiet 
submarine that first became operational in 1980. Iran has completed a refit of one of its 
Kilos, and will likely begin modernizing the second if it believes the submarine will not 
be needed in the near future.  

Iran does, however, have serious problems in maintaining its submarines much less refit 
them, and it has not provided realistic training. Its submarines rarely submerge in training 
or exercises, and many of Iran’s drill claims are little more than propaganda. This leads 
some experts to feel that they would only pose a relatively limited and short-lived threat 
if they were actually deployed and used in combat. 
This does not mean they can be ignored. Each Kilo has six 530-mm torpedo tubes, 
including two wire-guided torpedo tubes. Only one torpedo can be wire guided at a time. 
The Kilo can carry a mix of 18 homing and wire-guided torpedoes or 24 mines. Russian 
torpedoes have guidance systems including active sonar homing, passive homing, and 
wire guidance, but experts believe Iran may only have shorter range, wake-homing 
torpedoes. Some reports indicate that Iran bought over 1,000 modern Soviet mines along 
with the Kilos and that the mines were equipped with modern magnetic, acoustic, and 
pressure sensors.  

Tactical Submarines and Submersibles 
Iran’s ability to use its submarines and tactical submarines or submersibles to deliver 
mines and fire wake-homing torpedoes at ranges of up to 4,000-6,000 meters gives it a 
potential capability to strike in ways that are difficult to detect or deter. Its submarines 
can fire long-range homing torpedoes that can be used against tanker-sized targets and to 
attack slow-moving combat ships that are not on alert and/or lack sonars and 
countermeasures. 

Iran currently operates 21 tactical submarines: 16 Ghadir midget submarines, one Nahang 
midget submarine, three Taregh SSKs, and one Fateh SSC. It also operates eight 
submerged diver delivery craft.53 Some reports indicate Iran has received the Hoot 
supercavitating rocket torpedo and modified some of its submarines to fire this high-
speed torpedo.54 Iran is also developing the Besat and/or Qaa’em classes of submarines 
(it is unclear whether the Qaa’em project is continuing, was cancelled, or was rolled into 
the Besat), as medium weight submarines with Kilo-class capabilities for green-water 
operations.55 
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Iranian midget submarines may provide a more serious threat within the Gulf than its 
Kilos. The Ghadirs and other Iranian midget submarines do drill more regularly than its 
Kilos and submerge more often in exercises. Rumors of serious losses in exercises have 
not been confirmed by experts. Iranian midget submarines possess both torpedo-firing 
and mine-laying capabilities, and their small size may enable them to operate more 
effectively in the Strait or the Gulf. However, the capabilities of these boats are still 
unknown; much depends on their sensors and ability to hide from dedicated ASW 
platforms. If they are unable to mask propulsion noises, even the cluttered environment 
of the Gulf will not protect them from Western or even Gulf ASW assets.  

Surface Ships and Patrol Craft 
The Iranian Navy still has three British supplied Vosper Mark 5 class corvettes it first 
received in 1971 and calls the Alvand class. These are 1,540-ton ships that have been 
refitted with C-802 anti-ship missiles. Iran also has two US-supplied 1,130-ton 
Bayandor-class frigates; one of was being refitted but may have reentered service in the 
spring of 2013.  These date back to 1964, but have been refitted with C-802 anti-ship 
missiles and a 76mm gun. Iran also has a small, US-supplied 580 ton corvette (missile 
patrol boat) refitted with C-802 missiles.  

There also seems to be agreement that Iran has 14 active 275-ton Kaman class coastal 
missile patrol boats, which date back to the late 1970s and early 1980s, but have been 
refitted with two to four C-802 missiles, and three of which have been heavily updated 
(sometimes called the Sina class).  

The naval branch of the IRGC—or IRGCN—is organized to present asymmetric threats 
that include capabilities that can support a battle of attrition, and focused, limited clashes 
throughout the Gulf that would not cripple Iran’s own sea lines of communication 
(SLOCs) or necessarily provoke major U.S. reprisals. 

In 2016, the IRGCN had 10 171-ton Chinese-built Houdong-class missile patrol craft 
(referred to in Iran as Thondor-class) with four C-802s each, which were delivered in the 
mid-1990s—and three support ships. It had large numbers of additional coastal and 
inshore patrol craft. IISS credited the IRGCN with 5 China Cats, 6 Zolfaghar class with 2 
single C-701/C-704 launchers, 25 Peykaap II with two single C-701 launchers, 15 
Peykaap I fast attack boats potentially armed with twin torpedo tubes, 10 Tir class fast 
patrol boats with twin torpedo tubes and a machine gun, 10 Pashe fast patrol boats with 
twin 23mm ZSU-23 cannon and search radar, and roughly 20 Ghaem patrol boats with 
small arms and an extended duration deployment capability.56 
HIS Jane’s estimates that the IRGCN had 37 coastal patrol boats (17 Peykaap I, 10 Pashe, 
and 10 Ghaem), along with 150 inshore patrol craft, including 30 Murce (one MLR 
system and machine gun), 100 Ashura I (small vessel with one machine gun, center space 
for a mine or rocket launcher, and small arms), and 20 Boghammar (one machine gun 
and MLR system normally, but wide range of customized units are now believed to be in 
use).57 
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Mine Warfare 
The Iranian Navy has adapted two Hejaz class LSTs for mine laying. It has two Riazi-
class mine countermeasures boats, one Shahroch class minesweeper as a training ship in 
the Caspian, and two aging U.S.-supplied MS-292-class minesweepers. 58  Iran can, 
however, use virtually any surface ship for mine laying, including the dhows that cross 
the Gulf as trading vessels.  
Iran can use its regular navy, naval guards, and any civilian ship to lay a variety of mines. 
It has invested in both its own mine development and Chinese mines, with an estimated 
stockpile of over 3,000 devices as of 2016.59 Its older mines are effective systems and at 
some $6,000 a mine, are easy to disperse in large numbers with potentially devastating 
effective consequences for far more costly combat and commercial ships.  

According to various experts it has also acquired, reverse engineered, developed, and 
improved a range of “smart mines,” including bottom mines. It is preparing to lay them 
on both sides of the Strait, creating safe passages close to Iran’s shoreline through which 
its own and neutral (i.e. any Gulf state Iran chooses not to antagonize) tankers could sail. 

There are no meaningful up-to-date unclassified estimates of the numbers, types, and 
capabilities of these smart mines. The potential effectiveness of these mines was driven 
home, however, by the September 2012 IMCMEX. In many ways, this exercise was a 
model of the kind of cooperation needed in the Gulf, and one that illustrated that a major 
exercise can be held at low cost if each participating nation pays its own way. The 
exercise was held during September 16-27 2012. It involved 33 countries, 2,730 
personnel, 24 ships from six countries, 116 divers from eight countries, and 12 unmanned 
underwater vehicles from six countries. It used integrated C2, and tested Afloat Forward 
Staging Bases from three different countries deployed over an area of some 1,000 NM.  
The course of the exercise is something of a case study in what needs to be done to 
improve the integration and effectiveness of U.S. and GCC forces. It involved three days 
of analysis of the threat, planning, and technical analysis with officials, military, and 
contractors from the GCC, NATO countries and Asian countries. There was then a seven-
day at-sea phase – sometimes involving the first multilateral exercise for a given country. 
Seventeen trial MH-53 minesweeping (MSW) helicopter missions were flown, and 91 
mine countermeasure (MCM) missions under both day and night conditions were 
simulated. An integrated situational awareness was preserved through the CENTRIXS 
system, and for the first time, a single Mine Warfare Commander operated the exercise. 

While the results of this exercise have not been published, reports60 suggest that the allied 
minesweeping forces from some 30 countries performed well in terms of coordination 
and gained a great deal of experience, but encountered serious problems because of 
different national caveats over how their forces could be used and commanded, and initial 
problems in working together because of a lack of prior experience. The iron law of war 
that no force can really do in combat what it does not do in practice seems to have been 
validated yet again.  

There also were significant problems in removing the simulated mines from the seabed. 
A PBS report quotes a consultant and former Navy officer in claiming that the 
participants found only half their targets. The U.S. Navy disputes the use of “percent of 
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mines found” as a suitable metric, with Navy spokesmen highlighting the efficient way 
navies from 30 nations cooperated in the exercise. They also point out that it was both an 
experiment and a learning process, and that in the real world the United States would 
have mapped the bottom of many key areas to enable it to locate any sudden appearance 
of a new mine, and U.S. doctrine calls for constant surveillance of suspect ships and 
destroying them the moment they begin mine laying activity. 

This result emphasizes the difficulty of tracking and destroying mines even with a large 
task force under peacetime conditions. Mine warfare could give a significant edge to the 
strategic aggressor, and the United States has not yet learned how to negate Iran’s lead. 
This weakness further underpins the logic of retaliation and escalation, as any American 
failure to counter Iranian mines in the event of war would force the United States to 
respond with other strikes. 

While cooperation will undoubtedly be critical in counter-mine combat, as will the 
willingness to act decisively the moment Iranian mine laying begins, practical success 
will be judged by the protection of tankers, other commercial vessels, and combat ships. 
The key measure of effectiveness will be the number of ships that are hit by mines. 
Moreover, even the threat of mining could have a major impact on shipping and the cost 
of imports and energy exports. 

More Gulf, British, and French mine hunting and sweeping resources are needed. The US 
Navy has underfunded mine warfare efforts consistently in the past and has only begun 
revamping its mine detection capabilities. At present, the US Navy can only deploy eight 
minesweepers in the Gulf, and only four are currently assigned full time. Helicopter 
minesweeping using MH-53 helicopters and towed sonar sleds has not proved as 
effective as previously expected.  

The United States does, however, have help from the British and French navies, and 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE can deploy modern minesweepers. The United States is 
adding crews to allow its minesweepers in the Gulf to deploy longer with less crew strain, 
but plans to introduce the Littoral Combat Ship’s mine-warfare package have been 
delayed due to concerns over its reliability.61  The United States is also shifting from 
hunting to mapping the bottom of the Gulf to detect any change in the array of objects on 
the bottom. It is deploying new unmanned or robotic mine hunting and killing systems. 
The United States deployed new MK18 Kingfish anti-mine, torpedo-shaped underwater 
vehicles in June 2013.62 It is introducing other unmanned submersibles, including the Sea 
Fox mine neutralization system, which is a relatively cheap, expendable system that can 
detonate a mine directly.63 

Asymmetric Tactics and Warfare 
This complex mix of shifts in the forces of Iran’s Navy and Naval Guards explains why 
Iranian naval doctrine and exercises now emphasize asymmetric tactics. Iran emphasizes 
a mix of smaller systems that can target either expensive, vulnerable merchant traffic—
essentially an improved version of the 1984-1988 Tanker War—or conventional U.S. 
naval vessels attempting to operate in the Strait of Hormuz or the Gulf. 
Iran also recognizes the vulnerabilities created by operating with two different navies – 
the IRIN and IRGCN occasionally traded fire during the Iran-Iraq War. According to 
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sources like Jane’s Defense Weekly, the regular and IRGC fleets have divided geographic 
responsibility, with the latter taking control of the Gulf and Strait of Hormuz, and the 
former responsible for everything else. This permits the IRIN to deploy its conventional 
forces in the open water—which they are designed for—while giving the IRGCN control 
in the Gulf.  
The IRGCN now operates four naval defense zones in the Gulf, and its commander—
Mohammad Ali Jafari—announced a fifth zone at the port of Bandar Lengeh in 
November 2012. Jafari stated that, “The fifth zone of the Guard’s naval force is one of 
the naval defense chains which is in particular responsible for the defense of the Iranian 
islands in the Gulf.” This reflects both the vulnerability of the surface Navy and a 
growing IRGCN emphasis on “clustering” small groups of forces that can be easily 
dispersed throughout the Gulf and used with limited command and control and 
coordination. 
Iran learned in 1987-1988, and in years of exercises that followed, that it cannot 
concentrate large numbers of small forces for “swarming” and exercise effective 
command and control. It must be able to disperse them as much as possible, and may 
have to keep larger conventional naval surface forces in port or outside any combat action 
to avoid having them destroyed. Recent accounts suggest Iran has encountered 
difficulties coordinating more than ten boats at a time. These packs would be capable of 
targeting tankers or isolated military vessels, or harassing multiple warships in hit-and-
run strikes. By focusing on smaller fleets, Iran is able both to preserve its forces for a war 
of attrition and retain the command and control necessary to target individual ships, 
potentially avoiding the random strikes that led the Tanker War to escalate. 
Since the end of the Iran-Iraq War, Iran has attempted to compensate for the weaknesses 
of its surface fleet by obtaining new anti-ship missiles and missile patrol craft from China, 
and developing its own long-range anti-ship missiles and a ballistic missile with anti-ship 
capabilities. It acquired and then cloned midget submarines from North Korea, and 
bought three Kilo-class submarines from Russia. It bought and reverse-engineered more 
modern “smart” mines, and also purchased wake-homing torpedoes. 
Iran has simultaneously expanded the capabilities of the naval branch of the IRGC, 
developed its fast attack craft, and upgraded some of its older surface ships. Iran’s 
exercises have also included a growing number of joint and combined arms exercises 
with the land forces and the air force – although such jointness is limited and Iran still has 
problems in coordinating the elements of its individual services. 

Iran has improved its ports and strengthened its air defenses, while obtaining some 
logistic and technical support from nations like India and Pakistan. It has attempted to 
participate in joint exercises, joining the Indian Navy and Pakistani Navy for small-scale 
training. The IRIN has also deployed off the coast of Africa for anti-piracy operations, 
giving the navy experience with extended blue water deployments.64 
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Figure II.14:  Iran’s Strength in Naval Forces Suited to 
Asymmetric Warfare by Number 

  Bahrain Iraq Kuwait Oman Qatar Saudi UAE Yemen 
GCC 
Total Iran 

Support 3   2 6 2 21 5   39 50 
Landing Ships       1     1   2 17 
Landing Craft 10   4 5 1 16 28   64 11 

Mine 
Warfare/Countermeasures           7 2   9 5 

Non-Missile-Equipped 
Patrol and Costal 

Combatants 62 32 42 42 16 70 118   382 90 
Non-Missile-Equipped 

Primary Surface Warfare 
Combatants                     

Missile-Equipped Patrol 
and Costal Combatants 2   10 6 7 13 29   67 93 

Missile-Equipped 
Primary Surface Warfare 

Combatants  1     3   7     11   
Swimmer Delivery 

Vehicle       2     10   12 8 
Midget Submarines                   16 

Submarines                   5 
Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance, 2016; and the Jane’s Sentinel series  
 
Note: Yemen’s navy has ceased to have operational military capacity, in the wake of coalition military 
activity.  
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Figure II.15:  Iran’s Strength in Naval Forces Suited to 
Asymmetric Warfare by Relative Strength 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Adapted from the IISS, Military Balance, 2016; and the Jane’s Sentinel series  
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Figure II.16:  Illustrative Force Balance in the Strait of 
Hormuz 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan and the IISS, Military Balance, 2012. 

Iran’s Other Asymmetric Capabilities: The Al Quds 
Force 

The nuclear, missile, and conventional balances are only part of the story. Iran poses a 
constant low-level asymmetric threat to its neighbors in the IOR region. Iran uses its 
intelligence service, its diplomats and attaches, “private” citizens, businesses covers, and 
foreign nationals to support its efforts at asymmetric and political warfare and study 
American capabilities and vulnerabilities.  

Iran has built up a specialized force to work with outside state and non-state actors called 
the Al Quds Force. The size and strength of this force is shown in Figure II.17, and it has 
acquired considerable experience in both “partnering” and combat in Lebanon, Iraq, and 
Syria, and in covert ties to opposition elements on Bahrain Yemen, and other states. 

The Al Quds Force is a branch of the IRGC that is assigned to special operations and 
unconventional warfare, and has had priority in terms of funding, training, and equipment. 
It plays a major role in giving Iran the ability to conduct unconventional warfare overseas 
using various foreign movements as proxies, and is thought to be composed of 15,000 
men.65 
In January 2007, Iran’s Supreme National Security Council (SNSC) decided to place all 
Iranian operations in Iraq under the command of the Al Quds Force. At the same time, 
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the SNSC decided to increase the personnel strength of the Al Quds to 15,000.66 Exact 
force details are unknown, but reports indicate that hundreds of Al Quds forces took part 
in Iranian operations in Iraq between 2003 and 2011,67 with operations continuing against 
ISIS as of 2016.68 

The Al Quds Force is under the command of Major General Qassem Soleimani and has 
supported non-state actors in many foreign countries. These include Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, 
Shi’ite militias in Iraq, like the Mahdi Army, and Shi’ites and part of the Taliban 
movement in Afghanistan.69 Links to Sunni extremist groups like Al Qaeda have been 
reported, but never convincingly confirmed. Major General Soleimani has been directly 
involved in supporting Syrian strongman Bashar al-Assad and guiding the fighting on the 
ground since the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War. He has also expanded his influence 
and public profile in Iraq, where he plays a key role in organizing combat operations 
against ISIS.70 

On January 11, 2007, the director of the Defense Intelligence Agency stated in testimony 
before the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence that Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps-Quds Force had the lead for Iranian transnational terrorist 
activities, in conjunction with Lebanese Hezbollah and Iran’s intelligence agencies.71 
Other sources believe that the primary mission of the Al Quds Force has been to support 
Shi’ite movements and militias. In 2016, support for these groups is believed to consist of 
financial assistance, providing missiles, explosive materials, unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs), and personnel weapons, including sniper weapons.72 

The U.S. Secretary of Defense summarized the role of the Al Quds Force as follows in 
the annual report on Iranian forces to Congress that he issued on June 29, 2012,73 

Iran established the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps-Qods Force in 1990 to provide arms, 
funding, and paramilitary training to extremist groups. We assess with high confidence that during 
the past three decades Iran has methodically cultivated a network of sponsored terrorist surrogates 
capable of targeting US and Israeli interests; we suspect this activity continues. Iran’s 
unconventional forces are trained according to its asymmetric warfare doctrine and would present 
a formidable force while defending Iranian territory. 

…through the IRGC-QF, Iran provides material support to terrorist or militant groups such as 
Hamas, Lebanese Hezbollah, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the Taliban, and Iraqi Shia groups. 

In close cooperation with Syria, Iran has provided Lebanese Hezbollah with increasingly 
sophisticated weapons, including a wide array of missiles and rockets that allow Hezbollah to 
launch weapons from deeper in Lebanon or to strike Israel. We judge that the Iranian military 
trains Hezbollah and Palestinian extremist groups throughout the region. 

Iran provides funding and possibly weapons to Hamas and other Palestinian terrorists in the Gaza strip. 

The 2013 version of the same report entitled, “Annual Report on Military Power of Iran,” 
has been released to news organizations, but not the public. News reports do quote a 
section regarding the Al Quds force,74 

We assess with high confidence that during the past three decades, Iran has methodically cultivated a network 
of terrorist and militant groups capable of targeting regional and extra-regional targets…IRGC-QF is Iran’s 
principal interlocutor to Hezbollah. 

The most recent version of this report, issued January 2015, describes the Al Quds Force 
as follows,75 
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Iran's covert activities appear to be continuing unabated. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Qods Force 
(IRGC-QF) remains a key tool of Iran's foreign policy and power projection, particularly in Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, Bahrain, and Yemen. IRGC-QF has continued efforts to improve its access within foreign countries 
and its ability to carry out terrorist attacks to safeguard or advance Iran's interests. 

Some reports indicate that the budget for the Al Quds Force is classified, directly 
controlled by the office of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei, and is not reflected in 
Iran’s general budget. The active elements of the Al Quds Force operate outside Iran’s 
borders, although it has bases both inside and outside of Iran. The Al Quds Force’s troops 
are divided into specific groups or “corps” for each country or area in which they operate. 
There are Directorates for Iraq; Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan; Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
and India; Turkey and the Arabian Peninsula; Asian countries of the former Soviet 
Union; Western nations (Europe and North America); and North Africa (Egypt, Tunisia, 
Algeria, Sudan, and Morocco). 

The Al Quds Force has offices or “sections” in many Iranian embassies, which are closed 
to most embassy staff. It is not clear whether these are integrated with Iranian intelligence 
operations, or if the ambassador in each embassy has control of, or detailed knowledge of, 
operations by the Al Quds staff. However, there are indications that most operations are 
coordinated between the IRGC and offices within the Iranian Foreign Ministry and MOIS. 
There are separate operational organizations in Lebanon, Turkey, Pakistan, and several 
North African countries. There are also indications that such elements may have 
participated in the bombing of the Israeli Embassy in Argentina in 1992 and the Jewish 
Community Center in Buenos Aires in 1994—although Iran has strongly denied any 
involvement in either.76 

The Al Quds Force seems to control many of Iran’s training camps for extremists and 
guerilla warriors, various militias, and even government forces in Iran and in countries 
like Iraq, Syria, the Sudan and Lebanon. The civil war in Syria, and Iran’s support of 
Assad, has led to the creation of at least three Alawite militia training centers in Syria that 
reports indicate are operated by the Al Quad force. In the Sudan, the Al Quds Force is 
believed to run a training camp of unspecified nature, while in Lebanon its operations 
have ranged in size, from 2-3 camps during the Lebanese Civil War to smaller groups of 
“councilors” today. It also has at least four major training facilities in Iran. The Al Quds 
Force has a main training center at Imam Ali University at the Sa’dabad Palace in 
northern Tehran where troops study advanced asymmetric warfare techniques and 
terrorist operations.  
There are other training camps in the Qom, Tabriz, and Mashhad governorates and in 
Lebanon and the Sudan. These include the Al Nasr camp for training Iraqi Shi’ites and 
Iraqi and Turkish Kurds in northwest Iran, and a camp near Mashhad for training Afghan 
and Tajik revolutionaries. The Al Quds Force seems to help operate the Manzariyah 
training center near Qom, which recruits foreign students in the religious seminary and 
which seems to have trained some Bahraini extremists. Some foreigners are reported to 
have received training in demolition and sabotage at an IRGC facility near Isfahan, in 
airport infiltration at a facility near Mashhad and Shiraz, and in underwater warfare at an 
IRGC facility at Bandar-e Abbas.77 

U.S. experts report that these camps and other facilities provide specialized training in 
bomb making, use of IEDs, use of computers, sabotage, and use of ATGMs and 
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MANPADs. This training has been extensive for Iraqi Shi’ite militias. Most training of 
Hezbollah operatives is now believed to occur in Lebanon. The level of paramilitary and 
military training for Bahrainis, Kuwaitis, Saudis, Yemenis, and other Arab Shi’ites is 
unclear. 

Iran has increasingly turned to Al Quds to obtain spare parts through the black market for 
weapons systems that it cannot produce domestically. These parts are critical for keeping 
key equipment operational, especially aircraft. There are documented attempts by Al 
Quds to export spare parts for the F-4, F-5, and F-14 aircraft from the U.S. and U.S. 
allies.78 
The growing tension between Sunni and Shi’ite both threatens Iran and gives it a 
potential opportunity in Arab states with significant Shi’ite minorities or majorities. Iran 
has extensively exploited such tensions to increase its influence in Iraq and Syria, and its 
arms transfers and aid efforts have had an important impact on the source of the Syrian 
civil war. The deputy director of the Al Quds Force stated in May 2012 that: 

“Before our presence in Syria many massacres were committed by the militants, but thanks to the 
Islamic Republic of Iran's physical and non-physical presence, big massacres were thwarted in 
Syria.”79 

The Al Quds Force has provided significant transfers of weapons to Shi’ite (and perhaps 
some Sunni) elements in Iraq. These include the shaped charge components used in some 
IEDs and the more advanced components used in explosively formed projectiles (EFP), 
including the weapon assembly, copper slugs, radio links used to activate such devices, 
and the infrared triggering mechanisms. These devices are very similar to those used in 
Lebanon, and some seem to operate on the same radio frequencies. Shaped charge 
weapons first began to appear in Iraq in August 2003, but became a serious threat in 
2005.80 U.S. experts believe there is definitive evidence key components were made in 
Iran, and Iran played a major role in expanding the IED threat in Iraq. 
On January 11, 2007, the U.S. military in Iraq detained five men accused of providing 
funds and equipment to Iraqi insurgents. According to U.S. military sources, these men 
had connections to the Al Quds Force.81 On January 20, 2007, gunmen dressed as U.S. 
soldiers entered the Provincial Joint Coordination Center in Karbala and killed and 
wounded several U.S. servicemen. According to some sources, including U.S. military 
intelligence, the gunmen were members of the Al Quds Force, possibly seeking to gain 
hostages for bargaining with America’s recent detainment of several Al Quds Force 
officers.82 The sophisticated planning and execution of this attack made it unlikely that 
any Iraqi group was involved in it.83 

General David H. Petraeus, the commander of U.S. forces in Iraq at the time, stressed the 
growing role of the Al Quds Force and the IRGC in testimony to Congress in April 2007. 
He noted that the U.S. had found Al Quds operatives in Iraq and seized computers with 
hard drives that included a 22-page document that had details on the planning, approval 
process, and conduct of an attack that killed five U.S. soldiers in Karbala. Petraeus noted, 

“They were provided substantial funding, training on Iranian soil, advanced explosive munitions 
and technologies as well as run-of-the-mill arms and ammunition… in some cases advice and in 
some cases even a degree of direction… Our sense is that these records were kept so that they 
could be handed in to whoever it was that is financing them… And again, there’s no question… 
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that Iranian financing is taking place through the Al-Qods force of the Iranian Republican Guards 
Corps.”84 

Cables suggest that Soleimani provided funding and weapons for various Iraqi Shiite 
insurgent groups, creating a mosaic of militias to bleed U.S. forces on the ground. This 
role gave the Al Quds force major political as well as security impact because it was 
often called in by the militias to mediate when disputes between them broke into open 
warfare.85 
The Al Quds Force played a less direct role in training and arming Shi’ite extremist 
militias after U.S. Special Forces quietly put increasing pressure on Al Quds officers 
supporting the IED campaign in Iraq after 2006, and after Prime Minister Maliki 
launched the Charge of the Knights offensive against Sadrist and other Shi’ite militias in 
Baghdad and the South of Iraq in March 2008.86  

They have been a key part of the Iranian effort in Iraq, however, working with other 
elements of the IRGC, Iranian diplomats, and Iranian intelligence services like the MOIS. 
They remain linked to Sadrist and other militias, as well as elements of the Iranian 
security services and have some ties to officials in both the Prime Minister’s office and 
Shi’ite parties, as well as to the security elements of Iranian sponsored companies and 
religious facilities. Their role is currently more advisory and passive, but much depends 
on Iraq’s future political evolution and the complex interactions between Iran, Iraq, and 
Syria. 

Experts disagree about the level of Iranian influence and action in Yemen, though the Al 
Quds Force is generally believed to be Iran’s link to the Houthis and other rebellious 
groups in Yemen, controlling the training, weapons smuggling, and other assistance. 
Recent US intelligence reports state that Iran has deployed fighters from the Al Quds 
Force, along with Hezbollah fighters, to Yemen to aid the Houthis in combatting the 
Saudi-led Sunni Arab state coalition, according to U.S. officials who are familiar with the 
reports. An estimated 5,000 Shi’ite fighters from Iran and Iraq are helping the Houthis in 
Yemen, while the number of Hezbollah members is unknown. The Deputy Commander 
of the Al Quds Force, Brigadier General Esmail Ghani, made Iran’s first official 
reference to the country’s training of Houthis in Yemen on May 24, 2015. Ghani stated,87 

“Each one who is with us comes under the banner of the Islamic Republic and this is our strength. 
The defenders of Yemen have been trained under the banner of the Islamic Republic and the 
enemies cannot deal with Yemeni fighters.”88 

Iran was thought to be behind the 2013 seizure of a boat in their territorial waters that 
was carrying large amounts of munitions, and was possibly destined to the Houthis. 
Among the cargo of ammunition were 10 Chinese-made QM-1M MANPADs, 95 RPG-7s, 
10 SA-7 MANPADs, 17,000 blocks of Iranian-made C4, 48 Russian PN-14K night 
vision goggles, and 10 LH80A laser range finders, made by Iran Electronics Industries 
according to their placards.89 
One key problem is the experts believe the Al Quds Force carefully tailors its support to 
given countries, and does not follow a set pattern of deployment or support. It is often 
content to play a limited role, training and equipping largely from the outside, providing 
small active and sleeper cells, and supporting any movement that aids Iran’s interests 
even if they otherwise oppose Iran. The Al Quds Force also seems to encourage 
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individual risk taking even if it can embarrass Iran, knowing that Iran can normally 
disavow any such efforts if they fail and take advantage of them if they succeed. 

The same is true of Iranian and Al Quds links to native Shi’ite groups in Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, and other states. These links are examined in detail in other CSIS reports, 
and the scale of such links is highly controversial. U.S. and other outside experts do 
believe, however, that Iran is deliberately manipulating such tensions and has played a 
role in activities like setting up a bomb making facility in Bahrain, and Kuwait detected 
an active Al Quds intelligence cell in 2010. 

It is often difficult, however, to confirm reports of Al Quds activity and separate its role 
from other elements of the IRGC and branches of Iranian intelligence. Some reports of its 
role seem dubious and others seem to credit the Al Quds Force without clear evidence 
that it actually has the lead. 

The Al Quds Force is probably responsible for Iran’s support of subversive activities in 
Bahrain. While Tehran is not the cause of Bahrain’s domestic upheavals, it has taken 
advantage of the upheaval engendered by the Arab revolutions. While the Shiites on each 
side of the Gulf do not always agree, Iran sees the unrest as a chance to weaken the GCC. 
For example, an Iranian-supported bomb making facility in Bahrain was discovered 
during the course of this year that had support from Al Quds operatives. 

Iran has also used the Al Quds force for assassinations. On October 11, 2011, the Al 
Quds Force gained attention as a result of its role in planning Iran’s alleged assassination 
plot against the Saudi ambassador to the U.S., Adel Al-Jubeir.90 The U.S. has sanctioned 
several members of the Force for their role in this attempt, and it may reflect a new 
willingness of Iran to take risks in confronting the U.S. and Arab states. 
Finally, Saudi, UAE, and other regional experts feel the Al Quds force is also being used 
to train dissidents in sabotage, both as part of Shi’ite challenges to Sunni regimes, and 
possibly to provide a contingency capability to act in conjunction with IRGC covert 
action or raids. Sabotage training could be a particularly attractive way of conducting 
unattributable, low cost attacks on Southern Gulf petroleum facilities, utilities and 
desalination plants, communications, and other critical facilities. Outside experts question 
the level of such Iranian activity, but some Gulf security experts see this threat as being at 
least as serious as Iranian asymmetric or other forms of direct attack. 
It is unclear whether the Al Quds Force is the driving factor in Iranian efforts outside the 
region, and in areas like Latin America. There seems to be a tendency to assume that the 
fact it plays some role makes it the leading element of Iranian action when this may 
actually come from the IRGC or Iranian intelligence. There is no question, however, that 
Al Quds operatives work in areas outside the Middle East. 
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Figure II.17: The Iranian Al Quds Force 
• Comprised of 15,000 members of the IRGC (Increased size of force in 2007) 

• Equivalent of one Special Forces division, plus additional smaller units 

• Special priority in terms of training and equipment 

• Plays a major role in giving Iran the ability to conduct unconventional warfare overseas 
using various foreign movements as proxies 

• Control many of Iran’s training camps for unconventional warfare, extremists, and 
guerillas 

• Has offices or “sections” in many Iranian embassies throughout the world 

• Conduit for Iranian aid to Palestinian terrorist groups such as Hamas, Lebanese 
Hezbollah, Iraq-based militants, Taliban fighters in Afghanistan, and Houthi forces in 
Yemen. 

• Primary pipeline for Iranian provision of lethal support to Iraqi insurgents, including 
weapons, training, funding, and guidance. 

• Al Quds Force continues to provide Iraqi and Afghani militants with: 

o Specialized training, 

o Funding, 

o Iranian-produced advanced rockets,  

o Sniper rifles,  

o automatic weapons,  

o Mortars, 

o Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs), 

o And explosively formed projectiles with a higher lethality rate than other types 
of IEDs 

• Potentially involved with reported Iranian support for the Taliban since 2006, including 
small arms and associated ammunition, rocket propelled grenades, mortar rounds, 
107mm rockets, plastic explosives, and possibly man-portable air defense systems 
(MANPADs). 

• Israeli defense experts continue to state that they believe the IRGC and Al Quds Force 
not only played a major role in training and equipping Hezbollah, but may have assisted 
it during the Israeli-Hezbollah War in 2006, and played a major role in the Hezbollah 
anti-ship missile attack on an Israeli Navy Sa’ar-class missile patrol boat. 

• Widely believed to have been behind the plot to assassinate Saudi Arabia’s ambassador 
to the US, Adel al-Jubeir in 2011. 

• Generally believed to be Iran’s link to the Houthis in Yemen by providing training, 
smuggling weapons, and possibly fighting alongside Houthi rebels. 
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The MISIRI, MOIS, or VEVAK 
Iranian intelligence plays a role in Iran’s asymmetric warfare efforts, though its role is 
less understood than that of the IRGC. The Ministry of Intelligence and National Security 
(MOIS), also known as VEVAK (Vezarat-e Ettela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar) and VAJA, 
serves as Iran’s secret police and primary civilian intelligence agency. MOIS officers 
play a key role in monitoring and suppressing political opposition at home, neutralizing 
political opposition abroad, and running covert networks to import weapons, parts, 
military technology, and other sensitive, sanctioned items and to export weapons, training, 
ideology, and various forms of support to proxies. MOIS networks rely on officers 
embedded in Iranian embassies around the world under official cover, and make use of 
out-of-embassy platforms such as business front companies and educational and religious 
foundations for officers under non-official cover. 
Some feel that the MOIS has struggled with the IRGC for power and influence ever since 
the 2005 election of President Ahmadinejad, and even to preserve its primacy in certain 
areas of intelligence collection. They feel this struggle reached a peak in 2009 when 
Ahmadinejad blamed then Minister of Intelligence, Hojjatoleslam Gholam Hossein 
Mohseni-Ejei, and the MOIS for failing to control Green Movement protests in the 
aftermath of the presidential elections.  
Ejei was removed, and Supreme Leader Khamenei called on the IRGC to lead efforts to 
restore order at home. The MOIS was sidelined further when the Basij merged into the 
IRGC Ground Forces and created the IRGC Intelligence Organization, led by then Basij 
commander and long-time Khamenei ally, Hojjatoleslam Hossein Taeb. The IRGC-led 
effort successfully dismantled the Green Movement, and the MOIS emerged with less 
authority over internal security matters. It is not clear how this has changed under 
President Rouhani. 

The structure of the MOIS helps explain its role at home and abroad. The MOIS is 
broadly divided into 15 departments, which include general areas of responsibility seen in 
just about any modern intelligence agency such as counterintelligence, security, and 
training. Other departments are more tailored to the regime’s goals of preserving the 
Islamic Revolution (e.g., cultural, economic, and political affairs, legal/parliamentary 
affairs, etc.). Several staff offices fall under each department, ranging from those that are 
responsible for specific geographic areas such as the Middle East, Europe, and Africa, to 
others that deal with more specific issues such as the MEK, security investigations, and 
economic corruption. 
There are limited data in unclassified sources on the degree of operational planning, 
coordination, and execution between the MOIS and various elements of the military, 
IRGC, and Qods Force. The MOIS, rather than elements of the IRGC, have historically 
played a critical role in threatening and sometime killing opponents of regime overseas. 
In the past, it took the lead role in engaging in espionage and intelligence gathering under 
diplomatic cover as well as civilian support for politically oriented asymmetric warfare. It 
was the MOIS that conducted the operation that led to the capture of former Jundallah 
leader, Abdol Malek Rigi. But the growing role of the IRGC in overseas special 
operations is evident in what appears to be its oversight of the assassination attempt on 
the Saudi Ambassador in Washington D.C. 
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MOIS and IRGC officers work out of separate offices in Iranian embassies, run separate 
networks in Lebanon and Syria, and run separate procurement and intelligence networks. 
There are also separate IRGC and MOIS fronts for importing military and nuclear 
technology dating back in some cases to shell companies established during the Iran-Iraq 
War that are tied to elements in various ministries and sometimes academic institutions. 
At the same time, the MOIS and IRGC seem to have some overlapping functions, with 
both playing a role in managing repression and internal security in Iran, running their 
own detention facilities and prisons, intimidating, torturing, and even attacking Iranian 
citizens in Iran and overseas, and influencing Iran’s civil, military, and security courts. 
While it lacks the overall resources and power of the IRGC, the MOIS remains a key 
instrument of state power at home and overseas that will undoubtedly have a role to play 
if Iran’s nuclear facilities come under attack. 

The U.S. State Department 2015 report on human rights noted that,91  
Several agencies shared responsibility for law enforcement and maintaining order, including the 
Ministry of Intelligence and Security and law enforcement forces under the Interior Ministry, 
which report to the president, and the IRGC branch of the military, which reports directly to the 
supreme leader. The Basij, a volunteer paramilitary group with local organizations across the 
country, sometimes acted as an auxiliary law enforcement unit subordinate to IRGC ground forces. 
Basij units often engaged in repression of political opposition elements or intimidation of civilians 
accused of violating the country’s strict moral code without formal guidance or supervision from 
superiors. The supreme leader holds ultimate authority over all security agencies. 

The security forces were not considered fully effective in combating crime, and corruption and 
impunity remained problems. Human rights groups frequently accused regular and paramilitary 
security forces, such as the Basij, of committing numerous human rights abuses, including acts of 
violence against protesters and participants in public demonstrations. There was no transparent 
mechanism to investigate or punish security force abuses, and there were few reports of 
government actions to discipline abusers. 

The constitution and penal code require a warrant or subpoena for an arrest and state that an 
arrested person should be informed of the charges against them within 24 hours. Authorities often 
violated these procedures by holding some detainees, at times incommunicado, for weeks or 
months without charge or trial and frequently denying them contact with family or timely access 
to legal representation. The law obligates the government to provide indigent defendants with 
attorneys only for certain types of crimes. The courts set prohibitively high bail, even for lesser 
crimes, and in many cases courts did not set bail. Authorities often compelled detainees and their 
families to submit property deeds to post bail. Persons released on bail did not always know how 
long their property would be retained, whether it would be confiscated under this separate action, 
or when their trials would be held. This uncertainty effectively silenced them due to fear of losing 
their families’ property. 

The government placed persons under house arrest without due process to restrict their movement 
and communication. At year’s end former presidential candidates Mehdi Karroubi and Mir 
Hossein Mousavi, as well as Mousavi’s wife Zahra Rahnavard, remained under house arrest 
imposed in 2011 without formal charges. Security forces restricted their access to visitors and 
limited their access to information. Both Karroubi and Mousavi reportedly suffered from serious 
health problems during the year and were sometimes denied adequate medical care, according to 
the International Campaign for Human Rights in Iran (ICHRI). 

Arbitrary Arrest: Authorities commonly used arbitrary arrests to impede alleged antiregime 
activities. Plainclothes officers often arrived unannounced at homes or offices; arrested persons; 
conducted raids; and confiscated private documents, passports, computers, electronic media, and 
other personal items without warrants or other assurances of due process. Individuals often 
remained in detention facilities for long periods without charges or trials, and authorities 
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sometimes prevented them from informing others of their whereabouts for several days. 
Authorities often denied detainees’ access to legal counsel during this period and imposed travel 
bans on individuals if released pending trial. 

Journalist Hossein Nouraninejad returned to prison on April 28 to serve a one-year sentence for 
“propaganda against the system,” and “colluding against national security.” Authorities arrested 
him in April 2014 after he returned to the country from living abroad, and initially sentenced him 
to six years’ imprisonment, which was reduced to one year following an appeal. 

On November 16, authorities arrested prominent cartoonist Hadi Heidari in Tehran and continued 
to hold him without charges at year’s end. Heidari was one of seven journalists arrested in 
November, including former Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance official Issa Sarkhiz. 

Pretrial Detention: Pretrial detention was often arbitrarily lengthy, particularly in cases involving 
alleged violations of national security laws. Approximately a quarter of the prisoners held in 
government prison facilities were reportedly pretrial detainees. According to Human Rights Watch 
(HRW), a judge may prolong detention at his discretion, and pretrial detention often lasted for 
months. Often authorities held pretrial detainees in custody with the general prison population. 

According to an October 5 report by the Sufi news website Majzooban Noor, Omid Behroozi, a 
human rights lawyer held in pretrial detention from 2011 until his sentencing in 2013 to seven and 
one-half years in prison, suffered a head injury October 4 in Evin Prison after losing his balance 
following a 33-day hunger strike. 

Amnesty: The supreme leader pardoned 900 prisoners for the Iranian new year (Nowruz); none 
were political prisoners, according to the ICHRI. On September 3, the supreme leader pardoned 
political prisoner Habibollah Latifi, whom authorities arrested in 2007 and sentenced to death for 
“corruption on earth.” He commuted the death sentence, but Latifi remained in prison with an 
unspecified reduced sentence, according to HRANA. 

…Freedom of Speech and Expression: The law limits freedom of speech, including by members 
of the press. Authorities did not permit individuals to criticize publicly the country’s system of 
government, supreme leader, or official religion. Security forces and the country’s judiciary 
punished those who violated these restrictions. They also often punished persons who publicly 
criticized the president, the cabinet, and the Islamic Consultative Assembly (parliament). The 
government monitored meetings, movements, and communications of opposition members, 
reformists, activists, and human rights defenders. It often charged persons with crimes against 
national security and insulting the regime based on letters, e-mails, and other public and private 
communications. Citizens also faced restrictions on social interaction and expression because 
authorities threatened arrest or punishment for the expression of ideas or images they viewed as 
violations of the legal moral code. 

According to AI on June 16, officials from the Ministry of Intelligence and Security arrested 
retired university professor Hossein Rafiee without a warrant and transferred him to Evin Prison. 
Authorities did not inform Rafiee of the reasons for his arrest until one month later, when the 
government stated authorities had arrested him to serve a four-year prison sentence from 2004 for 
“membership in an illegal group.” Authorities sentenced Rafiee to additional prison sentences for 
“spreading propaganda against the state” and banned him from political and journalistic activities 
for two years. He remained imprisoned at year’s end. 

The government significantly restricted academic freedom and the independence of higher 
education institutions. Authorities systematically targeted university campuses to suppress social 
and political activism by prohibiting independent student organizations, imprisoning student 
activists, removing faculty, preventing students from enrolling or continuing their education based 
on their political or religious affiliation or activism, and restricting social sciences and humanities 
curricula. Women were restricted from enrolling in several courses of study and faced limited 
program opportunities, quotas on program admission, and gender segregated classes (see section 6, 
Women). 
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Although universities reportedly re-admitted a number of students previously expelled under a 
“star” system inaugurated in 2005 by then president Ahmadinejad to mark politically active 
students, other “starred” students reported that government authorities still prevented their 
university enrollment because of their political activities. In a 2013 open letter to President 
Rouhani, activist and former political prisoner Peyman Aref wrote that the Ministry of Intelligence 
and Security blocked his enrollment in a doctoral program after he provided testimony in support 
of Rouhani’s impeached minister of science and research, Reza Faraji Dana. According to 
HRANA, Aref announced during the year that he had left the country to pursue his studies 
elsewhere since authorities prohibited him from studying in the country. 

Unfortunately, any assessment of the role that the MOIS/VEVAK and other intelligence 
elements play outside Iran in competing with the U.S. and in operating in other countries 
requires access to sensitive intelligence data. It is clear than Iran has steadily built up 
cells and networks, and expanded the role of intelligence in its embassies, NGOs, Iranian 
owned “cover” businesses, Iranian overseas workers and groups, religious organizations 
and charities, and education efforts.  
It is also clear that some of the supposed Iranian academic groups, journalists, analytics, 
religious figures, and delegations sent to other countries and involved in track II 
diplomacy are active intelligence agents. This includes Iranians who act as if they are 
critics of the regime. This does not mean that the vast majority of Iranians in the 
opposition or who travel overseas are intelligence operatives, but it does mean that 
legitimate critics face seriously problems with covert infiltration and intelligence 
operatives, that the regime routinely uses such covers, and Iranians who are too frank or 
critical can face punishment on their return to Iran. Similarly, Iranians who are citizens of 
other countries—particularly those with relative still in Iran—face the threat of pressure 
or intimidation by such operatives.92 
It is not clear how these are structured, how well they penetrate into the Arab Gulf and 
regional states, or how deeply they reach into the U.S., Europe, Asia, and other areas. 
One must also be extremely careful of references to the IRGC and Al Quds force; in at 
least some cases, the actual operative is almost certainly Iranian intelligence. 

Iran’s Regional Role and the Syrian Civil War and 
Iraq 

Iran has actively supported Shia forces and militants in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and 
elsewhere in the region. Iran has long been a key supporter of the Hezbollah in Lebanon. 
Since 2011, Iran has become a major supporter of the Assad Regime in the Syrian Civil 
War, and has deployed both IRGC and regular forces, and Al Quds advisors.  
Sunni states in the region see the Assad regime as an extension of Iran and the Syrian 
Civil War a continuation of the struggle between Iran and neighboring Sunni states. This 
has caused the Arab Gulf States and Turkey to channel a large amount of money and 
resources into Sunni rebel groups focused on defeating the Assad regime. These rebel 
groups include Jaish al-Fatah, or the Army of Conquest, which is dominated by extremist 
jihadi groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra, an al Qaeda branch.93 
Iran also established a major military advisory presence in Iraq after U.S. forces left in 
2011. After ISIS rose to prominence took substantial parts of Western Iraq in late 2013 
and early 2014, Iran has also provided a large amount of support for Shia militias in Iraq. 
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While these forces are ostensibly fighting against extremists groups in Syria and Iraq, 
Sunni states such as Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf monarchies see this as an 
excuse for Iran to increase its regional influence.  
Similar tensions exist over Arab charges that Iran has sought to back armed Shiite groups 
and violent dissident factions in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Yemen, 
The result of various countries funding these rebel groups has been the proliferation of 
arms to groups that are not accountable to any state – including both Arabs and Kurds. 
Regional stability is definitely linked to the outcome of the Syrian and Iraq conflict. 
While this may not lead to direct conflict between Iran and the Arab Gulf states, Iran’s 
actions have sharply increased the tension between the Gulf States and Iran. 

Iran’s Role in Terrorism and Counterterrorism 
The U.S., many European powers, and many Arab states see Iran as a major state sponsor 
of terrorism. In a number of cases, such charges confuse the use of state power and 
asymmetric means with terrorism, and make no allowance for the fact that Iran may see 
its actions as defensive. As the preceding analysis has shown, Iran faces military threats 
that force it to use asymmetric means.  
This does not make Iran’s action less hostile, and Iran has supported acts that are clearly 
terrorist in character. Nevertheless, the U.S. State Department report that discusses Iran 
as a state sponsor of terrorism must be kept in careful perspective, and provides little 
insight into Iran’s fight against ISIS. Treatment of other terrorist and violent extremist 
groups, tacit or active support of state terrorism by the Assad regime in Syria, and real 
acts of terrorism:94 

Designated as a State Sponsor of Terrorism in 1984, Iran continued its terrorist-related activity in 
2014, including support for Palestinian terrorist groups in Gaza, Lebanese Hizballah, and various 
groups in Iraq and throughout the Middle East. This year, Iran increased its assistance to Iraqi Shia 
militias, one of which is a designated Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO), in response to the 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) incursion into Iraq, and has continued to support other 
militia groups in the region. Iran also attempted to smuggle weapons to Palestinian terrorist groups 
in Gaza. While its main effort focused on supporting goals in the Middle East, particularly in 
Syria, Iran and its proxies also continued subtle efforts at growing influence elsewhere including 
in Africa, Asia, and, to a lesser extent, Latin America. Iran used the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps-Qods Force (IRGC-QF) to implement foreign policy goals, provide cover for intelligence 
operations, and create instability in the Middle East. The IRGC-QF is the regime’s primary 
mechanism for cultivating and supporting terrorists abroad. 

Iran views Syria as a crucial causeway in its weapons supply route to Lebanese Hizballah, its 
primary beneficiary, and as a key pillar in its “resistance” front. In 2014, Iran continued to provide 
arms, financing, training, and the facilitation of primarily Iraqi Shia and Afghan fighters to support 
the Asad regime’s brutal crackdown that has resulted in the deaths of at least 191,000 people in 
Syria, according to August UN estimates. Iran publicly admits to sending members of the IRGC to 
Syria in an advisory role. There is consistent media reporting that some of these troops are IRGC-
QF members and that they have taken part in direct combat operations. While Tehran has denied 
that IRGC-QF personnel participate in combat operations, in 2014 it acknowledged the deaths in 
Syria of two senior officers (Brigadier Generals Abdullah Eskandari and Jamar Dariswali). Tehran 
claimed they were volunteers who lost their lives while protecting holy shrines near Damascus. 

Likewise in Iraq, despite its pledge to support Iraq’s stabilization, Iran increased training and 
funding to Iraqi Shia militia groups in response to ISIL’s advance into Iraq. Many of these groups, 
such as Kata’ib Hizballah (KH), have exacerbated sectarian tensions in Iraq and have committed 
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serious human rights abuses against primarily Sunni civilians. The IRGC-QF, in concert with 
Lebanese Hizballah, provided training outside of Iraq as well as advisors inside Iraq for Shia 
militants in the construction and use of sophisticated improvised explosive device (IED) 
technology and other advanced weaponry. Similar to Hizballah fighters, many of these trained 
Shia militants have used these skills to fight for the Asad regime in Syria or against ISIL in Iraq. 

Iran has historically provided weapons, training, and funding to Hamas and other Palestinian 
terrorist groups, including Palestine Islamic Jihad (PIJ) and the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine-General Command (PFLP-GC). These Palestinian terrorist groups have been behind a 
number of deaths from attacks originating in Gaza and the West Bank. Although Hamas’s ties to 
Tehran have been strained due to the Syrian civil war, in a November 25 speech, Supreme Leader 
Khamenei highlighted Iran’s military support to “Palestinian brothers” in Gaza and called for the 
West Bank to be similarly armed. In December, Hamas Deputy Leader Moussa Abu Marzouk 
announced bilateral relations with Iran and Hamas were “back on track.” 

In March, Israeli naval forces boarded the Klos C cargo ship in the Red Sea off the coast of Sudan. 
On board, they found 40 M-302 rockets, 180 mortars, and approximately 400,000 rounds of 
ammunition hidden within crates of cement labeled “Made in Iran” and believed to be destined to 
militants in the region. 

Since the end of the 2006 Israeli-Hizballah conflict, Iran has also assisted in rearming Lebanese 
Hizballah, in direct violation of UNSCR 1701. General Amir Ali Hajizadeh, head of the IRGC 
Aerospace Force stated in November that "The IRGC and Hezbollah are a single apparatus jointed 
together," and Lebanese Hizballah Deputy Secretary General Naim Qassem boasted that Iran had 
provided his organization with missiles that had “pinpoint accuracy” in separate November public 
remarks. Iran has provided hundreds of millions of dollars in support of Lebanese Hizballah in 
Lebanon and has trained thousands of its fighters at camps in Iran. These trained fighters have 
used these skills in direct support of the Asad regime in Syria and, to a lesser extent, in support of 
operations against ISIL in Iraq. They have also continued to carry out attacks along the Lebanese 
border with Israel. 

Iran remained unwilling to bring to justice senior al-Qa’ida (AQ) members it continued to detain, 
and refused to publicly identify those senior members in its custody. Iran previously allowed AQ 
facilitators to operate a core facilitation pipeline through Iran since at least 2009, enabling AQ to 
move funds and fighters to South Asia and Syria. 

Iran remains a state of proliferation concern. Despite multiple UNSCRs requiring Iran to suspend 
its sensitive nuclear proliferation activities, Iran continued to be in noncompliance with its 
international obligations regarding its nuclear program. Implementation of the Joint Plan of Action 
(JPOA) between the P5+1 (China, France, Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, coordinated by the EU), and Iran began on January 20, 2014. Iran has fulfilled the 
commitments that it made under the JPOA. The parties negotiated during 2014 to pursue a Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) to achieve a long-term comprehensive solution to restore 
confidence that Iran’s nuclear program is and will remain exclusively peaceful. 

The fact that Iran poses a complex mix of threats does not really make it a terrorist state, 
but neither does it make it any less of a threat. If anything, labeling every Iran effort to 
gain more military power and expend its influence as “terrorism,” may do more to 
disguise the range of real threats it poses than alert anyone to such dangers. 

  



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

108 

III. IRAQ, ISIS, AND THE RISK OF CIVIL WAR 
Iraq occupies a critical position in the upper Gulf, and as a potential buffer or shield 
against Iran and Syria. It also has massive oil and gas reserves, although decades of poor 
governance, corruption and waste, war, and poor economic policies left its population of 
some 37.1 million with a per capita income of only $15,500 in 2015, one of the lowest in 
the region. Gross corruption and poor governance have meant that Iraq’s income has been 
some of the worst distributed in the region, and that even more than usual has been 
wasted on an inflated state sector.95 

Iraq’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 37,056,169 
Religions/Sects: 99% Muslim (60%-65% Shia; 32%-37% Sunni); 0.8% Christian; 0.2% other and 
unaffiliated. 
Ethnic Groups: 75%-80% Arab; 15%-20% Kurdish; 5% Turkoman, Assyrian, or other. 
Median age: 19.7 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 59.23% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Iraq as being in the 14th percentile for 
accountability, 2nd percentile for political stability and violence, 14th percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 9th percentile for regulatory quality, 6th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 6th 
percentile for control of corruption.96 
Transparency International ranked Iraq as 161/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.97  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: $223.5 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $6,420 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 104 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): 25% (CIA World Factbook, 2008 estimate) 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Iraq 161st in the world in ease of 
doing business in 2015. It has ranks 154 in ease of starting a business, 147 in dealing with construction 
permits, 106 in getting electricity, 117 in registering property, 181 in getting credit, 115 in protecting 
investors, 59 in paying taxes, 178 in trade across borders, 122 in enforcing contracts, and 189 in 
resolving insolvency. 98 

The future stability of the Iraqi state, its ability defeat ISIS, and its ability to forge some 
form of stable political structure and economic development will all have a major impact 
in determining the dynamics of the Gulf sub-region. So far, the trends are anything but 
good. The U.S.-led invasion removed Saddam Hussein but triggered sectarian and ethnic 
tension and conflict, led to terrorism and counterinsurgency, and failed to give Iraq full 
security, effective governance, and a working path to economic development before U.S. 
forces left at the end of 2011. 
Iraq does have great potential. It is  a major Gulf petroleum exporter. Some estimates 
indicate that Iraq could as much as double its level of exports over the next 5 to 10 years, 
but it can only become a more important exporter if it can achieve suitable internal 
stability, and limit the impact of the threats or spillover of violence from its neighbors.  
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Iraq could also play key role in limiting or enhancing Iran’s influence in the region and in 
limiting Iran’s future ability to deploy land forces against Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. This, 
however, requires a strong, cohesive Iraq military and political unity.  
Iraq now lacks both. At present, Iraq is a state that lacks effective governance and 
economic policies, and is poor by Arab Gulf standards. It is deeply divided along 
sectarian (Sunnis vs. Shi’ite vs. minority) and ethnic (Arab vs. Kurd) lines, and has 
regional divisions between its wealthier, oil-rich province in the south and the rest the 
country.  

Its central government forces are still recovering from the damage done by ex-Prime 
Minister Maliki and their major defeats by ISIS in 2013-2014. Iraq’s Kurdish forces and 
Shiite popular militias are independent of a still weak Iraq government. As a result, Iraq 
is divided and weak and Iranian influence is high – made worse by the reluctance of the 
GCC states to fully engage with Iraq’s Shi’ite dominated government. 

Iraq’s Risk Status 
Figure III.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Iraq using the SIRA Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.99 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however, show that Iraq is in the high 
risk category because of its civil side alone, and badly needs reform of its government 
and economy.  
At the same time, Iraq’s most critical problems and risks come from a wide range of 
security risks including an ongoing war with ISIS in Western Iraq, deep sectarian 
tensions between its Arab Sunnis and Shi’ites, tensions between its Kurds and Arabs, and 
serious political power struggles within each faction. 
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Figure III.1: Iraq: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf.  

Demographics and Sectarian and Ethnic Divisions 
Iraq combines all the problems caused by acute population pressure with deep ethnic and 
sectarian divisions that threaten its unity and ability to continue as a state. Its total 
population is more than seven times larger than it was in 1950. 

While sources disagree as to the details, they broadly agree with the following estimates: 
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• Iraq had an estimated population of 37,056,169 as of July 2015 in a CIA estimate. 100 

• Although Iraq’s birthrate has dropped, the CIA estimates that it is still 2.93% and Iraq is still under 
acute demographic pressure.101  

• The US Census Bureau estimates that its population increased by 7.18 times between 1950 and 
2015. Iraq had a population of 5.2 million in 1950, 13.2 million in 1980, 22.7 million in 2000, and 
37.1 million in 2015. It estimates that it will have a population of 47.7 million in 2025 and 76.5 
million in 2050.102 

• Its population is very young, and creates a massive youth budge in terms of the need for services 
and jobs for the next ten to twenty years. The population of 14 year or less is 40.25% (male 
7,615,835/female 7,300,957), and the population from 15 to 24 years is 18.98% (male 
3,576,740/female 3,454,768). This is a total of nearly 60%.103 

• Its median age is only 19.7 years, the 192nd youngest in the world. 104 

• Its total dependency ratio is 78.7% and its youth dependency ratio is 73.2%105 

• It is highly urbanized (73-74%) and growing at an annual rate of over 3%. Education and job skills 
must match the needs of a modern economy, while different ethnic, sectarian, and tribal groups 
have been forced to live much more closely together in new areas, and rural migration has created 
significant slums. 106 

Population pressure and the “youth bulge,” however, are only part of the problem. Iraq 
has major sectarian and ethnic divisions. The CIA estimated in 2016 that the total 
population was 75%-80% Arab, 15%-20% Kurdish, and 5% Turkoman, Assyrian, or 
other.107  It also estimated that it was 99% Muslim (Shia 60%-65%, Sunni 32%-37%), 
0.8% Christian, Hindu <0.1, Buddhist <0.1, Jewish <0.1, folk religion <0.1, unaffiliated 
0.1, other <0.1, and that the overall Christian population might have dropped by as much 
as 50 percent since the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime in 2003, with many fleeing to 
Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon (2010 est.). 108 
There have been deep and sometimes violent differences between Iraq’s Sunnis and 
Shi’ites, and Arabs, Kurds, and other minorities since Iraq’s founding after World War I.  
While some Iraqi live in denial of the fact, its ruling Arab Sunni elite took consistent 
advantage of its position, and Sunni and Shi’ite tension became violent at low levels in 
the first years of the Iraq-Iraq War (1980-1988), became progressively worse after the 
U.S. invasion in 2003, which gave Shi’ites effective control. Repeated wars took place 
between Kurds and Arabs, with new fighting that began in the late 1960s and did not 
fully end until a Kurdish security zone was established in 1992, after the first Gulf War. 

Polls do show that at least most Iraqi Arab still seem to favor national unity. From 
roughly 2004 onwards, however, much of what is called “terrorism,” has been sectarian 
conflict, and there has been the constant threat of serious fighting or separatism on the 
part of Arab and Kurd. Although some have talked of federalism and political reform in 
recent years, Iraq has made no practical political progress in achieving such goals. 

Iraq’s Self-Destructive – if Not Semi-Suicidal – 
Politics 

Iraq’s politics are now as much of a threat as any enemy. While Iraqis may differ on 
many issues, most would probably privately agree that its politics have become a self-
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destructive mess. The CIA summarized Iraq’s political and security position as follows in 
May 2016, 109 

Formerly part of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq was occupied by Britain during the course of World 
War I; in 1920, it was declared a League of Nations mandate under UK administration. In stages 
over the next dozen years, Iraq attained its independence as a kingdom in 1932. A "republic" was 
proclaimed in 1958, but in actuality a series of strongmen ruled the country until 2003. The last 
was SADDAM Husayn. Territorial disputes with Iran led to an inconclusive and costly eight-year 
war (1980-88). In August 1990, Iraq seized Kuwait but was expelled by US-led, UN coalition 
forces during the Gulf War of January-February 1991. Following Kuwait's liberation, the UN 
Security Council (UNSC) required Iraq to scrap all weapons of mass destruction and long-range 
missiles and to allow UN verification inspections. Continued Iraqi noncompliance with UNSC 
resolutions over a period of 12 years led to the US-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 and the 
ouster of the SADDAM Husayn regime. US forces remained in Iraq under a UNSC mandate 
through 2009 and under a bilateral security agreement thereafter, helping to provide security and 
to train and mentor Iraqi security forces. 

In October 2005, Iraqis approved a constitution in a national referendum and, pursuant to this 
document, elected a 275-member Council of Representatives (COR) in December 2005. The COR 
approved most cabinet ministers in May 2006, marking the transition to Iraq's first constitutional 
government in nearly a half century. Nearly nine years after the start of the Second Gulf War in 
Iraq, US military operations there ended in mid-December 2011.  

In January 2009 and April 2013, Iraq held elections for provincial councils in all governorates 
except for the three comprising the Kurdistan Regional Government and Kirkuk Governorate. Iraq 
held a national legislative election in March 2010 - choosing 325 legislators in an expanded COR - 
and, after nine months of deadlock the COR approved the new government in December 2010. In 
April 2014, Iraq held a national legislative election and expanded the COR to 328 legislators. 
Prime Minister Nuri al-MALIKI dropped his bid for a third term in office, enabling new Prime 
Minister Haydar al-ABADI, a Shia from Baghdad, to win parliamentary approval of his new 
cabinet in September 2014. Since early 2015, Iraq has been engaged in a military campaign 
against the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) to recapture territory lost in the western and 
northern portion of the country. 

It is important to note that while the U.S. made many mistakes between its invasion in 
2003, and the withdrawal of its combat forces in 2011; Prime Minister Maliki did critical 
damage to Iraq’s security, military forces, and police. Iraq’s political stability deteriorated 
steadily after the departure of U.S. forces as Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki sought to 
dominate Iraq politics, politicize the army and security forces, gave Shi’ites priority over 
Sunnis, and failed to cope with a steadily rising level of terrorism. This was the major 
cause of the resurgent violence shown in Figure III.2. 
This laid the groundwork for an invasion from Syria by the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS), a violent neo-Salafi Sunni extremist group that had grown out of al Qaeda in 
Mesopotamia (AQAM). ISIS took over several key Sunni cities in Anbar in late 2013, 
and captured Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city in early June of 2014. The fall of Mosul 
and much of the rest of Western Iraq put significant portion of Iraq outside of the control 
of the government in Baghdad, and allowed ISIS to create its own pseudo-state—which it 
claimed was a restoration of the “Caliphate” that had ruled in the early years of Islam.  
Maliki’s policies of promoting Shia interests seriously alienated much of the Sunni 
population, making some sympathetic to ISIS, and helped create more tension between 
Arab and Kurd. Maliki also increased ties with Iran. He also replaced many competent 
Sunni security officials and bureaucrats with cronies from his Dawa party and arrested 
other Sunni officials, deepening sectarian divisions.110 Now the U.S. and Iran actively 
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compete for influence in Iraq—Iran seeking to incorporate Iraq into a Shia zone of 
influence that includes Syria and Lebanon.  

Prime Minister Maliki was forced out of office on July 24, 2014. However, his successor, 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi has since faced a grave set of challenges and a divided 
set of major power brokers and legislature. These challenges have included deep 
sectarian and ethnic political rivalries, entrenched power groups within each sect and 
ethnic group, massive corruption, chronic failure to reform the economy, and heavy 
fighting against ISIS. All of these challenges have seriously compromised the ability of 
Prime Minister Abadi to carry out any major reforms, or to reconcile the Sunni 
population with the Shia.111 

While Prime Minister Abadi has tried to bring Iraq’s factions tighter and institute a broad 
range of reforms, serious damage has already been done. Iraq’s conflicting interests have 
not been reconciled and have helped lead to a steady rise in terrorism and violence. Much 
needed political and economic reforms have been blocked, leading to a new rise of 
dissident movements like the Sadrist movement and major political turmoil. Protests 
against corruption in the Iraqi government rose steadily following Baghdad’s failure to 
provide electricity and other basic services during a heat wave in 2015, and Sadrist and 
reform demonstrations began to present major problems in the Green Zone in Baghdad in 
April and May 2016.112 It has become all too clear that Iraq’s sectarian and ethnic power 
struggles will continue to increase without radical progress towards political 
reconciliation. 
Among the many the challenges threatening the future unity of Iraq, is the call for an 
independence referendum by Masoud Barzani, the President of the autonomous Kurdish-
majority region in northern Iraq. Although the Kurdish push for independence is, by no 
means new, the call has been bolstered over the past year thanks in part to weak 
economic cooperation between the national Iraqi government and the governing body of 
the Kurdish-majority region, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). An oil-for-cash 
deal between the KRG and Baghdad was struck in December 2014, but quickly unraveled 
as the cash-strapped Baghdad refused, or was unable to pay the KRG, who in turn found 
other outlets—including Iran113 and Turkey114—further inflaming tensions with Baghdad.  

The internal divisions between Kurdish political parties in the north pose additional 
problems for Iraq. As with the perennial call for independence, Kurdish political 
infighting is a hallmark of Kurdish politics, but has been aggravated in the past year by 
President Barzani’s refusal to step down after an extension to his second four year term 
as regional president ended in August of 2015. Barzani has citing cited valid threats to the 
Kurdistan region as evidence for his continued presidency—the terrorism threat of ISIS, 
intense pressure from humanitarian, and lack of a constitutional agreement over the 
presidential term limits—but this has not prevented Kurdish opposition parties from 
seizing the opportunity to criticize Barzani, and have even united against him.115 
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Figure III.2: The Resurgence of Iraqi Violence in 2011-2014 

 
 
Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, drawing on UNAMI data and a graphic model developed by the BBC, 
March 15, 2014. 

The ISIS Invasion  
The Syrian Civil War provided ISIS with a major base of operations within Syria that it 
used to launch offensive operations in Iraq. Disenfranchisement and persecution of 
Sunnis by the Iraqi government during 2011-2013 drove many Sunnis to challenge the 
government and helped give ISIS initial support as it advanced into Iraq. Government 
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efforts to dislodge ISIS did make progress in 2015 and early 2016, but failed to achieve 
decisive successes. A sustained campaign to retake Tikrit did succeed in April 2015, and 
further gains were made against ISIS in both Iraq and Syria in 2015 and early 2016.  
ISIS’s invasion of Iraq in late 2013 made things much worse. In 2014, ISIS broke ties 
with al Qaeda (February), advanced in to Mosul and other parts of western Iraq, and 
declared a Sunni caliphate (June) based on an extreme interpretation of Sharia that 
showed little tolerance for any Sunni dissent and no tolerance for Shi’ites and other sects. 
According to UNAMI, these events triggered the deadliest violence in Iraq since 2008:116 

From 01 January to 31 December 2014, UNAMI recorded a total minimum number of 35,408 
civilian casualties (12,282 killed and 23,126 injured).  The number of civilian casualties (including 
police) in 2014 has been higher than that in 2008, when there were 26,965 civilian casualties 
recorded (6,787 killed and 20,178 injured) and is the worst experienced by Iraq since the violence 
in 2006-2007. 

 “Yet again, the Iraqi ordinary citizen continues to suffer from violence and terrorism.  2014 has 
seen the highest number of causalities since the violence in 2006-2007.  This is a very sad state of 
affairs,” the Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary-General (SRSG) for Iraq, Mr. 
Nickolay Mladenov said. 

 “Once again, I call on all political actors in Iraq to come together and find peaceful solutions to 
the problems that face the country.  I do hope that 2015 will be a year in which this can be done,” 
SRSG Mladenov added. 

Iraqi casualties in 2015 were lower than those in 2014, but internal violence persisted at a 
high level. UNAMI reported the following:117 

“The year 2015 has seen thousands of Iraqis killed and injured as a result of conflict and terrorism. 
This is unacceptable,” said the Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary-General for 
Iraq (SRSG), Mr. Ján Kubiš. “The Iraqi people have every right to live in peace and tranquility. 
The United Nations continues to deplore this continuing loss of life,” he added. 

Baghdad was the worst affected Governorate with 1048 civilian casualties (261 killed, 787 
injured), Ninewa 68 killed and 17 injured, while Salahadin 12 killed and 30 injured, Kirkuk 24 
killed and 06 injured and Diyala had 10 killed and 06 injured. 

According to information obtained by UNAMI from the Health Directorate in Anbar, in December 
2015 the Governorate suffered a total of 139 civilian casualties (124 killed and 15 injured). Anbar 
casualty figures are until 29 December 2015, inclusive. 

The total number of Civilian Casualties (killed and injured) for 2015 (including Police and 
including Anbar) in the entire 2015 was 22,370 (7,515 killed and 14,855 injured). 

Figure III.3 shows the trends in from January 2014 to April 2016. However, another key 
aspect of the rise in violence is even harder to track and quantify. According to the 
UNHCR, Iraq still had some 288,035 Iraqis registered as refugees, 7,420 asylum seekers, 
3,318 returned refugees, 3,962,142 internally displaced persons, and 50,000 stateless 
persons inside Iraq as of June 2015—creating a total population of concern of 4,311,660 
(up from 1,656,616 total in the beginning of 2013). The data on registered Iraqi refugees 
outside the country added another 377,747, and there were 141,913 asylum seekers 
outside the country. This created a total population of concern originating from Iraq of 
4,485,881 (up from 2,302,240 in the beginning of 2013)—a number that does not include 
wealthier persons who do not seek UN assistance or those who simply are not counted in 
the chaos of events in Iraq and outside the region.118 
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In short, Iraq presents a major and continuing source of risk in the sub-region. It not only 
presents risks because of its internal violence and divisions, but because of its links to 
Iran, the Syrian Civil War, and tensions with its Arab neighbors. As of the beginning of 
2016, there are few indications of progress toward a national political compromise to 
create a more stable national government. The Iraqi security forces and government must 
find a way to work cohesively in order to expel ISIS from within the country’s borders. 
Political and economic stability will not be possible in Iraq while ISIS fighters and 
Iranian sponsored Shi’ite militias are free to operate with relative impunity within its 
borders. 
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Figure III.3: Civilian Deaths in Iraq: Monthly Totals of 
Killed and Injured, January 2014-January 2016 (UNAMI) 

 
Month Killed Injured 
April 2016 410 973 
March 2016 575 1196 
February 2016 410 1050 
January 2016 490 1157 
December 2015 506 867 
November 2015 489 869 
October 2015 559 1067 
September 2015 537 925 
August 2015 585 1103 
July 2015 844 1616 
June 2015 665 1032 
May 2015 665 1313 
April 2015 535 1456 
March 2015 729 1785 
February 2015 611 1353 
January 2015 790 1469 
December 2014 680 1360 
November 2014 936 1826 
October 2014 1089 2074 
September 2014 1144 2084 
August 2014 1533 1994 
July 2014 1384 2122 
June 2014 1775 2351 
May 2014 798 1607 
April 2014 745 1836 
March 2014 640 1845 
February 2014 862 2377 
January 2014 756 1650 

Note: Please note that all figures remain estimates until full investigation and analysis has been carried out. 

Source: UNAMI, “Civilian Casualties: Summary,” United Nations Iraq, February 1, 2016, 
http://www.uniraq.org/index.php?option=com_k2&view=itemlist&task=category&id=159:civilian-
casualties&Itemid=633&lang=en. 

Sunni versus Shi’ite, Arab versus Kurd, and Rising 
Levels of Internal Violence and Casualties 

Figure III.4 draws upon the work of the Institute for the Study of War (ISW) to show 
that Iraq has become a deeply divided state whose internal stability is highly uncertain. 
Its sectarian divisions between Sunni and Shi’ite, and ethnic divisions between Arab and 
Kurd present major challenges. Iraq has not eliminated the Shi’ite versus Sunni violence 
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that led to a major civil war during 2006-2008. Iraq has also seen its level of violence 
double in the course of 2012-2013.  

Iraq’s internal violence between Sunnis and Shi’ites, with the additional threat of ISIS, 
now borders on low-level civil war. The situation is further exacerbated by Iraq’s 
increasing role in providing volunteers to both sides in the civil war in Syria, serious 
tensions between Arabs and Kurds, and by the Iranian and U.S./Arab struggle for 
influence over Iraq. 
Iraq’s power struggle between its Shi’ites and Sunnis has led its Shi’ite–dominated 
government to tilt towards Iran, while ISIS has united Sunni extremists in both Iraq and 
Syria, gaining considerable strength since breaking ties with al Qaeda in February 2014. 
Tensions between the central government and the Kurdistan Regional Government 
present ongoing problems, the constant risk of clashes that could escalate to serious 
conflict and problems for the development and export of Iraqi petroleum resources. 
To put these issues in perspective, data from the Iraqi Government showed that 2,645 
Iraqis were killed in 2011 alone, including 1,578 civilians, 609 police personnel, and 458 
soldiers.119 Over 4,400 Iraqi’s were wounded in violence. And while December 2011 
marked one of lowest monthly death tolls (155 killed) in Iraq since 2003, December 22, 
2011 was the bloodiest day in Iraq in since 2009. At least 31 incidents took place that one 
day, including 21 IED attacks killing over 60 Iraqis, and a suicide attack against a 
government building in Baghdad that left 32 people dead.120  

By 2013, the annual number of terrorism-related fatalities had risen to 6,387 and by 2014 
that number had risen again to 9,929.121 As is shown later in the section on Iraq and 
terrorism, this rising level of violence led the US State Department to rank Iraq as the 
number one ranking center of terrorism in the world in 2014.122 

The rise in violence is largely due to fighting between Sunni insurgents and Iranian-
backed Shi’ite militias, in addition to the emergence of ISIS. While the violence has yet 
to reach the level of that which took place between 2004-2006, it is a warning that a 
combination of internal tensions in Iraq and the impact of outside forces like the Syrian 
civil war are now reemerging as a major threat. It also has led to an increasing focus by 
the Iraqi central government and security forces on Sunni areas and factions, further 
polarizing already polarized political conflicts within the Iraqi government and national 
politics. 

This trend began to emerge in May 2013; over 1,000 people were killed in that month. 
The UN envoy in Iraq, Martin Kobler warned that, “This is a sad record,” and as the 
following data show, his warning proved to be all too accurate. Iraqi body count data 
show that it estimated that 968 were killed in July, and 945 were killed in August.123 To 
put these figures in perspective, Iraq Body Count estimates that the most violent month in 
the civil war occurred July 2006, with 3,266 violent deaths. The most sustained period for 
high-level violence took place from March 2006 to March 2008, when ‘sectarian’ killings 
peaked and some 52,000 died.124 

UNAMI summarized the trends as of the end of July 2013 as follows:125 
According to casualty figures released today by UNAMI, a total of 1,057 Iraqis were killed and 
another 2,326 were wounded in acts of terrorism and violence in July. The number of civilians 
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killed was 928 (including 204 civilian police), while the number of civilians injured was 2,109 
(including 338 civilian police). A further 129 members of the Iraqi Security Forces were killed 
and 217 were injured.  
Baghdad was the worst-affected governorate in July with 957 civilian casualties (238 killed and 
719 injured), followed by Salahuddin, Ninewa, Diyala, Kirkuk and Anbar (triple-digit figures). 
Babil, Wasit and Basra also reported casualties (double-digit figures).  

The impact of violence on civilians remains disturbingly high, with at least 4,137 civilians killed 
and 9,865 injured since the beginning of 2013,” the Acting Special Representative of the United 
Nations Secretary-General for Iraq, Mr. Gyorgy Busztin, warned. “We haven’t seen such numbers 
in more than five years, when the blind rage of sectarian strife that inflicted such deep wounds 
upon this country was finally abating. I reiterate my urgent call on Iraq’s political leaders to take 
immediate and decisive action to stop the senseless bloodshed, and to prevent these dark days 
from returning.” 

These increases in violence were serious enough to lead U.S. Secretary of State John 
Kerry to state during a mid-August 2013 visit by Iraqi Foreign Minister Hoshyar Zebari 
that, “Sunni and Shia extremists on both sides of the sectarian divide throughout the 
region have an ability to be able to threaten Iraq’s stability if they’re not checked.”126 

The fight against ISIS has in some ways made this situation worse. Although Maliki has 
gone, the uncertainties in the war have made it even harder for the central government to 
negotiate some lasting form of settlement or federalism with the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) in Iraq. Kurdish politics in Iraq have become steadily more divided, 
and the long-standing problems between the two main Kurdish political parties—the 
PUK and the KDP—have been revived and made worse by the resurgence of a third 
“reform” party.  
The U.S. has found Kurdish fighters in both Iraq and Syria to be key assets in the fight 
against ISIS, but U.S. backing of the Kurds in Iraq has helped make them much more 
effective military forces and helped lead to new talk of Kurdish independence while 
arguments over petroleum exports and revenues—and control of “liberated” territory in 
the North have increased tensions between the KRG and Iraqi central government. 

The extent to which the fighting has expanded the Kurdish area of control more broadly 
in the region is shown in Figure III.5, which shows the expansion of Kurdish control and 
influence in Syria. In Iraq, it has created growing tension between Kurd and Arab, and 
serious question about what will happen if by way of Kurdish and Arab power struggles 
if and after ISIS is driven out of Mosul and the rest of Northwestern Iraq. In Iraq, 
however, the expansion of Kurdish influence has created a major new power bloc that did 
not exist when the fighting started and not only creates new tensions between Arab and 
Kurd, but Arab and Turkey. 

The U.S. has become even more tightly tied to the emergence of the Syrian Kurds as a 
major fighting force against ISIS in Syria, and their transition from a minority with 
minimal rights to a major force along Syria’s Northern border with Turkey. Turkey sees 
the Syrian Kurds as a potential enemy and as “terrorists” linked to the PKK, which has 
been a violent movement seeking independence or special status for Turkey’s Kurds.  
The U.S. also sees the PKK as a terrorist movement, and the U.S. State Department 
described it as follows in the report on terrorism it issued in June 2016,127 
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The PPK or Kurdistan Worker’s Party, aka the Kurdistan Freedom and Democracy Congress; the 
Freedom and Democracy Congress of Kurdistan; KADEK; Partiya Karkeran Kurdistan; the 
People’s Defense Force; Halu Mesru Savunma Kuvveti; Kurdistan People’s Congress; People’s 
Congress of Kurdistan; KONGRA-GEL.Activities: In the early 1990s, the PKK moved beyond 
rural-based insurgent activities to include urban terrorism. Anatolia became the scene of 
significant violence, with some estimates suggesting at least 40,000 casualties. Following his 
capture in 1999, Ocalan announced a “peace initiative,” ordering members to refrain from 
violence and requesting dialogue with Ankara on Kurdish issues. Ocalan’s death sentence was 
commuted to life imprisonment; he remains the symbolic leader of the group. The PKK foreswore 
violence until June 2004, when its hardline militant wing took control and renounced the self-
imposed ceasefire of the previous five years. Striking over the border from bases within Iraq, the 
PKK engaged in terrorist attacks in eastern and western Turkey. In 2009, the Turkish government 
and the PKK resumed peace negotiations, but talks broke down after the PKK carried out an attack 
in July 2011 that left 13 Turkish soldiers dead. In 2012, the PKK claimed responsibility for 
multiple car bombings resulting in the deaths of at least 10 people. Primary targets included 
Turkish government security forces, local Turkish officials, and villagers who oppose the 
organization in Turkey. 
Between January and mid-July 2015, the PKK carried out small-scale armed attacks against 
Turkey’s security forces and military bases. A ceasefire, negotiated between 2012 and 2014, ended 
in July 2015 when the PKK killed two security personnel. Government reports indicate that since 
July 2015, more than 300 security personnel have died from PKK-attributed attacks. 
Strength: Approximately 4,000 to 5,000 members; 3,000 to 3,500 are located in northern Iraq. 
Location/Area of Operation: Primarily in Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Europe. 
Funding and External Aid: The PKK receives financial support from the large Kurdish diaspora in 
Europe and from criminal activity. 

The U.S. does not, however, see the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) and 
its armed wings, the People’s Protection Unites (YPG), and Women’s Protection Units 
(YPJ) as an extension of the PKK as Turkey does. The U.S. sees them as a critical ally at 
a time Syrian Arab rebel forces focus largely on Assad and not ISIS. Moreover, both 
Russia and Iran have started to try their own factions in dealing with the Syrian Kurds. 
This creates yet another source of ethnic tension in Syria, and one that spills over into 
Iraq.   
Like the tensions and violence between Sunni and Shi’ite, and within each bloc, the 
tensions between Arab and Kurd can easily become a new source of serious conflict 
involving Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. There also is no clear separation of these risks by 
country, or between the risk of Sunni-Shi’ite sectarian and Arab-Kurdish ethnic conflict. 
These risks seem likely to remain high well into the future. 
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Figure III.4: The Expansion of Kurdish Zones of Control and 
Influence in Iraq Resulting From the Fighting with ISIS 

 
Source: Institute for the Study of War (ISW), http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2016/05/iraq-control-of-
terrain-map-may-23-2016.html.   
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Figure III.5 - Part One: The Expansion of Kurdish Zones of 
Control and Influence in Syria Resulting From the Fighting 

with ISIS  
October 2016 

 
March 2016 

 
Source: Pencana, Almukhtar, and Lai; New York Times, 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/10/16/world/middleeast/untangling-the-overlapping-conflicts-in-the-syrian-
war.html, and New York Times, http://http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/03/18/world/middleeast/what-russia-
accomplished-in-syria.html?_r=0 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

124 

 

The Problems of Politics and Governance 
Nouri al-Maliki’s departure from power resulted in the appoint of a far more capable 
Prime Minister in Haider al-Abadi, and one far more committed to reform and finding 
ways to unify the country. It did not, however, do anything to create a more unified 
overall political structure, and end the feuding and corruption rampant in Iraq’s 
legislature, among its power brokers, and among and between its many factions. 
Iraq’s politics have blocked reform and efforts to resolve its ethnic and sectarian 
differences, sustains one of the highest levels of waste and corruption in the world, and 
made its security problems and efforts to cope with both economic development and the 
impact of massive cuts in its petroleum export revenues far worse. In 2015, they led to a 
new wave of popular protests, fed in part by the revival of the Sadrist faction, but driven 
largely by the sheer selfishness and corruption of many political leaders and key figures 
within the government.  

Prime Minister Abadi sought to make reforms in spite of these forces, but as of the spring 
of 2016, had not been able to with the political support necessary to take any major step, 
and the impact of cuts in Iraq’s export revenues made any broad consensus even more 
difficult. 

Politics and war aside, Iraq has also long needed to make fundamental changes in the 
quality of its governance that go beyond resolving its sectarian and ethnic differences, 
and politics: 

• The World Bank ranks Iraq as having extremely low quality of governance. It ranks in the 14th 
percentile in the world in accountability, 2nd percentile in political stability and violence, 14th 
percentile in government effectiveness, 6th percentile in the quality of rule of law, 9th percentile in 
the quality of government regulation, and 6th percentile in the control of corruption.128  

• Iraq ranks only 161/168 in the Transparency International Corruptions Perception Index.129 

• Iraq ranks 161st in the World Bank Ease of Doing Business rankings.130 It has major problems in 
starting a business, registering property, getting credit, protecting investors, trading across borders, 
enforcing contracts, and resolving insolvency.131  

• Iraq ranks 121st on the UN Human development Index. The UAE ranks 41st. Saudi Arabia ranks 
39th.132  

These problems also are not new. As the World Bank ratings of Iraqi governance in 
Figure III.6 show, Iraq had poor governance under Saddam Hussein and made little 
improvement during the time of U.S. occupation. Authoritarian control and poorly 
executed good intentions can easily produce the same results. 
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Figure III.6: World Bank Ratings of Iraq Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Iraq: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  

The Iraqi Economy and Implications of the “Oil 
Crash” 

Iraq has never really approached the status of a “wealthy” oil state and was relatively 
poor even before the “oil crash” that has cut oil revenues by 40% to 60%. As noted 
earlier, Iraq’s per capita income in 2015 was only $6,420, and only ranked 104th in the 
world.133  

An analysis by the U.S. Energy Information Agency (EIA) indicates that, according to 
EIA and CIA data, Iraq earned some $87 billion in petroleum export revenues in 2013, 
and $87 billion more in 2014. This now seems likely to drop to levels below $40 to $50 
billion in 2016 and possibly 2017 and beyond. Similarly, per capita petroleum export 
earnings were $2,727 in 2013 and $2,682 in 2014, and may well drop to less than $1400 
to $1,500 in 2016-2017.134 

Iraq now faces critical challenges because of the recent cuts in oil prices and its 
petroleum export revenues. These are challenges are critical because Iraq’s central 
government, and the Kurdistan Regional Government, depend so heavily on oil export 
revenues to pay for the cost of fighting against ISIS, the cost of Iraq’s grossly inflated 
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and unproductive state owned enterprises, , rapidly growing population and demand for 
jobs, and inconsistent failures to implement any form of effective economic reform. 

The risk that the fighting against ISIS in Iraq will lead to a major disruption of the supply 
to world oil markets seems limited as long as fighting does not spread to the south of Iraq. 
But, this is only part of the story. A CIA analysis of the Iraqi economy in May 2016 
stated that,135  

…Long-term fiscal health, a strengthened investment climate, and sustained improvements in the 
overall standard of living still depend on a rebound in global oil prices, the central government 
passing major policy reforms, and finishing the conflict with ISIL. 

Iraq's largely state-run economy is dominated by the oil sector, which provides more than 90% of 
government revenue and 80% of foreign exchange earnings. Oil exports in 2015 averaged 3.0 
million barrels per day, up from 2014, but a failed revenue- and oil-sharing agreement with the 
Iraqi Kurdistan Region's (IKR) autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) resulted in a 
loss of exports from northern oil fields. Moreover, falling global oil prices resulted in declining 
export revenues. Iraq's contracts with major oil companies have the potential to further expand oil 
exports and revenues, but Iraq will need to make significant upgrades to its oil processing, 
pipeline, and export infrastructure to enable these deals to reach their economic potential. The 
Iraqi Kurdistan Region's (IKR) autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) passed its 
own oil law in 2007, and has directly signed about 50 contracts to develop IKR energy reserves. 
The federal government has disputed the legal authority of the KRG to conclude most of these 
contracts, some of which are also in areas with unresolved administrative boundaries in dispute 
between the federal and regional government. In December 2014, the federal government and the 
KRG agreed to sell oil exports from Kurdish-controlled oil fields under the federal oil ministry, in 
exchange for the central government paying $1 billion to the Kurdish Peshmerga forces and 
resuming budget transfers to the KRG that amount to 17% of Iraq's national budget. However, that 
deal fell apart in 2015. 

Iraq is making slow progress enacting laws and developing the institutions needed to implement 
economic policy, and political reforms are still needed to assuage investors' concerns regarding the 
uncertain business climate. The government of Iraq is eager to attract additional foreign direct 
investment, but it faces a number of obstacles, including a tenuous political system and concerns 
about security and societal stability. Rampant corruption, outdated infrastructure, insufficient 
essential services, skilled labor shortages, and antiquated commercial laws stifle investment and 
continue to constrain growth of private, nonoil sectors. Under the Iraqi Constitution, some 
competencies relevant to the overall investment climate are either shared by the federal 
government and the regions or are devolved entirely to local governments. Investment in the IKR 
operates within the framework of the Kurdistan Region Investment Law (Law 4 of 2006) and the 
Kurdistan Board of Investment, which is designed to provide incentives to help economic 
development in areas under the authority of the KRG. 

Inflation has remained under control since 2006. However, Iraqi leaders remain hard pressed to 
translate macroeconomic gains into an improved standard of living for the Iraqi populace. 
Unemployment remains a problem throughout the country despite a bloated public sector. 
Encouraging private enterprise through deregulation would make it easier for Iraqi citizens and 
foreign investors to start new businesses. Rooting out corruption and implementing reforms - such 
as restructuring banks and developing the private sector - would be important steps in this 
direction. 

A World Bank report written in January 2016 noted that, 136 
Iraq has faced two simultaneous crises since the second half of 2014: the ISIS insurgency and 
the oil price shock. These have severely impacted the economy and compounded structural 
vulnerabilities. The twin crisis, coupled with political instability in 2014, decelerated private-
sector consumption and investment, and limited government spending, particularly on investment 
projects.  
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As a result, the non-oil sector is estimated to have contracted by 9.0 % in 2015, following an 8.8 
% fall in 2014. In contrast, growth in the oil sector has remained resilient, with output rising 12.9 
% in 2015 to a new high of 3.5 million barrels per day, supported by the southern oil fields, which 
are beyond ISIS’ reach, and which account for 90 % of total production. After contracting 2.1 % in 
2014, real GDP is estimated to have rebounded to 2.4 % in 2015. Inflation was 1.4 % in 2015. 

The twin crises have resulted in a sharp deterioration of both fiscal and external accounts 
and worsening poverty. The fiscal deficit widened to 14.5 % in 2015, due significantly to lower 
oil revenues and higher humanitarian, and security-related expenditure. The government 
implemented fiscal consolidation measures in mid-2015, aimed at improving revenue collections, 
in particular from oil, and at containing non-oil primary spending.  

The large fiscal deficit, meanwhile, has been financed through external borrowing, including loans 
from the IMF and the World Bank. The twin crises have also led to the widening of the current 
account deficit to 6.6 % of GDP in 2015, reflecting a 47.3 % drop in export earnings in 2015.  

Poverty reached 22.5 % in 2014 nationwide; and in the ISIS-affected governorates, the direct 
impact of economic, social and security disruptions is estimated to have doubled poverty rates to 
41.2 %. Internally displaced persons make up half a million of Iraq’s poor in 2014. 

The World Bank report went on to indicate that Iraq could recover with major economic 
reform and an end to its conflicts and internal divisions, but did not attempt to address the 
realism of such actions or the steadily deteriorating political situation in the country. 

Iraqi Oil, Energy Production and Petroleum Export 
Income 

Iraqi oil production did increase in 2015, but the “crash” in world oil prices still reduced 
Iraq’s revenue by 40-60% and down to crisis levels.137  

• Figure III.7 shows the total amount of petroleum and other liquids exported by Iraq, and that 
production has consistently increased faster than domestic consumption in spite of the fighting and 
disputes between the Kurdistan Regional Government and Iraqi Central Government. 

• Figure III.8 shows the export destinations of Iraq’s crude oil. The vast majority of the crude oil 
goes through the IOR bound for Asia.  

• Figure III.9 shows that the south of Iraq remains the critical hub for Iraqi exports, but also that 
Iraq faces a major financial crisis because cuts in world oil prices have led to a steep drop in Iraqi 
petroleum revenues in spite of increases in production. 

An analysis by the U.S. Energy Information Agency (EIA) in May 2016 noted that,138 
Iraq is re-developing its oil and natural gas reserves after years of sanctions and wars. Iraq’s crude 
oil production grew by almost 1.5 million barrels per day (b/d) over the past five years, increasing 
from 2.6 million b/d in 2011 to almost 4.1 million b/d in 2015. These production estimates include 
oil produced in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region, the semiautonomous northeast region in Iraq governed 
by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). The country’s production grew at a slower rate 
than the Iraqi government had expected over the past decade because of infrastructure bottlenecks 
in the south, supply disruptions in the north, and delays in awarding contracts. However, Iraq’s 
production boomed in 2015, increasing by almost 700,000 b/d compared with the level in 2014 
and representing the largest year-over-year increase since Iraq’s production recovery in 2004, 
following the start of the Iraq war.  

Despite the near-record level production growth in 2015, the Iraqi government lowered its future 
oil production targets and slashed investment plans. Iraq has been struggling to keep up its share 
of payments to the international oil companies (IOCs) operating its oil fields. The drop in crude oil 
prices, coupled with the war against the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in northern 
Iraq that began in mid-2014, caused Iraq’s budget deficit to grow substantially in 2015.  
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Iraq’s economy is heavily dependent on oil revenues. In 2014, crude oil export revenue accounted 
for 93% of Iraq’s total government revenues, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
In 2015, Iraq (excluding KRG) earned slightly more than $49 billion dollars in crude oil export 
revenue, $35 billion less than in 2014, despite a substantial increase in export volumes. 

… Iraq is undertaking an ambitious program to develop its oil fields and to increase its oil 
production. After two licensing rounds between 2008 and 2009, the Iraqi Ministry of Oil signed a 
dozen long-term technical service contracts (TSC) with IOCs to develop or re-develop several 
giant oil fields, most of which were already producing. However, these development plans are 
now in flux because of the economic crisis in Iraq caused by the sustained low oil prices and war 
against ISIL.  

Iraq continues to lower its ambitious oil production targets. When the TSCs were signed, Iraq and 
the IOCs had set ambitious initial production plateau targets for the dozen oil fields, totaling more 
than 12 million b/d to be completed by 2017. However, the contracts have been re-negotiated to 
more modest levels and Iraq may have to lower the targets again. After lowering the target to 
about 9.0 million b/d by 202015, Iraq may lower the target down to 6.0 million b/d if oil prices 
continue to be low.  

In the Iraqi Kurdistan Region, the KRG has also lowered its ambitious production targets. 
Previously, it planned to increase production and pipeline capacity to 1.0 million b/d by the end of 
2015 or early 2016. However, the KRG is now targeting that amount for the end of 2016. Project 
delays caused by the ISIL offensive and past non-payment of IOCs for work performed make it 
unlikely this goal will be achieved. 

The EIA analysis also summarized the limited impact of the ISIS invasion on Iraq’s oil 
production to date, and the level of tension between the central government and KRG: 

The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) launched an attack in Iraq in early June 2014, 
taking over Mosul, one of the largest cities in the north, and subsequently other nearby towns. 
ISIL affected northern Iraqi (not including the Iraqi Kurdistan Region) production and refinery 
operations, but it did not affect southern production and exports, which accounted for about 95% 
of Iraq’s total crude oil exports in 2014.10 ISIL did not significantly affect production in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan Region in northern Iraq, although fighting came very close to fields produced under the 
KRG—the Khurmala Dome and Shaikan. Some oil companies were forced to abandon exploration 
projects, which could delay future development.  

During the second half of June 2014, ISIL attacked Baiji, Iraq’s largest oil refinery, causing the 
refinery to halt operations. The closure of the Baiji refinery caused a near halt to commercial 
production in northern Iraq (not including the Iraqi Kurdistan Region). The Iraq portion of the Iraq 
(Kirkuk) to Turkey (Ceyhan) pipeline (IT pipeline) had already been severely damaged after being 
sabotaged by militants, and it has not operated since March 2014. As a result of the closure of both 
the Baiji refinery and the Iraq portion of the IT pipeline, northern Iraqi oil production (the Kirkuk 
and Bai Hassan fields) lacked a significant commercial outlet for several months.  

ISIL initially took over some smaller northern Iraqi oil fields, including Ajeel, Hamrin, Qayara, 
Balad, Ain Zalah, Batma, and Najma, but ISIL later lost control of some of those fields following 
the U.S.-led air strikes that began in early August 2014.11 The Ajeel field, with a capacity of 
28,000 b/d, was one of ISIL’s main sources of Iraq’s production, but it was bombed in August 
2014, causing significant damage to the field’s control room.12 ISIL has also stolen oil from 
storage tanks, pipelines, and pumping stations, estimated to be as high as 3.0 million barrels. 
Currently, ISIL is believed to be producing a small amount of oil at Iraq’s northern Qayara field. 

… Oil production in northern Iraq is a contentious topic because of an ongoing dispute between 
the central Iraqi government in Baghdad and the KRG over the vast amount of oil resources in the 
Kirkuk structure. The tension and confusion over northern production has escalated since the ISIL 
offensive in 2014. Before 2014, Iraq (Baghdad) produced most of the oil in the north, mainly at 
the Kirkuk field (Avana and Baba Domes) and Bai Hassan field, along with other smaller fields. 
However, after the closure of the IT pipeline in March 2014 and the Baiji refinery in June 2014, 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

129 

northern production lacked its traditional commercial outlets. As a result, the KRG took over 
operations at the Avana Dome, a part of the Kirkuk field, and Bai Hassan in July 2014 and started 
exporting the oil through its newly built independent pipeline to Ceyhan, Turkey (Table 1). During 
this time, Baghdad’s NOC continued to operate some of the northern fields, although the 
production was exported via KRG’s pipeline and marketed by the KRG.  

The KRG began transferring some of the crude oil at Turkey’s Ceyhan terminal to SOMO in late 
2014 in accordance with a deal made between Baghdad and the KRG in December 2014. The two 
sides agreed that: (1) the KRG give 250,000 b/d of the crude oil produced in its territory to SOMO 
at the Ceyhan terminal to market the crude, (2) Iraq (Baghdad) export 300,000 b/d of Kirkuk crude 
through KRG’s pipeline to Ceyhan, and (3) Iraq (Baghdad) resume federal payments to the KRG 
that will amount to a 17% share of Iraq’s federal budget and pay KRG’s Peshmerga military 
forces $1 billion. The deal was intended to allow SOMO to reclaim marketing control over much 
of Iraq’s northern crude exports.  

The deal has since collapsed. KRG oil allotments to SOMO decreased substantially in June 2015 
and the last one was given in August 2015. The KRG started to directly sell all northern oil 
because it was receiving much less than the 17% of the overall federal budget from Baghdad. In 
response, in March 2016, the federal NOC stopped pumping oil into KRG’s pipeline, upon 
guidance from Baghdad, in an attempt to leverage negotiations on northern oil revenue sharing 
with the KRG. The NOC-operated fields were producing between 150,000 and 200,000 b/d, of 
which now most is being reinjected into the oil wells to maintain natural gas production for local 
power generation. 139 

These energy studies illustrate the fact that even if Iraq can defeat ISIS, secure its border 
with Syria, and limit Iranian and other outside interference, it will face deep ethnic 
challenges as well as sectarian ones—compounded by the fact Kurdish forces now 
occupy an area at least 40% greater than before the ISIS invasion and areas that are 
largely mixed or not Kurdish.  Iraq seems likely to remain a high-risk country for years to 
come. 
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Figure III.7: Iraq Petroleum and Other Liquids Production 
and Consumption (million barrels per day)  

 

 

 
Source: Adapted from Energy Information Agency, 
http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/iraq.pdf, and 
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=25152.  
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Figure III.8: Iraq’s Crude Oil Exports in 2014, by Destination 
 

 
 
Note: Total crude oil exports are 3.3 million b/d. Exports  only include seaborne traded crude oil , not crude 
oil  exported by truck or crude exported onshore Turkey via the Ceyhan- Kirikkale pipeline to a refinery 
near Ankara. Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration 
based on Lloyd's List Intelligence (APEX tanker data) 

 
Source: Adapted from Energy Information Agency, 
http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/iraq.pdf, and 
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=25152. 
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Figure III.9: Iraq’s Monthly Crude Oil Exports, by Location, 
2013-2015 (million barrels per day) 

 

 
Note: Exports  only include seaborne traded crude oil, not crude oil transported by trucks or onshore 
pipelines. Sources: U.S. Energy Information Administration based on Iraqi Ministry of Oil, Lloyd's List 
Intelligence (APEX tanker database) 

 
Source: Adapted from Energy Information Agency, 
http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/iraq.pdf, and 
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=25152. 
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Iraq’s Counterterrorism Efforts 
Iraq saw terrorism rise steadily during 2011-2013 in response to Maliki’s actions and 
provocation of Iraq’s Sunnis, and then saw it leap in intensity as Iraqi security efforts 
began to respond to ISIS. Its counterterrorism forces have since been constantly engaged 
with ISIS and other threats, including sectarian and ethnic terrorism and violence. 

Patterns in the ISIS/ISIL/Daesh threat 
The State Department country report on terrorism issued in 2015 provides the data shown 
in Figure III.10 and summarizes the level of terrorism in Iraq relative to other countries 
in the world at the end of 2014 as follows:140 

• By a wide margin, the highest numbers of total attacks, total fatalities, and total injuries took place 
in Iraq. The average lethality of attacks in Iraq was 3.07, nearly 20 percent higher than the global 
average (2.57 fatalities per attack), and 19% higher than the 2013 average in Iraq (2.56). 

• The increases in terrorism in Iraq in 2014 coincided with the expansion of the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (ISIL). The percentage of attacks in Iraq for which no perpetrator group was 
identified decreased from 84% in 2013 to 70% in 2014. During the same time period, the number 
of attacks in Iraq attributed to ISIL (also known as al-Qa'ida in Iraq in 2013) increased from 400 to 
more than 950, representing 96% of all attacks in Iraq for which a perpetrator group was identified 
in 2014. 

• Five of the 20 most lethal individual attacks in 2014 took place in Iraq; all were carried out by 
ISIL. In addition, terrorism in Iraq continued to be marked by extremely deadly coordinated 
attacks. On 160 occasions in 2014, there were more than 10 attacks on a single day within a 
particular country. Of these, more than two-thirds (71%) took place in Iraq. Likewise, there were 
109 occasions in 2014 when more than 50 people were killed in terrorist attacks on one day in a 
particular country. Approximately one-third of these highly lethal days (36%) occurred in Iraq and 
involved up to 27 attacks on a single day. 

• More than three-quarters of all attacks in Iraq (77%) were classified as bombings/explosions and 
7% were suicide attacks. An additional 12% were armed assaults, 5% were kidnappings, and 5% 
were assassinations, often targeting government figures and police leadership. 

• Although the percentage of attacks involving hostages in Iraq (5%) was half that of the global 
percentage (10%) in 2014, in 2014 Iraq experienced an extraordinary increase in the total number 
of hostages taken (896%) in terrorist attacks compared to 2013. This increase was due to a small 
number of attacks that involved extremely high numbers of hostages. 

• The most common types of targets in Iraq were private citizens and property2 (41%), police (24%), 
and general (non-diplomatic) government entities (9%). 

• The majority of the attacks in Iraq took place in the governorates of Baghdad (26%), Saladin 
(22%), Nineveh (13%), Diyala (13%), and al-Anbar (12%). 

The 2016 edition of the same State Department report provided the following updated 
statistical information for 2015, and comparing it with the previous 2014 data illustrates 
the constant evolution of terrorism and extremist violence:141 

! By a wide margin, the highest numbers of total attacks, deaths, and people injured took place in 
Iraq. The average lethality of attacks in Iraq was 3.0, 18% higher than the global average (2.5 
fatalities per attack), but 3% lower than the 2014 average in Iraq (3.1). 

! The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) remained the primary perpetrator of terrorist 
attacks in Iraq in 2015. For 69% of attacks in Iraq source materials did not attribute responsibility 
to a particular perpetrator organization; however, ISIL was identified as the perpetrator in 99% of 
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the remaining attacks for which a perpetrator organization was named. The number of attacks ISIL 
carried out in Iraq decreased from 959 in 2014 to 741 in 2015 (-23%). 

! The total number of deaths due to terrorist attacks in Iraq decreased 30% in 2015, and two of the 
20 most lethal individual attacks in 2015 took place in Iraq, compared to four in 2014. Both of 
these attacks were carried out by ISIL. The first took place on April 9, 2015, when assailants 
executed 300 tribal civilians in Qaim, al Anbar. The second took place on July 17, 2015, when a 
suicide bomber detonated an explosives-laden vehicle at a market in Bani Saad, Diyala, killing at 
least 120 civilians. 

! In addition, terrorism in Iraq continued to be marked by extremely deadly coordinated attacks. On 
93 occasions in 2015, there were more than 10 attacks on a single day within a particular country. 
Of these, half (51%) took place in Iraq. Likewise, there were 85 occasions in 2015 when more 
than 50 people were killed in terrorist attacks on one day in a particular country. Approximately 
one-quarter of these highly lethal days (27%) occurred in Iraq and involved up to 16 attacks on a 
single day. 

! The vast majority of all attacks in Iraq (85%) were classified as bombings/explosions and 10% 
were suicide attacks. An additional 6% were armed assaults, 5% were kidnappings, and 3% were 
assassinations, often targeting government figures and police leadership. 

! The percentage of attacks involving people kidnapped or taken hostage in Iraq (5%) remained 
stable in 2015. The prevalence of attacks involving people kidnapped or taken hostage in Iraq was 
half that of the global percentage (10%) in 2015. However, following an extraordinary increase 
between 2013 and 2014 in the total number of people kidnapped or taken hostage in Iraq (+881%) 
this number increased again in 2015, by 50%. Once again, this increase was largely due to a 
relatively small number of attacks that involved extremely high numbers of victims. Specifically, 
in 2014, there were seven attacks involving 100 or more people kidnapped or taken hostage, and in 
2015 there were 15 such attacks. 

! The most common types of targets in Iraq were private citizens and property (47%), businesses 
(17%), and police (10%). Attacks on all types of targets in Iraq decreased in 2015, with the 
exception of attacks against businesses, which increased 67%. 

! In 2015 terrorist attacks in Iraq became much more concentrated geographically. In particular, 
41% of all attacks in Iraq took place in Baghdad, up from 26% in 2014. Attacks were also 
particularly prevalent in Saladin province (16%) and al Anbar province (16%) in 2015. However, 
Nineveh province saw a sharp decline from 421 attacks in 2014 (13%) to 84 attacks in 2015 (3%). 

Iraqi Counterterrorism Activity 
The State Department’s Country Reports on Terrorism for 2014 and 2015 provided the 
following description of Iraq’s counterterrorism efforts. 142 The report covering 2014 
stated that, 

… The Middle East and North Africa remained a primary theater for terrorist activity throughout 
2015. During the year, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) continued to occupy large 
areas of Iraq and Syria while ISIL branches – particularly those in Libya, Saudi Arabia, and 
Yemen – persisted in fomenting sectarian strife and conducting attacks in the region. Al-Qa’ida 
(AQ) and its affiliates continued to seek and take advantage of opportunities to conduct attacks 
amidst the fragile political and security climate across the region, including in Yemen, Syria, and 
North Africa. 

In North Africa, the Libya conflict between the then internationally-recognized government in 
Tobruk and the Tripoli-based faction enabled an expansion of violent extremist groups, including 
the holding of territory by the ISIL branch in Libya. While the UN sought to facilitate the 
formation of a Government of National Accord, porous borders, continued proliferation of 
weapons, and weak security institutions provided an environment where terrorists could operate 
with impunity. Libya continued to serve as a key operational and transit hub for foreign terrorist 
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fighters traveling to and from Syria and Iraq. ISIL-affiliated terrorists conducted several attacks in 
Tunisia, most notably at the Bardo Museum in March, at a hotel in Sousse in June, and on a 
Presidential Guard bus in downtown Tunis in November. The perpetrators of all three attacks had 
been trained in Libya. The al-Qa'ida in the Islamic Maghreb- (AQIM-) affiliated Okba Ibn Nafie 
group continued attacks on security personnel and civilians in the mountainous west of Tunis. 
Within Algeria, AQIM and the ISIL-affiliated Jund al-Khilafah in Algeria (JAK-A) attacked 
Algerian targets and Western interests. Algerian government efforts appeared to significantly 
degrade at least JAK-A’s capabilities during 2015. 

ISIL’s core continued to operate in Iraq and Syria, from which it projected its “caliphate.” ISIL 
maintained a formidable force in Iraq and Syria, including thousands of foreign terrorist fighters 
from more than 100 countries, while Raqqa continued to serve as ISIL’s administrative capital and 
its headquarters for most external plotting operations. Since May 2015, however, ISIL has not had 
a significant battlefield victory in either country. For more than a year, the United States has led a 
coalition of 66 countries and two international organizations to cut off ISIL’s financing, disrupt 
their plots, counter its narrative, and stop the flow of foreign terrorist fighters. Nearly 10,000 air 
strikes have targeted ISIL’s key leaders, heavy weapons, oil tankers, training camps, and its 
economic infrastructure. Ramadi was the first major complex operation to be completed entirely 
by retrained Iraqi security forces and local tribal partners. Other key Iraqi cities liberated in 2015 
included the Sunni city of Tikrit, the oil infrastructure hub of Bayji, and Sinjar, where ISIL 
murdered hundreds of Yazidis and enslaved thousands more. In Syria, the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), with air support from the Coalition, have taken back a key route connecting Raqqa 
and Mosul; Tishreen, which connects Raqqa to ISIL’s lifeline on the Turkish border; and Tel 
Abyad, which used to be ISIL’s primary point of access to the outside world. 

…Iraq witnessed a significant surge of terrorist activity in 2014, primarily as a result of the 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant’s (ISIL) seizure of large areas of the country. The resulting 
security vacuum and humanitarian crisis presented new challenges to the Iraqi government and 
exacerbated existing ethno-sectarian grievances. Building on military victories in Syria, in January 
2014 ISIL captured the city of Fallujah in Anbar Province.  

On June 7, fighting erupted between ISIL, allied groups, and the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) in 
Mosul, the capital of Ninewa Province and Iraq’s second largest city. Within a week, ISIL had 
seized control of the city and began using its significant business, industrial, and energy resources 
to fund its operations.  

ISIL formations moved south from Mosul through the Tigris Valley in June, seizing multiple cities 
and putting to flight several Iraqi Army divisions. Outside Tikrit, ISIL terrorists captured nearly 
1,700 Iraqi Air Force recruits and executed many of the captives, posting the slaughter on 
YouTube. Nearby, ISIL surrounded the Bayji refinery – beginning a siege that would last five 
months.  

On August 2, ISIL invaded the Sinjar district causing hundreds of thousands of civilians to flee, 
tens of thousands of whom were forced to seek refuge and became trapped on Mt. Sinjar when 
they were unable to reach safety ahead of ISIL’s advance. In response, President Obama ordered 
four initiatives to gather information and help the Iraqis counter the ISIL threat, and on August 8, 
U.S. airstrikes against ISIL targets began in response to the group’s advance toward Erbil.  

In mid-September, the United States took the lead in forming the Global Coalition to Counter 
ISIL, uniting over 60 countries in the effort. 

After a general election on April 30, Iraq began a four-month government formation process, 
resulting in the August 11 selection of Haider al-Abadi as the next Iraqi prime minister. Prime 
Minister Abadi assumed office on September 8, and in October, Abadi secured the appointment of 
a full cabinet for the first time since 2010, including Defense and Interior Ministers. Throughout 
the latter part of 2014, the Iraqi government worked to implement its National Program, which 
includes a number of initiatives to ease ethno-sectarian tensions. It engaged with tribes fighting 
against ISIL and began to recruit a force composed of Sunni tribal units that could eventually be 
subsumed into the proposed National Guard. In addition, the Abadi administration reached an 
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agreement in December with the Kurds on oil exports and revenue sharing. Looking forward to the 
needs of areas liberated from ISIL control, PM Abadi called for international assistance during the 
Global Coalition’s first ministerial in Brussels on December 3, as well as in the January meeting 
of the Small Group in London. 

… Terrorist groups significantly increased the number of attacks throughout the country in 2014. 
Most notably, ISIL’s rapid acquisition of abandoned ISF military equipment in the course of 
fighting from January onward gave ISIL greater capabilities in line with a more conventional 
military force, including the reported use of tanks, artillery, and unmanned aerial drones. 
According to estimates from the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), acts of terrorism and 
violence killed more than 10,000 civilians and injured more than 17,000 in 2014. ISIL’s unsparing 
brutality affected many lives.  

Following is an illustrative sample that highlights only a small number of the most egregious 
practices: 

o On January 15, an improvised explosive device explosion at a funeral in Diyala province 
killed thirteen civilians and wounded eighteen. In February, ISIL militants surrounded a 
police encampment near a stadium construction site in the town of Tuz Khurmatu. ISIL 
gathered six policemen, asked if they were Shia or Sunni, and then shot and killed the 
men after their prayer ritual indicated they were not Sunni. 

o In June, ISIL attacked an Iraqi military base, formerly known as Camp Speicher, in Salah 
ad Din, killing as many as 1,700 cadets and soldiers. 

o On July 27, ISIL destroyed the tombs of Sufi sheikhs in the al-Rawtha al-Muhamadiya 
Mosque in Muthanna District in eastern Mosul. 

o On August 2-3, ISIL forces invaded Sinjar district. Hundreds of Yezidis (predominantly 
men) were killed and thousands fled to Mt Sinjar or the Iraqi Kurdish Region. In the 
course of the fighting and in subsequent days, an estimated 5,000 Yezidis (including 
approximately 4,000 women and children) were taken captive. 

o On August 15, in Kocho (var. Kojo), media and eyewitnesses reported that as many as 
several hundred Yezidi male captives were killed. 

o On August 31, ISIL executed 19 Sunnis in Saadiya for not pledging allegiance to ISIL. 

o On September 3, ISIL abducted two former Iraqi Army officers and four civilians from 
Gheda village in Daquq area, Kirkuk. 

o On October 13, approximately 33 people were killed in three attacks in Baghdad as Shia 
Muslims celebrated Eid al-Ghadir. 

o On November 3, media reports indicated ISIL forces had massacred more than 300 
members of the Abu Nimr tribe in Iraq’s western province of al Anbar. 

o On December 10, there were reports in Mosul that ISIL had punished a homosexual man 
by throwing him from a rooftop and stoning him to death. 

In 2014, ISIL’s existential threat to Iraq forced the central government to focus entirely on the 
campaign to defeat it. ISIL offensives significantly degraded Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) 
capability, manpower, and equipment. The Government of Iraq suffered attrition across its 
national security apparatus, especially in the Iraqi Army and Federal and local police, and worked 
with the Coalition to address training and equipping shortfalls. In addition, Prime Minister Abadi’s 
National Plan specifically pledged to strengthen border security and improve law enforcement, 
among other areas. 

Iraq adopted the Terrorist Interdiction Program’s Personal Identification Secure Comparison and 
Evaluation System (PISCES) in an effort to secure borders and identify fraudulent travel 
documents. The Government of Iraq has the capability to conduct biographic screening at multiple 
land and air ports of entry. Iraq also continued to participate in the Department of State’s 
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Antiterrorism Assistance (ATA) program, and ATA training for the Emergency Response 
Brigades contributed to the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL. 

Before ISIL’s dramatic advance into northern Iraq in June, there was already significant 
population displacement as a result of its attacks in Anbar. These attacks, dating back to January, 
resulted in the displacement of some 474,000 people from Fallujah, Ramadi, and the surrounding 
areas. ISIL’s takeover of Mosul in June and its subsequent advances on the Ninewa plain resulted 
in massive additional displacements, of minority populations in particular, primarily into the Iraqi 
Kurdistan Region and the Kerbala and Najaf governorates. The UN estimates that over 2.1 million 
Iraqis were displaced in 2014 alone, adding to the estimated one million Iraqis who were displaced 
prior to 2014. 

… Since 2005, Iraq has been a member of the Middle East and North Africa Financial Action 
Task Force (MENAFATF), a Financial Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional body. Iraq held 
the presidency of MENAFATF from November 2013 to November 2014. In November 2012, 
MENAFATF adopted Iraq’s mutual evaluation to review compliance with international anti-
money laundering/combating the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) standards. The report 
identified significant and serious risks, and Iraq agreed on an action plan to address its 
vulnerabilities. In November 2014, the Central Bank of Iraq (CBI) provided an update to the 
MENAFATF Plenary. In addition, Iraq is also reviewed three times a year under the FATF 
International Cooperation Review Group process, which includes a negotiated action plan with 
timelines to address specific identified deficiencies in its AML/CFT regime. The international 
community, including the United States, provided subject matter expertise to assist Iraq and seeks 
to develop capacity building as the situation improves. 

In 2014, ISIL derived income from a range of sources, such as oil smuggling, kidnapping for 
ransom, looting, extortion, illegal “taxation,” antiquities theft and smuggling, and foreign 
donations. Together with Global Coalition partners, the United States took a holistic approach to 
combating ISIL’s ability to generate revenues and sustain itself, including through direct military 
action. Global coalition airstrikes targeted ISIL’s energy infrastructure modular refineries, 
petroleum storage tanks, and crude oil collection points – and these airstrikes significantly 
degraded ISIL’s ability to generate revenue from its control of energy assets. Additionally, the 
United States used sanctions to ensure that banks, companies, and citizens across the world did not 
engage in financial transactions with ISIL. Partner nations actively implemented sanctions against 
ISIL pursuant to the UN Security Council 1267/1989 al-Qa’ida Sanctions regime, which obligates 
all member states to freeze assets, ban travel, and embargo arms from al-Qa’ida associated 
individuals and entities, including ISIL. Each of the over 60 Global Coalition countries reaffirmed 
their commitment to countering ISIL’s financing in the joint statement at the Global Coalition 
Ministerial in Brussels on December 3. 

…On October 27 the United States participated in the conference of Global Coalition partners 
focused on countering ISIL’s messaging and countering violent extremism. Bahrain, Egypt, 
France, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the UK, and the UAE joined 
the conference. In addition, Iraq has taken several significant steps towards diminishing the pull of 
ISIL’s propaganda on potential recruits. On April 10, then Minister of Higher Education Ali al-
Adeeb opened a one-day conference on Countering Violent Extremism and appealed for scientific 
research focused identifying what motivates suicide attackers. The conference received significant 
national press coverage and included several high profile speakers. 

The report covering 2015 reflected progress in defeating ISIS in Iraq and Syria, 
Overview: Iraq witnessed a continued surge of terrorist activity in 2015, primarily as a result of 
the actions of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), which has occupied large areas of 
the country since early 2014. ISIL had no strategic victories after its capture of Ramadi in May 
2015, however, and lost more than 40 percent of the Iraqi territory it once controlled. A series of 
successive ISIL defeats shifted the momentum in favor of the Iraqi government and the Coalition 
by year’s end. 
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In April, an Iraqi-led military effort retook the city of Tikrit, the symbolically-important 
hometown of Saddam Hussein. The subsequent return of 80 percent of internally displaced 
persons to the city by the end of the year was a major milestone in the effort against ISIL, and the 
Iraqi government coordinated closely with the international community to stabilize the city. In 
November, Peshmerga forces retook the town of Sinjar, a city that came to the world’s attention 
with brutal attacks by ISIL against the Yezidi community in the summer of 2014. At the end of the 
year, newly-empowered Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) units, accompanied by local Sunni fighters, 
liberated large parts of Ramadi, the capital of Anbar Province and a strategically important hub. 

Although the Government of Iraq – supported by the 66-member Global Coalition to Counter ISIL 
– made significant progress in its campaign to retake occupied territory from ISIL, there remained 
a security vacuum in parts of Iraq. 

2015 Terrorist Incidents: Terrorist groups continued to mount a large number of attacks 
throughout the country. Most notably, ISIL’s use of military equipment captured in the course of 
fighting gave it greater capabilities in line with a more conventional military force, including the 
reported use of eastern bloc tanks, artillery, and self-developed unmanned aerial drones. 
According to estimates from the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), acts of terrorism and 
violence killed more than 7,500 civilians and injured more than 13,800 in 2015. 

Iranian-backed groups, including Kata’ib Hizballah (KH), continued to operate in Iraq during 
2015, which exacerbated sectarian tensions in Iraq and contributed to human rights abuses against 
primarily Sunni civilians. KH and other Iraqi Shia militias associated with the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards have been brought into the Iraqi government’s Popular Mobilization 
Forces. The inclusion of KH, a designated Foreign Terrorist Organization, in the Popular 
Mobilization Forces enlisted by the Iraqi Government in the effort against ISIL, threatens to 
undermine counterterrorism objectives. 

The following is an illustrative sample that highlights only a small number of the most egregious 
terrorist attacks conducted in 2015: 

• On January 1, 15 members of the Jamilat tribe in Ninewa Province were executed after 
refusing to join ISIL. 

• On February 7, three separate bombings in Baghdad, including one suicide bomber, 
killed 36 people and injured 70. 

• On April 17, ISIL claimed responsibility for a car bomb attack that killed three and 
wounded five outside the U.S. Consulate in Erbil. 

• On April 22, eight pilgrims returning from a Shia shrine in Samarra were killed in a 
suicide bombing; 16 others were injured. 

• On May 8, three suicide bombers attacked the al-Zahraa mosque and the Imam Hussein 
mosque, killing at least 22 people in total, including a senior police officer. 

• On May 12, a suicide bomber and two mortar attacks that were launched during a Shia 
march in Baghdad killed six and injured 16. 

• On June 25, five separate bombings and a shooting incident in Baghdad killed eight and 
injured more than 20. 

• On July 17, a suicide car bombing using an ice cream truck in Khan Bani Saad (Diyala 
Province) targeted a local marketplace. Approximately 130 people were killed with a 
similar number injured. Several others were killed by buildings that collapsed as a result 
of the explosion. 

• On July 25, two suicide bombers attacked a crowded swimming pool in Tuz Khurmatu 
causing at least 12 deaths and 45 injured. 

• On August 13, a truck bomb targeted a food market in a predominantly Shia 
neighborhood in Sadr City killing two and injuring 10. 
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• On October 3, twin suicide bombings in Baghdad killed 18 and wounded more than 60. 

• On November 30, a suicide bomber detonated his explosives at a checkpoint along a 
route used by Shia pilgrims in the northern Baghdad neighborhood of al-Shaab, killing 
nine and wounding 21. The victims were taking part in the annual Arba'een ceremony. 

• On December 9, a suicide bomber detonated his explosives in the doorway of a Shia 
mosque at the end of prayer in Baghdad killing 11 and wounding 20. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: ISIL offensives in 2014 and early 2015 
significantly degraded ISF capabilities, manpower, and equipment. The Government of Iraq 
suffered losses across its national security apparatus, especially in the Iraqi Army and federal and 
local police. However, with substantial assistance received from the Coalition to address training 
and equipping shortfalls, the Government of Iraq worked to redress those losses. 

Iraq adopted the Terrorist Interdiction Program’s Personal Identification Secure Comparison and 
Evaluation System (PISCES) in an effort to secure its borders and identify fraudulent travel 
documents. The Government of Iraq has the capability to conduct biographic and biometric 
screening at multiple land and air ports of entry. Iraq also continued to participate in the 
Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance (ATA) program; ATA training for the Emergency 
Response Brigades contributed to the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Since 2005, Iraq has been a member of the Middle East 
and North Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF), a Financial Action Task Force 
(FATF)-style regional body. Iraq is also under review by the FATF, due to a number of strategic 
deficiencies in its anti-money laundering/combating the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) 
regime. In December, the Iraqi government adopted a new AML/CFT law, which will require 
extensive implementing regulations to ensure its compliance with international (FATF) standards. 
Although that law represented significant progress in strengthening Iraq’s AML/CFT regime, in 
and of itself it did not fulfill all of the country’s commitments to the FATF. In December, as part 
of its Action Plan with the FATF, the Iraqi government adopted a new AML/CFT law, which will 
require extensive implementing regulations to ensure it is compliant with international standards. 

In 2015, the Central Bank of Iraq took a number of steps to disrupt ISIL’s financial activity, 
including: issuing a national directive to prohibit financial transactions with banks and financial 
companies located in ISIL-controlled areas; cutting off salary payments to government employees 
located in ISIL-controlled areas to prevent those salaries from being “taxed” by ISIL and so used 
to fund ISIL operations; and publishing a list of exchange houses and transfer companies 
prohibited from accessing U.S. currency auctions. 

..Countering Violent Extremism: The Government of Iraq recognizes that to defeat ISIL it must 
use soft power along with hard power. The Iraqis took a good first step when the Iraqi National 
Security Council, in conjunction with Combined Joint Task Force-Operation Inherent Resolve, 
hosted an International Military Conference on Psychological Operations to Counter Da’esh 
Media on December 16-17 in Baghdad. The conference brought together representatives from 17 
nations in an effort to increase the effectiveness of combined operations to degrade ISIL 
propaganda and to aid the Iraqi government and Security Forces in communicating a more viable 
narrative than that offered by ISIL. The conference received extensive media coverage and the 
public acknowledgement by many prominent Iraqis of the divisiveness caused by sectarianism 
was an encouraging development. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Iraq is a member of multilateral and regional 
organizations including the UN, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, and the Arab League. 
The U.S.-led Global Coalition to Counter ISIL focused on training, equipping, advising, and 
assisting the ISF, including Kurdish forces. Seventeen Coalition members joined the United States 
in deploying military personnel to assist the Iraqi government in training, along with “advise and 
assist” missions. Coalition partners trained more than 30,000 ISF, while 12 Coalition members 
conducted more than 6,000 air strikes in Iraq, including 630 in support of the Ramadi liberation. In 
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addition, more than a dozen Coalition partners contributed $50 million to the Funding Facility for 
Iraq Stabilization. 

There were a number of global events meant to focus the international community on supporting 
counter-ISIL efforts as well as the many post-conflict stabilization needs in Iraq. In January, the 
Small Group Ministerial met in London to assess the counter-ISIL campaign and reconvened in 
Brussels in June again to assess progress. The Global Coalition convened the Stabilization 
Working Group in March in Berlin followed by a subsequent meeting in May in Abu Dhabi. In 
July, the political directors of the Coalition Small Group met in Quebec City following a meeting 
of the Lines of Effort leads and the one-year anniversary of the Counter-ISIL Coalition on 
September 28. On November 4, the Small Group of the Counter-ISIL Coalition met in Brussels to 
take stock of developments on the ground and continue expanding efforts to degrade and defeat 
ISIL. Later that same month, the Ambassadors of the Global Coalition met at the Department of 
State where the Vice President called on the Coalition to intensify its efforts against ISIL. 

It should be noted that this description does touch upon the role of Shi’ite militias in 
terrorism, but not on the role of the PKK and other smaller violent extremist and terrorist 
groups. In many cases, it is difficult to distinguish factional fighter from terrorists, and 
terrorism from irregular warfare. These problems would also grow far worse if the 
currently low to moderate levels of conflict between given groups escalated to a higher 
level of civil conflict—something that is not currently probable enough to be predictable, 
but is all too possible. 
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Figure III.10 – Part One: The US State Department Estimates 
that Iraq Ranks First Among the Top Ten Centers of Terrorist 

Activity in 2014-2015 
 
Ten Countries with the Most Terrorist Attacks, 2014-2015 

 

Note: Four countries listed were not among the ten countries with the most deaths in 2015. These include: 
India (ranked 14th in terms of total deaths), Philippines (16th), Bangladesh (30th), and Libya (11th). 
Likewise, four countries not ranked in Table 2 among those with the most attacks, but were among the ten 
with the most deaths in 2015. These include Somalia (ranked 13th in terms of total attacks), Yemen (15th), 
Cameroon (23rd), and Niger (34th). 

Several countries that have routinely experienced large numbers of terrorist attacks in recent years observed 
considerable decreases in total attacks in 2015, compared to 2014. In particular, decreases in attacks in 
Pakistan (-45%), Iraq (-28%), and Nigeria (-11%) drove the 13% net decrease in attacks worldwide in 
2015. 

n several locations a decrease in attacks coincided with a decrease in total deaths. For example, total deaths 
declined in several countries that typically experience an exceptionally high number of total deaths: 
Pakistan (-39%), Nigeria (-35%), and Iraq (-30%). Decreases in these countries more than account for the 
14% net decrease in total deaths worldwide in 2015. 

The total number of people injured due to terrorist attacks worldwide remained relatively stable (+2%) in 
2015. However, this global statistic obscures a great deal of regional variation. For example, Pakistan (-
53%), Iraq (-22%), and India (-21%) saw large decreases in the number of people injured in 2015. 

In 2015, more than 1,000 people were kidnapped or taken hostage in four countries: Syria (1,453; +67%), 
Afghanistan (1,112; +55%), Iraq (3,982 victims; +50%), and Nigeria (1,341; +3%). In comparison, more 
than 1,000 people were kidnapped or taken hostage in two countries in 2014: Iraq and Nigeria. 
  
  
Source: Adapted from Country Reports on Terrorism 2014 Middle East and North Africa, 
http://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2014/239407.htm, and U.S. State Department, “National Consortium for 
the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism: Annex of Statistical Information,” Country Reports on 
Terrorism 2015, Middle East and North Africa, http://m.state.gov/md257526.htm, June 2, 2016.  
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Figure III.10 – Part Two: The US State Department 
Estimates that Iraq Ranks First Among the Top Ten Centers 

of Terrorist Activity in 2014-2015 
 
Five Perpetrator Groups with the Most Attacks Worldwide, 2014-2015 

 

Notes:  

*   Includes perpetrators 
** Excludes attacks attributed to declared “provinces” of ISIL 

! The sharp increase in attacks carried out by the PKK took place in the latter half of 2015, when 
they carried out 38 attacks per month on average, compared to an average of two attacks per 
month between January and June. Half of these attacks (50%) targeted police. 

! While ISIL was responsible for 31% fewer terrorist attacks in Iraq (741 in 2015 compared to 969 
in 2014), the number of attacks carried out by ISIL in Syria increased by 39% (147 in 2015 
compared to 90 in 2014). Furthermore, the geographic reach of attacks by ISIL and its affiliates 
expanded as existing terrorist groups pledged allegiance to ISIL. In addition to Boko Haram in 
West Africa, the most active of these ISIL branches were located in Afghanistan/Pakistan, Egypt, 
Libya, and Yemen. 

! Among these five perpetrator groups, the average lethality of attacks carried out by Boko Haram 
(12.7 people killed per attack), ISIL (7.3), the Taliban (4.4), and TTP (3.5) were higher than the 
global average (2.3) in 2015. The average number of people killed by attacks carried out by the 
PKK (1.2), and Maoists in India (0.5) was much lower by comparison. 

! All five of the most active groups markedly increased the number of people kidnapped or taken 
hostage in 2015; however, the increases in hostage-takings by Maoists in India and the PKK were 
exceptionally large. Attacks carried out by these two groups in 2015 involved 843 victims 
kidnapped or taken hostage, compared to 231 in 2014. 

 
Source: U.S. Department of State, “National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism: 
Annex of Statistical Information”, Office of the Coordinator for Counterterrorism, June 19, 2015 
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Iraq’s Security and its Military Forces 
The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 effectively destroyed Iraq’s military forces, and 
removed Iraq as a critical counterbalance and deterrent to Iran. Iraq’s forces had not been 
fully rebuilt when the United States withdrew from Iraq, and Iraq suffered major further 
losses in its defeats by ISIS in 2013 and 2014.  

Figure III.11 shows the changes in Iraq forces between 2003 and 2016, but numbers are 
misleading. Iraq was a battle-hardened force in 2003. It was still a recovering force in 
20126, with a marginal air force and only a few truly effective land combat units. 

Figure III.11: The Impact of the U.S. Invasion on the 
Iranian-Iraq Balance: 2003 vs. 2016 

 
Category   2003       2016   

  Iraq Iran 
Force 
Ratio   Iraq Iran 

Force 
Ratio 

Active Manpower 424,000 513,000 4:5   
64,000-
200,000 523,000 

1:8 - 
1:2.6 

Reserve 
Manpower 650,000 350,000 19:10   N/A 350,000 N/A 
                
Main Battle Tanks 2,200 1,565 7:5   270 1,663 1:6 
AIFVs 1,300 815 8:5   240 610 1:3 
APCs 2,400 590 4:1   2,502 640 4:1 
Towed Artillery 1,900 2,085 9:10   60 2,030 1:34 
Self-Propelled 
Artillery 150 310 1:2   48 292 1:6 
Multiple Rocket 
Launchers 200 889 1:5   3 1,476 1:492 
                
Combat Aircraft 316 283 11:10   16 337 1:21 
Attack Helicopters 100 85 6:5   25 50 1:2 
Major SAM 
Launchers 225 205 11:10   0 205 N/A 

Source: Adapted from IISS, The Military Balance 2013 & 2016, Jane’s Sentinel series 2016. 
The weaknesses of the Iraqi security forces remain a critical problem. In 2014, large 
formations of the Iraqi military disintegrated in the face of an attack by ISIS on Mosul, 
the second largest city in Iraq. Around 60 of 243 U.S.-trained Iraqi army combat 
battalions were lost along with all of their equipment.143  
ISIS captured at least 2,300 Humvees along with other materiel, such as small arms, 
ammunition, and armored vehicles.144 Bolstered by local recruits and experienced foreign 
fighters, ISIS is unlikely to be pushed out of Iraq’s Sunni provinces in the near future.145 
Furthermore, the reliance on Shia militias by the Iraqi army is likely to exacerbate 
problems between Sunni and Shia groups. 
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The IISS Military Balance for 2016 estimates that Iraq spent $21.1 billion on defense in 
2015, or 12.8 percent of a GDP of $165 billion. It also estimates that Iraq’s slowly 
rebuilding forces included:146 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 64,000 active military manpower  (Army 54,000 Navy 3,000 Air, 4,000 Air Defense 3,000) 
Paramilitary 145,000 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 armored division, 4 mechanized divisions, 2 motorized rifle divisions, 4 infantry divisions, 1 
commando division, and 1 infantry brigade 

• ε100 M1A1 Abrams; 120+ T-72; ε50 T-55 main battle tanks 

• 313 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 2,502+ armored personnel carriers 

• 48+ self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 60+ towed artillery weapons 

• 3+ multiple rocket launchers 

• 9 Mi-28NE Havoc and 16 Mi-35M Hind attack helicopters 

• 109+ MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 16 combat capable aircraft, including 2 F-16C Fighting Falcon and 2 F-16D Fighting Falcon 

• No medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles  

• 3+ 96K6 Pantsir-S1 (SA-22 Greyhound); M1097 Avenger shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 32+ patrol boats 

As has been discussed earlier, Iraq lost most of its conventional warfighting strength after 
the U.S. invasion in 2003. U.S. troops withdrew at the end of 2011 without creating an 
effective set of training and security agreements, and Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki 
focused on using the army to serve his interests and control Sunni areas and protests 
without regard to combat effectiveness and a growing level of corruption. 
The Army and police were not ready to deal with the ISIS invasions that began at the end 
of 2013, and took major losses. Outside aid from the U.S., Iran, and other powers—and 
the creation of large Shi’ite militias—enabled the Army to halt the ISIS advances, and the 
United States. then created a mix of air power and training support that has helped Iraqi 
government force recover and go on the offensive. 

Iraq’s forces are making military gains, but still require substantial outside support from 
the U.S.-led anti-ISIS coalition, Iran, local militias, and other international support. The 
Army has effective elite units, but many other units are weak or uncertain and progress is 
still slow. Much of the Army is tied up in relatively static defense missions in areas like 
Baghdad, and the units that actively fight ISIS rely heavily on U.S.-led coalition air 
support. Progress has been slow in building up a major Sunni element in the regular 
government forces, and Sunni militias in the West.  
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Many of the Shi’ite militia groups have become effective, but also have close links to 
Iran. Some are anti-Sunni, do not cooperate with the U.S., and do not support Prime 
Minister Abadi. These groups have a significant amount of political influence within the 
Iraqi government. This complicates passing legislation aimed at improving sectarian and 
ethnic tensions within the different Shi’ite, Sunni, and Kurdish elements of the security 
forces -- a key step in ending the violence in Iraq.  

The ISIS Threat in 2016 
ISIS is a threat in a steadily growing number of countries, but its principle military and 
terrorism operations are in Iraq and Syria. It is known by many different names and 
acronyms, including ISIL and Daesh in major media.147 
It is constantly evolving, and reports on its strength and equipment vary sharply by 
source. The U.S. State Department provided the closest thing to an official assessment in 
its June 2016 Country Reports on Terrorism,148 

Description: Al-Qa’ida in Iraq (AQI) was designated as a Foreign Terrorist Organization on 
December 17, 2004. In the 1990s, Jordanian militant Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi organized a terrorist 
group called al-Tawhid wal-Jihad to oppose the presence of U.S. and Western military forces in 
the Middle East and the West’s support for, and the existence of, Israel. In late 2004, he joined al-
Qa’ida (AQ) and pledged allegiance to Usama bin Laden, at which point al-Tawhid wal-Jihad 
became known as AQI. Zarqawi traveled to Iraq during Operation Iraqi Freedom and led his group 
against U.S. and Coalition Forces until his death in June 2006. 

In October 2006, AQI publicly re-named itself the Islamic State in Iraq and in 2013 it adopted the 
moniker Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) to express its regional ambitions as it 
expanded its operations to include the Syrian conflict. On May 15, 2014, the Department of State 
amended the Foreign Terrorist Organization designation of AQI to add several aliases, including 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), and to make ISIL the organization’s primary name. 
ISIL is led by Specially Designated Global Terrorist Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, aka Ibrahim Awwad 
Ibrahim Ali al-Badri, aka Abu Du’a. In June 2014, ISIL leader al-Baghdadi declared an Islamic 
caliphate. 

Activities: As AQI, ISIL conducted numerous high profile attacks, including IED attacks against 
U.S. military personnel and Iraqi infrastructure, videotaped beheadings of Americans, suicide 
bombings against both military and civilian targets, and rocket attacks. ISIL perpetrates the 
majority of its suicide and mass casualty bombings in Iraq using foreign and Iraqi operatives. In 
2014, ISIL was responsible for the majority of deaths of the more than 12,000 Iraqi civilians killed 
that year. ISIL was heavily involved in the fighting in Syria during 2014, including against other 
militant opposition groups, and participated in a number of kidnapping incidents against civilians, 
including aid workers and reporters. 

ISIL remained active throughout 2015, conducting several large scale attacks across the globe. In 
January alone, an ISIL sympathizer killed a policewoman and attacked a Jewish supermarket in 
Vincennes, France, leaving five dead, including the policewoman. In November, ISIL detonated 
two suicide bombs in Beirut, leaving 43 dead and an estimated 239 wounded. Also in November, 
ISIL carried out seven coordinated attacks in Paris – outside restaurants, at a major sporting event 
attended by French President Francois Hollande and at a rock concert at the Bataclan concert hall 
– killing at least 130 and injuring more than 350 others. In December 2015, 14 people were killed 
and 22 injured when two ISIL supporters opened fire on the Inland Regional Center in San 
Bernardino, California in an act of domestic terrorism. 

In Iraq, ISIL’s use of military equipment captured in the course of fighting gave ISIL greater 
capabilities in line with a more conventional military force, including the reported use of eastern 
bloc tanks, artillery, and self-developed unmanned aerial drones. According to estimates from the 
UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), acts of terrorism and violence killed more than 7,500 
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civilians and injured more than 13,800 in 2015. (Please see the Iraq report in Chapter 2, Country 
Reports on Terrorism, for a list of representative attacks.) 

ISIL also committed multiple brutal murders against hostages and other victims in 2015, including 
beheading Japanese citizens Haruna Yukawa and Kenji Goto in January in Syria; killing U.S. aid 
worker Kayla Mueller in February after holding her captive in Syria; burning downed-Jordanian 
pilot Muath al-Kasasbeh while locked in a cage in Syria in February; and the execution-style 
shootings of Norwegian Ole Johan Grimsgaard-Ofstad and Chinese Fan Jinghui in Syria in 
November. 

Secretary Kerry has asserted that, in his judgment, ISIL is responsible for genocide against groups 
in areas under its control, including Yezidis, Christians, and Shia Muslims; and was also 
responsible for crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing directed at these same groups and in 
some cases also against Sunni Muslims, Kurds, and other minorities. 

In 2015, ISIL abducted, systematically raped, and abused thousands of women and children, some 
as young as eight years of age. Women and children were sold and enslaved, distributed to ISIL 
fighters as spoils of war, forced into marriage and domestic servitude, or subjected to physical and 
sexual abuse. ISIL established “markets” where women and children were sold with price tags 
attached and has published a list of rules on how to treat female slaves once captured. (For further 
information, refer to the Trafficking in Persons Report 2015, 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2015/index.htm.) 

Although ISIL has not claimed responsibility, ISIL was likely responsible for several attacks 
involving chemical-filled munitions in Iraq and Syria, including a sulfur mustard attack in Marea 
on August 21, 2015. The United States has been proactively working with our allies to dismantle 
this chemical weapons capability, as well as deny ISIL and other non-state actors access to 
chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN)-useable materials and expertise through 
interdictions and strengthening the ability of regional governments to detect, disrupt, and respond 
effectively to suspected CBRN activity. 

Strength: Estimates at year’s end suggested between 19,000 and 25,000. 

Location/Area of Operation: ISIL’s operations are predominately in Iraq and Syria, but 2015 
witnessed the continued creation of external ISIL branches based on preexisting governance 
boundaries. In 2015, ISIL claimed affiliates in the Afghanistan-Pakistan border (Khorasan) region, 
northern Nigeria, and the North Caucasus region. In 2014, ISIL had claimed affiliates in Algeria, 
Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen. In addition, supporters and associates 
worldwide inspired by the group’s ideology may be operating without direction from ISIL central 
leadership. 

Funding and External Aid: ISIL receives most of its funding from a variety of businesses and criminal 
activities within areas it controls in Iraq and Syria. Criminal activities include robbing banks, smuggling 
oil, looting and selling antiquities and other goods, as well as extortion, human trafficking, and kidnapping 
for ransom. 

There are no reliable public estimates of its military strength in Iraq and Syria, 
particularly by country of origin.  Figure III.12 compares different UN and U.S. 
estimates of the total number of foreign fighters, but is not an estimate of total strength 
including local fighters and core members. 
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Figure III. 12: Guesstimating Foreign Fighters in Iraq and Syria: UN 
and U.S. Estimates 

 

 
Source: Jessica DI Paolo, CSIS, May 31, 2016 
 

The Strategic Implications of Iraqi Instability  
Iraq shows little immediate prospect of meeting its political, governance, and security 
challenges. It was far from clear in May 2016 when the Iraqi forces would be ready for a 
campaign to liberate Mosul and the rest of the Iraqi Sunni heartland, and what would then 
follow.149  

It also faces serious internal stability challenges simply in reforming its economy and 
meeting the needs of its growing population. Its sectarian and ethnic challenges are just 
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as great. The Iraqi government has not succeeded in building a broad base of Iraqi Sunni 
support, and many of the gains against ISIS in Iraq and Syria have been made by Kurdish 
forces that have created new areas of Kurdish control, and new potential lines of conflict 
between Arab and Kurd. 

There has been some real progress in security. While there is still extensive fighting and 
terrorism in Iraq that spills over into other nations in the region, the major threat from 
ISIS has largely been contained. Iraqi Kurdistan and Southern Iraq are relatively safe. At 
the same time, the creation of Shi’ite popular militias in Iraq has often led to situations 
where Shi’ites were seen as abusing the Sunnis they were supported to liberate. These 
same Shi’ite militias, however, support very different Shi’ite factions and it is unclear 
how much unit Iraq’s Shi’ites will have in the future.  
Iraq’s future also cannot be separated from that of Syria, where the largely Sunni Arab 
rebels focused on the Assad regime, have been deeply divided, had elements close to al 
Qaeda, and sometimes fought each other. The ultimate implications of the Iraq-Syria 
conflict remain equally unclear.  
One thing is clear, Iraq is already fractured and only far more effective Iraqi leadership 
can changes this. The outside world has not been kind to Iraq, but decades of violent 
politics and poor governance have still been largely a self-inflicted wound and one only 
Iraqis can hope to heal. 
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IV. BAHRAIN 
Bahrain is a small Gulf state whose position in the Gulf gives it a strategic importance far 
greater than its size would indicate. It provides headquarters and port facilities for the 
U.S. Fifth Fleet, and basing facilities for the U.S. Air Force. It also has close ties to Saudi 
Arabia. 
Bahrain’s key civil statistics are:  
Population 

Population: 1,346,613 
Religions/Sects: 70.3% Muslim; 14.5% Christian; 9.8% Hindu; 5.4% other. 
Ethnic Groups: 46% Bahraini; 54% other. 
Median age: 31.8 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 35.32% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Bahrain as being in the 64th percentile for Control 
of Corruption, 11th percentile for Voice and Accountability, 14th percentile for Political Stability and 
Absence of Violence/Terrorism, 74th percentile in Regulatory Quality, 68th percentile in Rule of Law, 
and 73rd percentile in Government Effectiveness.150 
Transparency International ranked Bahrain as 50/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.151  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: $33.851 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $24,855 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 24 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): NA 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Bahrain 65rd in the world in ease 
of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 140 in ease of starting a business, 9 in dealing with construction 
permits, 77 in getting electricity, 25 in registering property, 109 in getting credit, 111 in protecting 
minority investors, 8 in paying taxes, 85 in trade across borders, 101 in enforcing contracts, and 85 in 
resolving insolvency. 152 

Bahrain’s Risk Status 
Figure IV.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Bahrain using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.153 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however, show that Bahrain is in the 
moderate risk category on its civil side, and has a relatively effective level of governance 
and economic development.  

Bahrain does, however, faces a serious potential security threat from Iran, and there are 
deep divisions between its ruling Sunni elite and large elements of its largely Shi’ite 
population. This led to a Saudi and UAE armed intervention on behalf of the regime in 
2011, and efforts to resolve this situation have made only limited progress. The 
government still applies strict security measures, and continues to accuse Iran of 
supporting Shi’ite protests and providing some violent elements of the opposition with 
funds and arms.  
These tensions are sources of continuing risk, but have not been serious enough to go 
beyond the moderate risk level. 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

150 

Figure IV.1: Bahrain: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf.  
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Bahrain’s Politics and Governance  
Bahrain’s politics have become deeply divided and sometime violent because of 
differences between its ruling Sunni elite and elements of its Shi’ite majority. There are 
also reports of serious difference between its King and Crown Prince—who are said to 
favor a more liberal approach to dealing with its Shi’ite populations, and the more 
conservative Prime Minister, head of the Royal Court, and head of the security services. 
The resulting rise in violence has led to a serious drop in the World Bank rating of 
Bahrain’s overall quality of governance: 

Figure IV.2: World Bank Rating of Bahrain’s Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Bahrain: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports. 
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Bahrain’s Demographics 
Bahrain does not face a serious ”youth bulge,” but it is over-dependent on foreign labor, 
and needs better native job creation and career opportunities.  

Key trends include: 
• Bahrain had an estimated population of 1,346,613 in July 2015. Note: immigrants make up 

approximately 50% of the total population, according to UN data (2015) 154 

• The U.S. Census Bureau estimates its population was 11.7 times larger in 2015 than 1950.155 

• Its population growth rate is a relatively high 2.4%.156  

• Ethnic groups are Bahraini 46%, Asian 45.5%, other Arabs 4.7%, African 1.6%, European 1%, 
other.2% (includes Gulf Co-operative country nationals, North and South Americans, and 
Oceanians) (2010 est.) 

• Religious breakdown is Muslim 70.3%, Christian 14.5%, Hindu 9.8%, Buddhist 2.5%, Jewish 
0.6%, folk religion <.1, unaffiliated 1.9%, other 0.2% (2010 est. 

• The population of 14 years of age or less is 19.48% (male 133,201/female 129,140), and the 
population from 15 to 24 years is 15-24 years: 15.84% (male 120,073/female 93,182). This is a 
total of roughly 36%.157 

• Its median age is a moderate 31.8 years. 158 

• Its total dependency ratio is a relatively low 32.4% and its youth dependency ratio is 28.2%159 

• It is highly urbanized (88.8%). Education and job skills must match the needs of a modern 
economy. 160 

Bahrain’s Status as a Near “Post-Petro” State 
Bahrain had a relatively high per capita income of $51,200 in 2015, but it is effectively a 
“post-petroleum” state. Virtually all of its oil now comes from a Saudi field, and it 
depends upon a diversified economy for success. This diversification, however, has been 
limited and Bahrain is scarcely immune to the challenges posed by the cuts in oil prices 
from 2014-2016. A CIA analysis in May 2016 noted that,161 

The steady decline in oil production and reserves since 1970 prompted Bahrain to take steps to 
diversify its economy, in the process developing successful petroleum processing and refining, 
aluminum production, and hospitality and retail sectors, and also to become a leading regional 
banking center, especially with respect to Islamic finance. Bahrain's small size and central location 
among Gulf countries require it to play a delicate balancing act in foreign affairs among its larger 
neighbors. 

The Sunni-led government has long struggled to manage relations with its large Shia-majority 
population. In early 2011, amid Arab uprisings elsewhere in the region, the Bahraini Government 
confronted similar pro-democracy and reform protests at home with police and military action, 
including deploying Gulf Cooperation Council security forces to Bahrain. Political talks 
throughout 2014 between the government and opposition and loyalist political groups failed to 
reach an agreement, prompting opposition political societies to boycott parliamentary and 
municipal council elections in late 2014. Ongoing dissatisfaction with the political status quo 
continues to factor into sporadic clashes between demonstrators and security forces. 

…Low oil prices have generated a budget deficit of at least a $4 billion deficit in 2015, 13 % of 
GDP. Bahrain has few options for covering this deficit, with meager foreign assets and a 
constrained borrowing ability, stemming in part from a sovereign debt rating averaging just above 
“junk” status. 
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Oil comprises 86% of Bahraini budget revenues, despite past efforts to diversify its economy and 
to build communication and transport facilities for multinational firms with business in the Gulf. 
As part of its diversification plans, Bahrain implemented a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the 
US in August 2006, the first FTA between the US and a Gulf state. 

Other major economic activities are production of aluminum - Bahrain's second biggest export 
after oil - finance, and construction. Bahrain continues to seek new natural gas supplies as 
feedstock to support its expanding petrochemical and aluminum industries. 

In 2011 Bahrain experienced economic setbacks as a result of domestic unrest driven by the 
majority Shia population, however, the economy recovered in 2012-15, partly as a result of 
improved tourism. In addition to addressing its current fiscal woes, Bahraini authorities face the 
long-term challenge of boosting Bahrain’s regional competitiveness—especially regarding 
industry, finance, and tourism—and reconciling revenue constraints with popular pressure to 
maintain generous state subsidies and a large public sector. 

The Broader Trends in Bahrain’s Economy 
The World Bank predicts that the current “oil crash” will affect Bahrain’s economy, but 
largely by limiting its growth, 

The growth momentum has slowed, following the drop in oil prices. GDP growth has 
slowed to 3.2 % in 2015 from its 5.4 % level in 2013 and 4.6 % in 2014, reflecting a 
slowdown in both the hydrocarbon and non-hydrocarbon sectors. Non-oil GDP slowed during 
2015 to 3.9 from 4.9 % in 2014, despite resilience in hotels and restaurants sectors. 
Hydrocarbon GDP remained constant in 2015. Inflation was subdued at an average rate of 
1.8 % in 2015 reflecting lower international food prices and appreciation of the US Dollar. 
The current account surplus turned into a deficit of 3.2 % of GDP in 2015. Reserves declined 
to 2.6 months of imports., Unemployment fell to 3.1 % in September 2015, from 3.8 % at 
end-2014. 

The government maintained an expansionary fiscal stance since 2009 resulting in budget 
deficits and rising, debt. However, the situation has worsened in 2015 with a decline in oil 
revenues by about 10 % of GDP and a general fiscal deficit estimated at 12.5 % of GDP 
(from 3.3 % in 2014). Public debt to GDP ratio has increased, to 63 % (compared to 8 % in 
2008). This was financed through GCC grants (which increased by 85 % to $3.7 billion 
during 2015) and the issuance of a $1.5 million bond. The government had to raise the public 
debt ceiling to BD10 billion, representing 80 % of GDP to enable additional borrowing. The 
new debt ceiling is well over the GCC-agreed debt-threshold criterion of 60 %. S&P 
downgraded Bahrain’s rating to BBB-/A-3 in 2015 with a negative outlook, and further 
downgraded it in 2016 to BB/B, but with a stable outlook. 

The government took significant fiscal consolidation measures in 2015. Revenue enhancing 
measures, such as higher tobacco and alcohol taxes and government services fees were 
introduced. A cost-cutting program, entailed the raising of petrol prices by up to 60 % in 
January 2016 (likely to create savings worth $148.4 million), the gradual phasing-in of price 
increases for electricity, water, diesel, and kerosene subsidies by 2019, an increase and 
unification of natural gas prices for industrial users, and the removal of meat subsidies. Lower 
oil prices are forcing the government to cut back on capital spending, since restraining current 
spending may exacerbate the already tense political scene. Parliamentarians have proposed a 
law to privatize several state-owned businesses to help curb the deficit. 

The outlook is for growth to decline in the next few years. Real GDP growth is projected at 
2.2 and 2.0 % in 2016 and 2017 respectively, as continuing low oil prices depress private and 
government consumption. Beyond 2018, growth is expected to pick up as new aluminum and 
refinery capacity comes on stream, and as other projects are completed, including the Airport 
expansion, retail and GCC Development Fund social housing projects. Bahrain National Gas 
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Company signed a $355 million deal with a Japanese company for a new gas plant, which is 
expected to increase capacity by 350 million cubic feet, starting 2018. Average inflation is 
expected to increase to 3.2 % in 2016, reflecting subsidy reform and moderate to 2.3 % 
thereafter. The current account is likely to record a deficit of 8.2 % of GDP in 2016 projected 
to trend downwards thereafter, as oil prices recover and global demand for aluminum rises. 
International reserves are expected to reach 2.3 months ,of imports in 2016, down from 2.6 in 
2015 and 3.2 in 2014.  

Bahrain’s Uncertain Energy Economy  
Bahrain is particularly vulnerable to economic pressures since it no longer has major 
petroleum reserves of its own and is heavily dependent on Saudi Arabia for much of the 
oil going to its refinery and aid. The Bahrain country report by the U.S. Energy 
Information Administration notes that,162 

• Bahrain produced 48,000 barrels per day (bbl/d) of crude oil and lease condensate in 2013, the 
least amount of any country in the Persian Gulf. Total petroleum production capacity at the 
Bahrain Field is expected to rise to 100,000 bbl/d by 2018  

• Saudi Arabia and Bahrain share production of the 300,000 bbl/d Abu Safah offshore field in Saudi 
Arabia, which is connected to Bahrain's Sitra refinery via pipeline. Bahrain intends to replace the 
aging pipeline system from Saudi Arabia with a new 71-mile pipeline by 2016. The planned 
pipeline will transport 350,000 bbl/d of crude oil from Saudi Arabia’s Abqaiq plant to Bahrain's 
Sitra refinery.  

• Refinery capacity far exceeds domestic crude oil production capacity. Bahrain has a 267,000 
bbl/d-export refinery at Sitra. Plans are underway to expand the refinery's capacity to 360,000 
bbl/d by 2017.  

• As with oil, the country is a small producer of natural gas. According to BP Statistical Review 
2014, Bahrain produced 558 billion cubic feet (Bcf) of natural gas in 2013, up from about 480 Bcf 
in 2012. In order to meet growing natural gas needs, Bahrain plans to increase imports of natural 
gas. The government plans to complete construction of a 400-million cubic feet per day (MMcf/d) 
LNG import facility in the beginning of 2017. Potential pipeline projects from Iran and Qatar have 
been put on hold.  

• The Bahrain Petroleum Company (BAPCO) and Bahrain National Gas Company (BANAGAS) 
dominate Bahrain’s hydrocarbon industry. 

Sunni versus Shi’ite in Bahrain 
Most of the Southern Arab Gulf states face at least limited risks from internal instability. 
No state is entirely free of the threat posed by violent extremism, and Saudi Arabia has 
waged an ongoing struggle against AQAP terrorism since 2003. Population growth and 
young populations pose major challenges in terms of education and employment in Saudi 
Arabia and Oman – compounded since late 2014 by the 40-60% decline in world oil 
prices and oil export revenues that affects all petroleum exporting states. 

Sectarian differences are a key challenge for Bahrain, as are its dependence on foreign 
labor at the expense of its own citizens. The CIA estimates that Bahrain had a population 
of 1,346,000 in mid-2016, and that it was Bahraini 46%, Asian 45.5%, other Arabs 4.7%, 
African 1.6%, European 1%, other 1.2% (including Gulf Co-operative country nationals, 
North and South Americans, and Oceanians) (2010 est). The CIA also estimated that the 
religious alignments were Muslim 70.3%, Christian 14.5%, Hindu 9.8%, Buddhist 2.5%, 
Jewish 0.6%, folk religion <.1, unaffiliated 1.9%, other 0.2% (2010 est.) It deliberately 
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did not update these data or provide an estimate of Sunni vs. Shi’ite native population 
because of the sensitivity of such figures, but other sources indicate that the percentage of 
native Shi’ites is well over 50% and may be over 70%.163 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE all have significant Shi’ite minorities. Saudi Arabia 
has experienced Shi’ite protests and some violence in its Eastern Province, but the main 
sectarian challenge is in Bahrain. Bahrain’s ruling Sunni minority has a long history of 
tension with parts of Bahrain’s Shi’ite majority. Since 2011, there has been an 
accelerating process of protests, political confrontation and sporadic violence. This led 
Saudi and UAE security forces to intervene on behalf of the Bahraini government in 
March 2011 – although most were withdrawn that June.164 

While U.S. and outside experts see Bahrain’s sectarian tensions involved as largely being 
driven by internal causes, they feel Iran has played a role and supported some Bahraini 
Shi’ite extremist groups with training and weapons. The CIA estimates that 46% of the 
population is native and 54% is foreign, but does not provide a percentage estimate of the 
native Sunni vs. Shi’ite population. Various U.S. experts put the Shi’ite percentages at 
over 60%.  

The CIA described this situation as follows in early 2016:165 
The Sunni-led government has long struggled to manage relations with its large Shia-majority 
population. In early 2011, amid Arab uprisings elsewhere in the region, the Bahraini Government 
confronted similar pro-democracy and reform protests at home with police and military action, 
including deploying Gulf Cooperation Council security forces to Bahrain. Political talks 
throughout 2014 between the government and opposition and loyalist political groups failed to 
reach an agreement, prompting opposition political societies to boycott parliamentary and 
municipal council elections in late 2014. Ongoing dissatisfaction with the political status quo 
continues to factor into sporadic clashes between demonstrators and security forces. 

…Low oil prices have generated a budget deficit of at least a $4 billion deficit in 2015, 13 % of 
GDP. Bahrain has few options for covering this deficit, with meager foreign assets and a 
constrained borrowing ability, stemming in part from a sovereign debt rating averaging just above 
“junk” status. Oil comprises 86% of Bahraini budget revenues, despite past efforts to diversify its 
economy and to build communication and transport facilities for multinational firms with business 
in the Gulf. As part of its diversification plans, Bahrain implemented a Free Trade Agreement 
(FTA) with the US in August 2006, the first FTA between the US and a Gulf state. Other major 
economic activities are production of aluminum - Bahrain's second biggest export after oil - 
finance, and construction. Bahrain continues to seek new natural gas supplies as feedstock to 
support its expanding petrochemical and aluminum industries. 

In 2011 Bahrain experienced economic setbacks as a result of domestic unrest driven by the 
majority Shia population, however, the economy recovered in 2012-15, partly as a result of 
improved tourism. In addition to addressing its current fiscal woes, Bahraini authorities face the 
long-term challenge of boosting Bahrain’s regional competitiveness—especially regarding 
industry, finance, and tourism—and reconciling revenue constraints with popular pressure to 
maintain generous state subsidies and a large public sector. 

Reports differ sharply over the levels of tension and risk in Bahrain, many exaggerating 
and others ignoring real issues. The U.S. State Department appraisals seem relatively 
neutral, however, and the latest country report on religious freedom—which dates back to 
2014—notes that,166 

The government monitored both Sunni and Shia religious activity, occasionally prevented access 
to certain places of worship, and censored sermons for content that it believed could raise tensions. 
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The government allowed Ashura processions to occur across the country, but removed some 
Ashura banners. The court dissolved the Shia Islamic Ulema Council after ruling it was an 
unlicensed organization that engaged in illegal political activity. The Shia population experienced 
discrimination in access to government employment, educational opportunities, and some other 
government services, and was underrepresented in government. The country continued to face 
political unrest and sectarian tensions, with predominantly Shia groups calling for significant 
political reform. The government made progress in rebuilding mosques that were destroyed in 
2011 and permitted religious gatherings and worship by a variety of non-Muslim religious groups. 

There were reports of societal discrimination against Shia Muslims, stemming from political, 
economic, and religious divisions. Anti-Shia commentary appeared in the media and there were 
instances of vandalism of Shia mosques. U.S. embassy officials met regularly with religious 
leaders, representatives of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and political groups to discuss 
matters of religious freedom. The embassy pressed the government to protect religious sites and 
religious freedom, move forward on national reconciliation, and continue to reconstruct places of 
worship. 

… The U.S. government estimates the population at 1.3 million (July 2014 estimate), with 
Bahraini citizens making up slightly less than half the population. Citizens are 99 percent Muslim, 
while Christians, Hindus, Bahais, and Jews constitute the remaining 1 percent. According to 
Jewish community members, there are approximately 36-40 Jewish citizens, or six families, in the 
country. Foreigners, mostly from South Asia and from other Arab countries, constitute an 
estimated 51 percent of the total population. A majority of these immigrants are migrant workers 
from South Asia and the Philippines. More than half of resident foreigners are non-Muslim, 
including Hindus, Buddhists, Christians (primarily Roman Catholic, Protestant, Syrian Orthodox, 
and Mar Thoma from South India), Bahais, and Sikhs. 

Muslims make up 75.3 percent of the total population of citizens and noncitizens, and Christians 
comprise 8.1 percent of the total population. The government does not publish statistics regarding 
the sectarian breakdown between Shia and Sunni citizens; however, Shia are widely believed to 
represent a majority of the country’s citizen population. 

The government continued to monitor religious activities and rhetoric, intervening in activities it 
deemed as “political” rather than “legitimate” religious activities. Police arrested Shia citizens 
engaged in both violent attacks against police and peaceful protests. There were reports of 
arbitrary arrest, excessive use of force, and mistreatment. The country experienced ongoing unrest 
related to Shia dissatisfaction over their unequal treatment compared to Sunnis. Because religion 
and political affiliation are often closely linked, it is difficult to categorize many incidents as being 
solely based on religious identity.. 

Several prominent Shia clerics arrested in 2011 and associated with the political opposition protest 
movement remained in prison at year’s end. 

…The government reported it continued to exert a limited level of control over religious practices 
when it perceived religious authorities as encouraging violence and sectarian hatred, including 
monitoring both Sunni and Shia Muslims and censoring sermons. The MOJIA threatened clerics 
with suspension if they did not renounce violence. In August the MOJIA suspended three clerics 
(two Shia and one Sunni) for violating the regulations prohibiting violent rhetoric. The MOI and 
public prosecutor summoned Shia clerics to question them regarding what they had said in 
sermons or speeches. For example, in November the MOI summoned a leading cleric in the 
dissolved Ulema Council, Sheikh Fadhel al Zaki, to question him about a sermon he gave which 
the government said incited hatred against the regime; he was released a short time later. 

Security forces employed tear gas at the Imam Sadiq Shia mosque during protests on February 14. 
The government stated that, while police were dispersing protesters during a violent 
demonstration, one of the canisters of tear gas went through the window of the mosque. Media 
reported February 25 the MOI announced its intent to investigate an incident after video 
circulating on social media showed police firing tear gas into a matam (Shia religious cultural 
center) in Saar village where dozens of people were attending a funeral. 
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The government arrested individuals on charges related to blasphemy and defamation of religion. 
On February 28, the government announced that four people had been arrested on charges of 
defaming religious figures, based on images and phrases they had published on social media. 
Their social media accounts were suspended and the suspects were referred to the public 
prosecutor. In December the High Criminal Court announced that a verdict would be issued in 
January 2015. In October opposition news outlets reported the government had embarked on a 
campaign of arrests against activists using Twitter, accusing them either of defamation and slander 
or insulting figures of Islam. 

The government permitted Shia groups to hold processions to commemorate Ashura, on the tenth 
day of the Islamic holy month of Muharram, and Arbaeen forty days later. The government, 
however, summoned prominent clerics before Ashura processions to tell them they should avoid 
politicizing the religious commemoration. Some religious chanters and clerics were reportedly 
summoned to their local police stations for questioning about their sermons, religious beliefs, and 
personal views. Shia activists reported MOI personnel removed some Ashura flags, banners, and 
decorations from streets and private property. The government said the banners were removed for 
unspecified violations. 

The High Administrative Court issued a judgment January 29 ordering the dissolution of the 
Islamic Ulema Council (IUC), the main assembly of Shia clerics in the country, and a liquidation 
of its assets, stating the IUC was unlicensed and “used religion as a cover” for political activity, 
thus finding in favor of the government which filed the suit in 2013. The IUC chairman was 
summoned to appear at the Criminal Investigative Directorate in May and questioned regarding 
participation in a rally calling for the release of imprisoned clergy, but no charges were filed 
against him. In June the High Administrative Court of Appeals upheld the January 29 judgment, 
and in July the MOJIA announced that it would take steps to dissolve the IUC in accordance with 
the court ruling. On November 17, the Court of Cassation, the highest court, ruled against the 
IUC’s request for a suspension of the June verdict, on the grounds that the verdict had already 
been carried out. At year’s end, the IUC’s case to overturn the June decision had not yet been 
heard by the Court of Cassation. 

The government did not usually interfere with what it considered “legitimate” religious 
observances and permitted non-Muslim communities that had registered with the government to 
maintain places of worship and display religious symbols. Security forces stated they monitored 
religious gatherings and funerals to maintain peace and security. 

Shia and Sunni citizens maintained equal rights before the law. Although prevailing evidence 
indicates Shia constitute over 50 percent of citizens, Sunnis continued to dominate political life. 
Of the 40 members of the Shura Council, the upper house of parliament appointed in December, 
17 were Shia, one Jewish, and one Christian. Six of the 23 cabinet ministers, also appointed in 
December, were Shia, including one of the five deputy prime ministers. 

The government continued to carry out the recommendations of the Bahrain Independent 
Commission of Inquiry (BICI) to rebuild 30 Shia mosques that were damaged or destroyed during 
the 2011 unrest. The head of the Jaafari Endowment reported that 23 had been reconstructed by 
year’s end, and that of the seven remaining, four were under construction and three were under 
study. Observers reported that by year’s end, 12 mosques had been completely reconstructed and 
reopened, including seven rebuilt by the communities where they were located. Another 15 were 
under construction; of these 15, 12 appeared from the outside to be nearly complete. This work 
proceeded on the basis of legal and administrative preparation completed in 2013. During 2013, 
the government had transferred construction management to the Jaafari Endowment 
Administration, secured and registered land titles, allocated a budget, and completed construction 
on three mosques, while another seven had been rebuilt independently. The government 
announced in November 2013 that construction on the 22 remaining mosques would be complete 
by the end of 2014. In June the government changed the locks on one of the mosques rebuilt in 
2013 on the morning of a community-organized reopening event, stating it was protecting 
worshippers and the building itself from harm during unofficial celebrations. The government 
restored access to the mosque a short time later. In December the government tore down 
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community-led reconstruction of one of the remaining mosques, reportedly because of safety and 
code concerns, and immediately began its own reconstruction effort on the site. 

The government-run television station did not broadcast Friday sermons from Shia mosques, while 
broadcasts from Sunni mosques appeared regularly on the channel. 

Public officials sometimes alleged Shia opposition members were supporters of terrorism. In 
October Minister of Media Affairs Sameera Rajab accused Shia cleric Isa Qassim of supporting 
terrorists. Then-parliamentarian Jassim Al-Saeedi gave a sermon in October in which he implored 
God to destroy the Shia. 

….Sunni citizens often received preference for employment in sensitive government positions, the 
managerial ranks of the civil service and the military, and for government scholarships. Shia 
asserted they were unable to obtain government positions, especially in the security services, 
because of their religious affiliation. Few Shia citizens held significant posts in the defense and 
internal security forces. Shia politicians and activists stated the government and certain business 
elites discriminated against Shia citizens in employment and promotions. Senior civil service 
recruitment and promotion processes reportedly favored Sunni candidates. Educational, social, and 
municipal services in most Shia neighborhoods were generally viewed as inferior to those in Sunni 
communities. The government stated it had a policy of non-discrimination in employment, 
promotions, and the provision of social and educational services. 

Shia politicians and activists stated the government’s naturalization and citizenship processes 
favored Sunni applicants over Shia applicants. According to the law, Arab applicants with 15 
years residence and non-Arab applicants with 25 years residence are eligible to apply for 
citizenship, and the king also has the authority to grant and revoke citizenship. There were reports 
the citizenship law was not applied uniformly. Political societies and human rights groups said the 
government allowed foreign Sunni employees of the security services who had lived in the 
country for fewer than 15 years to apply for citizenship. Shia and Sunni communities reported that 
these naturalized citizens received government-provided housing more quickly than non-
naturalized citizens, whose names remained on waiting lists for houses. 

The government made some progress in carrying out BICI recommendations to increase recruiting 
of Shia in police positions. Representatives of the Shia community estimated the MOI has 
employed approximately 400 Shia in community police and school guard positions, but reported 
that Shia were not represented in such institutions as the riot police. Government officials reported 
some Shia recruits faced intimidation from their communities, which dissuaded other Shia from 
pursuing jobs in the security sector. 

The government funded, monitored, and exercised control over official Muslim religious 
institutions, including Shia and Sunni mosques; religious community centers; Shia and Sunni 
religious endowments; and the religious courts, representing both the Shia- and Sunni-affiliated 
schools of Islamic jurisprudence. The Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs reviewed and approved 
clerical appointments within both the Sunni and Shia communities. 

In May a royal edict established the Anti-Hate and Sectarianism Committee, chaired by Deputy 
Prime Minister Jawad bin Salem Al Arayyedh, and whose members include the ministers of 
interior, education, social development and justice, Islamic affairs, and endowments. The stated 
purpose of the committee was to develop policy and programs to address hate discourse from 
religious platforms, mass media and communication, education, or political and social groups, to 
enhance the values of tolerance, reconciliation, and coexistence, and consolidate unity among 
members of society. 

The government reported there were 635 licensed Sunni mosques and 80 Sunni community 
centers, while the number of licensed Shia places of worship included 758 mosques and 610 
matams. All licensed places of worship were funded by the state. In newer residential 
developments such as Hamad Town and Isa Town, often containing mixed Shia and Sunni 
populations, observers reported there tended to be a disproportionate number of Sunni mosques. 

The United States Country Report on Human Rights for Bahrain for 2015 stated that,167 
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…Approximately 52 percent of eligible voters participated in parliamentary elections held on 
November 22 and 29. Turnout was significantly lower in opposition districts, due to a decision to 
boycott the elections by the main opposition political societies and a lack of confidence among 
opposition communities that the electoral system could produce a parliament that would address 
their concerns. The government did not permit international election monitors. Domestic monitors 
generally concluded the authorities administered the elections smoothly. There were, however, 
broader concerns regarding voting-district boundaries and limitations on freedom of expression 
and association. Authorities maintained effective control over the security forces. 

The most serious human rights problems included citizens’ limited ability to change their 
government peacefully; arrest and detention of protesters (some of whom were violent) on vague 
charges, occasionally leading to their torture and mistreatment in detention; and lack of due 
process in trials of political and human rights activists, students, and journalists, including harsh 
sentences. 

Other significant human rights problems included arbitrary deprivation of life; impunity for 
security officers accused of committing human rights violations; arbitrary arrest; violations of 
privacy; and restrictions on civil liberties, including freedom of speech, press, assembly, 
association, and religion. The government at times imposed and enforced travel bans on political 
activists in conjunction with arrest charges. The government maintained the revocation of 
citizenship for 31 individuals, and arbitrarily enforced a decree regulating communications 
between political societies and foreign entities. Discrimination continued against the Shia 
population, as did discrimination based on gender, religion, and nationality. There were reports of 
domestic violence against women and children. Trafficking in persons and restrictions on the 
rights of foreign workers continued to be significant problems. 

Beginning in 2011 the country experienced a sustained period of unrest, including mass protests 
calling for political reform. Between February and October 2011, 72 persons, including police, 
died as a result. The government prosecuted and sentenced some police personnel implicated in 
abuses during the year and dating to 2011; however, authorities did not find high-ranking officials 
guilty of abuses, and it remained unclear if it held lower-ranking personnel in jail. Authorities 
reported they held accused police officers apart from other detainees. The government took steps 
to address the “culture of impunity,” identified by the 2011 Bahrain Independent Commission of 
Inquiry (BICI) report. Actions included maintaining the Ombudsman’s Office in the Ministry of 
Interior; continuing a Special Investigative Unit (SIU) in the Public Prosecutor’s Office; funding 
the National Institution for Human Rights (NIHR), which issued its first annual report; and 
supporting the Commission on Prisoner and Detainee Rights. 

… The Ministry of Interior is responsible for internal security and controls the public security 
force and specialized security units responsible for maintaining internal order. The coast guard is 
under the jurisdiction of the Interior Ministry. The Bahrain Defense Force is primarily responsible 
for defending against external threats, while the Bahrain National Guard is also responsible for 
both external and internal threats. Security forces effectively maintained order and generally 
responded in a measured way to violent attacks. 

Civilian authorities maintained effective control over security forces during the year, although 
impunity remained a problem. In 2012 the government established the SIU to investigate and refer 
cases of security force misconduct to courts. In September the SIU reported it received 25 
complaints that month, including 17 complaints of mistreatment and eight alleging torture. As of 
October the government reported the SIU had investigated 227 incidents, of which eight cases had 
gone to court; the rest were either still under investigation or were closed. Of those that went to 
court, one case was acquitted, and the SIU appealed the verdict. The Ministry of Interior reported 
as of year’s end, 32 police officers were in jail, including 22 convicted in the security court and 10 
convicted in civilian criminal courts. Another 21 officers awaited trial. The ministry also reported 
that, since issuance of the BICI report in 2011, the government fired 27 officers for misconduct 
and reassigned eight. The ministry generally did not release the names of officers convicted, 
demoted, reassigned, or fired for misconduct. Many human rights groups asserted that 
investigations into police abuse were slow and ineffective. 
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In spite of efforts at dialogue and political conciliation from 2012-2016, little real 
progress had been made as of May 2016. The Bahraini government seemed able to keep 
control indefinitely because of Saudi and UAE support and the effectiveness of the 
Bahrain security forces, but the royal family and government seemed divided over 
offering serious reform, and the ongoing confrontation continued to affect the economy, 
and ability to attack foreign expertise and investment. Bahrain’s Sunni elite also 
continued to issue foreign labor permits in order to cut labor costs in ways that limited 
native Shi’ite employment. As a result, Bahrain seemed likely to present at least a low to 
moderate risk of sporadic violence indefinitely into the future. 
At the same time, Bahrain’s security is guaranteed to a high degree by Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and the United States. It seems unlikely that any Shi’ite violence could challenge 
the political control of the ruling Sunni elite, a significant proportion of Shi’ites continue 
to support the government, and any initial success by native Shi’ite violence would 
almost certainly lead to new Saudi and UAE intervention. 

Bahrain’s Counterterrorism Effort 
Bahrain faces real problems with violent Shi’ite extremists and Iranian influence, but 
sometimes treat legitimate opposition as terrorism. The State Department country report 
on terrorism covering the period of 2014 described Bahrain’s efforts as follows,168 

The MOI is the lead government agency regarding the detection and prevention of acts of 
terrorism and the arrest of suspects in terrorist-related acts, with the Bahrain National Security 
Agency providing support. The Bahraini Coast Guard also contributed to the counterterrorism 
mission by monitoring and interdicting the seaborne movement of weapons and terrorists into and 
out of the country. The major deterrents to more effective law enforcement and border security 
remained the lack of interagency coordination and limited training opportunities to develop 
requisite law enforcement skills. 

… The Ministry of Justice and Islamic Affairs (MOJIA) heads Bahrain’s efforts to counter 
radicalization to violence and violent extremism, in part by organizing regular workshops for 
clerics and speakers from both the Sunni and Shia sects. The MOJIA also undertakes an annual 
review of schools’ Islamic Studies curricula to evaluate interpretations of religious texts. 

…The Bahraini government continued to increase efforts to detect, neutralize, and contain terrorist 
threats in 2014. Some groups’ use of real and fake improvised explosive devices remained a threat 
to security services, resulting in the death of at least five police officers. The Government of 
Bahrain also began to implement tougher counterterrorism laws that the legislature approved 
during the first half of the year. 

Peaceful opposition groups and some international observers expressed their concern at the scope 
of the new laws, which they say could easily be used to hinder peaceful opposition activity as well 
as terrorism. The inability of the government and political opposition to reach an agreement on 
political reforms threatened to fuel further domestic unrest, upon which violent opposition groups 
could seek to capitalize. 

The Government of Bahrain has supported the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State in 
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and on November 9 hosted an international conference on countering 
ISIL’s financing. The Bahraini government welcomed UN Security Council Resolutions 2170 and 
2178. 

Bahraini leaders have publicly condemned ISIL’s activities, ideology, and recruitment, while the 
government has worked to detect, counter, and discourage domestic ISIL recruitment and 
extremist messaging. The Ministry of Interior (MOI) has arrested and charged, or stripped the 
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citizenship of some Bahrainis suspected of supporting ISIL, and in March it called on all Bahrainis 
fighting in Iraq and Syria to return to Bahrain or face prosecution. 

…Throughout 2014 Bahrain bolstered existing counterterrorism laws and criminal penalties. 
Bahrain’s legislature approved and the government promulgated a series of royal decrees issued 
during the second half of 2013 increasing penalties for terrorism-related crimes and expanding 
counterterrorism finance regulations. Terrorism-related acts, a broadly-defined category, are 
treated as criminal cases, with prescribed penalties spelled out in the Anti-Terrorism Law of 2006 
and Articles 155 and 168 of the Penal Code. There were concerns that the government used 
counterterrorism laws to prosecute or harass individuals for their criticism of the government. 

…Bahrain has participated in the Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance (ATA) program 
since 1987, and assistance in 2014 focused on developing the capacity to investigate and respond 
to terrorists’ use of explosives. Leahy vetting challenges, however, prompted the cancellation of 
nearly all planned ATA courses in 2014. The U.S. Embassy was able to assist with the delivery of 
an ATA K9 Train the Trainer course that graduated two trainers and eight trainees, but as a result 
of a general lack of training and antiquated investigative methods and technologies, the MOI 
Police Force’s progress in areas of counterterrorism and criminal investigation has slowed. 

On January 4, an MOI explosives team defused a bomb placed on a busy commercial street in 
central Manama. On March 16, an MOI explosives team defused a gas cylinder bomb located in a 
vehicle along a busy public road in central Manama. 

… Bahrain is a member of the Middle East and North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a 
Financial Action Task Force-style regional body, and its financial intelligence unit is a member of 
the Egmont Group of Financial Intelligence Units. Bahrain is an important regional financial hub, 
which makes it vulnerable to the large amounts of money flowing through the Gulf region to 
support various terrorist and violent extremist groups. The Bahraini government did not provide 
information on prosecutions. In November, Bahrain hosted an international seminar on countering 
the financing of terrorism. For further information on money laundering and financial crimes, see 
the 2014 

Bahrain worked closely and cooperatively with international partners throughout the region. Since 
formally endorsing the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism in March 2008, Bahrain has 
proactively worked to expand air, sea, and causeway border control points. 

The edition of the same report covering 2015 reflected further progress, but also new 
measures that could be more repressive as well as several key problems:169 

Overview: During 2015, the Bahraini government continued to make gains in detecting, 
neutralizing, and containing terrorist threats from violent Shia militant groups and Islamic State of 
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) sympathizers. Those groups’ use of real and fake IEDs remained a key 
threat to security services, resulting in the death of three police officers. The government also 
began to implement new counterterrorism laws the legislature approved in 2014, including 
revoking the citizenship of suspected and convicted terrorists. By year’s end, the Bahraini 
government had interdicted several smuggling operations and seized sizeable caches of military-
grade explosives, shaped charges, and sophisticated detonators. These raids ensnared several 
militant cells and significantly eroded militant attacks on police. 

The Bahraini government supported the international Global Coalition to Counter ISIL and in 
December joined the Saudi-led 34-country Islamic counterterrorism alliance. The Bahraini 
government often did not publicize details about the arrests or convictions of Sunni terrorists, 
complicating efforts to track its progress against the domestic ISIL threat. Nevertheless, Bahraini 
leaders publicly condemned ISIL’s worldwide activities, ideology, and recruitment, while the 
government worked to detect, counter, and discourage domestic ISIL recruitment and extremist 
messaging. In October, the government announced it had charged 24 individuals – seven of whom 
were in detention and the rest of whom remained at large in Iraq and Syria – with forming an ISIL 
cell that plotted suicide attacks in Bahrain and recruited fighters for the organization. In 
December, however, the Public Prosecutor released four of the detained suspects for lack of 
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evidence. Security services also arrested another Sunni man and charged him with purchasing 
arms for the terrorist group. On several occasions in 2015, ISIL-affiliated social media accounts 
claimed the group would carry out attacks in Bahrain, but these failed to materialize. Bahrain 
participated in Global Coalition to Counter ISIL Political Directors meetings in Amman, Quebec, 
and Brussels; and the Minister of Foreign Affairs participated in the June 2 Coalition Group 
Ministerial Meeting in Paris. 

2015 Terrorist Incidents: Bahrain continued to experience periodic bomb attacks from Shia 
militants throughout the year with targeting focused exclusively on Bahraini security forces. In 
previous years, the attacks mostly involved homemade devices, but in 2015 the militants began to 
use military-grade explosive materials, such as C-4 and RDX. 

• On March 19, a bomb injured two policemen in the predominantly Shia village of 
Karranah. 

• On July 15, the Ministry of Interior (MOI) reported a man accidentally blew himself up 
when attempting to plant a bomb that targeted police in the Shia village of Eker. 

• On July 28, a bomb killed two policemen and injured six policemen outside a girls’ 
school on the Shia majority island of Sitra. 

• On August 28, a blast killed one policeman in Karranah and seven civilians were injured 
in collateral damage. 

• On September 10, a bomb targeted a police station in the town of Bilad Al-Qadim but 
caused no casualties. 

Suspected Shia militants targeted security services with Molotov cocktails and other homemade 
devices throughout 2015 and other blasts occurred with fewer or no casualties. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: Throughout 2015, Bahrain moved to 
bolster existing counterterrorism laws and criminal penalties. In March, the Shura Council – 
Bahrain’s appointed, upper legislative chamber – approved a draft law increasing sentences for 
those who “promote or glorify” terrorists acts to 10 years and/or a fine of US $13,350, which the 
Cabinet approved in September and referred to the elected lower house. In December, the Council 
of Representatives – Bahrain’s elected, lower chamber – approved a royal decree amending 
provisions of the 2006 terrorism law, allowing security forces to detain suspects for longer periods 
of time without charging them, and to take other measures, such as shutting off electricity in a 
given city block where a suspected terrorist incident occurred, when searching for suspects. 
Terrorism-related acts, a broadly-defined category, are treated as criminal cases, with prescribed 
penalties spelled out in the Anti-Terrorism Law of 2006 and Articles 155 and 168 of the Penal 
Code. While many of the terrorism cases in 2015 involved criminals who engaged in violent acts 
against security services, there were concerns that the government sometimes used 
counterterrorism laws – specifically citizenship revocations – to prosecute or harass individuals 
for their criticism of the government. 

Throughout 2015, security services were able to detect, deter, and respond to terrorist incidents. 
The MOI is the lead government agency charged with detecting and preventing acts of terrorism 
and arresting suspects in terrorist-related acts, with the Bahrain National Security Agency 
providing intelligence support. The Bahraini Coast Guard also contributes to the counterterrorism 
mission by monitoring and interdicting the seaborne movement of weapons and terrorists into and 
out of the country. The major deterrents to more effective law enforcement and border security 
remain the lack of interagency coordination and limited training opportunities to develop requisite 
law enforcement skills. 

Bahrain has participated in the Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance (ATA) program 
since 1987. One Combatting Domestic and Transnational Terrorism ATA course took place in 
2015 that graduated approximately 20 officers. 

Bahrain’s ability to detect transnational plots remains limited due to capacity, detection, and 
information-sharing deficiencies. Every year, millions of Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
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nationals transit the King Fahad Causeway connecting Bahrain to Saudi Arabia with relatively 
little screening. The Saudi citizen who killed 27 worshippers in a Kuwaiti mosque in June 
transited Bahrain via the airport, highlighting the country’s vulnerability to threats from violent 
extremists residing in neighboring countries. 

Security forces reported they thwarted several plots through arrests and the discovery of at least 
two large weapons caches. In March, police and customs officials intercepted a bus containing 
bomb-making materials attempting to enter Bahrain from Saudi Arabia across the King Fahad 
Causeway. In June, the government uncovered a warehouse in the Dar Kulaib village containing 
explosives and bomb-making materials. In September, security forces discovered a facility that 
contained bomb-making equipment and 1.4 tons of explosives. In November, the Bahraini 
government announced it had conducted a major counterterrorism operation resulting in the arrest 
of 47 individuals, the confiscation of bomb-making materials, and the disruption of several 
terrorist plots. 

In 2015, Bahrain initiated dozens of cases for terrorism-related crimes and secured 11 convictions. 
Sentences varied but included the death penalty and revocation of citizenship for those accused of 
more serious crimes. However, the government has not carried out an execution of a foreign 
national since 2010 and has not executed a Bahraini national since 1996. In January, the 
government cited the 2006 terrorism law when it revoked the citizenship of 72 citizens, many of 
whom were out of the country at the time. In March, the High Criminal Court sentenced three 
Bahrainis to death and seven others to life in prison while revoking the citizenship of eight of them 
for a 2014 bombing that killed three policemen. In April, the same court sentenced a man to death 
and gave varying sentences to 11 others, ranging from 10 years to life for another 2014 bombing 
that killed a policeman. In June, a court sentenced two men who previously had their citizenships 
revoked to life in prison for terrorism-related charges. In November, a lower court convicted five 
Bahrainis of plotting terrorist attacks, revoked their citizenship, and sentenced them to life in 
prison. Also in November, a court sentenced 12 Bahrainis to life in prison and revoked their 
citizenships for terrorist acts and targeting police. Various other suspects received sentences 
ranging from a few years to life in prison for other planned or executed attacks against the security 
services. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Bahrain is a member of the Middle East and North 
Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional body. 
Its financial intelligence unit, the Anti-Money Laundering Unit, is a member of the Egmont 
Group. Bahrain is an important regional financial hub, which makes it vulnerable to large amounts 
of money flowing through the Gulf region to support various terrorist groups. In 2015, Bahrain 
organized or participated in several meetings focused on disrupting the financial support systems 
for terrorist entities. The government sent a delegation with representatives from the Ministries of 
Foreign Affairs, Finance, and Interior to the three initial meetings for the Counter-ISIL Finance 
Group in Rome, Jeddah, and Washington, DC. In April, Bahrain hosted the 8th EU-GCC 
Workshop on Combatting Terrorist Financing. In November, Bahrain hosted the “Good Giving 
Conference,” a workshop focused on combating the financing of terrorism through preventing 
abuse of the charitable sector. The program focused on international good practices used to ensure 
charitable donations are not used or diverted for nefarious purposes. 

Throughout 2015, the Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) continued its efforts to upgrade the 
country’s AML/CFT regulatory framework via an entity known as the Policy Committee, which 
formulates AML/CFT policies and is in charge of implementing FATF recommendations. The 
CBB periodically reviewed financial institutions’ licenses to ensure compliance with CBB 
regulations. In April, the CBB took organizational control of the Iran Future Bank, which the U.S. 
government had previously sanctioned for aiding in Iran’s nuclear proliferation and missile 
acquisition activities, and the Iran Insurance Company in order to “protect the rights of 
depositors,” but declined to provide further details. In August, the government detained former 
opposition parliamentarian Hassan Isa on terrorism finance-related charges, although opposition 
groups and activists complained the detention was politically motivated. 
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The Ministry of Labor and Social Development’s (MOLSD) Directorate of Civil Societies 
monitors and administers civil society and NGOs, including charitable institutions that could be 
used to finance terrorists or terrorist groups. When a group petitions the MOLSD to form a new 
civil society group, the Ministry’s Financial and Legal Departments scrutinize the potential new 
group’s finances in coordination with the CBB and MOI. The CBB also works with the MOLSD 
to prepare a report regarding the groups’ internal and external fund transactions. The Directorate 
of Civil Societies submit an annual financial report issued by an accredited auditing firm, which is 
reviewed by the Ministry’s Financial and Administrative departments, and is subject to inspection 
visits throughout the year by the MOLSD’s Registration and Public Relations Departments. 

For additional information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2016 International 
Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INSCR), Volume II, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Countering Violent Extremism: The Ministry of Justice and Islamic Affairs (MOJIA) heads 
Bahrain’s efforts to counter radicalization to violence and violent extremism, in part by organizing 
regular workshops for clerics and speakers from both the Sunni and Shia sects. The MOJIA also 
undertakes an annual review of schools’ Islamic Studies curricula to evaluate interpretations of 
religious texts. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Bahrain worked closely and cooperatively with 
international, multilateral, and regional partners. It is a member of the GCC and participated in the 
August U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism and Border Security Working Group meeting in Riyadh. 
Since formally endorsing the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism in March 2008, 
Bahrain has proactively worked to expand air, sea, and causeway border control points, although 
its data collection and information-sharing capabilities remain limited. 

Bahrain’s Military Forces 
Bahrain has small, but competent military forces. The IISS Military Balance for 2016 
estimates that Bahrain spent $1.53 billion on defense in 2015, or 4.95 percent of a GDP 
of $30.9 billion. It also estimates that Bahraini forces included:170 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 8,200 active military manpower  (Army 6,000 Navy 700 Air, 1,500) Paramilitary 11,260 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 armored brigade, 1 mechanized infantry brigade, 1 Amiri Guards battalion, and 1 special forces 
battalion 

• 180 M60A3 main battle tanks 

• 47 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 200+ armored personnel carriers 

• 82 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 36 towed artillery weapons 

• 9 M270 MLRS (with 30 ATACMS) multiple rocket launchers 

• No attack helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 39 combat capable aircraft, including 17 F-16C Fighting Falcon and 4 F-16D Fighting Falcon 

• 6 medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles: 6 MIM-23B I-HAWK 

• 7 Crotale shorter-range air defenses. 
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Naval and Marine Forces 

• 1 Missile frigates 

• 2 Missile Corvettes. 

• 4 Missile patrol boats 

• 4 other patrol boats 

• 9 Landing craft 

• 2 logistics and support craft 

Bahrain’s Role as a Strategic Partner 
Bahrain strategic importance lies in its position in the Gulf, and in the fact that the U.S. 
headquarters its 5th Fleet in Bahrain, and deploys combat aircraft. While the U.S. 
government has called for government reforms in dealing with native Shi’ites, a U.S. 
State Department report issued on March 1, 2016 highlights the level of U.S. and 
Bahraini security cooperation,171 

Bahrain plays an important role in the security architecture of the Gulf region and is a vital U.S. 
partner on a number of major defense initiatives. A founding member of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, Bahrain hosts the U.S. Navy's Fifth Fleet and supports U.S.-led military coalitions, 
including the current international effort against the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. As 
follow up to the May 14, 2015 Camp David summit, we are working with Bahrain and its GCC 
partners to increase cooperation on maritime security, military preparedness, arms transfers, 
cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. U.S. assistance enables Bahrain to continue obtaining the 
equipment and training it needs to provide for its own defense and to operate alongside U.S. air 
and naval forces. U.S. assistance also strengthens Bahrain’s interoperability for regional security 
and counterterrorism cooperation, boosts Bahrain’s maritime defenses against smuggling and 
terrorism, and improves Bahrain’s ability to deny terrorist sponsorship, support, and sanctuary in a 
manner that respects the human rights of its residents. 

• On June 29, 2015, the United States lifted restrictions on security assistance to the Bahrain 
Defense Force and National Guard that were implemented following Bahrain’s crackdown on 
demonstrations in 2011.Restrictions on assistance to the Ministry of Interior remain in place. 

• In August 2015, the U.S. announced an upcoming foreign military sale to Bahrain for F-16 
follow-on support. This support will include equipment, ammunition, training, spare and repair 
parts, documentation, and the Electronic Combat International Security Assistance Program, as 
well as other logistical and support services. 

• Through Foreign Military Financing, the United States allocated a total of $7.5 million in 
FY2015 in support of the development of Bahrain’s security assistance program. 

• The United States used nearly $600,000 of FY2015 resources for the International Military 
Education and Training program to train 100 Bahraini students. The FMF and IMET programs 
provide opportunities for members of the Bahraini armed forces to study alongside U.S. military 
personnel at U.S. educational institutions. 

• Bahrain is an important and long-standing ally on regional security issues, working closely with 
the United States on the counter-ISIL campaign. Bahrain is also providing logistical and 
operational support for countering terrorism and maintaining freedom of navigation in the Gulf 
region. Bahrain has been a leader on efforts to counter ISIL’s financial network and also 
participates in the Coalition’s Strategic Communications Working Group, which seeks to counter 
ISIL propaganda and communications. Bahrain’s logistical and operational support through its 
hosting of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command enables the United States to lead a 30-nation 
military coalition that counters piracy and terrorism, and helps maintain the free flow of commerce 
and energy resources through the Strait of Hormuz. 
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V. KUWAIT 
Kuwait is another small, wealthy Gulf Petroleum state, with a relatively high per capita 
income of $72,200 in 2015. 172 It has long suffered from a lack of effective leadership and 
political coherence, but its oil wealth has largely protected it from its lack of effective 
governance and economic progress.  
Kuwait’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 2,788,534 
Religions/Sects: 76.7% Muslim; 17.3% Christian; 5.9% other. 
Ethnic Groups: 31.3% Kuwaiti; 27.9% other Arab; 37.8% Asian; 1.1% other. 
Median age: 29 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 40.53% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Kuwait as being in the 29th percentile for 
accountability, 52nd percentile for political stability and violence, 47th percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 49th percentile for regulatory quality, 60th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 50th 
percentile for control of corruption.173 
Transparency International ranked Kuwait as 55/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.174  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: $163.612 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $43,594 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 10 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): NA  
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Kuwait 101st in the world in ease 
of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 148 in ease of starting a business, 133 in dealing with 
construction permits, 128 in getting electricity, 68 in registering property, 109 in getting credit, 66 in 
protecting investors, 11 in paying taxes, 149 in trade across borders, 58 in enforcing contracts, and 122 
in resolving insolvency. 175 

Kuwait’s Risk Status 
Figure V.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Kuwait using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.176 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues.  

Kuwait still has substantial financial resources and is a major petroleum producer with 
large reserves. It is, however, at the strategic hinge of the upper Gulf, shares a border 
with a troubled Iraq, and is near Iran. Its legislative politics are deeply divided and 
sometimes paralyze progress and needed change. It also has had growing problems with 
Iranian interference, and between its Sunni and Shi’ite populations. 
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Figure V.1: Kuwait: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf.  
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Kuwait’s Politics and Governance 
Kuwait has become something of a political nightmare, paralyzed and undercut in many 
ways by the political battles in its legislature, and selfish and self-destructive battles 
between its factions. The CIA summarized the status of Kuwaiti politics status as follows 
in May 2016: 177 

The AL-SABAH family returned to power in 1991 and established one of the most independent 
legislatures in the Arab World. The country witnessed the historic election in 2009 of four women 
to its National Assembly. Amid the 2010-11 uprisings and protests across the Arab world, 
stateless Arabs, known as bidoon, staged small protests in February and March 2011 demanding 
citizenship, jobs, and other benefits available to Kuwaiti nationals. Youth activist groups - 
supported by opposition legislators - rallied repeatedly in 2011 for the prime minister's dismissal 
amid allegations of widespread government corruption, ultimately prompting the prime minister to 
resign in late 2011. Demonstrations, following a short lull, renewed in late 2012 in response to an 
Amiri decree amending the electoral law to reduce the number of votes per person from four to 
one.  

The opposition, led by a coalition of Sunni Islamists, tribalists, some liberals, and myriad youth 
groups, largely boycotted legislative elections in 2012 and 2013, which ushered in a legislature 
more amenable to the government's agenda. Since coming to power in 2006, the Amir has 
dissolved the National Assembly on five occasions (the Constitutional Court annulled the 
Assembly in June 2012 and again in June 2013) and shuffled the cabinet over a dozen times, 
usually citing political stagnation and gridlock between the legislature and the government. 

Figure V.2 shows that the World Bank estimates that the quality of Kuwait’s governance 
is notably better than the quality of its politics, but is still not high by Arab Gulf 
standards. 
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Figure V.2: World Bank Estimate of Kuwaiti Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Kuwait: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports. 

Kuwait’s Demographics 
Kuwait is highly dependent on foreign labor, and does not face major population and 
youth bulge pressures. It does, however, grossly over-employ young native Kuwaitis in 
unproductive government jobs and offers far too few private sector options. It also may 
not have sufficient oil income per capita to sustain its current population growth and 
living standards over an extended period of times without economic reform or better 
native job creation and career opportunity.  

Key trends include: 
• Kuwait had an estimated population of 2,788,534 (July 2015 est.) However, Kuwait's Public 

Authority for Civil Information estimated the country's total population to be 4,183,658 for 2015, 
with immigrants accounting more than 69%. 178 

• The U.S. Census Bureau estimates its population was 19.2 times larger in 2015 than 1950.179 

• Kuwait’s population growth rate has dropped, and the CIA estimates that it is only 1.62%.180  

• Ethnic groups include Kuwaiti 31.3%, other Arab 27.9%, Asian 37.8%, African 1.9%, other 1.1% 
(includes European, North American, South American, and Australian) (2013 est.) 

• Its population is does not have a major youth budge in terms of the need for services and jobs for 
the next ten to twenty years. The population of 14 years of age or less is 25.32% (male 
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367,176/female 338,883), and the population from 15 to 24 years is 15.21% (male 233,306/female 
190,903)). This is a total of roughly 40%.181 

• Its median age is a moderate 29 years. 182 

• Its total dependency ratio is a relatively low 32.l% and its youth dependency ratio is 29.5%183 

• It is highly urbanized (98.3%). Education and job skills must match the needs of a modern 
economy. 184 

Kuwait does have a significant class of over 111,000 non-citizens called Bidoon or Bidun 
It treats them as stateless people; and some governments recognize them as illegal 
immigrants. They formed some 80-90% of the Kuwaiti Army until the Invasion of Iraq 
and the Gulf War. They have since dropped to 35% to 40% of the Kuwaiti Army. Major 
dispute exist over their status, time of immigration to Kuwait, and treatment.   

The Kuwaiti government has improved their rights and treatment over time, but treats 
many as illegal foreign nationals from neighboring countries. Many have been born in 
Kuwait, but some reports indicate others are foreign nationals hiding their true 
nationalities including some Saudi citizens.  

Kuwait’s Economy and the “Oil Crash”  
An analysis by the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) indicates that—
according to EIA and CIA data—Kuwait earned some $29.1 billion in petroleum export 
revenues in 2013, and $25.4 billion more in 2014. This now seems likely to drop to levels 
below $11 to $14 billion in 2016 and possibly 2017 and beyond. Similarly, per capita 
petroleum export earnings were $29,529 in 2013 and $25,362 in 2014, and may well drop 
to less than $12,000 to $14,000 in 2016-2017.185 

The CIA summarized the status of the Kuwaiti economy status as follows in May 2016, 
and made it clear that the “crash” in petroleum revenues could affect even the wealthiest 
oil states: 186 

…Kuwait has a geographically small, but wealthy, relatively open economy with crude oil 
reserves of about 102 billion barrels - more than 6% of world reserves. Kuwaiti officials plan to 
increase oil production to 4 million barrels per day by 2020. Petroleum accounts for over half of 
GDP, 94% of export revenues, and 90% of government income. 

Kuwait has failed to diversify its economy or bolster the private sector, because of a poor business 
climate, a large public sector that crowds out private employment of Kuwaiti nationals, and an 
acrimonious relationship between the National Assembly and the executive branch that has 
stymied most economic reforms. The Kuwaiti government has made little progress on its long-
term economic development plan first passed in 2010. While the government planned to spend up 
$104 billion over four years to diversify the economy, attract more investment, and boost private 
sector participation in the economy, many of the projects did not materialize because of an 
uncertain political situation. 

In 2015, Kuwait, for the first time in fifteen years, realized a budget deficit after decades of high 
oil prices. Kuwaiti authorities have tried to reduce the deficit by decreasing spending on subsidies 
for the local population, but with limited success. Despite Kuwait’s dependence on oil, the 
government has cushioned itself against the impact of lower oil prices, by saving annually at least 
10% of government revenue in the Fund for Future Generations. 
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The Limits to Oil Wealth 
Kuwait does still benefit from holding the world’s sixth-largest proved oil reserves, 
amounting to about 6 percent of the world total; it trails only Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, 
Canada, Iran, and Iraq. Figure V.3 shows this ranking of proved world oil reserves, as of 
2014. Kuwait also has additional reserves held in the Partitioned Neutral Zone (PNZ), 
which Kuwait shares 50-50 with Saudi Arabia. By 2020, Kuwait plans to increase its oil 
production by 44 percent in order to cope with the low market price of crude.187  

However, the Kuwati country report from the U.S.  Energy Information Administration 
notes that:188 

• Kuwait's economy is heavily dependent on petroleum export revenues, which account for nearly 
60% its gross domestic product and about 94% of export revenues, according to OPEC and IMF 
data. EIA estimates these revenues were $92 billion in 2013. Kuwait attempts to remain one of the 
world's top oil producers as the country targets crude oil and condensate production of 4 million 
barrels per day (bbl/d) by 2020. However, Kuwait has struggled to boost oil and natural gas 
production for more than a decade because of upstream project delays and insufficient foreign 
investment.  

• The PNZ holds 5 billion barrels of proved reserves, bringing Kuwait's total oil reserves to 104.5 
billion barrels. Kuwait's oil reserves include approximately 13 billion barrels of heavy oil, located 
primarily in northern Kuwait, with other reserves concentrated in the PNZ.  

• Despite being the second smallest in land area among the OPEC member countries, Kuwait 
exports the fifth-largest volume of crude oil and condensates.  

• To diversify its oil-heavy economy, Kuwait has increased efforts to explore and develop its non-
associated natural gas fields, which currently make up a small portion of its natural gas 
production. Greater natural gas production would increase Kuwait's feedstock for its struggling 
electricity sector, which frequently cannot meet demand in peak times. Kuwait has increased the 
share of natural gas in its primary energy consumption from 34% in 2009 to 42% in 2012, while 
the remaining share, consisting solely of petroleum and other liquids, has declined.  

• Energy policy is set by the Supreme Petroleum Council, overseen by the Ministry of Petroleum 
and is executed by the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation and its various subsidiaries. Kuwait also has 
an active sovereign-wealth fund, the Kuwait Investment Authority, which oversees all state 
expenditures and international investments. 

The World Bank report on Kuwait’s economic outlook for 2016 is moderately optimistic 
and expects Kuwait’s economy to recover to 1.6% growth and “gradually firm up in the 
medium term:”189 

Kuwait’s GDP contracted by an estimated 1.3 % in 2015, following a 1.6 % decline in 2014. Oil 
production dropped by 1.7 % in 2015. Growth in the oil sector, which accounts for two-thirds of 
GDP, was affected by an ongoing dispute with Saudi Arabia over shared resources, leading to the 
closure of a neutral zone oilfield in mid-2015. Growth in the non-oil sector also moderated further 
in 2015 as the slump in global oil prices took a toll on sentiment and activity, particularly in real 
estate and construction. Inflation remains muted, averaging just 3.3 % in 2015. 

Fiscal and current account pressures are increasing. Oil revenues, which have contributed three-
quarters of government income in recent years, fell by nearly 50 % during 2015 in line with oil 
prices. With spending adjusting more slowly, Kuwait is expected to record its first fiscal deficit 
since 1999, of 3.6 % of GDP in FY2015/16 (on a general government basis, including investment 
income and transfers to the SWF). The current account surplus has narrowed significantly from 
over 30 % of GDP in 2014, but remains at 9.6 % of GDP in 2015. With the Kuwaiti dinar pegged 
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to a basket of currencies dominated by the US dollar, the, central bank raised its policy rate by 25 
basis points to 2.25 % following the rate increase by the US Federal Reserve Bank in December 
2015. Private sector credit is growing at a moderate pace, mitigating concerns about financial risks. 

Fiscal reforms remain limited. With current spending amounting to 90 % of total spending, 
cutting expenditures has proved challenging. Electricity and fuel subsidy cuts have been proposed, 
but face strong opposition in Parliament. In mid-March, the Cabinet approved a reform package 
focused on public sector, and expenditure reforms, PPP and privatization, SME development, 
labor market and investment climate reforms, but these still need to be approved by Parliament. 
Under the 2015-19 Development Plan, the government has accelerated efforts to implement major 
projects including modernization of existing refineries, a new refinery, and major transport 
projects. Implementation is critical for laying the foundations for a post-oil economy, and for 
raising hydro-carbon output in the near to medium term. 

The outlook is for growth to recover to 1.3 % in 2016 and to gradually firm up in the medium 
term. Activity should be supported by rising oil output (due to recent discoveries, improved 
production efficiencies, and as production from the Neutral Zone oilfield resumes in 2017). After 
years of stalled projects and delays, prospects for investment have also improved, with major 
infrastructure and development projects awarded in 2015. Growth in the non-oil sector should 
accelerate in parallel. Also, fiscal and current account positions should gradually strengthen in line 
with a modest recovery in oil prices and output. Public finances should also be supported by the 
gradual implementation of spending and revenue reforms, including the implementation of a VAT 
(expected in 2017). Risks are tilted to the downside. External risks include spillovers from geo-
political tensions and conflict, protracted weakness in global oil prices, and global financial 
volatility that dampens appetite for private sector investment in PPPs, which the government is 
increasingly likely to rely on given fiscal constraints. Key domestic risks include slow 
implementation of infrastructure projects and parliamentary gridlock that delays critical fiscal 
reforms. The banking sector is well capitalized, yet has exposure to the real estate sector. 

Figure V.3: Kuwait’s Ranking in Proven Oil Reserves: 2014 
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Sectarian Differences and Challenges 
Like many Arab Gulf states, Kuwait depends heavily on foreign labor. The CIA estimates 
that its population of 2.8 million is Kuwaiti 31.3%, other Arab 27.9%, Asian 37.8%, 
African 1.9%,  other 1.1% (includes European, North American, South American, and 
Australian) (2013 est). About 69% of the population consists of immigrants (2013 est). 
The CIA does not analyzes its religious structure in detail, but estimates that Kuwait is 
Muslim (official) 76.7%, Christian 17.3%, other and unspecified 5.9%.190 

Sectarian differences are a challenge for Kuwait, as it has a significant Shi’ite minority 
population, about 25-30 percent of the population.191 The sectarian situation is more 
stable than that of Bahrain or even Saudi Arabia. However, the increasingly contentious 
rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran is bringing sectarian differences to the forefront in 
some of the smaller GCC states. Tensions are on the rise in the Kuwaiti parliament, and 
its national media and online forums indicate that these tensions extend to the general 
population as well. In January 2016, a court sentenced two Shi’ites—one Kuwaiti and 
one Iranian—to death, finding them guilty of spying on behalf of Iran and Hezbollah. 
Shi’ite MP Saleh Ashour claimed in response, “the anger of Kuwaiti Shi’ites has reached 
its peak,” and criticized Kuwaiti officials of bias for not convicting Kuwaiti Sunni 
jihadists who had left Kuwait to join ISIS.192 
Analysts tend to view the growing sectarian divide as a product of international pressures. 
Political arrests and other harsh policies in Kuwait can be seen as a return to a more 
authoritarian form of governance in the state. However, within the semi-constitutional 
monarchy of Kuwait, Shi’ites do have a history of loyalty toward the central government, 
and they tend to feel included and invested in how the state is governed.193 

Despite growing dissatisfaction within the Shi’ite minority community, Kuwait still 
seems internally stable. Even if the situation devolves, Kuwait could also expect 
assistance and support from the more powerful GCC states, like Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE. 

Other Divisions and Sources of Instability 
Kuwait has had some problems with its foreign labor, as well as with its Shi’ites and 
small elements of Sunni extremists. The United States Country Report on Human Rights 
for Kuwait for 2015 stated that:194 

The law prohibits arbitrary arrest and detention. There were numerous reports, however, that 
police arbitrarily arrested individuals, principally as part of sustained action against persons in the 
country illegally. 

During the year authorities deported approximately 22,000 foreign workers for violating the law 
or suspected of minor legal infractions instead of prosecuting them. In August the Ministry of 
Interior conducted surprise raids in all six governorates and detained 1,444 foreign workers for a 
variety of violations including petty crimes, possession of banned substances, and violations of 
residency laws. Reportedly, authorities deported all of those detained workers. 

Role of the Police and Security Apparatus 

Police have sole responsibility for the enforcement of laws not related to national security, and the 
KSS oversees national security matters; both are under the purview of civilian authorities at the 
Ministry of Interior. The armed forces (land forces, air force, navy, and coast guard) are 
responsible for external security and are subordinate to the Ministry of Defense. The Kuwait 
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National Guard is a separate entity that is responsible for critical infrastructure protection, support 
for the Ministries of Interior and Defense, and maintaining national readiness. 

Civilian authorities maintained effective control over all security forces. While the government 
had effective mechanisms to investigate and punish abuse and corruption, it did not always apply 
them. Authorities did not appear to investigate several allegations of mistreatment of detainees by 
KSS members. 

Police were generally effective in carrying out core responsibilities. There were reports some 
police stations did not take seriously charges by complainants, especially foreigners, and victims 
of rape and domestic violence. In cases of alleged police abuse, the district chief investigator 
examines abuse allegations and refers cases to the courts for trial. There was some evidence of 
police impunity, particularly in cases where security personnel used excessive force to disperse 
participants in unlicensed political demonstrations and protests. In cases of alleged KSS abuse, no 
information was available regarding investigation procedures or actual investigations. 

On March 23, police dispersed protests at al-Erada Square that had been occurring over the past 
two weeks over the detention of political prisoners and the arrest of political activists prominent 
on social media. Police arrested 19 protesters and reportedly assaulted dozens of others with 
batons and tear gas. Among those injured was former parliamentarian Mohamed al-Kandari. 

According to the government, during the first five months of the year, individuals filed 100 
complaints against the Ministry of Interior, mostly involving investigative law enforcement 
personnel. Disciplinary action resulted from 30 of the complaints. 

Media reported sexual assaults by police officers throughout the year, usually against nonnational 
women. Security forces largely did not respond to violence between family members or against 
domestic workers, especially if the victims were non-nationals. 

Arrest Procedures and Treatment of Detainees 

A police officer generally must obtain an arrest warrant from a state prosecutor or a judge before 
making an arrest, except in cases of hot pursuit, observing the commission of a crime, and certain 
other exceptions. There were numerous reports of police arresting and detaining foreign nationals 
without a warrant, primarily as part of the government’s action against unlawful residents. The 
courts usually do not accept cases without warrants issued prior to arrests. Authorities generally 
informed detainees promptly of the charges against them and allowed access to their lawyers and 
family members. 

In compliance with the law, police may hold a suspected criminal at a police station without 
charge for as long as four days, with an extension of up to three weeks for cause, during which 
time authorities may prevent lawyers and family members from visiting. During this time 
authorities permitted lawyers to attend legal proceedings, but did not allow direct contact with 
their clients. The law provides the detained person the right to a prompt judicial determination 
about the detention’s legality, but this right was not always enforced. If authorities file charges, a 
prosecutor may remand a suspect to detention for an additional 10 days. Prosecutors also may 
obtain court orders for further detention pending trial. In one instance, authorities arrested a 
bidoon man and extended his detention six times. There is a functioning bail system for 
defendants awaiting trial. The bar association provides lawyers for indigent defendants; in these 
cases, defendants do not have the option of choosing which lawyer is assigned to them. 

The courts do not address misdemeanor charges; instead, the Ministry of Interior adjudicates them. 
An undersecretary in the Ministry of Interior is responsible for signing all deportation orders. 

Arbitrary Arrest: The law prohibits arbitrary arrest and detention, and the government observed 
these prohibitions for citizens. There were reports that police during raids arbitrarily detained non-
nationals, including some who possessed valid residency permits and visas and claimed to be 
bystanders. 

Pretrial Detention: Arbitrary lengthy detention before trial was a problem, and in 2013 more than 
10 percent of the prison population consisted of pretrial detainees. Authorities held some detainees 
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beyond the maximum detention period of six months. Excessive detention in the deportation 
center, where there are no maximum time limits on detention prior to deportation, was also a 
problem, particularly when the detainee owed money to a citizen or was a citizen from a country 
without diplomatic representation in the country to facilitate exit documents. 

The United States Country Report on Human Rights for Kuwait for 2015 noted serious 
restrictions on freedom of speech and the press:195 

The constitution provides for freedom of speech and press, although these rights were often 
violated. The government sometimes issued gag orders, temporarily or permanently shut media 
outlets, and convicted persons for expressing their opinions, particularly those published on social 
media. The law also imposes penalties on persons who create or send “immoral” messages and 
gives unspecified authorities the power to suspend communication services to individuals on 
national security grounds. 

The Commission for Mass Communications and Information Technology (CMCIT) is an 
independent body under the communications minister with broad discretionary powers to grant or 
rescind licenses to companies that provide internet, cable, satellite, land, and wireless 
communications. Members of the CMCIT were not yet chosen, nor did the commission begin its 
work by the end of the year. 

Freedom of Speech and Expression: The law specifically prohibits material insulting Islam, the 
emir, the constitution, neighboring states, the neutrality of the courts, or the Public Prosecutor’s 
Office. The law mandates jail terms for anyone who “defames religion,” and any Muslim citizen 
or resident may file criminal charges against a person the complainant believes has defamed Islam. 
The government generally restricted freedom of speech in instances purportedly related to national 
security, which included criticism of the emir. Any citizen may file charges against anyone the 
citizen believes defamed the ruling family or harmed public morals. 

The courts convicted dozens of persons for insulting the emir, the judiciary, neighboring states, or 
religion on their social media sites. Several cases involved questioning authorities’ competency, 
decisions, or honesty, and resulted in jail terms of up to 10 years. In January authorities arrested 
Nawaf al-Hindal, Mohammed al-Ajmi, and Musaid al-Musallam for posting messages on social 
media deemed insulting to Saudi Arabia. In May the Court of Cassation confirmed the sentence of 
Musalam al-Barrak, a former member of the National Assembly and opposition leader, to serve a 
two-year term for insulting the emir during a speech in 2012. As of year’s end, al-Barrak was 
serving his jail term. 

In June the Supreme Court upheld a six-year prison sentence against Saleh al-Saeed, a blogger and 
commentator found guilty in December 2014 of insulting Saudi Arabia on a Syrian television 
channel. 

Press and Media Freedoms: All print media were privately owned, although their independence 
was limited. The government did not permit non-Islamic religious publishing companies, although 
several churches published religious materials solely for their congregations’ use. Media outlets 
exhibited a limited range of diversity of opinion on topics relating to social problems, but most 
self-censored, avoiding critical discussion on topics like the emir, foreign policy, and religion, to 
avoid criminal charges or fines or to keep their licenses. Restrictions on freedom of speech also 
applied to the media. Discussions of specific social topics, such as the role of women in society 
and sex, sometimes were self-censored. The law allows for large fines and up to 10 years in prison 
for persons who use any means (including media) to subvert the emiri system of government. The 
Ministry of Commerce and Industry may ban any media organization at the request of the Ministry 
of Information. Newspaper publishers must obtain an operating license from the Ministry of 
Information. 

Broadcast media are a mix of government and privately owned stations, subject to the same laws 
as print media. In July 2014 the government revoked the licenses of pro-opposition media outlets 
al-Yawm television and the Alam al-Yawm newspaper. After revoking the citizenship of one of its 
owners, allegedly due to fraud, the government then cited the citizenship revocation as an 
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additional reason for the closings. In January the government rescinded the commercial license of 
the al-Watan newspaper due to claims that the newspaper had violated its capital requirements. In 
February a court rejected the newspaper’s appeal, and in November the Court of Cassation issued 
a final verdict and upheld the lower courts’ rulings resulting in the permanent closure of the 
newspaper. The country also declined in media freedom evaluations compiled by international 
human rights agencies. Those evaluations reflected the tougher measures taken with the media, 
including the adoption of a law that allows authorities to fine journalists up to 300,000 dinars ($1 
million) for criticizing the emir or crown prince or misrepresenting what they said. It also imposes 
sentences of up to 10 years in prison for those convicted of violating the law. 

Before the annual international book fair held in November, the Ministry of Information requires 
publishers to submit a list of books they might offer at the event. The ministry returns the list with 
“suggestions” of titles they should not bring. In the past three years, the government added more 
than 30 books to a list of banned books. During the 2015 Kuwait International Book Fair, 
authorities listed a total of 250 banned books, including The Scent of the Tango, as offensive to the 
ruling family because of references to negative aspects of the country’s society and the ruling 
family. Most of the books on the banned list revolved around religion, politics, and public 
morality. 

Violence and Harassment: Security officials reportedly threatened foreign journalists with 
deportation if they did not resign from some opposition media outlets. Member of Parliament 
(MP) Abdullah al-Turaiji wrote a letter to the minister of interior calling the “withholding of 
passports of workers in the al-Yawm media outlets by the General Investigation Unit unlawful, 
arbitrary, and illegal.” Noncitizen employees, whose residency the newspaper or television station 
sponsored, lost their residency status when the media outlets closed. Such action forced noncitizen 
employees to find other employment and sponsorship, leave the country, or remain in the country 
illegally. 

Censorship or Content Restrictions: The Ministry of Information censored all imported books, 
commercial films, periodicals, videotapes, CDs, DVDs, and other materials deemed illegal per the 
guidelines enumerated for speech and media. Authorities censored most English-language 
educational materials that mentioned the Holocaust and required education material either to refer 
to Israel as “Occupied Palestine” or to remove such references, although authorities did not censor 
these topics in the news media. Widely available satellite dishes and virtual private networks 
allowed unfiltered media access. 

In January the government closed the print newspaper and television station of al-
Watan permanently, claiming it had violated the minimum capital requirements. Citizens and 
rights groups, such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, issued statements 
condemning the media closures as violations of freedom of expression. Prior to its closure, al-
Watan had supported the political opposition. 

Libel/Slander Laws: Throughout the year the government restricted media freedom based on libel 
laws. 

National Security: The law forbids publication or transmission of any information deemed 
subversive to the constitutional system on national security grounds. As of December the 
government prosecuted 90 cases against individuals criticizing the government with statements on 
social media. In November authorities sentenced the blogger Hamid bu Yabis to four years in 
prison for posting Twitter messages deemed insulting to Saudi Arabia. His appeal was pending as 
of December. 

The Kuwaiti Counterterrorism Effort 
Kuwait has faced steadily growing problems in dealing with religious extremists and 
Iranian influence. It has been careful to limit the public disclosure of the threats it faces, 
particularly in dealing with Iran and areas that cause tension within its national 
legislature, but has steadily increased its counterterrorism activity. 
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The State Department Country Report on Terrorism covering 2014 stated that,196 
… Kuwait’s primary counterterrorism organizations, the MOI and Kuwait National Guard (KNG), 
are well-resourced and have plentiful training opportunities. Under the auspices of the Joint and 
Combined Exchange Training (JCET) program, the Embassy’s Office of Military Cooperation has 
heavily and consistently engaged with local counterterrorism units for both training and bilateral 
exercises in an effort to match capabilities with resources. Because MOI also includes the 
country’s criminal investigative apparatus and border protection mission, it has broad latitude with 
respect to investigations and border security. MOI is also generally considered to be the single 
point of contact for incident response; some terrorism- related matters fall under the prerogative of 
its semi-autonomous arm, KSS. Law enforcement units generally have a record of accountability. 

Law enforcement units had the capacity to detect, deter, and respond to terrorist incidents, but 
were often hindered by internal stove-piping. 

…Kuwait is an important ally located in the critical Arabian Gulf region and a valued partner in 
promoting policies that strengthen regional security and stability. Kuwait is a key partner in the 
Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). 

Kuwait hosted the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL’s Communications Conference on October 27, 
attended by delegations from the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member states and other 
partner countries. Discussions centered on how to combat ISIL and violent extremism in the 
region, degrade and defeat ISIL’s messaging, and confront and contest its presence in the 
information space. Over the reporting period, Kuwait showed a full commitment to countering the 
ISIL threat through its humanitarian and logistic contributions to coalition efforts. This included 
taking steps to reduce ISIL’s access to financing, cracking down on suspected ISIL supporters, 
and providing humanitarian assistance to displaced persons primarily from Syria, but also to 
displaced people in Iraq. 

According to media reports, Kuwait implemented new security measures to prevent possible 
terrorist attacks on its soil. Deputy PM and Interior Minister Sheikh Mohammed al-Khalid Al-
Sabah announced a new security team of 80 officers to counter violent extremist threats. On 
December 5, media reported that state security forces had foiled a terrorist attack planned by an 
ISIL-affiliated terrorist cell of 12 persons, two of whom were former police officers. The Jahra-
based cell had allegedly planned to carry out a number of bombings at civilian and government 
sites. 

…On December 14, a draft law was introduced in parliament criminalizing terrorism and 
stipulating harsh punishments for it. The legislator who introduced the bill explained that regional 
circumstances and terrorist threats to Kuwait necessitated a law specifically criminalizing 
terrorism. Terrorist acts are currently prosecuted under general provisions of the penal code. 

In 2014, Kuwait security forces arrested several suspected members and sympathizers of ISIL. 
The Kuwait State Security (KSS) service reported it had received information that some of the 
defendants had gone to Syria and Iraq and had fought with, or contributed financially to, violent 
extremists. 

KSS also handed over an unidentified number of Saudi nationals, suspected of ISIL links, to the 
Saudi authorities. In December, media reports quoted a source within the Ministry of the Interior 
(MOI) as saying that approximately 10 employees were terminated when it was discovered they 
had travelled to either Iraq or Syria to participate in fighting. 

On December 18, a criminal court jailed three Arab (non-Kuwaiti) supporters of ISIL. The court 
also sentenced a Kuwaiti to 10 years in jail for urging support of the terrorist group and also for 
insulting Kuwait’s ruler in public. An Egyptian and a Jordanian were handed four-year sentences 
for helping the Kuwaiti distribute pro-ISIL leaflets. It was the first such court ruling against 
supporters of ISIL. The courts were examining several similar cases at year’s end. 

…On June 29, media reported that MOI had instructed its forces at border crossings to remain on 
high alert in anticipation of possible attacks by ISIL militants. The ministry instructed officers to 
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intensify their security procedures at all borders after it received “confirmed information” that 
ISIL might try to enter Kuwait via land or sea ports. 

… Kuwait is a member of the Middle East North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial 
Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional body. It took initial steps in 2014 to implement bylaws 
to Law 106 of 2013, which govern the criminalization of terrorist financing – including a 
requirement to report suspected terrorist financing that creates the legal basis to freeze terrorist 
assets without delay. In April, the Cabinet issued Ministerial Resolutions 4 and 5, mandating the 
establishment of a ministerial-level counterterrorism committee (CTC) and stipulating the creation 
of mechanisms to implement UN Security Council Resolutions 1267 and 1373, including the 
freezing of assets. Kuwait froze accounts and banned travel for the five Kuwaiti individuals added 
to the UN al-Qa’ida Sanctions Committee list in 2014. The Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs established and chaired the CTC, on which 11 governmental bodies were represented. The 
CTC met regularly to execute Kuwait’s Anti-Money Laundering (AML)/Counterterrorism 
Financing (CFT) obligations under UNSCRs and domestic regulations. 

Additionally, Kuwait established the Kuwaiti Financial Intelligence Unit (KFIU) in 2013. It 
named its first president in February and opened a temporary office and started to process limited 
types of suspicious transaction reports (STRs) in June. By November, the KFIU was working and 
improving its capacity to receive and analyze STRs. It is not publicly known if any have resulted 
in investigations or criminal proceedings. 

In July, Kuwait re-established a working-level National Committee for Combating Money 
Laundering and Terrorist Financing. Chaired by the president of the KFIU, it consists of the 11 
governmental bodies represented on the CTC. Despite progress, vulnerabilities remain in Kuwait’s 
CFT regime. Though Kuwait regulates donations to and spending by licensed charities, unlicensed 
fundraisers are able to operate on social media and raise and send funds through other unofficial 
channels. The KFIU does not oversee many sectors of the economy, such as money transfer 
businesses, according to international standards. 

The CTC currently disseminates additions to the lists via facsimile, as well as by note. Financial 
institutions electronically monitor the UN lists directly. The CTC plans to set up a website that 
will post both UN and domestic designations. Financial institutions will be required by regulators 
to check the online list for updates on a regular basis. 

… As in previous years, the Kuwaiti Armed Forces, KNG, and MOI conducted a number of 
exercises aimed at responding to terrorist attacks, including joint exercises with regional and 
international partners. Kuwait also cooperated regionally and internationally on counterterrorism, 
for example, conducting joint training programs with the United States and working with 
governments to conduct missions and exchange information. 

Kuwait held the GCC’s and Arab League’s rotating presidencies in 2014. During the reporting 
period, Kuwaiti officials issued statements encouraging enhanced cooperation among GCC and 
Arab League members. Kuwait was the only GCC member not to ratify the Gulf Security Pact. 

…In 2014, Kuwait began issuing weekly circulars to all mosques with approved language for 
Friday sermons and instructions to avoid extremist or sectarian language. It began broadcasts of 
“Kuwait Youth Radio,” which included public service announcements promoting social cohesion 
and religious tolerance, and also announced formation of the Higher Commission for the 
Promotion of Moderation, the main goal of which was to counter violent extremist ideology 
through education. 

Media reported that an agreement was reached in September between the MOI and the Ministry of 
Awqaf (Islamic endowments) and Islamic Affairs to form a joint committee to monitor Friday 
sermons to ensure imams were not addressing any political or sectarian issues. Over the reporting 
period, the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs referred 16 imams for investigation and 
deported one Egyptian imam under the Mosques Charter, which prohibits promoting sectarianism, 
radicalization, and incitement. 
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The U.S. State Department’s Country Report on Terrorism covering 2015 reflected some 
progress in counterterrorism, but also significant new attacks and a failure to coordinate 
with other Gulf states,197 

Overview: During 2015, the Government of Kuwait continued to build and augment its capacity 
for counterterrorism and countering violent extremism (CVE). In June, the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (ISIL) conducted its first successful attack in Kuwait by bombing the Imam Sadeq 
Mosque (one of the country’s most prominent Shia mosques), killing 27 worshippers and injuring 
227 others. Fifteen suspects of different nationalities received death and jail sentences in 
connection with the bombing. ISIL also sought to inspire sympathizers to support, finance, or 
engage in conflicts outside of Kuwait. In response, the Government of Kuwait increased its 
emphasis on international counterterrorism cooperation and on internal CVE efforts, maintaining a 
robust counterterrorism relationship with the United States. Kuwait took several measures to 
improve the oversight and regulation of charitable fundraising, including monitoring transfers to 
international beneficiaries and regulating online donations. Kuwait joined the Small Group of the 
Global Coalition to Counter ISIL, reflecting its contributions to several lines of effort of the 
counter-ISIL campaign. 

2015 Terrorist Incidents: Despite efforts to detect and disrupt terrorist activities, June saw the 
most violent terrorist attack in recent memory when a Saudi ISIL suicide bomber attacked the 
Imam Sadeq Mosque during Friday prayers in the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, killing 27 
individuals (18 Kuwaitis, three Iranians, two Indians, one Saudi, one Pakistani and one stateless 
Arab [bidoon]), and wounding 227. In August, Kuwait authorities disrupted a terrorist cell 
composed of 26 Kuwaitis (all Shia), who had reportedly hidden a large amount of weapons, 
ammunition, and explosives at a farm near the al-Abdali border crossing with Iraq. The public 
prosecutor issued a media gag order on the ongoing investigation and trial following media 
speculation about links to Hizballah and Iran. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: The Kuwaiti government lacked a clear 
legal framework for prosecuting terrorism-related crimes, often having to resort to other legal 
statutes to try suspected terrorists, which hampered enforcement efforts. In February, the 
parliament passed a law that ordered citizens to surrender all unlicensed weapons and explosives 
by June 22, penalizing would-be violators with fines and jail sentences. In April, it passed a law 
that prescribed compulsory military service for all Kuwaiti males reaching 18 years of age. In 
June, it passed a law that regulated installment and operation of security cameras and other 
surveillance devices in public areas. In July, it passed a law mandating collection of DNA samples 
from all residents, in order to facilitate comparison to samples collected from terrorist attack 
scenes. 

Following the June bombing of the Imam Sadeq Mosque, the parliament passed a law that 
prescribed stiff penalties for counterterrorism-related cybercrimes. 

In September, a criminal court sentenced to death eight of the 29 suspects accused of plotting the 
Imam Sadeq Mosque attack. It sentenced seven others to jail sentences of varying length and 
acquitted the remaining suspects. Those indicted included Kuwaiti, Pakistani, and Saudi nationals, 
in addition to several bidoon. This case remained in the appeals process at the end of 2015. In 
November, local media announced the conviction of five residents of Kuwait on terrorism finance 
charges. Later that month, an additional six individuals were arrested on charges of providing 
financial and material support to ISIL. The court of appeals in December upheld the conviction 
and sentencing of two Kuwaiti citizens for joining and financially supporting ISIL. 

Law enforcement units were able to detect, deter, and respond to terrorist incidents. Their 
effectiveness could be made greater by better interagency and inter-ministry information sharing. 
Kuwaiti command and control structures were often stove-piped. Kuwait’s primary 
counterterrorism organizations, the Ministry of Interior (MOI) and Kuwait National Guard (KNG), 
were well-resourced, receptive to suggestions, and actively engaged in training opportunities. 
Under the Joint Combined Educational Training program, the Embassy’s Office of Military 
Cooperation engaged with local counterterrorism units for both training and bilateral exercises in 
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an effort to match capabilities with resources. Because the MOI also includes the country’s 
criminal investigative apparatus and border protection mission, it has broad latitude with respect to 
investigations and border security. The MOI is also generally considered the single point of 
contact for incident response, but some terrorist-related matters do fall under the prerogative of the 
Kuwait State Security Service, a semi-autonomous arm of the MOI. 

The Government of Kuwait continued its programs to improve physical border security through 
the employment of biometric systems, aerial reconnaissance, and border sensors. The means by 
which ISIL carried out the Imam Sadeq Mosque attack – with the Saudi suicide bomber and his 
explosive device entering through the international airport and a land border crossing, respectively 
– highlighted deficiencies in aviation security and border control. 

In March, the Government of Kuwait imposed travel bans on two foreign national residents 
previously designated by the United States for support of terrorism. The Kuwaiti government 
subsequently froze the individuals’ assets in accordance with UNSCR 1373, but had not taken 
action in 2015 against a third individual (a Kuwaiti national), who was listed on the UN sanctions 
lists as a financier of al-Nusrah Front. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Kuwait is a member of the Middle East and North 
Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF), a Financial Action Task Force-style regional 
body. In recognition of the Kuwaiti government’s efforts to address previously-identified 
counterterrorism finance deficiencies, MENAFATF in February removed Kuwait from the 
International Cooperation Review Group process, recognizing the jurisdiction as one that had 
accomplished all of the targets on its Action Plan; it was also noted for having the means and will 
to continue to sustain the reforms. A ministerial-level counterterrorism committee – consisting of 
16 governmental bodies and chaired by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – met regularly to execute 
Kuwait’s AML/CFT obligations under UN Security Council Resolutions (UNSCRs) and domestic 
regulations. However, entities and individuals within Kuwait continue to remain a funding source 
for terrorist and extremist groups. 

In June, the parliament passed a cybercrime law that criminalized online fundraising for terrorist 
purposes. The law closed a counterterrorism finance loophole that allowed online extremist 
fundraising and facilitation. 

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor (MOSAL) took several steps to regulate and monitor 
charitable fund-raising, and – in cooperation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – assure the 
legitimacy of foreign beneficiaries. In 2015, MOSAL detected 80 violations of illegal fundraising, 
leading to the dissolution of two licensed and a number of unlicensed charities. 

New regulations required individuals and organizations to register and apply for permits. MOSAL 
curtailed fundraising via social media, with staff assigned to search for illegal online solicitations. 
In cooperation with the MOI, MOSAL took action against illegal fundraising by individuals, by 
unregistered groups, and in mosques during Ramadan. 

…Countering Violent Extremism: The Government of Kuwait has a number of local counter-
messaging campaigns – often focused on religion – that it supports, reportedly on radio, television, 
and billboards. Media reported that the Minister of Interior issued a November Executive Order 
transferring the Center for Counseling and Rehabilitation from its current location within Kuwait 
City’s Central Prison to a new facility with an expanded faculty and a broadened mandate, in order 
to emulate the scope of the Muhammad bin Naif’s Center for Counselling and Rehabilitation in 
Saudi Arabia. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Kuwait cooperated regionally and internationally on 
counterterrorism issues, including in the Global Counterterrorism Forum. Kuwait is a member of 
the Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism. 
Kuwaiti officials issued statements encouraging enhanced cooperation among Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) and Arab League states on counterterrorism issues, and the Kuwaiti government 
hosted international meetings on subjects ranging from countering extremist ideology to 
combating terrorism financing. Kuwait participated in the August U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism and 
Border Security Working Group meeting in Riyadh. In addition to bilateral cooperation with the 
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United States, Kuwaiti security officials also worked with other international counterparts to 
conduct missions and exchange information. 

Kuwait was the sole GCC member state that did not ratify the Gulf Security Pact, which would 
enhance regional counterterrorism cooperation potential. 

Kuwait’s Military Forces  
Like Bahrain, Kuwait has small but competent security forces. The IISS Military Balance 
for 2016 estimates that Kuwait spent $4.43 billion on defense in 2015, or 3.6 percent of a 
GDP of $123 billion. It also estimates that Kuwaiti forces included:198 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 15,500 active military manpower  (Army 11,000 Navy 2,000 Air, 2,500) Paramilitary 7,100 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 mechanized reconnaissance brigade, 3 armored brigades, 2 mechanized infantry brigades, 1 
commando battalion, 1 Amiri Guard brigade, and 1 special forces unit (forming) 

• 218 M1A2 Abrams; 75 M-84 (75 more in store) main battle tanks 

• 443 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 260 armored personnel carriers 

• 106 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• No towed artillery weapons 

• 27 multiple rocket launchers 

• 16 AH-64D Apache attack helicopters 

• 26 MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 66 combat capable aircraft, including 31 F/A-18C Hornet and 8 F/A-18D Hornet 

• 40 medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles: 40 MIM-104D Patriot PAC-2 GEM  

• 12 Skyguard/Aspide; 12 Aspide shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 10 Missile patrol boats 

• 10 other patrol boats 

• 1 logistics and support craft 

Kuwait’s Role in Gulf Security 
Kuwait is, even more exposed to threats from Iran than Bahrain, and Kuwait’s security is 
largely guaranteed by the United States, and by other members of the GCC. A U.S. State 
Department report issued on March 1, 2016 highlights the level of U.S. and Kuwaiti 
security cooperation:199 

The United States and Kuwait have a longstanding relationship to promote security and stability in 
the Middle East. Kuwait is a key partner in U.S. counterterrorism efforts, and is an active 
participant in the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. Building on 
the May 14, 2015 Camp David Summit, we are working with Kuwait and its Gulf Cooperation 
Council partners to increase cooperation on maritime security, military preparedness, arms 
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transfers, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. The United States is committed to our shared 
efforts at combatting terrorism in the Middle East and working to build Kuwait’s capabilities to 
ensure its sovereignty, security, and independence. 

In 1991, as part of Operation Desert Shield/Desert Storm, U.S. military forces led a multinational 
coalition in expelling forces from the former Iraqi regime from Kuwait. Kuwait subsequently 
served as the major platform for U.S. and coalition operations in Iraq during Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, providing up to 60 percent of its territory. During the drawdown of U.S. combat forces 
from Iraq, Kuwait assisted with the removal of U.S. troops and equipment, concluding in 2011. 

The United States provides security assistance to Kuwait through foreign military sales, as well as 
direct commercial sales. In November 2015, the United States approved a possible foreign military 
sale to Kuwait for Sniper advanced targeting pods and associated equipment, parts, and logistical 
support for an estimated cost of $115 million. We continue to make every effort to expedite 
security assistance to develop the capacity of the Kuwait military with regard to training, 
education, readiness, and war fighting to combat terrorism in the region. 

Some of the security assistance the United States has provided includes infrastructure construction 
support services for the Kuwait Armed Forces Hospital; follow-on engineering services for 
Kuwait’s F/A-18C/D aircraft to ensure the operational efficiency of the Kuwait Air Force; and 
Patriot missiles for air and missile defense. These sales strengthen Kuwait’s homeland defense and 
promote security and stability for the nation. 

The United States currently maintains 2,200 Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles in Kuwait. 
The majority of these vehicles are prepositioned for any necessary U.S. Army operations, and the 
remainder is contracted for distribution to partners throughout the region. 

The Ministry of Interior and the Kuwait National Guard have also partnered with the Embassy’s 
Office of Military Cooperation through the Joint and Combined Exchange Training program. This 
program works with local counterterrorism units via training and bilateral exercises to increase 
Kuwait’s counterterrorism capacity. 
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VI. OMAN 
Oman occupies a critical strategic position opposite Iran and the entrance to the Gulf at 
the Strait of Hormuz. Oman is a member of the GCC, but often acts independently and 
limits the ties between security forces with those of the other Gulf states. Oman also 
preserves the best relations with Iran of any GCC state, although it has been a close 
security partner of the United States. Oman’s government sharply restricts reporting on 
its internal divisions and security issues, as well as the Sultan’s health and its succession 
issues.  

Oman’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 3,286,936 
Religions/Sects: 85.9% Muslim (majority Ibadhi), 6.5% Christian, 5.5% Hindu, 0.8% Buddhist, 1.3% 
other. 
Ethnic Groups: Arab, Baluchi, South Asian, African. 
Median age: 25.1 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 49.7% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Oman as being in the 20th percentile for 
accountability, 68th percentile for political stability and violence, 63rd percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 74rd percentile for regulatory quality, 73rd percentile for quality of rule of law, and 63rd 
percentile for control of corruption.200 
Transparency International ranked Oman as 60/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.201  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: 81.796 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $19,310 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 31 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): NA 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Oman 70th in the world in ease 
of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 149 in ease of starting a business, 46 in dealing with 
construction permits, 60 in getting electricity, 33 in registering property, 126 in getting credit, 134 in 
protecting investors, 10 in paying taxes, 69 in trade across borders, 70 in enforcing contracts, and 105 
in resolving insolvency. 202 

Oman’s Risk Status 
Figure II.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Iran using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.203 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however, still show that Oman is in at 
least the moderate risk category, and badly needs further reform of its government and 
economy.  
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Figure VI.1: Oman: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf 
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Political, Internal Stability, and Governance 
Oman does remain moderately stable in spite of these issues, and was one of the few 
Arab states that made a major effort to deal with its internal social and economic 
problems after the uprisings began in the region in 2011.  
The CIA summarized Oman’s political status as follows in May 2016,204 

In 1970, Qaboos bin Said Al-Said overthrew his father, and has since ruled as sultan, but he has 
never designated a successor. His extensive modernization program has opened the country to the 
outside world while preserving the longstanding close ties with the UK. Oman's moderate, 
independent foreign policy has sought to maintain good relations with all Middle Eastern 
countries.  

Inspired by the popular uprisings that swept the Middle East and North Africa beginning in 
January 2011, some Omanis began staging marches, demonstrations, and sit-ins calling mostly for 
more jobs and economic benefits and an end to corruption. In response to those protester demands, 
QABOOS in 2011 pledged to implement economic and political reforms, such as granting 
legislative and regulatory powers to the Majlis al-Shura and introducing unemployment benefits.  

Additionally, in August 2012, the Sultan announced a royal directive mandating the speedy 
implementation of a national job creation plan for thousands of public and private sector jobs. As 
part of the government's efforts to decentralize authority and allow greater citizen participation in 
local governance, Oman successfully conducted its first municipal council elections in December 
2012. Announced by the Sultan in 2011, the municipal councils will have the power to advise the 
Royal Court on the needs of local districts across Oman's 11 governorates. The Sultan returned to 
Oman in March 2015 after eight months in Germany, where he received medical treatment. He has 
since appeared publicly on several occasions. 

While many Arab states have struggled with issues of sectarian violence and/or tensions 
and political instability, Oman has remained stable and tolerant. The sultanate’s stability 
can be attributed in large part to its popular leader, Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said. 
Qaboos assumed control in 1970 and dramatically improved the welfare of the Oman in 
the years since.  

However, Oman has a succession problem. Qaboos is 75 years old, and he has no male 
siblings or children, making him the only absolute monarch in the world without an 
officially designated heir.205 There are concerns that Qaboos may be terminally ill, and if 
he were to pass away before naming an heir, a power vacuum could develop in Muscat 
between members of the royal family, the military, the economic elite, and various 
tribes.206 

Figure VI.2 shows that World Bank indicates that Oman has good overall governance, 
although it follows the Gulf norm in having poor voice and accountability, and 
transparency.  
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Figure VI.2: World Bank Ratings of Omani Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Oman: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports 

Oman’s Population and Demographics 
Oman has a mixed population of some 3.3 million. The CIA estimates that its population 
mixes Arab, Baluchi, South Asian (Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi), and 
African.  
Unlike most of the GCC states, its native population is not primarily Sunni. It is 85.9% 
Muslim (majority are Ibadhi, lesser numbers of Sunni and Shia), Christian 6.5%, Hindu 
5.5%, Buddhist 0.8%, Jewish <0.1, other 1%, unaffiliated 0.2% (2010 est.) It also 
estimates that approximately 75% of Omani citizens, who compose almost 70% of the 
country's total population, are Ibadhi Muslims. There are no reports, however, of serious 
sectarian or ethnic tensions, and it had a relatively high per capita income of $46,200 in 
2015. 
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Oman does face problems from population pressure, a youth bulge, and over-dependence 
on foreign labor. Its total population is nearly seven times larger than it was in 1950.  

The CIA makes the following estimates: 
• The total population is 3,286,936 (July 2015 est.). Note: immigrants make up over 40% of the 

total population, according to UN data (2015). 207 

•  Although the  birthrate has dropped, the CIA estimates that it is still 2.07% e.208  

• The U.S. Census Bureau estimates its population was 6.72 times larger in 2015 than 1950, and 
will increase by over 40% more by 2050.209 

• Its population is very young, and creates a youth budge in terms of the need for services and jobs 
for the next ten to twenty years. The population of 14 year or less is 30.23% (male 509,465/female 
484,068), and the population from 15 to 24 years is 19.51% (male 336,286/female 304,994)). This 
is a total of nearly 50%.210 

• Its median age is 25.1 years, the 153rd youngest in the world. 211 

• Its total dependency ratio is a modest  30% and its youth dependency ratio is 26.2%212 

• It is highly urbanized (85) and growing at an annual rate of 8%. Education and job skills must 
match the needs of a modern economy. 213 

Oman’s Economy  
The CIA summarized Oman’s political status as follows in May 2016,214 

… Oman is heavily dependent on its now-dwindling oil resources, which generates 84% of 
government revenue. In 2015 low global oil prices drove Oman’s budget deficit to $6.5 billion, or 
nearly 11% of GDP. Oman has limited foreign assets and is issuing debt to cover its deficit. 

Oman is using enhanced oil recovery techniques to boost production and has actively pursued a 
development plan that focuses on diversification, industrialization, and privatization, with the 
objective of reducing the oil sector's contribution to GDP from 46% at present to 9% by 2020. 
Tourism and gas-based industries are key components of the government's diversification strategy. 
Muscat also is focused on creating more jobs to employ the rising numbers of Omanis entering the 
workforce. Increases in social welfare benefits, however, particularly since the Arab Spring, have 
challenged the government's ability to effectively balance its budget, as oil prices decline. Omani 
officials intend to reduce social entitlements to cut the deficit, but have faced stiff public 
opposition to spending cuts, hindering their implementation. 

The EIA provided a somewhat similar analysis of Oman’s economic and energy 
prospects in January 2016, but indicated that estimates of Oman’s future potential had 
risen in recent years:215 

…Like many countries in the Middle East, Oman is highly dependent on its hydrocarbons sector. 
In 2014, Oman's hydrocarbons sector accounted for 84% of government revenues and 47% of 
Oman's gross domestic product, according to the Central Bank of Oman.1 Oman's fiscal breakeven 
price for oil in 2014 was $108 per barrel, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF).2 
The IMF projected a fiscal deficit for Oman of almost 15% in 2015 and urged Oman to begin 
fiscal reforms to mitigate the financial stress on the country. 

… According to the Oil & Gas Journal, Oman had 5.3 billion barrels of estimated proved oil 
reserves as of January 2016, ranking Oman as the 7th largest proved oil reserve holder in the 
Middle East and the 22nd largest in the world.5 A report published by the U.S. Geological Survey 
in 2012 stated that the estimated mean undiscovered energy resources in the South Oman Salt 
Basin—located in the southern part of the country—totaled more than 370 million barrels of oil, 
315 billion cubic feet (Bcf) of natural gas, and more than 40 million barrels of natural gas liquids 
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(NGL).6 With rising production levels, a growing petrochemical sector—which relies on liquefied 
petroleum gases (LPG) and NGL—and additional potential resources, the country is unlikely to 
significantly alter its dependence on hydrocarbons in the short term. 

Oman's petroleum and other liquids (total oil) production ranks 7th in the Middle East and ranks 
among the top 25 oil producers in the world. Oman is the largest oil producer in the Middle East 
that is not a member of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Oman's 
annual petroleum and other liquids production peaked at 972,000 barrels per day (b/d) in 2000, but 
dropped to 715,000 b/d by 2007. Oman successfully reversed that decline, and total oil production 
rose each year, averaging 1,002,000 b/d in 2015 (Figure 3). Enhanced Oil Recovery (EOR) 
techniques helped drive this production turnaround, although the country also experienced some 
additional production gains as a result of new discoveries. Oman's government aims to keep 
production near its current level for at least the next five years by continuing to apply EOR 
techniques and the cost management associated with it.9 

Several recent developments could contribute to future oil production growth in Oman. Some of 
the notable new developments include Circle Oil's announcement of Block 52 (offshore) with its 7 
billion barrels of oil in place and Occidental Petroleum's Block 53, located at the Mukhaizna field, 
which could produce roughly 44 million of barrels of oil each year.10 Occidental Petroleum 
implemented one of the world's largest steam flood projects in Oman in 2005. 

…Oman's only export crude stream is the Oman blend, which is a medium-light and sour (high 
sulfur) crude. Oman is an important crude oil exporter, particularly to Asian markets. In 2014, 
Oman exported an estimated 800,000 b/d of crude oil and condensate, of which 72% went to 
China. 

Oman held 24.3 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of proved natural gas reserves as of January 2016, 
according to the Oil & Gas Journal.24 Oman's gross natural gas production grew to more than 1.13 
Tcf in 2013, but it dropped slightly to 1.09 Tcf in 2014. Nearly 81% of the country's gross natural 
gas production in 2014 came from nonassociated natural gas fields, according to government 
figures.25  

Oman's natural gas sector grew in importance over the past two decades, largely the result of the 
opening of the country's two LNG facilities in 2000 and 2005.26 The opening of the Oman LNG 
facility in 2000 helped spur Oman's dry natural gas production, which grew from 322 Bcf in 2000 
to 1,091 Bcf in 2014. 

The greatest growth potential for Oman's natural gas production is in the Khazzan-Makarem field 
in BP's Block 61. The field is a tight gas formation, and BP suggests the field has between 15 Tcf 
and 20 Tcf of recoverable natural gas resources, and up to 100 Tcf of natural gas in place.27 In 
November 2014, Oman brought on stream the Abu Tabul gas field in Block 60, as well as a 
number of other projects to help meet short-term demand in the country. Abu Tabul is targeting 
production of 90 million cubic feet of natural gas per day and 6,000 b/d of condensates 

The World Bank has provided a somewhat different estimate of the trends in Oman’s 
economy from the CIA, but neither highlights a high level of risk. Its Spring 2016 
estimate indicates that it expects Oman’s real GDP growth will be “1.6% in 2016, lower 
than in 2015, reflecting lower oil prices and reduced spending and domestic demand,” 
and that,216 

Real GDP growth rate is estimated at 3.3 % in 2015. New oil recovery techniques and greater 
efficiency led to record production levels in 2015, peaking at 0.98 million barrels per day. 
Hydrocarbon GDP grew by 4 % in 2015, compared to a contraction of 0.8 % in 2014. Non-
hydrocarbon GDP is estimated to have grown by 3 % in 2015. The central bank enacted 
expansionary monetary policy by reducing lending rates to support economic growth. The current 
account balance recorded a deficit in the first half of 2015. Consumer price inflation averaged 
0.1 % in 2015. 

A record high fiscal deficit is estimated for 2015, at 17.7 % of GDP. Hydrocarbon revenue fell by 
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45 % in 2015, which stymied government spending hindering potential economic growth and 
decreasing tax receipts. Approximately half of the deficit in 2015 was financed by drawing on 
reserves, and the remainder by borrowing from domestic and external sources. Oman issued its 
first sovereign Islamic bond (sukuk) for $519.5 million, and $1 billion through syndicated loan. 
Standard & Poor's downgraded the country's debt to BBB-/A-3 in February. The central bank is 
currently marketing an OR100 million five-year bond, and announcing plans to raise between $5 
and $10 billion from the international market, to avoid squeezing the domestic banking liquidity 
further. 

The government reduced spending in 2015, avoiding an even larger deficit, and has laid out an 
extensive austerity plan for 2016. Reforms included the doubling of gas prices for industrial users, 
amending labor laws and designating an office for speeding up the process for issuing licenses. 
The 2016 budget indicates further reforms; with subsidy spending expected to fall by 64 % in 
2016 and diesel and petrol prices increasing by up to 33 %. Revenue is expected to increase 
through a higher corporate income tax (from 12 % to 15 %), the removal of some tax exemptions, 
and the implementation of a GCC-wide VAT. Other measures envisaged to enhance revenue 
include: revising electricity and water tariffs and increasing fees for government services. 

The macroeconomic outlook is highly vulnerable to the behavior of oil prices and hinges on the 
success of the government’s efforts to capitalize on non-hydrocarbon revenues. Real GDP 
growth is projected at 1.6 % in 2016, lower than in 2015, reflecting lower oil revenue and the 
associated dampening of spending and domestic demand. Growth is projected to pick up again 
starting 2017, as the non-oil sector expands, despite lower levels of investment spending, which 
will constrain growth in the oil sector. Non-urgent projects are expected to be postponed. The 
government will continue to prioritize infrastructure investment, including in tourism, airports, 
railways and ports. A new mining law is expected to streamline and centralize licensing processes, 
to improve the industry’s efficiency. Since Oman has maintained consistently good relations with 
Iran, new trade and investment opportunities are expected including a gas pipeline between the 
two countries. However, in light of the projected level of oil prices, the fiscal and current account 
are estimated to be in deficit at 16.8 and 14.1 % of GDP respectively in 2016. 

Oman’s Efforts to Exploit Its Energy Resources 
Oman is the largest oil and natural gas provider in the Middle East that is not a member 
of OPEC. The country plans to take advantage of its position near the Arabian Sea, Gulf 
of Oman, and the Persian Gulf by constructing a world-class oil refinery and storage 
complex near the city of Duqm, which lies just outside of the Strait of Hormuz. Oman has 
been steadily increasing its production of petroleum products since the price crash of 
crude oil in mid-2014. In June 2015, Oman’s petroleum and other liquids production 
exceeded 1 million barrels per day for the first time since 2000.217 The U.S. country 
report on Oman by its Energy Information Agency notes that:218 

• In 2014, Oman's hydrocarbons sector accounted for 84% of government revenues and 47% of 
Oman's gross domestic product, according to the Central Bank of Oman.  

• Oman's fiscal breakeven price for oil in 2014 was $108 per barrel, according to the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). The IMF projected a fiscal deficit for Oman of almost 15% in 2015 and 
urged Oman to begin fiscal reforms to mitigate the financial stress on the country.  

• The Ministry of Oil and Gas coordinates the government's role in the Omani hydrocarbon sectors. 
Final approval on policy and investment; however, rests with the Sultan of Oman. Petroleum 
Development Oman (PDO) holds most of Oman's oil reserves and is responsible for more than 
70% of its crude oil production, according to PDO. In addition to the government's 60% 
ownership stake in PDO, Shell (34%), Total (4%), and Portugal's Partex (2%) also own stakes in 
PDO. The Oman Oil Company (OOC) is responsible for energy investments both inside and 
outside Oman and is fully owned by the government. The Oman Oil Refineries and Petroleum 
Industries Company (ORPIC) controls the country's refining sector and owns both of Oman's 
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operating refineries.  

• According to the Oil & Gas Journal, Oman had 5.3 billion barrels of estimated proved oil reserves 
as of January 2016, ranking Oman as the 7th largest proved oil reserve holder in the Middle East 
and the 22nd largest in the world. 

• A report published by the U.S. Geological Survey in 2012 stated that the estimated mean 
undiscovered energy resources in the South Oman Salt Basin—located in the southern part of the 
country—totaled more than 370 million barrels of oil, 315 billion cubic feet (Bcf) of natural gas, 
and more than 40 million barrels of natural gas liquids (NGL). With rising production levels, a 
growing petrochemical sector—which relies on liquefied petroleum gases (LPG) and NGL—and 
additional potential resources, the country is unlikely to significantly alter its dependence on 
hydrocarbons in the short term.  

• Oman's ability to increase its oil and natural gas production relies heavily on extraction 
technologies. Several EOR techniques are already used in Oman, including polymer, miscible, and 
steam injection techniques. Because of the relatively high cost of production in the country, 
Oman's government offers incentives to international oil companies (IOCs) for exploration and 
development activities in the country's difficult-to-recover hydrocarbons. 

The EIA reports that the government of Oman also has ambitious plans to adopt new 
reform strategies to reduce the country’s dependence on oil revenues. The goal is to cut 
its dependence in half—from 44 percent of GDP to 22 percent—by the end of 2020. They 
plan to do this by diversification of the economy, including focusing on farming, fishing, 
mining, manufacturing, and tourism. In all, there will be over 500 new policies in the 
reform plan. Oman has begun to make progress by reducing its levels of energy subsidies 
and creating a value added tax (VAT) that will be put into place in 2016.219 However, 
Oman will likely continue to struggle economically for the foreseeable future, as global 
oil prices remain low. 

Figure VI.3: Oman’s Increasing Levels of Oil Production, 
2015 
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The Omani Counterterrorism Effort 
Oman has been careful to limit any reporting on its internal problems and the presence of 
extremists and terrorists, although it sharply stepped up its efforts in 2013, and has 
continued to do so ever since. The State Department country reports on terrorism do, 
however, provide some information on the Omani effort. The report covering 2014 stated 
that:220 

Oman is an important regional counterterrorism partner and worked actively to prevent terrorists 
from conducting attacks within Oman, or using its territory for safe haven or to transport terrorists, 
weapons, and materiel. The Government of Oman actively sought training and equipment from 
U.S. government and commercial entities as well as from other countries to support its efforts to 
control its land and maritime borders.  

Oman used U.S. security assistance to improve counterterrorism tactics, techniques, and 
procedures. Omani officials engaged regularly with U.S. officials on the need to counter violent 
extremism and terrorism. 

Oman participated in Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) 
meetings and signed the September 11 Jeddah Communiqué to express support for combating the 
spread of ISIL’s extremism. After the Jeddah meeting, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a 
statement noting that regional cooperation was needed to end the threat posed by ISIL as quickly 
as possible. Omani officials also participated in the October Coalition Partners Communications 
Conference in Kuwait to develop a counter-narrative to ISIL messaging, and the December 
Counter-ISIL plenary meeting in Brussels. In his remarks to the UN Security Council (UNSC) 
September 19, Minister Responsible for Foreign Affairs, Yusuf bin Alawi, disparaged ISIL as the 
“un-Islamic” state. 

… Royal Decree 8/2007 outlines specific penalties, including the death penalty and life 
imprisonment, for various terrorist acts, including establishment or leadership of a terrorist group, 
attempts to join or recruit for a terrorist group, development of an explosive or weapon, or 
takeover of any mode of transportation for purposes of terrorism. Royal Decree 55/1999, ratified 
the Arab Convention on the Suppression of Terrorism, and Royal Decree 22/2002, ratified the 
Organization of Islamic Cooperation Convention on Combating International Terrorism. Royal 
Decree 105/2005 ratifies the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Convention to Counter Terrorism. 
Oman’s criminal procedure law permits those suspected of posing a threat to national security to 
be held for 30 days without a charge. 

A widespread corruption crackdown started in 2013 continued into 2104, with guilty verdicts and 
lengthy prison terms – up to 23 years in prison –issued to well-placed government officials, 
influential business persons, and senior leadership of state-owned corporations. 

Counterterrorism investigation, crisis response, and border security capabilities were limited by 
local capacity and a challenging operating environment due to Oman’s long and remote borders 
with Yemen and Saudi Arabia. There was little coordination among the many agencies with 
jurisdiction over counterterrorism. Roles and responsibilities between law enforcement and the 
armed forces were not clearly delineated. 

In 2014, the U.S. Export Control and Related Border Security engaged with the Royal Oman 
Police Coast Guard, the Directorate General of Customs, and the Royal Army of Oman to deliver 
numerous training programs designed to assist Omani personnel in enhancing interdiction 
capabilities at official Ports of Entry on land and at sea ports, and along land and maritime 
borders. 

Oman participated in the U.S. Department of Energy’s week-long Chemical, Biological, Nuclear, 
and Explosives (CBRNE) Commodity Identification Course, which included training on 
identifying and interdicting dual-use material that may to be used in a WMD terrorist attack. 
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Oman also participated in the Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance program, which 
provided training on maritime border security, cyber investigations, and critical incident 
management for Omani security officials representing a number of government agencies. 

Omani authorities made significant progress on construction of a fence along Oman’s long and 
remote border with Yemen to deter entry into its territory. 

The major deterrents to more effective law enforcement and border security are the lack of 
interagency coordination and lack of training to develop requisite law enforcement skills. Oman’s 
border with Yemen also features extremely rugged, mountainous terrain which challenges border 
security efforts. 

…Oman is a member of the Middle East-North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial 
Action Task Force-style regional body. In compliance with UN Security Council Resolution 2036 
(2012), the Government of Oman banned in January the import of Somali charcoal - a measure 
aimed to deny revenue from charcoal sales to the al-Shabaab terrorist group. The Switzerland-
based Basel Institute assessed Oman in September 2014 as having the lowest risk among GCC 
states for money laundering and terrorist financing, according to its Anti-Money Laundering 
Index, which ranks Oman as 29th globally with a score of 4.76 on a scale from 0 (low risk) to 10 
(high risk). Hawala are not permitted to operate in Oman. For further information on money 
laundering and financial crimes, see the 2014 International Narcotics Control 

… Oman participates in the U.S.-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Strategic Cooperation Forum. 
During the September 25 forum, Oman’s Minister Responsible for Foreign Affairs, Yusuf bin 
Alawi, joined other GCC foreign ministers in reaffirming the rejection of terrorism, violent 
extremism, and sectarianism in all their forms, condemning the indiscriminate targeting of 
civilians and the recruitment of children to carry out attacks, and emphasized that ISIL poses a 
direct threat to shared peace and security. The foreign ministers agreed to follow up the Strategic 
Cooperation Forum discussion with concrete steps to destroy and ultimately defeat ISIL, and 
establish security and stability, including by cutting the group’s sources of revenue, blocking 
travel of foreign fighters, and sharing information on ISIL activities. 

…The Grand Mufti of Oman, Sheikh Ahmed al-Khalili, published an essay in October calling on 
all Muslims to reject extremism and promote tolerance, themes he again amplified in his popular 
and widely broadcast weekly television program. 

The U.S. State Department’s Country Report on Terrorism covering 2015 reflected some 
progress, but still lacked any data on attacks or actual counterterrorism activity. It was 
largely a repetition of the report for 2014,221 

Overview: Oman is an important regional counterterrorism partner that worked actively to prevent 
terrorists from conducting attacks within Oman and neighboring countries, or using the country 
for safe haven or to transport terrorists, weapons, and material. Omani officials engaged regularly 
with U.S. officials on the need to counter violent extremism and terrorism. The Government of 
Oman sought training and equipment from U.S. government and commercial entities and from 
other countries to support its efforts to control its land, air, and maritime borders. Oman used U.S. 
security assistance to improve its counterterrorism tactics, techniques, and procedures. 

Oman remained a member of the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL), and also participated in the Leader’s Summit on Countering ISIL and Violent 
Extremism hosted by President Obama in New York that took place on the margins of the UN 
General Assembly in September. 

Throughout the year, Oman attended Counter-ISIL Campaign Planning Conferences hosted by 
U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM), and Omani military representatives attended the Counter-
ISIL Chief of Defense Conferences hosted by CENTCOM. The Omani government issued a series 
of official statements condemning ISIL terrorist attacks in 2015, most notably the immolation 
killing of a Jordanian Air Force pilot in February, and the mass beheadings of 21 Egyptians near 
Tripoli, Libya. 
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Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: Counterterrorism investigations, crisis 
responses, and border security capabilities were limited by local capacity and a challenging 
operating environment due to Oman’s long and remote borders with Yemen and Saudi Arabia, and 
its extensive coastline. There was, however, daily communication and coordination among the 
many agencies with jurisdiction over counterterrorism. Roles and responsibilities between law 
enforcement and the armed forces are not clearly delineated; however, the Sultan’s Special Forces 
and the Royal Oman Police Special Task Force are Oman’s primary entities responsible for 
counterterrorism. 

The Government of Oman recognizes the need to improve its capabilities and takes advantage of 
U.S. counterterrorism and law enforcement training and assistance. In 2015, the Royal Oman 
Police Coast Guard, the Directorate General of Customs, and the Royal Army of Oman 
participated in U.S. Export Control and Related Border Security (EXBS) programs designed to 
assist Omani personnel in enhancing interdiction capabilities at official ports of entry on land and 
at seaports, in green border areas, and along the maritime border. Oman participated in a Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC)-wide Regional Workshop on the Development of Strategic Trade 
Controls hosted by the EU and the Department of State in August, with the goal of harmonizing 
customs procedures and the regulatory framework within the GCC. 

Oman participated in the Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance program, which included 
training on maritime border security, cyber security, investigative information management, 
digital forensics, and critical incident management for Omani security officials representing a 
number of civilian agencies and the Royal Army of Oman. U.S. Army Central Command 
conducted a border security seminar in 2015 for Omani military units responsible for patrolling 
Oman’s borders, and several other subject matter expert exchanges with the Royal Oman Police, 
Coast Guard, and Royal Oman Police-Special Task Force. 

Omani authorities continued to make progress on construction of a fence along the border with 
Yemen to deter entry into Oman without inspection along the long and remote border. 

The major deterrents to more effective law enforcement and border security are limited resources, 
nascent interagency coordination, and the need for continued training to develop advanced law 
enforcement skills. Oman’s border with Yemen, which features extremely rugged, mountainous 
terrain, further challenges border security efforts. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Oman is a member of the Middle East and North 
Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF). In April, Oman hosted the 21st meeting of the 
MENAFATF. Local media reported that in February, Oman signed a legal and judicial assistance 
agreement with the Government of India, aimed at improving cooperation on investigations, 
prosecutions, and counterterrorism efforts. 

In January, Oman, represented by the National Committee for Combating Money Laundering and 
Terrorist Financing, began the second phase of a technical cooperation program with the 
International Monetary Fund, subsequent to an IMF delegation’s visit to Oman. 

For additional information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2016 International 
Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INSCR), Volume II, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Countering Violent Extremism: The Grand Mufti of Oman, Sheikh Ahmed al-Khalili, published 
an essay in October 2014, calling on all Muslims to reject extremism and promote tolerance – 
themes he again amplified in his popular and widely broadcast weekly television program. In 
March, al-Khalili met with Dr. Abdullah bin Mohammed bin Ibrahim al Shaikh, Chairman of the 
Shura Council of Saudi Arabia, to discuss the importance of discarding violence and fanaticism 
and promoting tolerance and presenting a tolerant picture of Islam. Additionally, the government 
continued to promote an advocacy campaign entitled “Islam in Oman” designed to encourage 
tolerant and inclusive Islamic practices. The project highlighted the commonalities between 
Islam’s sects and between Islam and other religions. A Ministry of Endowments and Religious 
Affairs program titled “Tolerance, Understanding, Coexistence – Oman’s Message of Islam” was 
part of the government’s effort to enhance interfaith dialogue. The nature and scope of Oman’s 
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initiatives to address domestic radicalization and recruitment to violence are unknown, but it is 
suspected that Oman maintains tightly controlled and non-public CVE initiatives in this area. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Oman participates in the U.S.-GCC Strategic 
Cooperation Forum, and took part in the August U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism and Border Security 
Working group meeting in Riyadh. Oman regularly votes in favor of counterterrorism measures in 
the UNGA, the Arab League, the GCC, and the Organization for Islamic Cooperation. 

Oman’s Military Forces 
Oman has effective and relatively well-equipped forces, although some aspects of their 
modernization are limited. The IISS Military Balance for 2016 estimates that Oman spent 
$9.88 billion on military forces in 2016, or percent 16.4% of a GDP of 60.2 billion – one 
of the highest levels spending as a percent of total GDP in the world.  It provides the 
following estimates of the key aspects of Oman’s forces in 2016, and reports that Oman 
has 12 Eurofighters on order and is deploying new Al Ofouq-class patrol vessels and C-
295 maritime patrol aircraft:222 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 42,600 active military manpower  (Army 25,000 Navy 4,200 Air 5,000 Foreign Forces 2,000 
Royal Household 6,400), Paramilitary 4,400 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 armored, 2 infantry, 1 airborne brigade, and two special forces regiments. 

• 117 Challenger and M-60 main battle tanks, 

• 174 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 206 armored Personnel carriers 

• 24 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 108 towed artillery weapons 

• No multiple rocket launchers 

• No attack helicopters. 

• 51+ MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 53 combat aircraft, including 24 modern F-16s and maritime patrol aircraft 

• No medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles.  

• Rapier, Blindfire, and Martello S713 shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 2 SDV 2, Mark 8 tactical submarines 

• 3 Missile frigates 

• 2 Missile Corvettes. 

• 4 Missile Patrol Boats 

• 9 other patrol boats 

• 1 Landing ship 

• 5 Landing craft 
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Oman’s Strategic Relations with the GCC, U.S., and 
Iran 

Oman is a member of the GCC and frequently aligns with the GCC on regional issues. 
Oman has also cooperated with GCC and U.S. counterterrorism efforts in the region. This 
has not stopped Muscat from maintaining warm relations with Iran. However, the 
relationship with Tehran is being challenged in the increasingly hostile political 
environment between Saudi Arabia and Iran.223  

Oman will likely continue to try to moderate the tensions between the Saudis and the 
Iranians for the duration of Qaboos's rule. Part of the sultanate’s ability to sustain its 
relationship with Iran is sectarian.224 

Oman’s security is dependent in part on the United States and other  members of the 
alliance, like Saudi Arabia. A U.S. State Department report issued on March 1, 2016 
highlights the level of U.S. and Omani security cooperation:225 

Oman is a vital U.S. partner on a wide range of regional, political, and security issues facing the 
Middle East. The country plays a key role in the Gulf Cooperation Council’s counterterrorism 
efforts to secure peace in the region. As follow up to the May 14, 2015 Camp David summit, we 
are working with the GCC to increase cooperation on maritime security, military preparedness, 
arms transfers, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. The United States is committed to helping 
Oman improve its security and enabling Oman to work with its GCC partners to address the 
complex and dynamic security challenges facing the Middle East. 

The United States and Oman first concluded a treaty in 1833 in support of friendship and 
navigation, making this one of the oldest partnerships the United States has with a Middle Eastern 
country. The two countries established official diplomatic relations in 1972, signed a military 
cooperation agreement in 1980, and revised and renewed that agreement in 2010. Revisions to the 
original agreement provide the U.S. with access to a variety of ports and airfields. 

The United States and Oman work closely to ensure freedom of navigation along a key naval 
chokepoint on the Strait of Hormuz. They also cooperate on counter-piracy, preventing weapons 
and narcotics trafficking, and preventing other illegal activities. In FY2015, the United States will 
provide more than $5 million in Foreign Military Financing and International Military Education 
and Training assistance. 

Through Foreign Military Sales, the United States is providing Oman with two squadrons of F-16 
A/C advanced fighter aircraft, three C-130J cargo aircraft, and F-16 A/C weapon systems — 
including AIM-120C-7 advanced medium range air-to-air missiles, AIM-9X Sidewinder missile, 
and the AGM-84 Harpoon missile; 400 Javelin guided missiles and TOW-2B missile systems; and 
20 high mobility multi-purpose wheeled vehicles. 

These defense sales will provide Oman with the ability to defend itself against regional threats and 
provide opportunities to increase interoperability with U.S. forces and other allies. 

The F-16 weapons systems and Sidewinder missiles will improve the Royal Air Force of Oman’s 
ability to support its developing F-16 fleet. The Javelin anti-tank weapon system and TOW-2B 
anti-tank weapon systems will enable Oman to better defend against an armored attack against the 
population base or to seize crucial oil and natural gas infrastructure. 

The additional weapon systems will also serve as a deterrent to potential threats from regional 
unmanned aerial vehicles, cruise missiles, and fighter aircraft, enhancing Oman’s homeland 
defense and support for regional security. 
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VII. QATAR 
Qatar is the third small wealthy Arab petroleum state that occupies a key strategic 
position on the southern side of the Gulf. It is now the largest exporter of liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) in the world and the fourth largest dry natural gas producer, trailing 
only the United States, Russia, and Iran.  
Qatar’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 2,194,817 
Religions/Sects: 77.5% Sunni Muslim, 8.5% Christian, 14%% other. 
Ethnic Groups: 40% Arab, 18% Indian, 18% Pakistani, 10% Iranian, 14% other. 
Median age: 32.8 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 25.5% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Qatar as being in the 22nd percentile for 
accountability, 83rd percentile for political stability and violence, 78th percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 70th percentile for regulatory quality, 81st percentile for quality of rule of law, and 83nd 
percentile for control of corruption.226 
Transparency International ranked Qatar as 22/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.227  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: 210.109 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $96,732 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 1 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): NA 

World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Qatar 68th in the world in ease 
of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 109 in ease of starting a business, 8 in dealing with 
construction permits, 111 in getting electricity, 28 in registering property, 133 in getting credit, 122 in 
protecting investors, 1 in paying 

Qatar’s Risk Status 
Figure VII.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Qatar using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.228 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however, show that Qatar faces 
relatively limited risk, in part because its native population is so small relative to its gas 
export income. 
Qatar’s security policies are closely linked to the United States, and it provides the U.S. 
with a key air bases and air control  and battle management facility. It does have to 
balance its own interests off against those of key neighbors like Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
but is still in the low to moderate risk category.  
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Figure VII.1: Qatar: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf 
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Like most of its neighbors, Qatar relies heavily on hydrocarbons in order to support its 
economy; in 2014, these accounted for 49 percent of Qatar’s government revenues, 
earning approximately $38 billion from net oil exports in that same year.  

Qatari Demographics 
In the past, high revenues from its energy exports and the fact is population was so small 
population have combined to make Qatar in wealthiest country in the world in terms of 
GDP per capita (PPP): $145,000 in 2015.229 In July 2015, its total population was only 
2.2 million (July 2015 est.) 230 
The CIA does not provide a breakout of the native vs. foreign population, but does 
provide a break out by ethnicity. This breakout shows how small the Arab portion is: 
Arab 40%, Indian 18%, Pakistani 18%, Iranian 10%, other 14%.  

As for religion, Qatar is Muslim 77.5%, Christian 8.5%, other (includes mainly Hindu 
and other Indian religions) 14% (2004 est.). 231  Almost all Qataris are Sunni Muslims 
that follow Wahhabi practices. 
Qatar still has a high native population growth rate of over 3%. Because so much of the 
population is foreign, however, Qatar does not have the same “youth bulge” as most Gulf 
states. The CIA estimated that the population that was 14 years or younger totaled 
12.52% (male 139,353/female 135,514) in 2015, and that the population from 15 to 24 
years was 12.96% (male 207,493/female 76,879). 232 Unemployment is negligible—even 
if employment is dominated by state sector jobs of uncertain productive value—and the 
youth dependency is less than 19%. The median age is a relatively high 33 years. 233 

Qatar’s Political Structure and Economy 
Qatar, though technically a constitutional monarchy, is in practice an absolute monarchy. 
In 2013, Emir Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thane handed power to his son, Tamim bin Hamad 
Al Thane, a rare peaceful transition of power in the Gulf states. Aside from after-effects 
of the radical drop in global oil prices, Qatar is a relatively stable state. 
The CIA summarized Qatar’s politics as follows in May 2016, 234 

Ruled by the Al Thane family since the mid-1800s, Qatar transformed itself from a poor British 
protectorate noted mainly for pearling into an independent state with significant oil and natural gas 
revenues. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Qatari economy was crippled by a continuous 
siphoning off of petroleum revenues by the amir, who had ruled the country since 1972. His son, 
HAMAD bin Khalifa Al Thane, overthrew the father in a bloodless coup in 1995. In short order, 
HAMAD oversaw the creation of the pan-Arab satellite news network Al-Jazeera and Qatar's 
pursuit of a leadership role in mediating regional conflicts.  

In the 2000s, Qatar resolved its longstanding border disputes with both Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.  

In mid-2013, HAMAD transferred power to his 33 year-old son, the current Amir TAMIM bin 
Hamad - a peaceful abdication rare in the history of Arab Gulf states. TAMIM has prioritized 
improving the domestic welfare of Qataris, including establishing advanced healthcare and 
education systems and expanding the country's infrastructure in anticipation of Doha's hosting of 
the 2022 World Cup. 

The World Bank assessment of Qatar’s governance is summarized in Figure VII.2. The 
ratings are relatively high and the trend is upwards, with the exception of Voice and 
Accountability. Transparency remains a problem throughout the Gulf region. 
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Figure VII.2: World Bank Assessment of Qatari Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Qatar: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  

The Qatari Economy 
Qatar is not immune to the “oil crash,” but its small native population, its ability to cut 
foreign workers, and the fact its per capita income is so high that changes in prices and 
taxes have only a limited popular impact gives it more flexibility.  
The CIA summarized Qatar’s economic status as follows in May 2016, 235 

As of 2007, oil and natural gas revenues had enabled Qatar to attain the highest per capita income 
in the world. Qatar has not experienced domestic unrest or violence like that seen in other Near 
Eastern and North African countries in 2010-11, due in part to its immense wealth. Since the 
outbreak of regional unrest, however, Doha has prided itself on its support for many of these 
popular revolutions, particularly in Libya and Syria.  

… Qatar has prospered in the last several years with continued high real GDP growth, but low oil 
prices have dampened the outlook. Qatar was the only Gulf Cooperation Council member that did 
not experience a budget deficit in 2015, but it projects a $12.8 billion deficit, 6% of GDP in 2016. 

GDP is driven largely by the oil and gas sector, however, growth in manufacturing, construction, 
and financial services have lifted the non-oil sectors to just over half of Qatar’s nominal GDP. 
Economic policy is focused on sustaining Qatar's non-associated natural gas reserves and 
increasing private and foreign investment in non-energy sectors, but oil and gas still account for 
roughly 92% of export earnings, and 56% of government revenues. Oil and gas have made Qatar 
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the world's highest per-capita income country and the country with the lowest unemployment. 
Proved oil reserves in excess of 25 billion barrels should enable continued output at current levels 

The World Bank has found that Qatar is under the same pressures to reduce expenditures 
as its neighbors, but that its diversification and large investments outside the country have 
reduced the impact of the “oil crash,” and that it “may sustain real GDP growth averaging 
3.6% between 2016 and 2018, driven by growth in non-hydrocarbon sectors:”  

Growth moderated to an estimated 3.7 % in 2015 from 4 % in 2014. It has been primarily driven 
by the non-hydrocarbon sector, and remains strong as construction, transport, communications, 
and financial sectors continue to perform well. The hydrocarbon sector has been suffering both 
from stagnating production since 2012 (largely due to the self-imposed moratorium on additional 
production from the North Field), and from, plummeting oil and gas prices since mid-2014. 

The fiscal and external positions have deteriorated despite some measures to rein in spending. 
After a decade of comfortable surpluses, the fiscal balance has been deteriorating (from a surplus 
of 17.1 % of GDP in 2014 to an estimated surplus of 0.4 % of GDP in 2015) due to falling oil and 
gas prices and revenues. The current account balance has shrunk from a large surplus (23.6 % of 
GDP in 2014) to an estimated deficit of 0.8 % of GDP in 2015. The government is tightening 
fiscal policy, with the announced 2016 budget showing a decline in both current and capital 
spending, and a resulting in a total budget of QAR202.5 billion compared to QAR218.4 billion in 
2015. However, the investment commitments for the FIFA World Cup 2022, and its plan to 
diversify the economy, have limited its ability to reduce capital spending. The government is 
starting to remove subsidies, and has raised fuel prices by 30 % in January. Further, it is 
developing new revenue sources, including through planning for the implementation of a value 
added tax with other GCC countries. 

Monetary policy has been accommodative and the banking sector continues to grow, albeit at a 
slower rate. Qatar’s Central Bank chose not to mirror the US Federal Reserve’s raising of the 
policy rate in December 2015. But in order to maintain the currency peg to the US dollar, Qatar 
will need to follow suit if the Fed continues to tighten monetary policy. The commercial banks 
have adequate liquidity and deposit growth reached 8.2 % in 2015. This deposit growth, however, 
is slow compared to previous years (19.7 % in 2013 and 9.6 % in 2014),due to the decline in 
public sector deposits. 

The outlook for economic growth remains moderate, despite the slowdown in the hydrocarbon 
sector. Qatar may sustain real GDP growth averaging 3.6 % between 2016 and 2018, driven by 
growth in non-hydrocarbon sectors. Nonhydrocarbon growth, however, may be slower than in 
previous years due to a reduction in manufacturing growth as the push from the expansion of the 
fertilizers and petrochemicals sectors fades. Services (real estate, transport, communications, and 
business services) are projected to contribute the bulk of GDP growth over the forecast period, 
although these sectors will grow at a slower rate than in the past as population growth decelerates 
and fiscal spending is reined in. The fiscal and current account balances will deteriorate in 2016 
before starting to recover over the following two years. Oil production will decline as lower prices 
discourage investment in maturing fields. Conversely, gas production will increase as the Barzan 
gas project comes on stream (2016) and expands (2017). As gas production increases and oil and 
gas prices recover, hydrocarbon exports will experience sizable growth. 

The main medium-term risk for the economy is the persistence of the sharp drop in global oil 
and gas prices, in addition to intensifying competition in the gas market. Continued weakness in 
oil markets could adversely impact hydrocarbon revenues, economic growth, and financial sector 
health. Increasing gas market competition in the medium term may further weaken growth. 
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Qatar’s Energy Role in Time of Reduced Petroleum 
Prices 

Qatar plays a major role in world energy exports even at a time of reduced demand and 
prices. The Qatari country report by the U.S. Energy Information Administration notes 
that:236 

• Qatar is the largest exporter of liquefied natural gas (LNG) in the world, and the country’s exports 
of LNG, crude oil, and petroleum products provide a significant portion of government revenues. 
for about 56 years. 

• Qatar's proved reserves of natural gas exceed 25 trillion cubic meters, about 13% of the world total 
and third largest in the world. 

• Qatar’s crude oil production is the second lowest in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC), but increasing production of noncrude liquids–most of which are a byproduct 
of natural gas production–is contributing to gradual growth in total liquids production. 

• Three oil fields account for more than 85% of Qatar’s crude oil production capacity. 

• Qatar was the third-smallest crude oil exporter among OPEC members in 2014, ahead of only 
Ecuador and Libya. 

• Qatar’s refining capacity exceeds domestic demand for petroleum products, thus enabling the 
country to export most of its refinery output. 

• Qatar produced 2.1 million barrels per day (b/d) of petroleum and other liquids in 2014, of which 
1.5 million b/d was crude oil and the remainder was noncrude liquids. Although Qatar is a 
member of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the country is the 
second-smallest crude oil producer among the 12-member group. Natural gas meets most of 
Qatar’s domestic energy demand, so the country is able to export most of its liquid fuels 
production. Given its small population, Qatar’s energy needs are met almost entirely by domestic 
sources. 

The importance of Qatar’s gas reserves is illustrated in Figure VII.3. 

Figure VII.3: Qatar’s Proven Gas Reserves in 2015 
Compared to Other Major Reserve Holders 

 

 
https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Qatar/qatar.pdf 
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The U.S. Energy Information Administration summarized Qatar’s export status as follows 
in October 2015, 237 

Like many of its neighbors, Qatar relies on its energy sector to support its economy. According to 
the Qatar National Bank (QNB), Qatar’s earnings from its hydrocarbon sector accounted for 49% 
of the country’s total government revenues in 2014, a figure that has declined over the past four 
years.1 The U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) estimates that Qatar earned $38 billion 
from net oil exports in 2014. 

Qatar was the world’s fourth-largest dry natural gas producer in 2013 (behind the United States, 
Russia, and Iran), and it has been the world’s leading liquefied natural gas (LNG) exporter since 
2006, with 31% of market share in 2014.2 Qatar is also at the forefront of gas-to-liquids (GTL) 
production, and the country is home to the world’s largest GTL facility. The growth in Qatar’s 
natural gas production, particularly since 2000, has also increased Qatar’s total liquids production, 
as lease condensates, natural gas plant liquids, and other petroleum liquids are a significant (and 
valuable) byproduct of natural gas production. 

Qatar produced 2.1 million barrels per day (b/d) of petroleum and other liquids in 2014, of which 
1.5 million b/d was crude oil and the remainder was noncrude liquids. Although Qatar is a 
member of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the country is the 
second-smallest crude oil producer among the 12-member group. Natural gas meets most of 
Qatar’s domestic energy demand, so the country is able to export most of its liquid fuels 
production. Given its small population, Qatar’s energy needs are met almost entirely by domestic 
sources. 

Qatar’s fiscal year 2014-15 budget assumed an oil price of $65 per barrel.3 

Qatar’s plans to develop its massive gas sector continue to evolve, but its production is 
expected to experience a slow decline. It is, however, taking steps to try to increase the 
comparative value of its gas exports. The EIA reports that,238 

As of January 2015, Qatar had the third-largest proved reserves of natural gas in the world at 872 
trillion cubic feet (Tcf), according to the Oil & Gas Journal. Nearly all of Qatar’s reserves are in 
the country’s North Field, which is part of the world’s largest natural gas deposit. Together, Iran’s 
South Pars and Qatar’ s North Field comprise the entire deposit. 

There is currently a moratorium on new projects in Qatar’s North Field while operators continue 
to examine ways of sustaining high levels of output over the longer term. The moratorium, 
initially scheduled to end in 2008, will run through at least 2015 after several extensions. As a 
result, natural gas product ion has plateaued and could begin to decline soon. The only potential 
for a near-term increase in natural gas production lies in the 1.4 billion cubic feet (Bcf) per day 
Barzan project, which was the last project approved before the North Field moratorium. 

Scheduled to come online in 2016 and reach maximum production capacity in 2017, Barzan is 
only expected to offset some of the foreseen production decline. Qatar spent many years 
developing its natural gas resources–particularly in the North Field –and in 2013, Qatar was the 
second-largest dry natural gas producer in the Middle East and the fourth-largest producer in the 
world. With its relatively low domestic energy demand,  

Qatar is able to export nearly all of its natural gas production. As such, Qatar has been the world’s 
leading exporter of LNG since 2006, and is a member of the Gas Exporting Countries Forum 
(GECF). 

Qatar’s natural gas production has increased its output of condensates and natural gas plant 
liquids, which are valuable byproducts of natural gas production. Qatar’s condensate production is 
approximately 700,000 b/d with exports of about 500,000 b/d, making it the largest condensate 
exporter in the world. Qatar is also at the forefront of gas-to-liquids (GTL) technology, which 
processes natural gas in to heavier hydrocarbons, such as distillates and naphtha. 
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Qatari Internal Stability 
Qatar is relatively open state with fewer internal divisions than most Gulf states.  It does, 
however, still exercise tight control over internal developments and its large foreign work 
force. The State Department Country Report on Human Rights for Qatar for 2015 stated 
that: 

The constitution provides for freedom of speech and press in accordance with the law, but the 
government limited these rights. Self-censorship remained the primary obstacle to free speech and 
press. 

Freedom of Speech and Expression: Citizens did not discuss sensitive political and religious issues 
in public forums, but these issues were discussed in private and on social media. The law prohibits 
residents from criticizing the emir. Members of the majority foreign population censored 
themselves publicly on sensitive topics. In November the government issued a law increasing 
penalties for damaging, removing, or performing an action that expresses hate and contempt to the 
country’s flag, the Gulf Cooperation Council flag, or the flag of any international organization or 
authority. A 2013 law criminalizes the use of the national flag without formal permission from the 
authorities, displaying a damaged or discolored flag, or changing the flag by adding photographs, 
text, or designs to it. 

Press and Media Freedoms: The law provides for restrictive procedures on the establishment of 
newspapers, closure, and confiscation of assets of a publication. It also criminalizes libel and 
slander, including injury to dignity. In 2013 the government-funded Doha Center for Media 
Freedom published a report asserting that the law “notably restricted” the press corps and that 
newspapers and radio and television stations were “strongly aligned” with the government. 

Members of the ruling family or proprietors who enjoyed close ties to government officials owned 
all print media. Both private and state-owned television and radio reflected government views; 
they generally did not criticize authorities or the country’s policies or foreign policy. The 
government owned and partially funded the Doha-based al-Jazeera satellite television network, 
which carried regional, international, and theme-based programming; it also partially funded other 
media outlets operating in the country. Some observers and former al-Jazeera employees alleged 
that the government influenced the content. Reporting on labor issues continued to be controlled 
and handled as politically sensitive; several international journalists claimed to have been detained 
and questioned by authorities after visiting a labor site without government authorization. The 
Government Communications Office had invited these and other international journalists on a tour 
of newly renovated labor sites. 

Censorship or Content Restrictions: Journalists and publishers continued to self-censor due to 
political and economic pressures when reporting on government policies or material deemed 
hostile to Islam, the ruling family, and relations with neighboring states. The Qatar Media 
Corporation, the Ministry of Culture, and customs officials censored material. There were no 
specific reports of political censorship of foreign broadcast news media or foreign programs. The 
government reviewed, censored, or banned foreign newspapers, magazines, films, and books for 
objectionable sexual, religious, and political content. In August local columnist Muhsin al-Hajiri 
claimed that local media refused to publish an opinion piece critical of Gulf Cooperation Council 
politicians’ relations with Iran. The article was later published online with no negative 
consequences. 

Libel/Slander Laws: Laws restrict the publication of information that could incite the overthrow of 
the regime, abuse the regime, or harm supreme state interests; slander the emir or heir apparent; 
report official secret agreements; ridicule or express contempt for one of the Abrahamic faiths; 
prejudice heads of state or disturb relations; harm the national currency or the economic situation; 
violate the dignity of persons, the proceedings of investigations, and prosecutions in relation to 
family status; or defame the state or endanger its safety. 

National Security: In some cases courts ordered news outlets to refrain from covering high-profile 
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trials. 

The Country Report went on to discuss the country’s treatment of its workers, as well as 
international allegations that Qatar is abusing foreign workers: 

The law does not adequately protect the right of workers to form and join independent unions, 
conduct legal strikes, and bargain collectively, which made the exercise of these rights difficult. 
The law provides workers in private sector enterprises that have 100 citizen workers who are 18 
years of age and older a limited right to organize, strike, and bargain collectively. The law does 
not prohibit antiunion discrimination or provide for reinstatement of workers fired for union 
activity. 

The law excludes government employees, noncitizens, and domestic workers, including persons 
working as drivers, nurses, cooks, gardeners, casual workers, workers employed at sea, and most 
workers employed in agriculture and grazing, from the right to join worker committees or the 
national union, effectively banning these workers from organizing, bargaining collectively, or 
striking. 

For those few workers covered by the law protecting the right to collective bargaining, the 
government circumscribed the right to bargain collectively through its control over the rules and 
procedures of the bargaining and agreement processes. The labor code allows for only one trade 
union, the General Union of Workers of Qatar (General Union), which was composed of general 
committees for workers in various trades or industries. Trade or industry committees were 
composed of worker committees at the individual firm level. 

Civil servants and domestic workers do not have the right to strike; the law also prohibits strikes at 
public utilities and health or security service facilities, which include the gas, petroleum, and 
transportation sectors. Although the law recognizes the right to strike for some workers, restrictive 
conditions made the likelihood of a legal strike extremely remote. The law requires approval for a 
strike by three-fourths of the General Committee of the workers in the trade or the industry, and 
potential strikers also must exhaust a lengthy dispute resolution procedure before a lawful strike 
may be called. The Complaint Department of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs in 
coordination with the Ministry of Interior must preauthorize all strikes, including approval of the 
time and place. 

In organizations with more than 30 workers, the law permits the establishment of “joint 
committees” with an equal number of worker and management representatives to deal with a 
limited number of workplace issues. Foreign workers may be members of joint labor-management 
committees. The law offers a means to file collective disputes. If disputes are not settled internally 
between the employees and employer, the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs can mediate a 
solution. 

The law requires Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs approval for worker organizations to 
affiliate with groups outside the country. 

The government did not respect freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining. The 
General Union was not a functioning entity. Employees could not freely practice collective 
bargaining, and there were no workers under collective bargaining contracts. While rare, when 
labor unrest occurred, mostly involving the country’s overwhelmingly foreign workforce, the 
government reportedly responded by dispatching large numbers of police to the work sites or labor 
camps involved; the strikes generally ended peacefully after these shows of force. In most cases 
the government summarily deported the workers’ leaders and organizers. International labor 
NGOs were able to send researchers into the country under the sponsorship of academic 
institutions and quasi-governmental organizations such as the NHRC. In November local media 
reported that several hundred construction workers went on strike to protest unpaid wages. 
According to a global union federation representative, police mediated the dispute and ensured 
that workers could remain in their accommodations and were provided with food until the dispute 
was settled. 

…The law prohibits all forms of forced or compulsory labor. International media and human 
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rights organizations alleged numerous abuses against foreign workers, including forced or 
compulsory labor, withheld wages, unsafe working conditions, poor living accommodations, 
employers who routinely confiscated worker passports, and a sponsorship system that gave 
employers inordinate control of workers. 

The government made efforts to prevent and eliminate forced labor, although the existence of the 
restrictive sponsorship system left some migrant workers vulnerable to exploitation. In October 
the government issued reforms to the kafala system. The new law allows employees to switch 
employers at the end of their contract, which can be up to five years, without the permission of 
their employer--a current driver of forced labor practices. The government also inaugurated 
several new government-funded labor accommodation sites designed to replace unsafe temporary 
housing for migrant workers. The government arrested and prosecuted individuals for suspected 
labor law violations; two cases each of forced labor and bonded labor were before courts in 2014. 
In October authorities announced that they had revoked the licenses of 15 manpower recruitment 
agencies for violating labor laws. The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, Ministry of Interior, 
and NHRC conducted training sessions for migrant laborers to educate them on their rights in the 
country. The three entities also printed and distributed pamphlets that included pertinent articles of 
the labor and sponsorship laws in multiple languages to educate migrant workers on their rights. In 
2014 the government received 119 complaints of “visa selling,” a practice that contributed to 
potential forced labor conditions. The government prosecuted 62 of the complaints. Violators of 
visa selling were imprisoned for up to three years. To combat the problem of late and unpaid 
wages, in February the government issued a law mandating electronic payment to all employees 
subject to the labor law. By November 2, the government required all employers to open bank 
accounts for their employees and pay wages electronically through a system subject to audits by a 
new inspection division at the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. Employers who failed to pay 
their workers faced penalties of QAR 2,000-6,000 ($550-$1,650) per employee per day and 
possible prison sentences. 

There were continuing indications of forced labor, especially in the construction and domestic 
labor sectors, which disproportionately affected migrant workers. Exorbitant recruitment fees 
incurred abroad entrapped many workers in long-term debt, making them more vulnerable to 
exploitation for forced labor under the restrictive sponsorship system. Some foreign workers who 
voluntarily entered the country to work had their passports and pay withheld, were refused exit 
permits, and worked under conditions to which they had not agreed. In 2014 worker delegates 
filed a complaint against the government alleging nonobservance of the forced labor convention. 
The case was pending at year’s end. 

The Qatari Counterterrorism Effort 
Like several of its neighbors, Qatar has taken an increasingly strong approach to 
counterterrorism while limiting its public profile. It has been more liberal in dealing with 
more moderate Islamist movements like the Muslim Brotherhood, but has been active in 
dealing with terrorist groups.   

The U.S. State Department’s Country Report on Terrorism covering the period of 2014 
described the Qatari effort as follows,239 

The State Security Bureau, also known as the Qatar State Security, maintains an aggressive 
posture toward monitoring internal extremist or terrorism-related activities. The internal security-
focused Ministry of Interior is well-positioned to respond to incidents with rapid reaction forces 
and trained internal security forces that routinely pursue and engage in structured counterterrorism 
training and exercises. Qatar’s Office of Public Prosecution is tasked with prosecuting all crimes, 
including any related to terrorism, and plays a significant role in terrorism investigations as the 
prosecutors conduct investigative interviews. 

Qatar also maintains an interagency National Anti-Terrorism Committee (NATC) within the 
Ministry of Interior, which is composed of representatives from more than 10 government 
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ministries and official institutions. The NATC is tasked with formulating Qatar’s counterterrorism 
policy, ensuring thorough and transparent interagency coordination within the government, 
fulfilling Qatar’s obligations to combat terrorism under international conventions, and 
participating in international or UN conferences on terrorism. During 2014, Qatar took steps to 
improve interagency coordination on terrorism-related security matters, by consolidating a 
restructured NATC, with a new Chairman. As of December 31, the NATC’s restructuring was 
ongoing, with pending law changes to formalize consolidation of interagency coordination on 
critical infrastructure and industrial security, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism including 
counterterrorism financing and border security measures. 

Qatar maintains its own watchlist of suspected terrorists that it uses to screen passengers on 
international flights. Qatar also conducts extensive vetting and background checks on all 
applicants for work visas. The Qatari government uses biometric scans for arrivals at the Doha 
International Airport. Through its state-owned airline Qatar Airways, Qatar signed an agreement 
in November with Interpol to check the validity of passports of travelers against the Interpol 
Stolen and Lost Travel Documents databases, a new initiative with only two airlines worldwide to 
help stem the flow of foreign fighters and enhance border security. 

Overall, Qatar’s security services workforce is limited in scope and bandwidth, and in most 
agencies, is reliant on manpower from third countries to fill rank-and-file law enforcement 
positions. This limitation applies across the board with all Qatari government institutions (except 
for the Qatar State Security and elite units of the Ministry of Interior’s internal security force) and 
is commensurate with the demographics of the nation. Lack of capacity and to some extent the 
lack of advanced training of these non-Qataris does contribute to a lack of effectiveness in basic 
police operations. 

However, Qatar’s reliance on technology has provided state-of-the-art electronic surveillance 
capacity, which enhances Qatari security services’  effectiveness in the detection and monitoring 
of terrorist suspects. 

…In 2014, Qatar restructured its national counterterrorism committee to improve interagency 
coordination on counterterrorism efforts, including counterterrorist financing, cybersecurity, 
threats to civil aviation, and internal security threats. The Qatari government is concerned by the 
threat of foreign terrorist fighters transiting through Doha’s new international airport hub to or 
from Syria to receive training and provide support to the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant 
(ISIL) as well as the possibility that violent extremists could seek to commit terrorist acts in or 
from Qatar using Qatar’s internet or financial systems.  

In 2014, the Qatari government implemented new tools to enhance monitoring and enforcement 
against persons using charities and the internet for terrorist purposes or in support of terrorism, 
including fundraising. 

Qatar is a member of the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL. In addition to hosting two U.S. 
military installations important to Coalition efforts, Qatar has offered to host a train-and-equip 
program for moderate Syrian opposition forces and provided operational and logistical support for 
Coalition activities. Qatari aircraft have participated in Coalition airstrikes against ISIL in Syria. 
Qatar has contributed humanitarian aid to the effort, and sent six planes full of humanitarian 
assistance to Iraq in September. 

U.S. agencies had an active and productive dialogue with their Qatari counterparts and worked 
closely for the exchange and evaluation of terrorist-related information. Qatar was generally 
responsive to U.S. requests and coordination efforts although limited in capacity and indigenous 
manpower. 

The United States and Qatar collaborated in fostering closer regional and international cooperation 
on counterterrorism, law enforcement, and rule of law activities. Qatar has a strong legal 
framework to combat terrorist financing, and sought to strengthen it in 2014. Qatari officials 
recognized there were gaps in the law and acknowledged a critical need for improvement in 
implementation. Capacity to address this issue remained an obstacle during the year. 
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As a result of information sharing and engagement on specific designated individuals, Qatari 
officials took enforcement steps against private financiers of terrorism and shared limited 
information on others with the United States. 

Terrorist activity historically has been low in Qatar. Restrictive immigration policies and security 
services capable of monitoring and disrupting violent extremist activities helped to mitigate the 
terrorist threat. 

In addition to existing laws that prohibit terrorist activities, in 2014 the Amir approved Law 
Number 14, the Cybercrime Prevention Law, which criminalizes terrorism-linked cyber offenses. 
The new cybercrime law clarifies that it is unlawful to establish or manage a terrorist organization 
on any information network (including a website) or information technology device, or to use an 
information network to establish contact with leaders or members of terrorist organizations, 
promote or finance terrorism, or instruct on methods to assist in terrorist activity. Specifically, the 
law prohibits use of an “information network or information technology technique” to set up or 
run a website for a terrorist group or organization, facilitate communication with leaders and 
members of such a group or organization, promote its thoughts, secure financing thereto, or 
publish information relating to manufacturing explosives or incendiary devices of any device that 
can be used in a terrorist act. 

The new cybercrime law grants law enforcement and prosecutors additional investigative tools, 
such as monitoring internet traffic and electronic data, to combat terrorism and terrorist finance in 
the information age.  

Qatar can also deport individuals for violation of the cybercrime law. A professional organization 
(such as a law firm), unless specifically exempted by law, must comply with court orders and 
investigations under the Cybercrime Law, and may not withhold information on the basis of 
professional confidentiality. The law also provides mechanisms and details for Qatar to comply 
with requests for information made by other countries under mutual legal assistance treaties, 
thereby expanding enforcement capabilities outside of Qatar. 

…Qatar is a member of the Middle East North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial 
Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional body. Qatar’s Combating Money Laundering and 
Terrorist Financing Law of 2010 requires Qatar’s Public Prosecutor to freeze the funds of UNSC-
designated terrorist organizations. Qatar Central Bank works with financial institutions to confirm 
compliance of UN designations of terrorist entities and individuals, including Qatari citizens. 

In September, the Amir of Qatar issued a new law regulating the work of charities oversight based 
on FATF standards. Law Number 15 of 2014 established an independent Charities Commission 
composed of an interagency board (headed by the Minister of Labor and Social Affairs and 
including officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Interior, the Central Bank, 
and Qatar State Security). It amended Law Number 4 of 2010 that previously charged the Ministry 
of Labor and Social Affairs with the sole responsibility for regulating charities. According to the 
new law, local charities must obtain authorization from the Commission prior to any dealings with 
foreign entities. The Qatar Central Bank scrutinizes charities’ overseas transactions to ensure 
compliance. 

The Amir also issued Law Number 14 of 2014 in September on cybercrime prevention, which 
penalizes the use of the internet for unauthorized fundraising in support of terrorism. The Qatari 
government in 2014 took steps to stem the flow of funds from Qatar to violent extremist groups 
and individuals. Qatari authorities shut down the Madad Ahl al-Sham online fundraising campaign 
that was suspected of sending funds to violent extremist elements in Syria.  

Qatari authorities deported a Jordanian terrorist financier resident in Doha who had been 
employed by a Qatari charity. To further protect the State of Qatar from foreign terrorist financiers 
attempting to raise funds in Doha, the government barred the entry of multiple individuals of 
concern. The government also issued directives to local charities prohibiting them from 
transferring funds to several overseas charities suspected of engaging in illicit activities. 
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In June, Qatar sent fourteen interagency officials to a U.S.-hosted anti-money laundering and 
countering the financing of terrorism training in Washington. Participants discussed with U.S. 
interagency experts the need to tackle the use of charities and misuse of the internet for illicit 
finance, and the relationship with funding foreign fighters and violent extremist groups overseas. 

Qatari law authorizes the NATC to designate by resolution those who finance terrorism, terrorists, 
and terrorist organizations, independently of lists pursuant to UNSCR 1267. No designations were 
made in 2014. 

Non-profit organizations are not obliged to file suspicious transaction reports, but the government 
has reportedly increased its regulation and monitoring of charities with the implementation of a 
new regulation of charities law issued in September. 

… Qatar is a member of the Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF) and actively participated in 
GCTF coordination activities. Qatar participated in and was active in counterterrorism issues at the 
UN, the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and the Arab 
League. 

Qatar hosted the March GCTF workshop on developing a plan of action for community-oriented 
policing as a tool for Countering Violent Extremism. Qatar also participated in the Global 
Countering Violent Extremism Expo hosted by the Hedayah Center in Abu Dhabi, UAE, in 
December. 

Qatari officials and Qatari media work together on strategic communications to counter violent 
extremism; the Prime Minister has a senior aide responsible for overseeing strategic 
communications and senior Qatari officials oversee state media and sit on the Board of Directors 
of the Al-Jazeera network. An Assistant Foreign Minister attended the Global Coalition 
Communication Conference in Kuwait in October. Qatari officials also participated in a Global 
Coalition Communications Working Group in Abu Dhabi in December. 

The report covering the period of 2015 did reflect further progress in counterterrorism, 
but lacked any meaningful operational detail,240 

Overview: The United States and Qatar maintained a strong partnership in the fight against 
terrorism. Qatar is a partner in the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL) and has provided significant support in facilitating critical U.S. military operations 
in the region. Terrorist activity historically has been low in Qatar; restrictive immigration policies 
and security services capable of monitoring and disrupting extremist activities have kept the threat 
level low. U.S. agencies have an active and productive dialogue with their Qatari counterparts and 
work closely for the exchange and evaluation of terrorist-related information. The United States 
and Qatar collaborated to foster closer regional and international cooperation on counterterrorism, 
law enforcement, and rule of law activities. 

In addition to hosting two U.S. military installations critical to Counter-ISIL Coalition efforts, 
Qatar offered to host a base to train-and-equip moderate Syrian opposition forces, and provided 
significant operational and logistical support for Coalition activities. Qatar’s Cabinet welcomed 
the December announcement of a new military alliance of thirty-four Islamic states led by Saudi 
Arabia to fight terrorism in “all its forms and manifestations, whatever their sources and 
justifications.” 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: The Qatari government’s legislation 
enacted in 2004, 2010, and 2014 to address terrorism, terrorism financing, and related offenses, 
complements other criminal laws. The 2004 Law on Combating Terrorism sets forth broad 
provisions for defining and prosecuting terrorist-related activities in Qatar against the State, 
including prohibitions on providing information, training, weapons, financing, and material 
support to terrorists and terrorist organizations; and creating, directing, or using lawful entities, 
associations, or organizations to commit terrorist activities. The 2004 law also criminalizes 
collaboration with or joining organizations or groups located outside of Qatar that commit a 
terrorist crime, even if not against the State of Qatar, and outlaws obtaining military training from 
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such organizations or groups abroad. The 2014 Cybercrime Prevention Law criminalizes 
terrorism-linked cyber offenses. 

The State Security Bureau (also known as the Qatar State Security) maintained an aggressive 
posture toward monitoring internal extremist or terrorism-related activities. The internal security-
focused Ministry of Interior was well positioned to respond to incidents with rapid reaction forces 
and trained internal security forces that routinely pursued and engaged in structured 
counterterrorism training and exercises. Both the State Security Bureau and the Ministry of 
Interior were responsive to the Emiri Diwan and Prime Minister level command and control 
structures, and efforts have been made to streamline interagency coordination and civil defense 
operations. The Office of Public Prosecution is tasked with prosecuting all crimes, including any 
related to terrorism, and plays a prosecutorial role in terrorism investigations. Oversight and 
management of industrial security is consolidated under the Ministry of Interior, with integrated 
responsibility for protecting the critical energy infrastructure, ports, and airport. 

In 2015, Qatar requested to participate in the Department of State’s Antiterrorism Assistance 
program, and continued to participate in and host multilateral Global Counterterrorism Forum 
(GCTF) events. Also in 2015, Qatar hosted the UN Crime Congress and pledged specific funding 
to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) to help address violent extremism and 
radicalization among youth and vulnerable populations. Qatar also maintains an interagency 
National Anti-Terrorism Committee (NATC) within the Ministry of Interior composed of 
representatives from more than 10 government ministries and official institutions. The NATC is 
tasked with formulating Qatar’s counterterrorism policy, ensuring thorough and transparent 
interagency coordination within the government, fulfilling Qatar’s obligations to combat terrorism 
under international conventions, and participating in international or UN conferences on terrorism. 

Qatar maintained its own watchlist of suspected terrorists that it used to screen passengers on 
international flights. Qatar also conducted vetting and background checks on all applicants for 
work visas. The Qatari government uses biometric scans for arrivals at its Hamad International 
Airport. Qatar engages in information sharing between its state-owned airline and foreign 
governments, including collecting and disseminating Advance Passenger Information and 
Passenger Name Records on commercial flights, and has agreed to enhanced information-sharing 
agreements with the United States. 

Overall, Qatar’s security services workforce was reliant on manpower from third countries to fill 
rank-and-file law enforcement positions. This limitation applies across the board with all Qatari 
government institutions (except for the Qatar State Security and elite units of the Ministry of 
Interior’s internal security force), and is commensurate with the demographics of the nation. Lack 
of capacity and to some extent the lack of advanced training of non-Qataris contributed to a lack 
of effectiveness in basic police operations. However, Qatar’s reliance on technology has provided 
state-of-the-art electronic surveillance capacity, which enhanced Qatari security services’ 
effectiveness in the detection and monitoring of terrorist suspects. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Qatar is a member of the Middle East and North Africa 
Financial Action Task Force, a Financial Action Task Force-style regional body; and its financial 
intelligence unit, the Qatar Financial Information Unit (QFIU), is a member of the Egmont Group. 
Qatar’s Combating Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing Law of 2010 requires Qatar’s 
Public Prosecutor to freeze the funds of individuals and organizations designated by the UN 
Security Council. The Qatar Central Bank worked with financial institutions to confirm 
compliance with respect to UN-designated entities and individuals, including Qatari citizens. 

The Qatar Central Bank has a counterterrorism financing and anti-money laundering department 
that monitors suspicious accounts and transactions. The QFIU monitors suspicious accounts and 
transactions and files suspicious transaction reports (STRs). Non-profit organizations are not 
obliged to file STRs, but based on the charities law that was passed in 2014, every charity project 
and overseas financial transfer by a charity must be approved by the Charities Commission, a 
government interagency body that monitors charitable giving to prevent misused donations and 
terrorism financing. 
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Qatar has restructured its National Anti-Terrorism Committee, housed in the Ministry of Interior, 
to more effectively counter terrorism and continues to formulate a new and comprehensive 
counterterrorism framework. As part of ongoing efforts to curb terrorism financing, the State of 
Qatar issued new charities and cybercrime prevention laws in 2014. In 2015, the Qatari 
government froze assets and imposed travel bans on Qatari citizens Sa’d al-Ka’bi and Abd al-Latif 
al-Kawari after they were designated as terrorist financiers on the UN 1267/1989/2253 al-Qa’ida 
Sanctions List in 2015. Despite these efforts, entities and individuals within Qatar continue to 
serve as a source of financial support for terrorist and violent extremist groups, particularly 
regional al-Qa’ida affiliates such as the Nusrah Front. Qatar has made efforts to prosecute 
significant terrorist financiers. 

Countering Violent Extremism: Qatar supports and has adopted a variety of initiatives to 
counter violent extremism (CVE). Qatar was instrumental in the 13th UN Crime Congress 
adoption of the “Doha Declaration,” an unprecedented framework wherein the international 
community agreed to focus on education to prevent extremism and criminality for the next five 
years, leading up to the 14th UN Crime Congress in 2020. In May, during the 13th Crime Congress, 
Qatar announced a new education initiative for young people displaced by conflict in the Middle 
East. In November, Qatar signed a four-year US $49 million funding agreement with the UNODC 
to deliver projects related to implementing the Doha Declaration, including projects on countering 
violent extremism through prisoner rehabilitation and social integration programs, and youth 
education for justice. 

Qatar promotes and funds foundations and social enterprises engaged in implementing Qatar’s 
CVE strategies. Qatar brought the Research Center for Islam and Ethics to its flagship university 
as a means of fostering moderate readings of Islamic thought to help combat extremist 
interpretations on science, gender, education, politics and interfaith dialogue. In February, the 
Center sponsored a lecture titled “When Fiqh and Ethics Are Disconnected: ISIS as an Example.” 
Another aspect of Qatar’s CVE strategy is messaging to avert linking terrorism with religion. 
Qatar helped fund the social enterprise “Silatech,” which held regional workshops for youth to 
promote job creation, entrepreneurship, and the participation and engagement of young people in 
economic and social development as a deterrent from violent extremism. 

Throughout 2015, Qatari leaders made strong public statements on the importance of countering 
violent extremism and radicalization to violence by addressing prevention, dialogue, and trust to 
communities most affected by the conflicts in the region. In December, Qatar’s Ambassador to the 
UN gave a speech calling for international support of the Global Community Engagement and 
Resilience Fund (GCERF). Qatar highlighted this fund as the first global initiative aimed at 
enhancing skills, potential, and resources of both the public and private sectors to support local 
projects, such as education, vocational training, civic engagement, media, and defense of women's 
rights in an attempt to increase resilience against violent extremism. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Qatar is an active participant in the UN, GCTF, Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and the Arab League, in 
counterterrorism activities. Qatar participated in the August U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism and 
Border Security Working group meeting in Riyadh, and other regional meetings of interior 
ministries focused on counterterrorism cooperation. Qatar hosted the GCTF Coordinating 
Committee Meeting in May, and announced a US $5 million donation as a founding member of 
GCERF. 

Qatar’s Military Forces 
Qatar has small military forces, but with some effective and well-equipped elements. The 
IISS Military Balance for 2016 estimates that Oman spent $5.09 billion on military forces 
in 2016, or percent 2.4% of a GDP of $210 billion – a very low level for a Gulf state.  It 
provides the following estimates of the key aspects of Oman’s forces in 2016:241 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 
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• 11,800 active military manpower  (Army 8,500, Navy 1,800, Air 1,500. These forces are 75% 
expatriate. There is a 3to 4 month conscript period with a 20 year reserve requirement. 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 armored brigade, 1 special forces company, 3 mechanized battalions, 1 light royal guard brigade.. 

• 30 aging AMX-30 main battle tanks, 

• 132 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 190 armored Personnel carriers 

• 28 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 12 towed artillery weapons 

• 6 multiple rocket launchers 

• No attack helicopters. 

• 51+ MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 18 combat aircraft, including 12 Mirage 2000. 

• 8 ASW helicopters. 

• 26 MRH and transport helicopters. 

• No medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles.  

• Roland II shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 7 Missile Patrol Boats 

• 4 other patrol boats 

• 1 Landing craft 

Qatar’s Regional Security Status 
Qatar does play a broader security role in the region than its limited military forces would 
indicate. At the same time, Qatar—like Oman—has often set its own security policies, 
and has stood aside from Saudi initiatives to strengthen the GCC and levels of security 
cooperation.  Qatar has limited interoperability and standardization with other Gulf states, 
although this is improving.  
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE all supported the rebel side in the Syrian Civil 
War, but Qatar initially supported more hardline Islamist elements while Saudi Arabia 
supported more moderate factions and the United States focused largely on stopping ISIS 
and supporting Arab forces that shared that focus, rather than forces solely focused on the 
Assad regime. Coordination has since improved to some degree, but remains weak and 
ineffective, and Qatar and other Arab states still focus on Syrian Arab forces while the 
U.S. and its European allies focus on the Kurds. 

Qatar supported the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, opposed the Egyptian military’s 
overthrow of President Morsi’s government, and backed some elements of Muslim 
Brotherhood-linked entities in Syria. On the other hand, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and 
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Kuwait strongly backed the Egyptian military in overthrowing Morsi and provided some 
$12 billion in aid – opposing both Qatar and the U.S. which had pressed the military to 
reach some settlement with Morsi, to avoid civil violence and repression, and to move 
quickly towards elections. These differences have led to quiet rifts within the GCC, 
creating challenges for the United States as it works to build consensus on regional 
issues.242 

At the same time, Qatar’s security is reinforced by its strategic partnership with the U.S. 
in other areas. Qatar hosts the U.S. Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC), and also 
provides air basing and prepositioning facilities. Qatar seeks to purchase somewhere 
between 36 and 72 F-15 fighters from the U.S., and appears to be the best option for 
extending the lifetime of the platform past 2019, when Boeing will complete production 
of F-15s for Saudi Arabia. One impeding factor in the sale of the F-15 to Qatar is the 
Israeli concern that such an action would decrease its military advantage in the region.243 
A U.S. State Department report issued on March 1, 2016 highlights the level of U.S. and 
Qatari security cooperation:244 

The U.S.-Qatar Security Cooperation relationship is critical to achieving shared security objectives 
in the region. The United States and Qatar share a common goal of working collectively to 
establish a stable, secure, and prosperous Middle East, partnering on a range of urgent issues, 
including countering the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, and working to support the 
moderate opposition in Syria. The partnership facilitates ongoing U.S. operations and contingency 
planning through the access, basing, and overflight provided by Qatar. Qatar is an important 
partner in the counter-ISIL coalition, and, as a member of the Gulf Cooperation Council, Qatar is a 
key partner for U.S. multilateral efforts in the region. Building on the May 14, 2015 Camp David 
summit, the United States is working with the GCC to increase cooperation on maritime security, 
military preparedness, arms transfers, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. Qatar is investing 
heavily to modernize its military to protect from external aggression and increase its expeditionary 
capability to participate in regional security efforts. 

In 2014, Qatar was the largest customer of the United States for foreign military sales, purchasing 
more than $10 billion in advanced military equipment (Apache helicopters, Patriot missile defense, 
and Javelin missiles). Qatar also purchased eight C-17s and four C-130Js via direct commercial 
sales. 

The United States is working with Qatar and the other GCC states to develop a region-wide 
ballistic missile defense capability, including through the development of a ballistic missile early 
warning system. 

Qatar invested $5 billion in developing Al Udeid Air Base, which is host to U.S. Central 
Command Forward, U.S. Air Force Central Command Forward, U.S. Special Operations 
Command Forward, Combined Joint Interagency Task Force –Syria, the Combined Air Operations 
Center, and the 379th Air Wing. 

Camp As-Sayliyah Army Base serves as a key theater logistics node and plays host to various 
Army tenants. 

Qatar has hosted several multilateral exercises, including seven iterations of Exercise Eagle 
Resolve and Exercise Leading Edge in November 2015, in support of the USCENTCOM exercise 
program. 
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VIII. SAUDI ARABIA 
Saudi Arabia does not meet Western criteria for democratization or the adoption of 
human rights ideals. It is a conservative country that controls the speech of influential 
Sunni clerics to a greater extent than any other Muslim-majority state does over its own 
clerics. However, Saudi Arabia has transitioned from one of the poorest countries in the 
world to one of the richest, mostly due to investments made possible by its significant oil 
wealth. These investments have focused on education, job creation, housing, medical 
services, and infrastructure. It has also benefited from having a royal family, technocrats, 
and business elites that have advocated and implemented modernization reforms, though 
it still faces serious internal pressures for change. 

The death of King Abdullah on January 25, 2015 has led to major changes in the Saudi 
government that are still unfolding at a time when Saudi Arabia is fighting a war in 
Yemen, faces challenges from terrorism and native Shite unrest, and is dealing with the 
threats posed by Iran as well as ISIS and the civil wars and instability in Iraq and Syria. 
The Kingdom also faces major economic challenges because of the massive cut in world 
petroleum prices and resulting cuts its export revenues. 

As is discussed shortly, the new king, Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the new Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef, and the king’s son and chief agent Prince Mohammad bin 
Salman, have made radical changes in virtually every aspect of the Saud government that 
are still be implemented and whose lasting success cannot yet be assessed. So far, 
however, the Saudi government has remained stable and effective, and the shift from rule 
by the sons of the modern Kingdom’s founder to the next generation has occurred o 
without any major crisis in the royal family or the Kingdom’s leadership. 
Saudi Arabia’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 2,788,534 
Religions/Sects: Muslim (85%-90% Sunni; 10%-15% Shia), Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist and 
Sikh. 
Ethnic Groups: 90% Arab; 10% Afro-Asian. 
Median age: 26.8 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 46.18% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Saudi Arabia as being in the 3rd percentile for 
accountability, 35th percentile for political stability and violence, 62nd percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 53rd percentile for regulatory quality, 65th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 60th 
percentile for control of corruption.245 
Transparency International ranked Saudi Arabia as 48/168 in the world in terms of overall 
corruption.246  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: $753.831 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $24,406 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 21 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): NA 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Saudi Arabia 82nd in the world in 
ease of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 130 in ease of starting a business, 17 in dealing with 
construction permits, 24 in getting electricity, 31 in registering property, 79 in getting credit, 99 in 
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protecting investors, 3 in paying taxes, 150 in trade across borders, 86 in enforcing contracts, and 189 
in resolving insolvency. 247 

Saudi Arabia’s Risk Status 
Figure VIII.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Saudi Arabia using the SIRA 
(Strategic and International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah 
Toukan.248 It should be noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the 
current “crash” in petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however, indicate 
that Saudi Arabia is in the low to moderate risk category in civil terms. 

This does, however, assume that Saudi Arabia can adapt to the “oil crash” and 40-60% 
lower petroleum export revenues it may experience over at least the next few years. Like 
several of its neighbors, Saudi Arabia is taking aggressive steps to reduce both its costs of 
government and dependence on oil, but the success of such steps is uncertain and raises 
its level of civil risk to at least “moderate.” 
Saudi Arabia also faces the serious security risks described in earlier chapters and in the 
later chapter on Yemen. Key elements of risk come from the Saudi role as the de facto 
leader of the GCC and Gulf states in deterring and defending against Iran, the threat 
posed by terrorism and extremism from non-state actors like ISIS and AQAP, the threat 
posed by the war in Yemen, and the limited threat posed by tensions between its Sunni 
majority and its Shi’ites. These risks are offset by its alliance with the United States, 
strong military and internal security forces, and the fact that Iran is unlikely to 
deliberately bring any challenge to the point of a major conflict. 
Much depends on just how bitter the tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran become, 
how its efforts at economic reform proceed, and its view of how much trust it can put in 
its strategic partnership with the United States—an issue that has become much more 
serious since two U.S. Presidential candidates cast all such partnerships into question in 
the 2016 campaign. While Americans often focus on a possible future Saudi succession 
crisis, Saudis have real reason to be concerned about the U.S. succession crisis of 2016. 
It is also dangerous to underestimate just how seriously Saudis—and many other Arab 
Sunnis—take the threat from Iran. Many such concerns are exaggerated, and conspiracy 
theories that the United States will turn to Iran at the expense of its Arab allies have no 
basis in fact. Iran’s role in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq is, however, perceived as a critical 
threat—as its role—real and imagined in Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen. 
The attitudes of some Saudis towards Iranians has sometimes taken on an almost racist 
character in the last two years, lined both to its Shi’ite practices and “Persian” ethnicity. 
The Saudi leadership is far more pragmatic, but it is dangerous to underestimate the 
growing tensions and hostility on the part of both Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
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Figure VIII.1: Saudi Arabia: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf 
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Saudi Demographics 
Saudi Arabia has experienced massive population growth over the decades since 1950. It 
had some 27,752,316 people in July 2015, and was more than seven times larger than in 
1950.249 As a result, Saudi Arabia has one of the largest “youth bulges” in the Gulf. It 
also, however, has become steadily more dependent on foreign labor, and its economic 
“diversification” has really been centered around the growth of service industries 
dependent on its oil revenues, and petroleum related down-stream industries that it does 
not count as part of its petroleum sector.  
The Saudi Vision 2030 initiative—which is described shortly—seeks to change this, but 
faces major challenges. The Saudi population growth rate has slowed to what the CIA 
estimates is 1.46%, but still continues to climb and past growth has left a critical legacy. 
Population data are uncertain, but a UN estimate made in 2015 indicates that more than 
30% of the population—almost all adults—consists of foreign workers. 250 

At the same time, the CIA estimates that 27% (male 3,850,992/female 3,661,194) of what 
is almost all a native part of the population is 14 years of age or younger, and another 
19% (male 2,839,161/female 2,463,216) is 15-24 years of age. The median age is only 26 
years and the youth dependency rate is 42%.251 

The CIA estimates that direct unemployment was nearly 30% in 2015, heavily 
concentrate among Saudi youth, with men at over 21% and women at over 55%.252 

As the Vision 2030 initiative indicates, these figures sharply understate the problem. 
Large numbers of Saudis in government do not have a productive function, and the same 
is true of Saudis in service jobs. Disguised unemployment is a serious problem, and 
native education, the creation of job skills and future employment must adapt to the fact 
that Saudi Arabia is now hyperurbanized, with more than 85% urbanization in 2016. 
A long series of previous five-year plans have fallen far short of their goals in increasing 
Saudi employment and reducing foreign labor. Saudi Arabia’s religious and social 
structure limits the role and productivity of what has become a large body of well-
educated females, and many young men seek government employment because of its 
perceived status and value in arranging marriages. 

The following key trends affect Saudi demographics and have major consequences for its 
political system and economy: 

• Saudi Arabia’s population is growing rapidly. The US Census Bureau estimates that it was 7.18 
times larger in 2015 than in 1950. It had a population of 3.9 million in 1950, 10.0 million in 1980, 
21.3 million in 2000, and 27.8 million in 2015. It estimates that it will have a population of 31.8 
million in 2025 and 40.3 million in 2050.253 

• As of 2015, Saudi Arabia was 83.1% urbanized with a 2.1% rate of continued urbanization.254 The 
median age is 26, and 46.2% of its population is 24 years old or younger.255 

• Saudi Arabia ranks 48th out of 168 on the 2015 Transparency International Corruptions 
Perception Index.256 

• Saudi Arabia ranks 82nd out of 189 on the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business ranking.257 It has 
major problems with starting a business, trading across borders, and resolving insolvency. 
However, Saudi Arabia ranks 3rd in the world in tax payment.258 

• Saudi Arabia ranks 39th on the UN Human Development Index.259 Almost 95% of the population 
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is literate.260 

• The CIA estimated Saudi Arabia’s per capita income to be $54,600 in 2015, ranking 21st in the 
world.261 

Saudi Politics, Modernization, and Stability  
Saudi Arabia’s strategic importance has led to decades of concern about its political 
stability, the unity of the royal family, the succession, and possible sources of internal 
division and unrest. So far such concerns and fears have been consistently exaggerated, 
and the Saudi Royal family has been able to quickly adapt to new Kings, the government 
has been effective, met popular needs, and carried out reforms at the pace its population 
needs.  
The World Bank estimates that Saudi Arabia has mixed standards of governance that 
reveal security problems and a lack of transparency but do continue to improve over time. 
These trends are shown in Figure VIII.2. 

Figure VIII.2: World Bank Estimate of Trends in Saudi 
Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, United Arab Emirates: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  

The CIA provided the following summary of Saudi Arabia’s politics, modernization, and 
stability in April 2016:262 
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Saudi Arabia is the birthplace of Islam and home to Islam's two holiest shrines in Mecca and 
Medina. The king's official title is the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques. The modern Saudi 
state was founded in 1932 by Abd al-Aziz bin Abd al-Rahman Al Saud (Ibn Saud) after a 30-year 
campaign to unify most of the Arabian Peninsula. One of his male descendants rules the country 
today, as required by the country's 1992 Basic Law. King Salman bin Abd al-Aziz ascended to the 
throne in 2015 and placed the first next-generation prince, Muhammad bin Nayif bin Abd al-Aziz, 
in the line of succession as Crown Prince. 

Following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Saudi Arabia accepted the Kuwaiti royal family and 
400,000 refugees while allowing Western and Arab troops to deploy on its soil for the liberation of 
Kuwait the following year. The continuing presence of foreign troops on Saudi soil after the 
liberation of Kuwait became a source of tension between the royal family and the public until all 
operational US troops left the country in 2003. Major terrorist attacks in May and November 2003 
spurred a strong on-going campaign against domestic terrorism and extremism. 

From 2005 to 2015, King Abdallah incrementally modernized the Kingdom. Driven by personal 
ideology and political pragmatism, he introduced a series of social and economic initiatives, 
including expanding employment and social opportunities for women, attracting foreign 
investment, increasing the role of the private sector in the economy, and discouraging businesses 
from hiring foreign workers. Saudi Arabia saw protests during the Arab Spring among Shias in the 
Eastern Province, who protested primarily against the detention of political prisoners, endemic 
discrimination, and Bahraini and Saudi Government actions in Bahrain. Riyadh took a cautious 
but firm approach by arresting some protesters but releasing most of them quickly, and by using 
its state-sponsored clerics to counter political and Islamist activism. In addition, protests were met 
by a strong police presence, with some arrests, but not the level of bloodshed seen in protests 
elsewhere in the region. 

The government held its first-ever elections in 2005 and 2011, when Saudis went to the polls to 
elect municipal councilors. In December 2015, women were allowed to vote and stand as 
candidates for the first time in municipal council elections, with 21 women winning seats. King 
Salman bin Abd al-Aziz Al Saud ascended to the throne in 2015 and placed the first next-
generation prince, Muhammad bin Nayif bin Abd al-Aziz Al Saud, in the line of succession as 
Crown Prince. He designated his son, Muhammad bin Salman bin Abd al-Aziz Al Saud, as the 
Deputy Crown Prince.  

In March 2015, Saudi Arabia led a coalition of 10 countries in a military campaign to restore the 
government of Yemen, which had been ousted by Houthi forces allied with former president Ali 
Abdullah al-Salih. The war in Yemen has led to civilian casualties and shortages of basic supplies, 
which has drawn considerable international criticism. In December 2015, Deputy Crown Prince 
Muhammad bin Salman announced Saudi Arabia would lead a 34-nation Islamic Coalition to fight 
terrorism. In January 2016, Saudi Arabia executed 47 people on charges of terrorism, including 
Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr. Iranian protesters overran Saudi diplomatic facilities in Iran to protest 
al-Nimr’s execution and the Saudi government responded by cutting off diplomatic ties with Iran. 

The Impact of Low Oil Prices on the Saudi Economy 
As has been noted throughout this analysis, cuts in oil export revenues affect every oil 
exporting state in the Gulf and the world. As has been touched upon earlier, the price of 
oil declined sharply in 2014, and to levels that were as much as 70 percent lower than its 
value in June 2014, when the price was $115.263 As of late April 2016, the price of a 
barrel of Brent crude was hovering in the low $40 range.264  

The importance of these shifts can be measured in many different ways. For example, oil 
rents accounted for 38.7% of Saudi Arabia’s GDP in 2014,265 but the petroleum sector 
alone made up 92.5% of the government’s revenue.266 Saudi Arabia is second only to the 
United States in petroleum production, producing approximately 11.6 million barrels per 
day in 2014.267 As of August 2014, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency’s (SAMA) net 
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foreign assets totaled a record high $737 billion; by November 2015, this valued had 
shrunk by more than $100 billion to $628 billion, as the government began to draw down 
its assets in order to handle the budget deficit caused by the drop in the price of oil.268 
As for the figures involved, estimates of Saudi petroleum export income differ. 
According to EIA and CIA data, Saudi Arabia earned some $278 billion in petroleum 
export revenues in 2013, and $246 billion in 2014. This now seems like to drop to levels 
well under $140 billion in 2016 and possibly in 2017 and beyond. Similarly, per capita 
petroleum export earnings were $9,053 in 2013 and $7,900 in 2014, and may well drop to 
less than $4,500 in 2016-2017.269  
This drop will have a critical impact on an economy that had a $1.7 trillion GDP in 2015, 
but much of which was both directly and indirectly dependent on petroleum income. 
Moreover, the past several years have led to deliberate low prices on the domestic use of 
petroleum, water, electricity and other services and a lack of taxation. This has resulted in 
massive waste of such services, unnecessary domestic use of petroleum, and a lack of 
other sources of revenue—driven in part by a rapid population growth in Saudi Arabia. 
World oil prices are inherently unpredictable, but today’s low prices have led to a serious 
oil glut, and are often projected to remain low over the next few years. As a result, Saudi 
Arabia and other oil producing countries are flooding the market with crude because the 
marginal cost of production continues to be lower than the market price, and the 
increased production and sales are helping to mitigate the blow of decreased revenue.  

Figure VIII.3 shows how the petroleum “bubble” began to collapse in 2014, as well as 
the drop in the price of crude oil through March 2016. Figure VIII.4 shows the drop in 
OPEC’s net oil export revenues and per-capita net oil export revenues. 
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Figure VIII.3: The Petroleum “Bubble:” 2014 – March 2016 

 
Source: NASDAQ, http://www.nasdaq.com/markets/crude-oil.aspx?timeframe=7y  
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Figure VIII.4: OPEC Net Oil Export Revenue Crash: Early 
EIA Estimate 

 
Source: EIA, OPEC (excluding Iran) net oil export revenues, 
https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/regions-topics.cfm?RegionTopicID=OPEC, March 31, 2015; Oil 
and Gas Journal, http://www.ogj.com/articles/2015/04/eia-opec-s-net-oil-export-revenues-declined-11-in-
2014.html 
 
Saudi Arabia’s economy has already been hit hard by the drop in its oil export revenues. 
As is the case with other exporters, analysts have predicated wildly different estimates of 
the resulting risks. The World Bank report on the Saudi economy for Spring 2016 takes a 
position that seems more balanced than most, and stated that,270 

The economy grew at a modest pace in 2014-15, with real GDP growth at 3.6 % in 2014 and 
an estimated 3.5 % in 2015. Oil production increased from an average of 9.7 million bpd in 
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2014 to 10.1 million bpd in 2015. Increased oil output along with an expansionary fiscal 
stance helped support economic growth. Average inflation stood at 2.2 % in 2015. 

The fiscal deficit widened substantially in 2015, with moderate tightening in 2016. 
Expenditure cuts were limited to a modest 2.5 % in 2015 while the revenues dropped by 38 %. 
The fiscal deficit had a large increase to 18.9 % in 2015. The deficit was financed largely by 
SAMA’s large stock of foreign assets (estimated to exceed $600 billion by the end of 2015). 
The 2016 budget reflects a moderate tightening. Domestic oil prices were raised by 50 %, and 
natural gas and water prices are planned to be increased as well. In addition, budgetary 
allocations for education, health, and municipality services have faced significant cuts in an 
attempt to consolidate the deteriorating fiscal balances. Some revenue measures were recently 
introduced, including a 2.5 % tax on undeveloped land and $23 airport fee for international 
visitors. Other measures, including a 5 % Value Added Tax (VAT) and additional taxes on 
tobacco and soft drinks, have been announced awaiting implementation. 

The current account balance deteriorated with low oil prices, as hydrocarbons account for 
89 % of exports. The current account balance moved from a surplus of 10 % of GDP in 2014 
to a deficit of 5.2 % of GDP in 2016. 

On the monetary policy front, a passive stance continues. With a peg to the US dollar, 
SAMA followed the US Federal Reserve and increased its lending rates by 25 basis points in 
December 2015 amidst a slowing economy. Notwithstanding its benefits of providing 
stability and predictability, the peg has led to significant real appreciation of the riyal against 
currencies of the KSA’s major trading partners since the global financial crisis. From 2008 to 
2016, the Real Effective Exchange Rate of the riyal, defined in broad terms, has appreciated 
by more than 35 %. Going forward, further interest hikes by the FED are likely to magnify 
this effect by further appreciating the US dollar, and thus, the Saudi riyal. 

The structural reform agenda is gaining momentum. The authorities have recently 
announced the launch of the National Transformation Plan, which aims to introduce structural 
measures like improvements in public sector efficiency, privatization, further subsidy reforms 
and revenue diversification initiatives. 

Tradeoffs between growth-enhancing public spending and fiscal sustainability will prevail 
in the short-term. With the introduction of moderate fiscal austerity measures, the economy 
is projected to grow at a slower rate of 2.2 % in real terms in 2016. However, with $37 
average oil price in 2016 (the latest World Bank projections), current fiscal measures are 
insufficient to have a large impact on the fiscal deficit, which is projected at 16.3 % of GDP. 
Efforts to raise non-oil revenues will remain modest and expenditure cuts will occur gradually, 
focusing primarily on the capital budget. Imports will fall following cuts in public capital 
expenditures, and although exports will also fall, the fall in imports is projected to be greater 
in magnitude. Thus, the current account balance is expected to improve but remain in deficit 
at 2.8 % of GDP in 2016. 

The CIA described the Saudi economic situation in April 2016 as follows:271 
Saudi Arabia has an oil-based economy with strong government controls over major economic 
activities. It possesses about 16% of the world's proven petroleum reserves, ranks as the largest 
exporter of petroleum, and plays a leading role in OPEC. The petroleum sector accounts for 
roughly 87% of budget revenues, 42% of GDP, and 90% of export earnings. 

Saudi Arabia is encouraging the growth of the private sector in order to diversify its economy and 
to employ more Saudi nationals. Over 6 million foreign workers play an important role in the 
Saudi economy, particularly in the oil and service sectors; at the same time, however, Riyadh is 
struggling to reduce unemployment among its own nationals. Saudi officials are particularly 
focused on employing its large youth population, which generally lacks the education and 
technical skills the private sector needs. 
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In 2015 the Kingdom incurred a budget deficit estimated at 13% of GDP, and it faces a deficit of 
$87 billion in 2016, which will be financed by bond sales and drawing down reserves. Although 
the Kingdom can finance high deficits for several years by drawing down its considerable foreign 
assets or by borrowing, it has announced plans to cut capital spending in 2016. Some of these 
plans to cut deficits include introducing a value-added tax and reducing subsidies on electricity, 
water and petroleum products. In January of 2016, Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman 
announced that Saudi Arabia intends to list shares of its state-owned petroleum company, 
ARAMCO - another move to increase revenue and outside investment. The government has also 
looked at privatization and diversification of the economy more closely in the wake of a 
diminished oil market. 

Historically, Saudi Arabia has focused diversification efforts on power generation, 
telecommunications, natural gas exploration, and petrochemical sectors. More recently, the 
government has approached investors about expanding the role of the private sector in the 
healthcare, education and tourism industries. While Saudi Arabia has emphasized their goals of 
diversification for some time, current low oil prices may force the government to make more 
drastic changes ahead of their long-run timeline. 

Saudis inside and outside government clearly recognize these risks. An analysis by Jadwa 
Investment, a leading and highly respected Saudi financial firm, summarized them as 
follows, and provides the supporting estimates shown in Figure VIII.5. Its February 
2016 analysis of the Saudi 2016 budget noted that,272 

The government has reaffirmed its commitment to support the economy by budgeting for a SR326 
billion deficit in nominal terms, based on revenues of SR514 billion and expenditures of SR840 
billion. The deficit will continue to be financed using a combination of Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Agency’s (SAMA) huge stock of net foreign assets, and domestic debt. SAMA net foreign assets 
totaled $628 billion at the end of November, while public debt rose from a long-term low of 
SR44.3 billion in 2014 to reach SR142 billion in 2015, yet still low relative to GDP at 5.8 percent.  
 
Despite the global environment of lower oil prices, the Kingdom has maintained a high level of 
spending in the 2016 fiscal budget. Education and healthcare remain the focus of government 
spending, accounting for 35 percent of total spending. Whilst spending on military and security 
services constitutes the largest single share at 25 percent. A new allocation accounting for 22 
percent has been introduced to support the budget and help address shortages in revenue. We 
estimate that budgeted investment spending has been reduced to SR204 billion in 2016, with 
spending on key social infrastructure projects maintained. This points to a gradual consolidation in 
the fiscal stance but also shows the government’s sustained commitment on maintaining a high 
level of spending on human capital and social infrastructure. 
 
The budgetary performance in 2015 came close to our forecasts with a deficit of SR367 billion, or 
15 percent of GDP (Jadwa Investment forecast: SR403 billion, 16.4 percent of GDP). Despite the 
deficit being the largest on record, reduced spending has meant a much smaller than anticipated 
deficit. This is the second consecutive fiscal deficit, and was mainly due to both a steep fall in 
revenues and a rise in one off expenditures associated with the royal succession. Total revenue fell 
by 41.5 percent compared to the previous year, reaching its lowest level since 2009 at SR608 
billion. We estimate oil revenue to have fallen by 51 percent despite record production (10.2 mbpd 
year-to -November). Fiscal expenditure was reduced for the first time since 2002 to reach SR975 
billion, SR136 billion lower than 2014.  

Jadwa’s assessment of the problems that help shape the Saudi Vision 20130 reform plan 
discussed in the following section reported that, 273 

The Kingdom’s recent economic history has witnessed sudden shifts in its business cycles (Figure 
2) which has correlated to government expenditure, traditionally an important stimulator of growth 
in the non -oil economy, but sensitive to movements in oil prices. The Kingdom witnessed slower 
economic growth during several episodes of oil price declines (1980s and late 1990s). This led to 
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some rapid reductions in government spending and a subsequent slowdown in growth. While 
today’s episode of oil price decline is similar to previous ones, the Kingdom does enjoy an 
exception in the form of substantial fiscal buffers. However, as the extraordinary expansionary 
cycle over the last ten years has taken place, and the economy is now amongst the largest in the 
world, it remains reliant on government spending and subsidies. Between 2005 and 2015, current 
expenditure - the rigid part of government spending increased significantly from SR284 billion to 
SR673 billion. But spending is still mainly financed by oil revenues. Over the past five years, 87 
percent of the annual share of government revenues has come from oil.  

As the economy expanded, so did energy consumption, which meant that the government lost out 
on an increasing portion of oil revenues, since domestic energy was sold at very low levels. 
Following the January 2016 energy price increases, authorities have highlighted that the domestic 
energy price programs already in place have mainly benefitted high-income groups, rather than 
those in low and mid-level income groups. This is because higher income groups generally have 
larger energy consumption patterns, and use the most of the electricity generation and fuel 
consumption… 

  



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

230 

Figure VIII.5 – Part One: Impact of the Cut in Petroleum 
Revenues on Saudi Economy 

Saudi Dependence on Petroleum Export Revenues in 2015: The petroleum sector 
accounted for roughly 80% of budget revenues, 45% of GDP, and 90% of export 
earnings. * 

Real GDP Growth 

 
Fiscal Balance if No Action is Taken 
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Figure VIII.5 – Part Two: Impact of the Cut in Petroleum 
Revenues on Saudi Economy 

Fiscal Buffers if No Action is Taken 

 
* Source is Forbes, “How much of Saudi Arabia's economy is based on oil?,” 
ttps://www.google.com/search?q=site:www.forbes.com places Saudi arabia&gws_rd=ssl, accessed June 5, 
2016.  

Source for other data is Jadwa Investment, Saudi Vision 2030, May 2016, 
http://www.jadwa.com/en/download/saudi-vision-2030/gdp-report-16-6-2-1-3-3-2-1-1. 

Saudi Arabia’s Response and Vision 2030 
A meeting of 18 oil-producing countries (including OPEC and non-OPEC producers) was 
held in Doha on April 17, 2016 to negotiate a deal that would freeze oil output and raise 
the price of crude oil. However, this meeting ended in failure because Saudi Arabia 
insisted that all OPEC members participate in the deal, and Iran refused. Iran, an OPEC 
member, is attempting to regain its market-share in oil exports following the JCPOA, 
which lifted sanctions on the country.274 Sustained levels of oil-production will maintain 
the current low price of crude. 
In order to reduce the Saudi Arabia’s oil dependency, the government has announced that 
it plans to create a sovereign wealth fund that could become the largest in the world, with 
assets totaling more than $2 trillion.275 The fund’s assets would come in part from selling 
shares of Saudi Aramco, the kingdom’s state oil company, and transferring the company 
to a government fund. Saudi Aramco is the largest oil-producing company is the world, 
accounting for about 10 percent of global production. Saudi Arabia plans to sell less than 
5 percent of Saudi Aramco shares.276 
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On April 26, 2016, Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the man in charge of 
the Saudi economic modernization effort, announced the approval of Saudi Arabia’s 
development plan, “Vision 2030.”277  
Saudi Arabia issued the broad outline of a plan for Vision 2030 that was divided into 
three parts: 1) a vibrant society, 2) a thriving economy, and 3) an ambitious nation. It 
includes goals such as offering ‘green cards’ to Muslim/Arab foreign workers, increased 
female participation in the workforce, additional funding for the tourism manufacturing, 
and renewable energy industries, and investment in Saudi Arabia’s domestic arms 
industry.278 The state’s goal is to purchase 50 percent of its military hardware from 
domestic industries,279 an ambitious goal given that Saudi Arabia is the largest weapons 
importing country in the world according to IHS, spending approximately $9.8 billion on 
arms imports in 2015.280 

Vision 2030’s set a goal of ending the kingdom’s dependence on oil revenue, which 
Deputy Crown Prince Salman believes can be accomplished by 2020.281 The plan 
confirmed the Saudi intent to sell shares of Aramco, a company that the government 
claimed would be valued around $2.5 trillion, making the sale of less than 5 percent of its 
sales the largest IPO in history. Such an IPO could, however, force Aramco to publish 
data quarterly; the company has received criticism in the past for its lack of transparency. 

Many of the details of Vision 2030 have not been made public, but Jadwa provides the 
following summary of its features and estimate of its impacts show in Figure V.6 and 
Figure V.7 
Many aspects of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 are optimistic, and both ask the Saudi 
population to make substantial sacrifices in terms of taxes and prices and call for a major 
shift in the character of Saudi labor, and in its work ethnic and productivity. The 
announcement of Vision 2030 also does not explicitly take into account Saudi Arabia’s 
major security costs that the IISS and SIPRI estimate consumed 13% of the Saudi GDP in 
2015. Due to the comprehensive nature of the plan and the specificity of its objectives, 
achieving all of its goals in the allotted timeframe seems unrealistic. Even before the drop 
in oil prices, funding investments in sweeping societal, economic, and political reforms 
would have been a difficult task. Implementation of the reform programs and Saudi 
Arabia’s ability to generate government revenue will be the critical factors that contribute 
to the success or failure of Vision 2030. 

Any major plan for reform, however, must set demanding goals if it is to accomplish 
major reform at the fastest practical pace. Everything will depend on the quality of the 
plan’s actual implementation, and the realism with which it is actually put into practice. 
But, the fact that the plan is too ambitious may prove to be a strength rather than a 
weakness. Similar to King Abdullah’s earlier reform plan following the political 
upheavals the region began to experience in 2011, Vision 2030 represents one of the only 
serious efforts to carry out necessary change in the region. Put bluntly from a risk 
assessment viewpoint, ambitious leadership is far better than none, and a much better 
policy than narrow reliance on state control and internal security measures. 
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Figure VIII.6: Saudi Vision 2030 Plan 
Goals of the 2030 Plan 

 
Commitments of Saudi Vision 2030 

 
Source for other data is Jadwa Investment, Saudi Vision 2030, May 2016, 
http://www.jadwa.com/en/download/saudi-vision-2030/gdp-report-16-6-2-1-3-3-2-1-1. 
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Figure VIII.7: Desired Impacts of Saudi Vision 2030 Plan 
Targeted Saudi Unemployment Rate 

 
FDI Stocks and Flows 

 
Non-Oil Exports of Goods and Services 

 
 
Source for other data is Jadwa Investment, Saudi Vision 2030, May 2016, 
http://www.jadwa.com/en/download/saudi-vision-2030/gdp-report-16-6-2-1-3-3-2-1-1. 
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Saudi Arabia, Terrorism, and AQAP 
Security will probably be a greater source of risk than economics or domestic reform, 
although all present serious challenges and interact with one another. Saudi Arabia’s 
security challenges include terrorism and extremism, regional conflicts and political 
upheavals, Saudi Arabia’s role in the War in Yemen and the civil war in Syria, and the 
broad range of threats posed by Iran. 
Terrorism and extremism have been a serious challenge, largely because of Osama Bin 
Laden, Al Qaeda and the recent rise of ISIS. Saudi Arabia officially adopts a puritanical 
version of Sunni Islam, but it has never supported violent extremism against other 
Muslims or non-Muslims. It forced Osama Bin Laden to leave the kingdom in the early 
1990s, when he became a major voice of extremism, and has actively fought Al Qaeda 
and terrorism since Al Qaeda launched a series of attacks on Saudi targets in 2003.  
Nevertheless, Al Qaeda remains a serious threat and has both a covert presence in Saudi 
Arabia and substantial strength in Yemen. Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
was formed in 2009 when the Al Qaeda movements in Saudi Arabia and Yemen merged 
after the Saudi branch was crippled by Saudi counterterrorism operations, and was forced 
to locate its headquarters in Yemen. AQAP is only one of the Sunni Islamist extremist 
groups operating in Yemen, but it has been the key source of terrorist attacks in both 
Saudi Arabia and Yemen.  

Al Qaeda affiliates in Yemen were responsible for the attack on the USS Cole in October 
2000; murders of U.S., foreign, and Saudi citizens in Saudi Arabia; a shooting attack on a 
U.S. military recruiting office in Little Rock on June 1, 2009; the so-called “underwear” 
bombing attempt on Northwest Airlines Flight 253 on December 25, 2009; and an 
attempt to place bombs on cargo planes flying to the United States in October 2010. 
AQAP has made serious attempts to attack targets in the United States, and played a key 
role in the attack on the U.S. consulate in Jeddah in Saudi Arabia in December 2004.282 
Both U.S. and Yemeni official sources consistently reported that it continued to plan 
attacks on Yemeni and foreign targets, and made plans for attacks on U.S. and other 
embassies in Yemen as well as ports and other targets from August 2013 onwards.283   

The political tensions and uprisings that forced Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh to 
resign on February 27, 2012—after serving at the leader of the YAR from 1978 to 1990 
and of a united Yemen from 1990 to 2012—have given AQAP the opportunity to exploit 
both the regional and tribal differences in the country, as well as the more conservative 
Sunni factions.   
The civil war in Yemen that began with a border war in 2009 and escalated to a full-scale 
conflict in 2014-2015, has been fought largely between Houthi Shiites and supporters of 
former President Saleh, and the new Government of Yemen and a Saudi/UAE-led 
collation. However, AQAP has worked with Yemeni Salafist extremists to seize control 
of territory in Yemen and exploit Yemen’s internal tensions and civil conflicts. It has 
attacked targets in Yemen, but has also trained outside supporters of Al Qaeda including 
British volunteers, and members of Al Shabaab, an Al Qaeda affiliate in Somalia. 
Descriptions of AQAP vary sharply from source to source, and it continues to evolve. 
Two official U.S. estimates provide the following descriptions:  
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A now dated U.S. National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC) described AQAP as follows 
in its Counterterrorism Calendar for 2013:284 

Al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is a Sunni extremist group based in Yemen that has 
orchestrated numerous high-profile terrorist attacks. One of the most notable of these operations 
occurred when AQAP dispatched Nigerian-born Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, who attempted to 
detonate an explosive device aboard a Northwest Airlines flight on 25 December 2009—the first 
attack inside the United States by an al-Qa‘ida affiliate since 11 September 2001. That was 
followed by an attempted attack in which explosive-laden packages were sent to the United States 
on 27 October 2010. The year 2010 also saw the launch of Inspire magazine, an AQAP-branded, 
English-language publication that first appeared in July, followed by the establishment of AQAP’s 
Arabic-language al-Madad News Agency in 2011. Dual US-Yemeni citizen Anwar al-Aulaqi, who 
had a worldwide following as a radical ideologue and propagandist, was the most prominent 
member of AQAP; he was killed in an explosion in September 2011. 

In August 2013, the US State Department temporarily closed several embassies in response to a 
threat associated with AQAP. Since then, AQAP has conducted a number of high-profile attacks 
inside Yemen targeting the Yemeni Government, including a complex, multistage attack in 
December 2013 against Yemen’s Ministry of Defense that killed at least 52 people, and in 
February 2014 the group freed over two dozen prisoners after attacking Sanaa’s central prison. 
Shortly thereafter the group released a video entitled “Drops of Rain,” which depicted a large 
gathering of AQAP members operating openly while their leader threatened the United States. In 
May 2014, the US Embassy in Sanaa closed for a month due to a heightened threat from the 
group. 

AQAP’s predecessor, al-Qa‘ida in Yemen (AQY), came into existence after the escape of 23 al-
Qa‘ida members from prison in Sanaa, in February 2006. Several escapees helped reestablish the 
group and later identified fellow escapee al-Wahishi as the group’s new amir. 

AQY in early 2008 dramatically increased its operational tempo, carrying out small-arms attacks 
on foreign tourists and a series of mortar attacks against the US and Italian Embassies in Sanaa, 
the presidential compound, and Yemeni military complexes. In September 2008 the group 
attacked the US Embassy in Sanaa using two vehicle bombs that detonated outside the compound, 
killing 19 people. 

AQAP emerged in January 2009 following an announcement that Yemeni and Saudi terrorists 
were unifying under a common banner. The leadership of this new organization was composed of 
the group’s amir, Nasir al-Wahishi; now-deceased deputy amir Sa'id al-Shahri; and military 
commander Qasim al-Rimi, all veteran extremist leaders. The group has targeted local, US, and 
Western interests in the Arabian Peninsula, but is now pursuing a global strategy. AQAP elements 
withdrew from their southern Yemen strongholds in June 2012, when Yemeni military forces 
under new President Abdu Rabbo Mansour Hadi—with the support of local tribesmen—regained 
control of cities in Abyan and Shabwah that had served as AQAP strongholds since 2011. 

A U.S. State Department report on terrorism, issued in June 2016—and based on data 
some three years more recent—described AQAP as follows:285 

aka al-Qa’ida in the South Arabian Peninsula; al-Qa’ida in Yemen; al-Qa’ida of Jihad 
Organization in the Arabian Peninsula; al-Qa’ida Organization in the Arabian Peninsula; Tanzim 
Qa’idat al-Jihad fi Jazirat al-Arab; AQAP; AQY; Ansar al-Shari’a 

Description: Al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) was designated as a Foreign Terrorist 
Organization on January 19, 2010. In January 2009, the now-deceased leader of al-Qa’ida in 
Yemen (AQY), Nasir al-Wahishi, publicly announced that Yemeni and Saudi al-Qa’ida (AQ) 
operatives were working together under the banner of AQAP. The announcement signaled the 
rebirth of an AQ franchise that previously carried out attacks in Saudi Arabia. AQAP’s self-stated 
goals: to establish a caliphate and Sharia law in the Arabian Peninsula and the wider Middle East. 
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Activities: AQAP has claimed responsibility for numerous terrorist acts against both internal and 
foreign targets since its inception in January 2009, including: a March 2009 suicide bombing 
against South Korean tourists in Yemen, the August 2009 attempt to assassinate Saudi Prince 
Muhammad bin Nayif, and the December 25, 2009 attempted attack on Northwest Airlines Flight 
253 from Amsterdam to Detroit, Michigan. In October 2010, AQAP claimed responsibility for a 
foiled plot to send explosive-laden packages to the United States via cargo planes. The parcels 
were intercepted in the UK and in the United Arab Emirates. 

AQAP, operating under the alias Ansar al-Shari’a (AAS), carried out a May 2012 suicide bombing 
in Sana’a that killed 96 people. Also in May 2012, press reported that AQAP allegedly planned to 
detonate a bomb aboard a U.S.-bound airliner using an IED. Although there was no imminent 
threat to U.S. jetliners, the device, acquired from another government, was similar to devices 
AQAP had used in previous attempted terrorist attacks. 

In September 2014, AQAP launched a rocket attack against Yemeni security forces around the 
perimeter of the U.S. Embassy in Sana’a. The attack did not cause any casualties, but was 
followed two months later by an IED attack at the northern gate of the embassy that injured 
multiple embassy security guards. Also in November 2014, AQAP attempted to detonate 
explosives targeting the U.S. and British Ambassadors to Yemen. In December, AQAP claimed 
responsibility for an attack against the Iranian ambassador’s residence in Sana’a that killed one 
guard and two pedestrians. 

In January 2015, brothers Cherif and Said Kouachi carried out an attack in Paris, France, against 
the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo that left 12 people dead. One of the brothers, who had 
traveled to Yemen in 2011 and met with now-deceased Anwar al-Aulaqi, claimed the attack on 
behalf of AQAP. AQAP later formally claimed responsibility. 

Also in 2015, AQAP took advantage of Yemen’s deteriorating political and economic 
environment after the Yemeni government was overthrown by Houthi rebels in January. The 
United States and several other countries closed their embassies in February amid the violence. In 
April, AQAP stormed the city of Al Mukalla, seizing control of government buildings, releasing 
terrorists from prison, and stealing millions from the central bank. AQAP has since consolidated 
its control over Al Mukalla and has expanded its reach through large portions of Yemen’s south. 

… In Yemen, al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and ISIL’s Yemen branch capitalized 
on the ongoing conflict between the Government of Yemen, supported by the Saudi-led coalition, 
and the Houthi-led opposition to gain deeper inroads across much of the country. AQAP expanded 
its safe haven by seizing several towns, including the port city of Mukalla, which has given it 
access to increased financial resources. Despite losing a number of senior leaders during 2015, the 
group was able to increase its recruiting and expand its safe haven in Yemen. ISIL’s affiliate 
conducted hundreds of attacks during the year, primarily against Houthi forces and Zaydi Shia 
mosques, in a bid to stoke sectarian tensions similar to ISIL’s tactics in Iraq and Syria. Although 
the Yemeni government has reestablished a presence in Aden, a large security vacuum persisted 
that both ISIL and AQAP have taken advantage of to strengthen their footholds and forces inside 
the country… 

Strength: AQAP is estimated to have up to four thousand members. 

Location/Area of Operation: Yemen 

Funding and External Aid: AQAP’s funding has historically come from theft, robberies, and 
kidnap for ransom operations; and donations from like-minded supporters. Since seizing Al 
Mukallah, it has had access to additional sources of revenue, including the millions it stole from 
the central bank. 

Opinions differ over the extent to which AQAP is tied to the leadership of Al Qaeda 
“central” in Pakistan. The U.S. government referred to conversations between Ayman al-
Zawahiri, the leader of Al Qaeda “Central”, and Nasir al-Wuhayshi, the leader of AQAP 
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in Yemen, as a key reason for shutting embassies in the Gulf because of an imminent 
threat in early August 2013.286  

It did not, however, cite the overall mix of sources it had on such a threat or attempt to 
describe the degree to which Al Qaeda “central” could actually direct AQAP actions. 
Some experts feel Zawahiri can exercise considerable influence or control. Other experts 
note that relatively few Al Qaeda plots have originated in Al Qaeda “central” since 2010, 
and feel that AQAP is a largely independent “franchise” with a relatively loose hierarchy, 
ties to other groups in Yemen, and control over the planning of its own operations. 

These debates over AQAP’s ties to Al Qaeda “central” do not, however, affect the fact it 
remains a serious factor in Yemeni politics, or that AQAP can infiltrate enough activists 
into Saudi Arabia to present continuing challenges to Saudi security forces. AQAP was 
able to seize parts of Yemen’s southern province of Abyan for some 10 months before 
Yemeni forces could limit its operations, and then was able to join with tribal factions in 
areas like the Hadramaut and reportedly organized an attempt to seize its capital of 
Mukalla and one of Yemen’s major ports. This latter threat has been serious enough to 
lead to a significant shift in the pattern of U.S. UCAV strikes in Yemen and also implies 
that AQAP has significantly increased their ability to infiltrate across the Saudi border 
near the Hadramaut.287 

In the last decade, Al-Qaeda has successfully taken advantage of popular discontent in 
many parts of the country—especially the south, which has been neglected by the ruling 
elites in Sana’a—to increase support for its cause and help recruit more members to the 
group. One of the ways AQAP does this is by providing communities with social 
services, such as teachers and water. Another group that has begun to successfully 
provide basic needs to the populations of the areas it controls is Jabhat Al Nusra in 
Syria.288 AQAP has also used the Internet effectively to further garner support by 
targeting the disenfranchised and those with popular feelings of anger and humiliation. 
AQAP combines this with their extremist religious views and messages that blame the 
United States.289 

There has also been a growing interaction between AQAP in Yemen and the flow of 
outside volunteers into Yemen, for both AQAP operations in the area and training for 
operations in other areas like Somalia, Iraq, and Syria. AQAP still has a focus on Yemen 
and Saudi Arabia, but it remains a terrorist threat to the U.S. and other Western states, 
and is expanding its ties and role in dealing with other Al Qaeda affiliates, and violent 
Sunni Islamist extremists. 

The full-scale Yemeni civil war that began in 2015 has presented Saudi Arabia with both 
the risk that a pro-Iranian government might acquire lasting power on its Southern border 
and at the Bab el Mandeb which controls the flow of maritime traffic through the Red 
Sea, and the risk that AQAP will exploit it to steadily increases its influence and control 
over some part of Yemeni territory.  
The collapse of the Yemeni government and subsequent Saudi-led bombing campaign in 
Yemen has created an environment that AQAP is exploiting. In the resulting power 
vacuum, the United States withdrew Special Operations Forces operating in country.290 
Without counterterrorism forces to check AQAP, the group has carved out an area of 
control in the south. AQAP has grown more powerful within Yemen since the start of the 
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civil war. More recent AQAP developments are discussed in the last section about the 
Yemeni Civil War, located in section X of this report. 

Saudi Problems with its Shi’ite Population 
Saudi Arabia also faces a challenge from the fact it has a significant Shi’ite minority that 
presents a source of serious sectarian tension in a conservative Sunni country. The CIA 
estimated that its population was 27.8 million in July 2015. The Agency noted that, “most 
forms of public religious expression inconsistent with the government-sanctioned 
interpretation of Sunni Islam are restricted despite having a large expatriate community 
of various faiths (more than 30% of the population). Non-Muslims are not allowed to 
have Saudi citizenship and non-Muslim places of worship are not permitted.”291 The IISS 
estimates that its ethnic distribution was Ethnic groups: Nationals 73% of which Bedouin 
up to 10%, Shi’a 6%; Expatriates 27% of which Asians 20%, Arabs 6%, Africans 1%, 
and Europeans <1%.292 

Analysts differ sharply over the size of Saudi Arabia’s native Shi’ite minority, the level 
of actual Shi’ite opposition to the Saudi government, the extent to which Shi’ite face 
discrimination, and the risks these tension posed to Saudi stability. The CIA estimates 
that Saudi Arabia’s religious breakout is Muslim (official; citizens are 85-90% Sunni and 
10-15% Shia), and 10-15 other (including Eastern Orthodox, Protestant, Roman Catholic, 
Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, and Sikh) but also says the estimate dates back to 2012. 293 

At present, Saudi security in Shite areas in the Eastern province and southeastern Saudi 
Arabia seems more than adequate to deal with the level of Shi’ite opposition. Control, 
however, is not a source of lasting stability. 
The latest U.S. State Department report on religious freedom provides similar numbers 
describes the situation as follows: 294 

The U.S. government estimates the total population is 27.3 million (July 2014 estimate). 
Approximately 85 to 90 percent of citizens are Sunni Muslims who predominantly adhere to the 
Hanbali School of Islamic jurisprudence. Shia constitute 10 to 15 percent of the citizen population. 
Approximately 80 percent of Shia in the country are “Twelvers” (followers of Muhammad ibn 
Hasan al-Mahdi, whom they recognize as the Twelfth Imam) and are primarily located in the 
Eastern Province. Nakhawala, or “Medina Shia,” are also Twelvers and reside in small numbers in 
the western Hejaz region. Estimates place their numbers at approximately 1,000. Twelver Shia 
adhere to the Jafari school of jurisprudence. Most of the remaining Shia population are 
Sulaimaniya Ismailis, also known as “Seveners” (those who branched off from the Twelvers to 
follow Isma’il ibn Jafar as the Seventh Imam). Seveners number approximately 700,000 and 
reside primarily in Najran Province, where they represent the majority of the province’s 
inhabitants. Pockets of Zaydis, another offshoot of Shia Islam, number approximately 20,000 and 
exist primarily in the provinces of Jizan and Najran along the border with Yemen. 

UN data indicate foreigners constitute more than 30 percent of the total population. Similarly, 
foreign embassies indicate the foreign population in the country, including many undocumented 
migrants, may exceed 10 million. According to the Pew Research Center, this population includes 
approximately 1.2 million Christians (including Eastern Orthodox, Protestants, and Roman 
Catholics); 310,000 Hindus; 180,000 religiously unaffiliated (including atheists, agnostics, and 
people who did not identify with any particular religion); 90,000 Buddhists; 70,000 followers of 
folk religions; and 70,000 followers of other religions. 

…U.S. embassy and consulate officials promoted respect for religious freedom and raised 
concerns regarding reported violations of religious freedom with government officials, while also 
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inquiring about the legal status of those detained. Since 2004, Saudi Arabia has been a Country of 
Particular Concern (CPC) under the International Religious Freedom Act for having engaged in or 
tolerated particularly severe violations of religious freedom. In connection with the Secretary of 
State’s redesignation of Saudi Arabia as a CPC in August, the Secretary issued a waiver of 
sanctions “to further the purposes of the act.” 

… The government continued to exclude Shia perspectives from the extensive government-owned 
religious media and broadcast programming. Shia bookstores reportedly could not be licensed. In 
addition, terms like “rejectionists” that Shia considered insulting were commonly found in public 
discourse. 

…The government took actions to counter violence against Shia perpetuated by Sunni violent 
extremists. After an Ashura attack on November 4, outside of a husseiniya (a congregation hall for 
Shia commemorative ceremonies) in al-Dalwa, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs (MOIA) sent out an 
immediate notice to clerics across the country instructing them to speak out against the attack, stop 
inciting people against Shia, and call for national unity. Reports indicate that most clerics 
complied with the instruction to stop inciting hatred of Shia, and many Sunni and Shia clerics 
explicitly condemned the attack and called for national unity. Government authorities arrested 77 
people suspected of involvement in planning, financing, and carrying out the attack. The minister 
of interior visited Shia victims in the hospital. 

On November 5, the minister of culture and information ordered the closure of the office of the Al 
Wesal television channel in Riyadh and banned its broadcasts in the country, noting the 
government would not tolerate any news organization which attempted to foment sectarian tension 
or “target the homeland's national unity, security and stability.” The religiously-oriented channel 
often criticized Shia as “rejectionists,” a pejorative label which dates back to the seventh century 
schism between Sunni and Shia Islam. At year’s end, however, Al Wesal was still operating. 

Anti-Shia rhetoric in Sunni mosques in the Eastern Province continued during the year, according 
to local reports. The government called at least one imam in for questioning after he had made 
anti-Shia remarks, according to Shia sources. Although less pervasive than previous years, there 
were reports from local groups that Sunni clerics, who received government stipends, used anti-
Semitic, anti-Christian, and anti-Shia language in their sermons. Embassy and consulate officials 
reported that some preachers occasionally ended Friday sermons with a prayer for the well-being 
of Muslims and the humiliation of polytheism and polytheists. 

The United States Country Report on Human Rights for 2015 notes that,295 
The law requires a government permit for an organized public assembly of any type. The 
government categorically forbids participation in political protests or unauthorized public 
assemblies, and security forces reportedly arrested demonstrators and detained them for brief 
periods. Security forces, nonetheless, allowed a small number of unauthorized demonstrations 
throughout the country, despite a 2011 Ministry of Interior statement that demonstrations were 
banned and that it would take “all necessary measures” against those seeking to “disrupt order.” 
The Council of Senior Religious Scholars reinforced the ministry’s position, stating 
“demonstrations are prohibited in this country” and explaining that “the correct way in sharia of 
realizing common interests is by advising.” 

Most protests during the year occurred in the Eastern Province, in particular in the city of Qatif, 
although the size and number of protests decreased significantly since 2013. Activists reported 
security forces used intimidation to discourage persons from joining demonstrations as a general 
practice. There were also reports of security forces firing bullets in the air to disperse crowds. 
YouTube videos showing antigovernment slogans on walls portrayed residents, largely Shia, 
protesting alleged systematic discrimination and neglect in government investment in physical and 
social infrastructure, including education, healthcare, and public facilities. 

… No laws prevent males from minority groups from participating in political life on the same 
basis as other male citizens. Societal discrimination marginalized the Shia population. Tribal 
factors and longstanding traditions continued to dictate many individual appointments to positions. 
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Unofficially, government authorities will not appoint a Bedouin tribesman to a high-ranking 
cabinet-level position, and Bedouins can only reach the rank of major general in the armed forces. 
All cabinet members who were tribal were members of urbanized “Hamael” tribes rather than 
Bedouin tribes. While the religious affiliation of Consultative Council members was not known 
publicly, the council included an estimated seven or eight Shia members. In contrast to previous 
years, the cabinet contained one religious minority member. In June 2014 the king appointed 
Mohammad bin Faisal Abu Saq, a Shia, as minister of state and member of the cabinet for 
consultative council affairs. Multiple municipal councils in the Eastern Province, where most Shia 
were concentrated, had large proportions of Shia as members to reflect the local population, 
including a majority in Qatif and 50 percent in al-Hasa. Eastern Province Shia judges dealing with 
intra-Shia personal status and family laws operated specialized courts. 

There are some indications that the new Saudi government will reach out to Saudi 
Shi’ites, as well as crackdown on the more active dissidents. From a risk analysis 
viewpoint, however, the key issue is that there are few indications that Saudi Shi’ite 
present more than a marginal threat, or that Iran has created effective cadres of support. 

Saudi Counterterrorism and Cooperation with the 
U.S. and Other GCC States 

Saudi Arabia plays a key role in the Gulf Cooperation Council, and has close security ties 
to the United States, Britain, and France, and is closely allied with the UAE which has 
become not only the second largest military power, but one of the most effective. It was 
the key Arab state supporting the liberation of Kuwait in 1990-1991, and a primary 
partner to the United States in leading the Coalition forces in 1991. 

Saudi Arabia and the United States share many strategic interests in dealing with 
terrorism, the civil conflicts in the region, and the range of threats posed by Iran. U.S. and 
Saudi cooperation in counterterrorism has been critical in limiting Al Qaida and ISIS, and 
in providing security and deterrence in dealing with Iran:296 

• The U.S. is strategically dependent on Gulf petroleum exports, especially those of Saudi Arabia. 
In 2015, 11 percent of U.S. petroleum imports came directly from Saudi Arabia, while 40.4 
percent of total U.S. imports come from countries that are critically dependent on the stable flow 
of petroleum exports from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf in general.297 

• Saudi Arabia is the top importer of U.S. arms exports in the world. Its armed forces are largely 
shaped on the basis of support and advice from the U.S. However, delivery of American arms 
purchased by Saudi Arabia lags behind payment. Saudi Arabia received arms deliveries of $5.3 
billion out of $10.9 billion in 2007-2010, and $9.0 billion out of $16 billion in 2011-2014.298 

• The Saudi military conducts regular joint exercises with the U.S.. Their air force has flown sorties 
as part of the U.S.-led anti-ISIS air campaign, and it receives significant support from the U.S. 
with its intervention in Yemen. As a part of the GCC, Saudi Arabia is working with other Gulf 
States to establish an effective missile defense system. 

• Saudi Arabia is a key U.S. ally in the containment of Iranian influence in the Middle East. They 
have played a role in preventing a regional nuclear arms race, avoiding Iranian acquisition of 
nuclear weapons, countering the Iranian build-up of conventional missile forces and asymmetric 
capabilities (i.e. smart mines, anti-ship missiles, patrol boats, submarines, etc.), and impeding 
Iranian influence with/arming of non-state actors and proxy forces in countries around the Middle 
East. 

• The U.S. and Saudi Arabia both seek to defeat violent Islamic extremism, end regional conflicts, 
stabilize regimes throughout the MENA region, and end the Israel-Palestinian conflict. 
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The U.S. State Department Country Report on Terrorism covering 2014 described the 
Saudi role in counterterrorism and its partnership with the U.S. as follows:299 

Overview: For the first time in several years, al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), based 
in Yemen, was able to conduct a successful attack on Saudi soil with a July raid on the Wudayah 
Border Crossing and Ministry of the Interior (MOI) General Investigation Directorate (Mabahith) 
office in Sharurah (near the Saudi-Yemeni border), which resulted in the death of four Saudi 
security officers. AQAP continued efforts to inspire sympathizers to support, finance, or engage in 
conflicts outside of Saudi Arabia and encouraged individual acts of terrorism within the Kingdom. 

In addition to facing the enduring threat from AQAP, Saudi counterterrorism efforts were 
increasingly focused on the threat posed by the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), as well 
as Saudi citizens returning from fighting in Syria. The Saudi government continued domestic and 
bilateral efforts to build, augment, and refine its capacity to counter terrorism and extremist 
ideologies in the Kingdom while increasing participation in international counterterrorism 
conferences and engagements. Saudi Arabia continued to maintain a robust counterterrorism 
relationship with the United States and supported enhanced bilateral cooperation to ensure the 
safety of both U.S. and Saudi citizens within Saudi territories and abroad. Saudi Arabia stood as a 
member of the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL, taking military action in support of coalition 
efforts. 

The Saudi government took a zero-tolerance stance on ISIL by condemning the organization’s 
activities and participating in Global Coalition military action to counter the group in Syria and 
Iraq. Its external action against ISIL was complemented by an aggressive campaign by both 
official clerics and Saudi King Abdullah to discredit the group and condemn their activities as acts 
of terrorism. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia welcomed UN Security Council Resolutions 2170 and 
2178, expanding existing counterterrorism programs and rhetoric to address the phenomenon of 
foreign terrorist fighters, and leveraged terrorist finance provisions of its Law for Crimes of 
Terrorism and Terrorist-Financing (CT Law) to combat funding of violent extremist groups in Iraq 
and Syria. 

2014 Terrorist Incidents: Several attacks on both Saudi nationals and Westerners occurred, 
despite Saudi efforts to detect and disrupt terrorist activity. 

• On July 4, the most organized of the incidents, carried out by AQAP, targeted a Saudi 
border checkpoint in Sharurah near the Yemeni border, which resulted in the death of 
four Saudi security officers and five AQAP assailants. 

• On October 14, there were two shooting events involving Western targets, including one 
targeting two American contractors working in Saudi Arabia who were shot at a gas 
station in Riyadh by a dual Saudi/U.S. national. There were indications that extremist 
propaganda influenced the attacker, a former employee of the victim’s organization. 

• On November 3, a group of gunmen killed five Saudi nationals and wounded nine others 
in the town of al-Dalwah in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. The Saudi government has 
alleged that the gunmen had ties to ISIL. 

• On November 22, a Danish national survived being shot three times by three assailants 
who were arrested by Saudi authorities on December 11. Initial Saudi investigations 
determined that the three Saudi attackers had unspecified links to ISIL. 

In all cases, the Saudi government worked closely with the United States to clarify the 
circumstances regarding these attacks and responded quickly to ensure proper security measures 
were in place to better secure U.S. installations and interests. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: In February, Saudi Arabia’s robust legal 
counterterrorism apparatus was bolstered by the introduction of a new counterterrorism law 
containing 41 articles that further refined existing counterterrorism laws. Human rights activists 
have criticized the counterterrorism law, claiming that an overly-broad definition of terrorism 
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greatly inhibits freedom of expression and association. Saudi Arabia has a specialized criminal 
court for handling counterterrorism cases; it was also used in 2014 to try human rights defenders. 

Throughout 2014, Saudi Arabia continued its efforts to disrupt terrorist activities in the Kingdom 
by tracking, arresting, and prosecuting terrorist suspects. The Saudi General Investigations 
Directorate, also known as the Mabahith, is responsible for conducting counterterrorism 
investigations in the Kingdom and, upon its discretion, will cooperate with other elements of the 
Saudi government to further investigations into specific cases. Once the investigation is complete, 
the case is transferred to the Special Investigations and Public Prosecutions Office in the Saudi 
Ministry of Justice for the duration of the trial. The Saudi government continued its programs to 
improve physical border security through the employment of biometric systems, aerial 
reconnaissance, thermal imaging, and remote unattended sensors along the border region, 
especially considering the deteriorating security situation with neighbors Yemen and Iraq. Saudi 
Arabia’s MOI hosted the 17th Annual International Conference and Exhibition for Industrial 
Security, Fire, and Occupational Safety and Health in Riyadh in early November, which focused 
on strengthening industrial security practices and coordination between the government and 
private sectors to protect key infrastructure from terrorist attacks. 

Neighborhood police units engaged and worked directly with community members in Saudi 
Arabia, encouraging citizens to provide tips and information about suspected terrorist activity. The 
government offered rewards for information on terrorists, and Saudi security services made 
several announcements throughout the year pertaining to the arrest of AQAP militants and 
supporters, as well as the successful disruption of a more than 70-member ISIL cell active in Saudi 
Arabia. 

Saudi Arabia continued to cooperate with the United States to prevent acts of terrorism both 
through engagement in bilateral programs and through information exchange agreements with the 
United States. Despite the absence of a bilateral mutual legal assistance treaty, Post’s Legal 
Attaché office brokered and enhanced direct engagement between Department of Justice Office of 
International Affairs and MOI’s Department of Legal Affairs and International Cooperation. This 
year witnessed the first case in which Saudi Arabia produced certified bank records in response to 
a mutual legal assistance request. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Saudi Arabia is a member of the Middle East and 
North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional 
body, and its financial intelligence unit is a member of the Egmont Group of Financial Intelligence 
Units. The Saudi government affirmed its commitment to combating terrorist fundraising and 
sought to further establish itself as a regional leader in disrupting terrorist finance efforts in the 
Kingdom. It continued to provide specialized training programs for bankers, prosecutors, judges, 
customs officers, and other officials from government departments and agencies as part of its 
efforts to maintain financial programs designed to combat terror financing. The Saudi Arabian 
Monetary Agency (SAMA) has standing requirements to all Saudi financial institutions to 
implement all the FATF Recommendations regarding money laundering and terrorist finance. The 
February 2014 counterterrorism law further outlined the Saudi government’s ability to combat 
terrorist financing. Despite these efforts, however, foreign charities with suspected links to 
terrorist groups continued to leverage social media to solicit funds from Saudi donors, a trend the 
Saudi government worked to combat. In 2014, the FATF decided to enable a small expansion of 
membership, and the Kingdom was selected as a candidate for potential membership. For further 
information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2014 International Narcotics 
Control Strategy Report (INCSR), Volume 2, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Regional and International Cooperation: Saudi Arabia cooperated regionally and 
internationally on counterterrorism issues, including by participating in the Global 
Counterterrorism Forum. Saudi Arabia has been a member of the Global Initiative to Combat 
Nuclear Terrorism and the Proliferation Security Initiative since 2008; Saudi Arabia is also a 
member of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which itself is a member of the FATF. Saudi 
officials issued statements encouraging enhanced cooperation among GCC and Arab League states 
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on counterterrorism issues, and the Saudi government hosted international counterterrorism 
conferences on subjects including countering violent extremist ideology and combating terrorist 
financing. In April 2014, the Saudi government participated in the U.S.-GCC Strategic 
Cooperation Forum Task Force on Counterterrorism and Border Security. 

Countering Radicalization to Violence and Violent Extremism: As part of its strategy to 
counter violent extremism, the Saudi government focused on increasing public awareness 
campaigns and conducting outreach, counter-radicalization, and rehabilitation programs. Some of 
these efforts involved seminars that refuted radical Islamic interpretation and ideology. Public 
awareness campaigns aimed at reinforcing the values of the Islamic faith and educating Saudi 
citizens about the dangers of extremism and terrorism. Methods used included advertisements and 
programs on television, in schools and mosques, and at sporting events. The Saudi government 
expanded these programs to address the rising threat to youth from recruitment efforts from 
groups like ISIL and to dissuade its citizens from engaging as foreign fighters in Syria. 

The Ministry of Interior continued to operate its flagship de-radicalization program (the Sakina 
Campaign for Dialogue), as well as its extensive prison rehabilitation program to reduce 
recidivism among former inmates. The Saudi government also continued its ongoing program to 
modernize the educational curriculum, including textbooks used in religious training criticized for 
intolerance of other religious traditions. The Ministry of Islamic Affairs continued to re-educate 
imams, prohibiting them from incitement of violence, and continued to monitor mosques and 
religious education. 

The State Department report covering 2015 did focus on operations and reflected 
progress in areas like controlling financing. However, the report noted continued 
problems in several areas and the lack of progress in educational reform to remove 
extremist elements in textbooks and teaching,300 

Overview: During 2015, the Saudi Arabian government continued to build and augment its 
capacity to counter terrorism and violent extremist ideologies. In addition to confronting the threat 
from al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), the Saudis faced lethal attacks from the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), and maintained a high-tempo of counterterrorism operations. 
Both AQAP and ISIL continued to encourage individual acts of terrorism within the Kingdom. 
The spate of ISIL attacks against Shia mosques, Saudi security forces, and Western targets in 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states in 2015 underscored the threat 
posed to Saudi Arabia and the region by ISIL, and encouraged Saudi Arabia to work more closely 
with both Western and GCC partners to counter the ISIL threat. 

Saudi Arabia continued to maintain a vigorous counterterrorism relationship with the United 
States, supported enhanced bilateral cooperation to ensure the safety of both U.S. and Saudi 
citizens within Saudi territories and abroad, and was an active participant in the Global Coalition 
to Counter ISIL. On December 14, the Saudi Arabian government announced a 34-state Islamic 
Counterterrorism Coalition to be headquartered in Riyadh that will focus on countering violent 
extremism and coordinating military efforts against all terrorist threats – including ISIL – in 
Muslim countries. Furthermore, the Saudi government remained attuned to the continuing threat 
from AQAP. 

The Saudi government took a zero-tolerance stance on ISIL, condemning its activities and 
participating in coalition military action to defeat the group in Syria and Iraq. Its external military 
action against ISIL in Syria as a part of the U.S.-led coalition was complemented by an aggressive 
campaign by both official clerics and King Salman to discredit the group and condemn its 
activities as acts of terrorism. Saudi Arabia implemented UN Security Council Resolutions 
(UNSCRs) 2178 and 2199, and the UN 1267/1989/2253 ISIL (Da’esh) and al-Qa’ida sanctions 
regime; expanded existing counterterrorism programs and rhetoric to address the phenomenon of 
foreign terrorist fighters; and leveraged terrorism finance provisions of its Law for Crimes of 
Terrorism and Terrorist Financing (CT Law) to counter the funding of violent extremist groups in 
Iraq and Syria. 
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2015 Terrorist Incidents: A number of attacks on both Saudi and Western targets occurred 
despite Saudi efforts to detect and disrupt terrorist activity. ISIL posed a persistent challenge to 
Saudi security services, claiming responsibility for or inspiring the most egregious incidents in the 
Kingdom during 2015. On January 30, an individual, possibly inspired by ISIL, attacked two U.S. 
defense contractors in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, killing one. Since May, ISIL conducted 
two suicide attacks against Shia mosques in the Eastern Province, a suicide attack on Saudi 
security personnel in a mosque in Abha, and a suicide attack against a Shia mosque in Najran. In 
mid-October, a gunman affiliated with ISIL killed five Shia worshippers at a prayer hall. In 
addition to targeting Westerners and Saudi Shia, terrorist groups have plotted and conducted 
successful attacks against Saudi security forces by focusing attacks on border outposts, police 
stations, and military facilities. In September, two Saudi youth coerced their cousin, a cadet in the 
Special Security Forces (SSF) Academy, to travel to the desert and recorded a video of his 
execution in an attempt to gain membership in ISIL. Additionally, in fall 2015, Saudi security 
forces in Riyadh discovered and interdicted an IED cell and arms cache, resulting in a brief 
gunfight with the would-be attackers. In all cases, the Saudi government worked closely with U.S. 
counterparts to clarify the circumstances regarding these attacks and responded quickly to ensure 
proper security measures were in place to better secure U.S. installations and interests. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: Saudi Arabia enacted a new 
counterterrorism law containing 41 articles in 2014 that strengthened its existing counterterrorism 
provisions. In 2015, Saudi Arabia continued to disrupt terrorist activities in the Kingdom by 
tracking, arresting, and prosecuting terrorist suspects.  

The Saudi Ministry of Interior (MOI) General Investigations Directorate, also known as the 
Mabahith, is responsible for conducting counterterrorism investigations in the Kingdom and, upon 
its discretion, will cooperate with other elements of the Saudi government to further investigations 
into specific cases. Once the investigation is complete, the case is transferred to the Special 
Investigations and Public Prosecutions Office for the duration of the trial. The Saudi government 
continued its programs to improve physical border security through the employment of biometric 
systems, aerial reconnaissance, thermal imaging, and remote unattended sensors along its borders. 
Throughout 2015, Saudi Arabia faced a deteriorating security situation with its neighbors, Iraq and 
Yemen. 

Neighborhood police units engaged and worked directly with community members in Saudi 
Arabia, encouraging citizens to provide tips and information about suspected terrorist activity. The 
government offered rewards for information on terrorists, and Saudi security services made 
several announcements throughout the year pertaining to the arrest of large numbers of ISIL and 
AQAP terrorists and supporters. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Saudi Arabia is a member of the Middle East and 
North Africa Financial Action Task Force, a Financial Action Task Force (FATF)-style regional 
body. Its financial intelligence unit (FIU), the Saudi Arabia FIU (SAFIU), is a member of the 
Egmont Group. The Saudi government affirmed its commitment to combatting terrorism financing 
in the Kingdom and sought to further establish itself as a leader in disrupting terrorism finance 
within the Gulf region. The MOI continued to provide specialized training programs for financial 
institutions, prosecutors, judges, customs and border officials, and other sectors of the government 
as part of its effort to enhance programs designed to counter terrorism financing. The Saudi 
Arabian Monetary Agency has standing requirements for all financial institutions within the 
Kingdom’s jurisdiction to implement all of the recent anti-money laundering and combatting the 
financing of terrorism recommendations issued by the FATF. Saudi Arabia earned observer status 
in the FATF in June 2015 and is in a process toward full membership in the organization. 

For the first time, Saudi Arabia produced certified bank records in response to a mutual legal 
assistance request, based on reciprocity and increased cooperation on identification of foreign 
terrorist fighters traveling to Syria and Iraq. 

Saudi Arabia, along with Italy and the United States, co-lead the Counter-ISIL Finance Group, 
which coordinates the Counter-ISIL Coalition’s efforts to disrupt and dismantle ISIL’s financial 
infrastructure. In 2015, Saudi Arabia increased its public designations of individuals and entities 
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for violating the Kingdom’s laws criminalizing terrorism financing and support. In April, Saudi 
Arabia and the United States took joint action to designate al-Furqan Foundation Welfare Trust, 
the successor entity to the Afghan Support Committee and Revival of Islamic Heritage Society 
branches in Pakistan and Afghanistan. In May and November, Saudi Arabia leveraged 
counterterrorism financing authorities to sanction 14 individuals and two entities for acting on 
behalf of or providing financial support to Hizballah. 

Despite serious and effective efforts to counter the funding of terrorism originating within the 
Kingdom, some individuals and entities in Saudi Arabia continued to serve as sources of financial 
support for Sunni-based extremist groups, particularly regional al-Qa’ida affiliates such as the 
Nusrah Front. While the Kingdom has tightened banking and charity regulations, and stiffened 
penalties for financing terrorism, funds are allegedly collected in secret and illicitly transferred out 
of the country in cash, often via pilgrims performing Hajj and Umrah. In recent years the 
government has responded, and in 2015 it increased policing to counter this smuggling. Recent 
regional turmoil and a sophisticated use of social media have facilitated charities outside of Saudi 
Arabia with ties to violent extremists to solicit donations from Saudi donors. 

For additional information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2016 International 
Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INSCR), Volume II, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Countering Violent Extremism: As part of the Kingdom’s strategy to counter violent extremism, 
the government focused on increasing public awareness campaigns and conducting outreach, 
counter-radicalization, and rehabilitation programs. Some of these efforts involved seminars that 
refuted violent Islamist extremist interpretation and ideology. Public awareness campaigns were 
aimed at reinforcing the values of the state’s Wahhabi interpretation of the Islamic faith and 
educating Saudi citizens about the dangers of violent extremism. Methods used included 
advertisements and programs on television, in schools and mosques, and at sporting events. The 
Saudi government expanded these programs to address the rising threat to youth from recruitment 
efforts from groups like ISIL and to dissuade its citizens from engaging as foreign terrorist fighters 
in Syria and Iraq. 

The MOI continued to operate its de-radicalization program (the Sakina Campaign for Dialogue), 
as well as its extensive rehabilitation program at the Mohammed bin Naif Counseling and Care 
Center. 

The Department of State has long engaged the Saudi government about its educational system. 
During 2015, the Saudi government continued its ongoing program to modernize the educational 
curriculum, including textbooks, although this has not been completely implemented and some 
textbooks containing derogatory and intolerant references to Shia and non-Muslims remained in 
circulation. 

The Ministry of Islamic Affairs continued to train and regulate imams, prohibiting them from 
incitement of violence, and continued to monitor mosques and religious education. Some 
privately-funded satellite television stations in the Kingdom continued to espouse sectarian hatred 
and intolerance. 

International and Regional Cooperation: Saudi Arabia cooperated regionally and 
internationally on counterterrorism issues, including through its participation in the Global 
Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF). Saudi Arabia is also a member of the GCC. Saudi officials 
issued statements encouraging enhanced cooperation among GCC and Arab League states on 
counterterrorism issues, and the government hosted international counterterrorism conferences on 
subjects including, but not limited to, countering violent extremist ideology and countering 
terrorism financing. 

Throughout the year, Saudi security professionals participated in joint programs around the world, 
including in Europe and the United States. The Saudi government participated in a U.S.-GCC 
Camp David summit, where it reaffirmed its commitment to countering terrorism. In addition to 
Saudi Arabia’s bilateral cooperation with the United States, Saudi officials also worked with other 
international counterparts to conduct counterterrorism operations and exchange information. The 
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growing threat from ISIL to both Saudi Arabia and other GCC member states encouraged greater 
dialogue about information sharing, coordination of counterterrorism efforts, and the importance 
of strategic cooperation against terrorist groups seeking influence in the region. In August, the 
Saudi government hosted the U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism and Border Security Working Group. 
Following deadly mosque attacks in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, the Saudis committed to greater 
collaboration with GCC neighbors in an effort to better counter the shared regional terrorist threat. 

On December 14, Deputy Crown Prince and Minister of Defense Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
announced the formation of a 34-nation Islamic military coalition to fight terrorism and counter 
violent extremism. The joint statement from coalition members referred to the UN and 
Organization of the Islamic Conference charter to justify the coalition’s formation. The coalition 
will be led by Saudi Arabia and headquartered in Riyadh. The coalition members’ roles and 
responsibilities were not announced in 2015. 

The Saudi view of its contributions to the fight against terrorism was laid out in some 
detailed in a Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia’s Fact Sheet on Countering Terrorism and 
Terror Financing that was issued in April 2016.301  It summarizes many of the key 
elements of a book length whitepaper Saudi Arabia circulated in June 2016 called The 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Counterterrorism, and provides substantial additional 
detail on Saudi efforts.302 

This fact sheet does, however, ignore one key aspect of Saudi activity. Saudi Arabia sees 
Iran’s efforts to use irregular warfare, gain influence in Syria and Iraq, and to gain 
influence over Shi’ites in the Arab Gulf states as using or liked to terrorism, and treats 
Iran as being as much of a terrorist threat as movements like ISIS and AQAP. 

Combating Terrorism: The late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz called for the establishment of an 
international center to combat terrorism more than 10 years ago out of his firm belief that 
terrorism can be most effectively fought when nations work closely together in all areas, including 
the sharing of information.  

In 2005, Saudi Arabia hosted the historic Counter-Terrorism International Conference in Riyadh 
where more than 55 countries participated and during which the proposal for the establishment of 
the United Nations Counter-Terrorism Centre (UNCCT) was unanimously adopted. In 2008, King 
Abdullah pledged $10 million to the United Nations to establish the Centre and, in 2011, Saudi 
Arabia signed an agreement with the U.N. to launch the UNCCT. In 2014, King Abdullah 
provided the Centre with a donation of $100 million to enhance its capabilities and effectiveness 
in helping countries combat terrorism.  

In 2014, a royal decree on counterterrorism was issued. The decree reinforced that acts of 
terrorism, including membership in terrorist organizations, and participation in hostilities outside 
Saudi Arabia, will not be tolerated.  

In late 2015, Saudi Arabia announced the formation of a multi-state Islamic military coalition to 
combat terrorism, with a joint operations center based in Riyadh.  

Saudi Arabia continues to undertake effective initiatives in support of countries combating 
terrorism around the world. Examples include:  

Yemen – Saudi Arabia is the largest donor of aid to Yemen. In 2015, Saudi Arabia responded to 
an appeal for assistance from Yemeni President Hadi by forming an international coalition and 
launching military operations in support of the people of Yemen and the legitimate government of 
Yemen.  

Syria – Saudi Arabia is among the coalition nations of Operation Inherent Resolve conducting 
airstrikes against Daesh (ISIL) in Syria.  
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Iraq – Saudi Arabia has contributed $500 million to the Iraqi people, regardless of religion or 
ethnicity, in order to help the Iraqi people overcome the hardships they have endured and to help 
thwart the spread of extremism.  

Saudi Arabia has also provided financial support to other countries, including Egypt, Jordan, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan and Mauritania to help enhance counter-terrorism capabilities. 

Combating Terror Financing: Terror networks thrive on illicit funding, often hiding behind 
charitable organizations. To combat this threat, Saudi Arabia has put in place one of the world’s 
strictest financial control systems to prevent funds going to support terrorism.  

Saudi Arabia, the United States and Italy are co-chairs of the Counter ISIL Finance Group (CIFG) 
The CIFG was established in 2015 with the aim of enhancing the sharing of information and 
developing coordinated countermeasures to disrupt ISIL’s financing.  

All Saudi financial institutions have implemented the 40 recommendations of the Financial Action 
Task Force (FATF) of the G-8 regarding money laundering and the eight recommendations 
regarding terror financing.  

Saudi charities are prohibited from transferring money abroad. The collection of cash 
contributions in mosques and public places is prohibited.  

The Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) offers programs and has implemented a technical 
program to train judges and investigators on legal matters involving terrorism financing and 
money laundering methods, international requirements for financial secrecy, and methods 
exercised by criminals to exchange information.  

Saudi Arabia works closely with the United States, Britain, France, Italy, Canada, Australia and 
other allies to combat terror financing on a global scale.  

Overcoming Extremism: As home of the Two Holy Mosques of Islam, Saudi Arabia will not 
tolerate extremists who have misused religion to advance perverted agendas. Saudi officials and 
religious scholars have publicly and unequivocally condemned terrorist acts, and have 
aggressively sought to discredit deviant terrorist ideologies.  

Saudi Arabia has launched a nationwide effort through the Kingdom’s Ministry of Islamic Affairs 
to ensure mosques have not been used as sources of extremism. The Senior Council of Ulema 
(religious scholars) has issued a fatwa (religious edict) prohibiting terrorism and declaring any 
support for terrorism is a violation of Islamic law.  

To combat the spread and appeal of extremist ideologies among the population, Saudi Arabia 
initiated a Counter-Radicalization Program. This effort educates at-risk groups about the dangers 
of violent extremism and provides positive, alternative outlets.  

In 2011, The King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz International Centre for Interreligious and Intercultural 
Dialogue (KAICIID) was founded in Vienna to promote mutual understanding among followers of 
different religions and cultures around the world.  

From the perspective of the United States, Saudi Arabia is, and will continue to be, a 
critical partner in the fight against extremism and in its efforts to bring stability to the 
MENA region. In March 2016, the U.S. State Department described U.S. security 
cooperation with Saudi Arabia as follows:303 

Saudi Arabia plays a crucial role in maintaining security in the Middle East, due to its economic, 
political, and cultural importance and its strategic location. Given the complex and dynamic 
security challenges facing the region, including countering violent extremism from the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant as well as other extremist groups, the United States will continue to 
work with Saudi Arabia to support counterterrorism efforts and a shared interest in regional 
stability. In addition, building on the May 14, 2015 Camp David Summit, we are working with the 
Gulf Cooperation Council to increase cooperation on maritime security, military preparedness, 
arms transfers, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. Toward that end, the United States will 
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continue to collaborate with Saudi Arabia to improve training for special operations and 
counterterrorism forces, integrate air and missile defense systems, strengthen cyber defenses, and 
bolster maritime security. 

Through foreign military sales, the United States has supported three key security assistance 
organizations in the Kingdom. The U.S. Military Training Mission provides training and advisory 
services and administers the U.S. military cooperation program with the Saudi Ministry of 
Defense. The Office of the Program Management-Saudi Arabian National Guard assists in the 
modernization of the Ministry of the National Guard. The Office of Program Management-
Ministry of Interior supports critical infrastructure protection and public security. Since the 1950s, 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has also played a vital role in military and civilian construction 
in Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi Arabia is the United States’ largest FMS customer, with nearly $100 billion in active FMS 
cases. In November 2015, the United States approved a possible FMS case to Saudi Arabia for air-
to-ground munitions and associated equipment, parts and logistical support for an estimated cost 
of $1.29 billion. In October 2015, the United States approved a possible FMS to Saudi Arabia for 
Multi-Mission Surface Combatant ships and associated equipment, parts and logistical support for 
an estimated cost of $11.25 billion. In December 2011, the United States finalized our largest 
international defense sale in history — worth approximately $29.4 billion — to Saudi Arabia. This 
sale included 84 advanced F-15SA fighter aircraft and updates to the Kingdom’s existing 70 F-
15S aircraft. Other large programs include 36 AH-64D Block III Apache helicopters, as well as 
ammunition for the Royal Saudi Land Forces; 24 AH-64D Block III Apache helicopters and 72 
UH-60M Blackhawk helicopters for the Ministry of the National Guard; and numerous PATRIOT 
air defense systems and upgrades. These sales promote our commitment to stability in the region 
and to Saudi Arabia’s defense development. 

Most recently, the U.S. Government has made plans to sell Saudi Arabia 10 MH-60R multi-
mission helicopters, 600 Patriot Advanced Capability-3 missiles, and more than $500 million in 
air-dropped munitions and ammunition. 

As a result of U.S. security assistance, the Kingdom has foiled numerous terrorist attempts against 
Saudi and foreign targets, and contributed to coalition operations against ISIL in Syria. The United 
States remains committed to providing the Saudi armed forces with the equipment, training, and 
follow-on support necessary to protect Saudi Arabia, and the region, from the destabilizing effects 
of terrorism and other threats. 

Despite these shared interests and commonalities, Saudi Arabia and the U.S. do view 
important aspects of regional security in the Middle East from different perspectives:304 

• The U.S. sees ISIS as the primary terrorist threat for itself and for Europe, whereas Saudi Arabia 
views its primary terrorist threat as AQAP. Compared to AQAP, the Saudi view is that ISIS is a 
lesser threat. 

• Saudi Arabia sees the Assad regime and Hezbollah as major threats to the Arab Sunni world with 
close ties to Iran. They see the U.S. as indecisive and ineffective in their efforts to check the Assad 
regime by supporting rebel opposition groups, as well as in countering the Russian intervention on 
behalf of Assad. The kingdom also views Hezbollah as a key power in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq, 
and as a real threat in Bahrain; in their opinion, this is largely due to Iranian support. 

• From the Saudi perspective, the war in Yemen effectively began in 2009 and could result in 
placing an Iranian-supported, Houthi-Saleh, Shi’ite government into power on the border of Saudi 
Arabia. They also believe that the war has impeded the U.S.-Saudi cooperation to defeat AQAP in 
Yemen, whom they see as having significantly expanded their influence and control of territory in 
Yemen. For these reasons, the Yemeni Civil War is of critical strategic importance to Saudi 
Arabia, whereas it is less important to the U.S. 

• In Iraq, Saudi Arabia sees a heavily divided country under Shi’ite/Kurdish control, effectively 
removing it as a military counterbalance to Iran. The Saudis blame the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 
2003 for its current situation. They are unhappy with the expansion of Kurdish control, as they 
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believe that this territory is rightfully Arab. 

• Saudi Arabia is concerned by their perception that many Americans believe that the Saudi 
government supports terrorism and shares responsibility for 9/11. Efforts to make the Saudi 
government legally liable for 9/11 are damaging to U.S.-Saudi cooperation efforts. The situation is 
further complicated by the fact that some senior Saudis did support extremist charities and causes. 

• Saudi Arabia feels that it does not receive enough credit from the U.S. for its contributions to 
security efforts in the MENA region. The Saudi military budget is the third largest in the world. 
They spent $81.9 billion on defense in 2015, amounting to 12.9% of its GDP.305 Especially given 
the serious drop in oil revenues, Saudi Arabia believes that maintaining this level of military 
expenditure amounts to a high level of contribution to security efforts. 

The future of U.S.-Saudi cooperation does face some uncertainties. Not because of the 
normal fiction between very different allies, because Saudi Arabia is seeking some 
alternative ally, or because of conspiracy fantasies like the U.S. turning to Iran. President 
Obama’s visit to Saudi Arabia on April 21, 2016 served to signal continued cooperation 
with the kingdom.  

However, President Obama is on the last leg of his presidency and lacks the support of 
Republican-controlled Congress. The current U.S. presidential election has caused 
concern in Saudi Arabia, as several candidates have failed to express clear foreign policy 
positions, and the presumptive Democratic nominee is a woman. 

Saudi Military Forces 
Saudi Arabia is the major Arab Gulf military power in the Gulf. It has by far the largest 
and most modern forces of any Arab Gulf state, and is the key regional power in 
containing and deterring Iran, and is steadily modernizing and improving its military 
forces.  
Previous chapters have described the massive scale of Saudi arms imports and military 
spending, and these efforts present another massive economic challenge at a time when 
Saudi petroleum exports have lost 40-60% of their value. The IISS Military Balance for 
2016 estimates that Saudi Arabia spent $81.9 billion on defense in 2015, or 12.9 percent 
of a GDP of $632 billion. This is one of the highest burdens on a national economy in the 
world, and the total spending is estimated to be higher than that of Russia.306 
The IISS estimates that Saudi forces in 2016 included:307 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 227,000 active military manpower  (Army 75,000 Navy 13,500 Air, 20,000 Air Defense, 16,000 
Strategic Missile Forces, 2,500 National Guard 100,000) Paramilitary 24,500 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 4 armored, 5 mechanized, and,1 airborne brigade, and a Royal Guard regiment in Army, % 
infantry and 2-3 Special brigades in National Guard 

• 730 M-1A1/A2, AMX-30 and M-60 main battle tanks, 

• 1,074 other armored fighting vehicles in army, 861 in National Guard 

• 1,573 armored personnel carriers in army, 808 in National Guard 

• 224 self-propelled artillery weapons in Army, 132 in National Guard 

• 118 towed artillery weapons in Army; 108 in National Guard  
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• 60 multiple rocket launchers, 

• 35 AH-64D/E attack helicopters. 

• 94+ MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 323 combat capable aircraft, including 81 modern F-15/CD, 70 F-15S, 69 Tornado IDS, 53 
Typhoon, 12 Tornado GR1, 2 Beech 350ER, 3 RE-3 ELINT, 5 E-3A,  2 Saab 2000 Erieye 

• 236 medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles: 128 MIM-23B I-HAWK; 108 MIM-140D/F Patriot 
PAC-2 GEM/PAC-3236: 128 MIM-23B I-HAWK; 108 MIM-140D/F.  

• 40 Crotale; 400 M1097 Avenger; 73 Shahine; 68, Crotale/Shahine shorter-range air defenses. 

Strategic Conventionally Armed Missiles: 

• IRBM 10+ DF-3 (CSS-2) (service status unclear) 

• MRBM Some DF-21 (CSS-5 – variant unclear) (reported 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 3 Missile destroyers 

• 4 Missile frigates 

• 4 Missile Corvettes. 

• 9 Missile patrol boats 

• 4 Mine warfare ships 

• 56 other patrol boats 

• 8 Landing craft 

• 34 MRH and 12 Super Puma with Exocet 

It is not clear how these forces will develop in the future. Saudi Arabia has made massive 
investments in recent years that may well be unsustainable given the cuts in its oil 
revenues, and it faces new and costly challenges like missile defense and modernizing its 
navy, but its tensions with Iran have grown far sharper since 2014, and Saudi Arabia 
increasingly questions U.S. resolve in dealing with Iran and how long the U.S. will 
maintain its presence in the region.  
Saudi Arabia has already created an Arab coalition to fight in Yemen, and takes the lead 
there in partnership with the UAE. It continues to try to strengthen the Gulf Cooperation 
Council and create more integrated and interoperable forces, but recognizes the limits 
imposed by differences with Oman and Qatar and by a divided Kuwait. Saudi Arabia 
announced a far broader Arab counterterror coalition in late 2015 that was, in part, 
directed against Iran—but had no illusions about its limits. Political symbolism matters—
particularly in terms of containment and deterrence. Effective force dominates if arms 
races and tension become actual combat. 
In practice, Saudi Arabia seems likely to continue its military build up through at least 
2017, even at the cost of straining its economy. Much will then depend on the outcome of 
the U.S. election, how Saudi Arabia views its strategic partnership with the United States 
in the face of shifts in U.S. politics, and whether any easing takes place in its tensions 
with Iran.  
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IX. THE UNITED ARAB EMIRATES (UAE) 
The UAE is another small Gulf state that occupies a key strategic position on the Gulf 
and benefits from petroleum wealth. As of 2015, its population was approximately 
5,779,760 with immigrants accounting for nearly 90 percent of that total.308 The UAE 
was formed from seven sheikhdoms, of which Abu Dhabi holds the vast majority of the 
petroleum wealth. A growing financial center and effective military forces make the UAE 
one of the most powerful states in the GCC alliance. 
The UAE’s key civil statistics are: 
Population 

Population: 5,779,760 
Religions/Sects: 76% Muslim, 9% Christian, 15% other. 
Ethnic Groups: 19% Emirati Arab, 23% other Arab and Iranian, 50% South Asian, 8% other. 
Median age: 30.3 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 34.4% 
 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates the UAE as being in the 19th percentile for 
accountability, 75th percentile for political stability and violence, 90th percentile effectiveness of 
governance, 80th percentile for regulatory quality, 76th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 84th 
percentile for control of corruption.309 
Transparency International ranked UAE as 23/168 in the world in terms of overall corruption.310  

 
Economics 

GDP in $US Billions: 399.451 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $43,963 (World Bank, 2014) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 12 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): 19.5% (CIA World Factbook, 2003 estimate) 
World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked the UAE 31st in the world in 
ease of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 60 in ease of starting a business, 2 in dealing with 
construction permits, 4 in getting electricity, 10 in registering property, 97 in getting credit, 49 in 
protecting investors, 1 in paying taxes, 101 in trade across borders, 18 in enforcing contracts, and 91 in 
resolving insolvency.311 

The UAE’s population is unusually diverse, but the native population is a relatively small 
percent of the total and does not impost the kind of demographic pressure and youth 
bulge issues that affect many other Gulf states. The CIA notes that its data are dated, but 
reports that the population is only 19 percent Emirati, and the rest is other Arab and 
Iranian 23 percent, South Asian 50 percent, other expatriates (includes Westerners and 
East Asians) 8 percent. Note: this data is from 1982, and at that time, less than 20 percent 
of expatriates were UAE citizens. 
The UN estimates the total population is 9.4 million (July 2014 estimate). An estimated 
89 percent of residents are noncitizens. More than 85 percent of citizens are Sunni 
Muslims, and an estimated 15 percent or fewer are Shia Muslims. Shia Muslims are 
concentrated in the emirates of Dubai and Sharjah.  
Noncitizen residents predominantly come from South and Southeast Asia, although there 
are substantial numbers from the Middle East, Europe, Central Asia, and North America. 
According to a 2005 Ministry of Economy census, 76 percent of the total population is 
Muslim, 9 percent is Christian, and 15 percent belongs to other religious groups, 
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primarily Hindu or Buddhist. Groups together constituting less than 5 percent of the 
population include Parsis, Bahais, Druze, Sikhs, Ahmadis, Ismailis, Dawoodi Bohra 
Muslims, and Jews.  
These estimates differ from official census figures because they do not take into account 
the many temporary visitors and workers, and categorize Bahais and Druze as Muslim. 
Although no official statistics are available for the respective populations of non-citizen 
Sunni and Shia Muslims, media estimates indicate that up to 20 percent of the non-citizen 
Muslim population is Shia. 

In spite of this diversity, however, there are few public signs of any political divisions 
between actual citizens, and the government imposes tight controls on foreign workers. 

The UAE’s Risk Status 
Figure IX.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Iran using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.312 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It is, however, still valid in showing that the 
UAE faces limited civil, governance, and economic risks compared to most of its 
neighbors. 
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Figure IX.1: UAE: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf 
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Demographics and Sectarian and Ethnic Divisions 
The UAE is heavily dependent on foreign labor and over-dependent on unproductive jobs 
for its native population, but these problems are limited compared to most of its 
neighbors. While the data on its population are in constant flux, many sources broadly 
agree with the following estimates: 

• The UAE had an estimated population of 5,779,780 as of July 2015 in a CIA estimate. 313 

• The UAE is Emirati 19%, other Arab and Iranian 23%, South Asian 50%, other expatriates 
(includes Westerners and East Asians) 8% (1982). Note: less than 20% are UAE citizens (1982) 

• The CIA estimates that its population growth rate is 2.58%.314  

• The US Census Bureau estimates that its population increased by some 80 times between 1950 
and 2015. It  had a population of 72,000 in 1950, 144,000 in 1965, 523,000 in 1975, 1.36 million 
in 1985, 2.46 million in 1995, 4.09i million 2005, and 5.78 million in 2015. It estimates that it will 
have a population of 7.06 million in 2025 and 8.02 million in 2050.315 

• The population is not exceptionally young. The population of 14 year or less is 20.85% (male 
616,669/female 588,546), and the population from 15 to 24 years is 13.57% (male 466,663/female 
317,735). This is a total of only 3%.316 

• Its median age is 30.37 years. 317 

• Its total dependency ratio is only 17.8% and its youth dependency ratio is only 16.4%%318 

• It is highly urbanized (88-89%) and growing at an annual rate of 2.87%. Education and job skills 
must match the needs of a modern economy. 319 

At least in the near term, the UAE can adjust foreign labor to suit poor economic 
conditions and does not face serious demographic pressure or a youth bulge. 

Internal Stability 
The World Bank estimates that the UAE has relatively high standards of governance that 
continue to improve over time. These trends are shown in Figure IX.2. 
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Figure IX.2: World Bank Estimate of Trends in UAE 
Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, United Arab Emirates: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  

 

The CIA describes the UAE’s stability as follows, 320 
The UAE's per capita GDP is on par with those of leading West European nations. Its high oil 
revenues and its moderate foreign policy stance have allowed the UAE to play a vital role in the 
affairs of the region. For more than three decades, oil and global finance drove the UAE's 
economy. However, in 2008-09, the confluence of falling oil prices, collapsing real estate prices, 
and the international banking crisis hit the UAE especially hard.  

The UAE has essentially avoided the "Arab Spring" unrest seen elsewhere in the Middle East, 
though in March 2011, political activists and intellectuals signed a petition calling for greater 
public participation in governance that was widely circulated on the Internet. In an effort to stem 
potential further unrest, the government announced a multi-year, $1.6-billion infrastructure 
investment plan for the poorer northern emirates and aggressively pursued advocates of political 
reform. 

Within the context of the Middle East, the UAE is a relative model of stability. The 
government tends to take advantage of its oil revenues to develop and modernize the 
country, to the benefit of its citizens. However, only a small percentage of the UAE’s 
population are citizens: IISS estimates that 24 percent of the UAE’s population are 
citizens,321 and native Emirates account for only 13 percent of the total population 
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according to a 2015 UN report.322 Regional turmoil has benefitted the UAE, sending 
Arab capital to its markets and Arab human capital to its workforce, but most foreign 
workers are not high-skilled talent. 
The UAE has been accused of forced-labor policies and compensating migrant laborers 
with unfair wages in the rapid construction build-up of its largest cities. Migrant workers 
from other GCC countries have made claims that they are forced to sign contracts upon 
arrival that pay significantly less than the contracts were shown before leaving their 
countries of origin to work in the UAE.323 A ministerial decree that took effect in January 
2016 was meant to protect these low-wage workers from forced labor practices, but as of 
April 2016, migrant workers continued to report the same issues.324 

The United States Country Report on Human Rights for the United Arab Emirates for 
2015 detailed the troubles of stateless persons and migrant workers, stating that:325 

Estimates suggested 20,000 to 100,000 bidoon, or persons without citizenship, resided in the 
country. Most bidoon lacked citizenship because they did not have the preferred tribal affiliation 
used to determine citizenship when the country was established. Others entered the country legally 
or illegally in search of employment. Because children derive citizenship generally from the 
father, bidoon children born within the country’s territory remained stateless. The government has 
a naturalization process, and individuals may apply for citizenship. For example, children of 
female citizens married to noncitizens do not acquire citizenship automatically at birth, but their 
mothers may obtain citizenship for the children after submitting an application, which the 
government generally accepts. A foreign woman may receive citizenship through marriage to a 
citizen after 10 years of marriage. Anyone may receive a passport by presidential fiat. 

Children of citizen mothers married to foreigners have the right to apply for citizenship, and the 
government has a committee to review such applications. In 2012 the government expanded the 
committee’s mandate to review the applications of those bidoon who could satisfy certain legal 
conditions to be eligible for naturalization and subsequently could gain access to education, health 
care, and other public services. There were no reports of stateless persons receiving citizenship. 
Stateless persons were known to have taken another country’s citizenship, namely that of the 
Republic of Comoros, to gain a passport and legal identification. Nevertheless, if authorities 
deported them, the Republic of Comoros would not accept these persons, and they had to find 
refuge elsewhere. 

Bidoon reportedly faced harassment by governing officials and were vulnerable because of their 
lack of legal status. They faced discrimination in employment and restricted access to medical care 
and education. Without passports or other forms of identification, their movement was restricted, 
both within the country and internationally.\ 

…Freedom of Association and the Right to Collective Bargaining 

The law does not protect the right to organize, strike, or bargain collectively. The law does not 
permit workers to form or join unions. The labor law forbids strikes by public sector employees, 
security guards, and migrant workers. The law does not entirely prohibit strikes in the private 
sector, but allows an employer to suspend an employee for striking. In the private sector, the 
Ministry of Labor must approve and register individual employment contracts. The labor law does 
not apply to domestic and agricultural workers or to most workers in export processing zones. 

Private sector employees may file collective employment dispute complaints with the Ministry of 
Labor, which by labor law acts as mediator between the parties. Employees may then file 
unresolved disputes within the labor court system, which forwards disputes to a conciliation 
council. Public sector employees may file an administrative grievance or a case in a civil court to 
address a labor-related dispute or complaint. 

All foreign workers have the right to file labor-related grievances with the Ministry of Labor. The 
ministry sometimes intervened in foreign workers’ disputes with employers and helped negotiate 
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private settlements. The law provides for employers to request the government to cancel the work 
permit of, and deport for up to one year, any foreign worker for unexcused absences of more than 
seven days or for participating in a strike. 

The government generally enforced labor law. The government granted some professional 
associations with majority citizen membership a limited ability to raise work-related issues, 
petition the government for redress, and file grievances with the government. Professional 
associations were not independent, and the Ministry of Labor had broad powers to interfere in 
their activities. For example, the Ministry of Labor had to license and approve professional 
associations, which were required to receive government approval for international affiliations and 
travel by members. 

Foreign workers may belong to professional associations; however, they do not have voting rights 
and may not serve on association boards. Apart from these professional associations, in a few 
instances, some foreign workers came together to negotiate with their employers on issues such as 
housing conditions, nonpayment of wages, and conditions of work. 

The threat of deportation discouraged noncitizens from voicing work-related grievances. 
Nonetheless, occasional protests and strikes took place, such as a strike by hundreds of workers in 
Dubai in March and a protest in Ras al Khaimah in April over pay. The government did not 
always punish workers for nonviolent protests or strikes, but it dispersed such protests during the 
year, and sometimes deported noncitizen participants. 

In April an independent investigator released results of an inquiry into allegations that authorities 
mistreated, imprisoned, and subsequently deported workers who participated in a 2013 strike at a 
construction site of the New York University (NYU) in Abu Dhabi. The investigation concluded 
the contractor in question dismissed some strikers in compliance with labor law. 

One of the activities of the government-supported NGO, EHRA, was to promote the rights of 
workers. It conducted unannounced visits to labor camps and work sites to monitor conditions and 
reported violations to the Ministry of Labor. 

Prohibition of Forced or Compulsory Labor 

The law prohibits all forms of forced or compulsory labor; however, the government did not 
effectively enforce the law, particularly in the domestic labor sector. 

The government took steps to prevent forced labor through continued implementation of the 
Wages Protection System (WPS) (see section 7.e.). The government continued to enforce fines for 
employers who entered incorrect information into the WPS, did not pay workers for more than 60 
days, made workers sign documents falsely attesting to receipt of benefits, and made workers pay 
recruitment fees. 

In September the government issued three decrees that aim to ensure that work is performed on a 
voluntary basis throughout the employment relation. The first decree addresses contract 
substitution by requiring a migrant worker to sign an offer letter in his home country, which is 
turned into a contract when he arrives in the United Arab Emirates. The second decree addresses 
ending the employment relationship, allowing either party to do so subject to certain requirements 
of notice and/or indemnification. The third decree addresses an employee’s ability to switch 
employers without the consent of his current employer. 

It was relatively common for employers to subject migrant workers, predominantly from South 
and East Asia and employed mainly in domestic work, but to some degree in construction work, to 
conditions indicative of forced labor. Such treatment typically included nonpayment of wages, 
withholding passports, threats and in some cases physical or sexual abuse. 

The April independent investigative report on labor conditions at the NYU campus worksite (see 
section 7.a.) reported cases of involuntary passport retention, delays in wage payments, and some 
cases of involuntary overtime, particularly among subcontractors who employed approximately 30 
to 35 percent of the workforce. Contrary to previous international media reports, the investigation 
did not find evidence to support allegations of substandard housing or of widespread labor 
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mistreatment among the majority of workers directly contracted. 

Some employers subjected domestic workers to physical, sexual, and emotional abuse; in a few 
cases, such abuse led to death. Local newspapers reported on court cases involving violence 
committed against maids and other domestic workers. For example, in July the Abu Dhabi 
criminal court convicted a husband and wife of enslaving and killing their maid. 

In violation of the law, employers routinely held employees’ passports, thus restricting their 
freedom of movement. Some employers reportedly prevented domestic workers from leaving the 
country by withholding their passports. Upon arrival in the country, employers required some 
foreign workers to sign contracts that had lower salaries or involved a different type of work than 
was stated in the original contracts signed in their country of origin, a practice known as “contract 
substitution.” 

Some employers required some foreign workers in the domestic and agricultural sectors to 
compensate them for hiring expenses by providing unpaid labor. In some cases employers illegally 
withheld wages as repayment for visa and other expenses that were their legal responsibility. 
Some employers did not pay their employees even after they satisfied these debts. Workers who 
had borrowed money to pay recruiting fees in their home countries spent most of their salaries 
trying to repay either the labor recruiters or lenders. These debts often trapped workers in 
exploitive work conditions. 

…Acceptable Conditions of Work 

There is no minimum wage. There was little information on domestic, agricultural, or construction 
worker salaries or on public sector salaries. 

The law prescribes a 48-hour workweek and paid annual holidays. The law states daily working 
hours must not exceed eight hours in the day or night shifts and provides for overtime pay to 
employees working more than eight hours in a 24-hour period. 

There are government occupational health and safety standards. The law requires that employers 
provide employees with a safe work and living environment, including minimum rest periods and 
limits on the number of hours worked, depending on the nature of the work. For example, the law 
mandates a two and one-half-hour midday work break, from 12:30 p.m. to 3:00 p.m., between 
June 15 and September 15, for laborers who work in open areas such as construction sites. The 
government may exempt companies from the midday work break if the company cannot postpone 
the project for emergency or technical reasons. Such projects include laying asphalt or concrete 
and repairing damaged water pipes, gas lines, or electrical lines. 

Wage, overtime, and other working condition protections do not apply to workers in domestic 
services, agriculture, and other categories administered by the Ministry of Interior. These workers 
were vulnerable to unacceptable work conditions. 

The Ministry of Labor was responsible for enforcing laws governing acceptable conditions of 
work for workers in semiskilled and professional job categories but did not do so in all sectors, 
including the informal sector and the domestic labor sector. To monitor the private sector, the 
ministry had active departments for inspection, occupational safety, combating human trafficking, 
and wage protection. The ministry periodically published statistics on its inspection and 
enforcement activities. 

The Ministry of Interior was responsible for regulating domestic labor, and the enforcement of 
protections against workers was weaker in this segment. There was no information available on 
the informal economy or an estimate of its size; however, anecdotal reports indicate it was 
common for individuals to enter the country on a short-term visa and join the informal job sector. 

The Ministry of Labor conducted inspections of workplaces--primarily construction sites and labor 
camps. The government also routinely fined employers for violating the midday break rule and 
published compliance statistics. 

The government took action to address wage payment issues. Its vigorous implementation of the 
WPS and fines for noncompliance discouraged employers from withholding salaries to foreign 
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workers under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Labor. The WPS, an electronic salary-transfer 
system, allowed institutions to pay workers via approved banks, exchange bureaus, and other 
financial institutions, to assure timely and full payment of agreed wages. The WPS, however, did 
not apply to foreign workers under the authority of the Ministry of Interior, including domestic 
and agricultural workers. The Ministry of Labor dismissed approximately half of the complaints 
made to the “My Salary” hotline as not meeting the required criteria for salary complaints. 

The Ministry of Labor continued its efforts to provide adequate health standards and facilities in 
labor camps, including food safety. It conducted regular inspections of health and living 
conditions at labor camps and stated that it issued written documentation on problems to be 
corrected and reviewed them in subsequent inspections. During some inspections of labor camps, 
the ministry employed interpreters to assist foreign workers in understanding employment 
guidelines. The ministry operated a toll-free hotline in Arabic, English, Hindi, Urdu, Filipino, and 
other languages spoken by foreign residents through which workers were able to report delayed 
wage payments or other violations. Ministry of Labor mobile van units also visited some labor 
camps through which ministry officials informed workers of their rights. 

In June 2014 the government instituted a revised standard contract for domestic workers. 
According to the government, the contract protects domestic workers under a binding agreement 
between employers and domestic workers. The contract provides for transparency and legal 
protections. Officials from some labor-sending countries criticized the process, saying it prevented 
foreign embassies from reviewing and approving the labor contracts of their citizens. As a result 
some countries halted their citizens’ travel to the country to assume domestic labor positions. 

The government allows foreign workers to switch jobs without a letter of permission from their 
employer. Labor regulations provide foreign employees the option to work without an 
employment contract or, in cases in which a contract was in force, to change employer sponsors 
after two years as well as within the first two years in certain cases. The government designed this 
regulation to improve job mobility and reduce the vulnerability of foreign workers to abuse. The 
regulation, however, did not apply to day laborers, construction workers, or domestic servants. 

Violations of wage, overtime, and other labor regulations were common in sectors employing 
migrant workers, such as construction. Foreign workers frequently did not receive their wages 
from employers on time, and sometimes for extended periods. The weakness in protections for 
domestic and agricultural workers left them vulnerable to excessive work hours, nonpayment or 
underpayment of wages, and otherwise abusive or exploitative work conditions. 

Each emirate enforced its own standards for housing accommodations. Dubai emirate required 
construction companies and industrial firms to appoint safety officers accredited by authorized 
entities to promote greater site safety. Some low-wage and foreign workers faced substandard 
living conditions including overcrowded apartments or unsafe and unhygienic lodging in labor 
camps. 

A report released in April by Nardello and Company regarding working conditions during 2013 
and 2014 at the NYU Abu Dhabi construction project stated workers often had to pay recruitment 
fees that employers did not reimburse and employers did not allow them to retain their passports. 

There were cases in which workers were injured or killed on job sites; however, authorities 
typically did not disclose details of the deaths, including the adequacy of safety measures. 

Reports of migrant worker suicides or attempted suicides continued. In some cases observers 
linked the suicides to poor working conditions and financial strain caused by heavy debts owed to 
labor recruitment agencies and low wages. The Dubai Foundation for Women and Children, a 
quasi-governmental organization, conducted vocational training programs with some elements 
aimed at decreasing suicidal behavior. 

Economic Pressures 
The UAE has a relatively small native population but limited petroleum resources, and 
faces some of the same economic challenges as its Gulf neighbors. It has high per capita 
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income of $67,000, ranking 12th in the world in 2015.326 Despite being heavily affected 
by the global financial crisis in 2008-09, the UAE remained relatively politically stable, 
especially relative to other Middle Eastern states. A CIA analysis stated in May 2016 
that, 327 

The UAE has an open economy with a high per capita income and a sizable annual trade surplus. 
Successful efforts at economic diversification have reduced the portion of GDP based on oil and 
gas output to 25%. 

Since the discovery of oil in the UAE more than 30 years ago, the country has undergone a 
profound transformation from an impoverished region of small desert principalities to a modern 
state with a high standard of living. The government has increased spending on job creation and 
infrastructure expansion and is opening up utilities to greater private sector involvement. The 
country's free trade zones - offering 100% foreign ownership and zero taxes - are helping to attract 
foreign investors. 

The global financial crisis of 2008, tight international credit, and deflated asset prices constricted 
the economy in 2009. UAE authorities tried to blunt the crisis by increasing spending and boosting 
liquidity in the banking sector. The crisis hit Dubai hardest, as it was heavily exposed to depressed 
real estate prices. Dubai lacked sufficient cash to meet its debt obligations, prompting global 
concern about its solvency and ultimately a $20 billion bailout from the UAE Central Bank and 
Abu Dhabi-emirate government that was refinanced in March 2014. 

Dependence on oil, a large expatriate workforce, and growing inflation pressures are significant 
long-term challenges. Low oil prices have prompted the UAE to take steps to reduce its social 
spending, including eliminating fuel subsidies in August 2015, but the UAE has sufficient assets 
to cover its deficits with money from its sovereign investment funds. The UAE's strategic plan for 
the next few years focuses on economic diversification and creating more job opportunities for 
nationals through improved education and increased private sector employment. 

The World Bank’s spring 2016 economic forecast listed a number of problems, but did 
not see them as posing serious risks,328 

The economy continues to experience a slowdown in economic growth as a result of low oil 
prices. Real GDP achieved sustained growth of over 6 % per year in recent decades, with oil 
surpluses invested into the non-oil economy. In particular, the country has managed to develop the 
Dubai financial and real estate centers, international airline hubs in Dubai and Abu Dhabi, and 
sports-tourism in a number of Emirates as well as light manufacturing and transport and retail 
trade services. However, since June 2014, it has been affected by the plummeting of global oil 
prices which has resulted in a drop in hydrocarbon exports and revenues. While it managed to 
sustain growth rates of 4.6 % in 2014, growth in 2015 is estimated to have declined to 3.4 %. 

Fiscal and external balances are deteriorating and macro-financial risks are increasing. A drop 
in hydrocarbon revenues coupled with expansionary fiscal policy has pushed the fiscal balance 
down from a surplus of 10.4 % of GDP in 2013 to a 5 % surplus in 2014 and to an estimated 
deficit of -4.3 % of GDP by end-2015. The fiscal deficit of 2015 is the first since the financial 
crisis of 2009 when the real estate bubble in Dubai burst. The current account surplus fell from 
18.4 % of GDP in 2013 to 13.7 % of GDP in 2014 and to a mere 0.2 % of GDP by end-2015. 

Monetary policy is tightening, as is liquidity in the banking system. The Central Bank raised the 
interest rate on its certificates of deposit by 25 basis points in December 2015 in response to the 
United States’ Federal Reserve rate increase. It is expected to continue mirroring the Fed’s interest 
rate hikes. At the same time, reduced government deposits are resulting in reduced liquidity in the 
banking sector. 

The growth outlook is one of slow recovery, averaging 2.5 % between 2016 and 2018. Oil 
production will increase as a result of investment in oilfield development. Non-hydrocarbon 
growth will rise as megaproject implementation ramps up ahead of Dubai’s hosting of Expo 2020, 
and as the lifting of sanctions on Iran translates into increased commerce, trade, and investment 
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between Iran and the UAE (particularly Dubai). These developments will jointly help to narrow 
the current account deficit from an estimated deficit of –1.7 % of GDP in 2016 to a forecasted 
deficit of -0.2 % of GDP in 2018. 

Fiscal policy will continue to tighten, but ensuring fiscal sustainability will require additional 
policy measures to cut spending, develop new revenue streams, and manage fiscal risks. The 
UAE government has reported that it will be implementing a value added tax (VAT) at the latest 
by 2018, along with other GCC countries. It is also considering the introduction of a corporate tax. 
This will help improve the fiscal balance. Other consolidation measures are needed, including a 
reduction in electricity and water subsidies and a gradual slowdown in the implementation of 
GRE’s (Government Related Entities) megaprojects. The main sources of medium-term risk are 
associated with the financial management of Dubai’s GREs megaprojects. In an environment of 
low oil prices, macro-financial risks could be exacerbated by declining liquidity in the banking 
system, increased volatility in the stock markets, and disruptive declines in the real estate sector. 

The Oil Economy of the UAE 
The economy of the UAE is more diversified than that of several other Gulf states, but is 
still heavily reliant on petroleum exports. The Oil & Gas Journal estimated that as of 
January 2015, the UAE held the 7th-largest proved oil reserves in the world, about 97.8 
billion barrels; Abu Dhabi accounted for roughly 94 percent of that total.329  

According to EIA and CIA data, the UAE earned some $58 billion in petroleum export 
revenues in 2013, and $53 billion in 2014. This now seems like to drop to levels well 
under $30 billion in 2016 and possibly 2017 and beyond. Similarly, per capita petroleum 
export earnings were $10,442 in 2013 and $9,435 in 2014, and may well drop to less than 
$5,000 in 2016-2017.330 

The UAE’s plan to increase crude oil production by 30 percent by 2020 shows that the 
economic successes in non-energy sectors is not enough to secure the state’s economy, 
and petroleum revenue is still supreme.331 
The U.S. country report by its Energy Information Administration notes that:332 

• The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is among the world’s 10 largest oil producers and is a member 
of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the Gas Exporting 
Countries Forum (GECF). 

• The UAE is a major oil producer and exporter. In 2014, the country produced an average of 3.5 
million barrels per day of petroleum and other liquids, the sixth-highest total in the world. 
Hydrocarbon revenues totaled $123 billion in 2013, up from $75 billion in 2010. 

• The UAE was the second-largest producer of petroleum and other liquids in OPEC in 2014. The 
country has an ambitious target of increasing crude oil production by 30% by 2020, despite lower 
oil prices. 

• The UAE has one of the highest rates of per capita petroleum consumption in the world. 

• The UAE plans to boost domestic natural gas production over the next several years to help meet 
growing internal demand. Much of the growth could come from the country's large sour (high-
sulfur) gas deposits. 

However, the UAE is quickly becoming one of the world’s key financial centers and a 
regional trading center in the Middle East. The UAE is shielded from the oil crash, to an 
extent, by investments in its non-energy sectors and its recovering real-estate sector. The 
CIA estimates its GDP was $596 billion in 2013, and rose to $623 billion in 2014, and 
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$642 billion in 2015 in spite of the fact a cut in oil prices was already taking place. Its 
GDP per capita inconstant 2015 dollars also rose from $64,100 billion in 2013, and rose 
to $66,300 in 2014, and $67,000 in 2015. 

The UAE is cutting foreign labor, increasing taxes, and raising energy and water prices to 
something closer to market rates, as well as pushing diversification and private sector 
investment. The outcome is still unpredictable, but the UAE may be able to adjust to 
lower petroleum income without a major crisis. 

Figure IX.3: Energy Infrastructure of the United Arab 
Emirates 

 

The UAE’s Counterterrorism Effort 
The UAE has taken an increasingly strong approach to counterterrorism while limiting its 
public profile. The UAE’s security forces seem relatively effective without being visibly 
repressive and have cracked down sharply on suspect Islamist extremists, the Moslem 
Brotherhood, and suspect Iranians and Shi’ites in recent years. They clearly see a 
potential threat from terrorism, but have so far avoided major incidents. 

The U.S. State Department’s Country Report on Terrorism covering the period of 2014 
described the UAE effort as follows,333 

The Government of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) continued to build its counterterrorism 
capacity and strengthened its international counterterrorism cooperation. Over the course of the 
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year, the UAE government improved its border security measures and renewed its efforts to 
counter terrorist financing. The UAE government was dedicated to providing strong support for 
the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). The pre-clearance 
facility for travelers boarding direct flights to the United States at the Abu Dhabi International 
Airport continued to operate and expand its services. Prominent officials and religious leaders 
continued to publicly criticize violent extremist ideology. 

The UAE government leaders and senior Emirati officials publicly highlighted the dangers of ISIL 
and violent extremism, using media to counter ISIL messaging. Apart from the United States, the 
UAE has conducted more air operations against ISIL than any other Coalition member. The UAE 
government has openly advocated fighting violent extremism not only militarily, but holistically, 
including by stopping violent extremist funding, disrupting the recruitment of foreign fighters, 
securing borders, preventing the exploitation of the web and social media, and by contesting the 
use of religious centers to promote hatred and violence. To this end, the government restricts 
violent extremist messaging on the internet. 

… The State Security Directorate in Abu Dhabi and the Dubai State Security are the principal 
security services responsible for counterterrorism functions. These services have demonstrated 
capability in investigations, crisis response, and border security, and are trained and equipped to 
detect, deter, and respond to terrorist incidents. The State Security Court, a branch of the Federal 
Supreme Court, has developed capacity for handling security cases. 

… The UAE government passed Federal Law No. 7 of 2014 on combating terrorism offenses, 
which replaced Federal Law No. 1 of 2004. The new law strengthened existing legislation by 
criminalizing additional conduct and imposing stricter punishments, including fines and forfeitures, 
to deter terrorism and dissident activities. 

In November, the government designated 85 groups as terrorist organizations in line with the new 
law. In conjunction with the new counterterrorism law, the designation of terrorist organizations 
laid the groundwork for prosecuting a greater number of individuals for a broader range of 
activities.  

However, the criteria used for designations, and procedures for organizations to appeal 
designations, were opaque. The list included Muslim affinity groups in several Western countries, 
alongside internationally recognized terrorist organizations such as al-Qa’ida and ISIL. The U.S. 
government requested additional information about the designation by the UAE of two American 
Muslim affinity groups, which the United States does not consider to be terrorist organizations, 
and which operate openly in the United States. 

The government continued to cooperate with the United States by hosting a preclearance facility in 
Abu Dhabi International Airport. The preclearance facility expanded to cover additional direct 
flights to the U.S. through an increase in the number of deployed Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) officers. The UAE participated in the Megaports and Container Security Initiatives (CSI). 
The CSI, which became operational at Port Rashid and Jebel Ali Port in the emirate of Dubai in 
2005, co-locates two U.S. CBP officers with the Dubai Customs Intelligence Unit at Port Rashid. 
On average, CSI reviewed approximately 250 bills of lading each week, resulting in about 25 non-
intrusive inspections per month of U.S.-bound containers. Examinations were conducted jointly 
with Dubai Customs officers, who shared information on transshipments from high risk areas, 
including those originating in Iran. 

In 2010, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) signed two Memoranda of Cooperation 
(MOCs) to support the respective training academies of the UAE Ministry of Interior’s (federal) 
Immigration Authority and the Abu Dhabi (emirate-level) Customs Authority (ADCA) and to 
enhance capacity building of its police and customs authorities. The aforementioned MOCs 
remained in effect. 

A critical challenge to the effectiveness of the UAE’s law enforcement, border security, and 
judicial systems is the country’s limited human capacity. These sectors are generally reserved for 
Emirati citizens, who compose only 11 percent of the country’s total population, making it 
structurally difficult to develop the country’s human resources to counter the full range of terrorist 
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activities. Despite this, the UAE government remained vigilant in its overall counterterrorism 
pursuits. 

…The UAE is a founding member of the Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF), and chaired the 
Working Group on Countering Violent Extremism with the UK. The International Center of 
Excellence for Countering Violent Extremism, known as Hedayah, was formally launched in Abu 
Dhabi in December, 2012. The UAE is Hedayah’s permanent host, pursuant to federal Law No. 7 
of 2013. The government continued to support the center, which hosted the Global CVE Expo 
2014 from December 9-11, bringing together more than 200 government officials, industry 
partners, technology specialists, academic experts, and civil society actors to generate new ideas 
and programs, and to leverage new technologies for countering violent extremist narratives. 

The government cooperated with other states to build counterterrorism capacity and routinely 
invited participation from GCC countries at counterterrorism-related training sessions conducted 
by the FBI in the UAE. In December at the 35th GCC Summit, GCC leaders announced the 
creation of a regional police force to be headquartered in Abu Dhabi. 

… To prevent violent extremist preaching in UAE mosques, the General Authority of Islamic 
Affairs and Endowments provided guidelines for all Friday sermons and monitored mosques’ 
compliance. Abroad, the General Authority has since 2010 trained cohorts of Afghan imams on 
preaching messages of non-violence and tolerance. During key periods of Muslim religious 
observance, especially the fasting month of Ramadan, the UAE government aired commercials on 
television warning Muslim citizens and residents to refrain from donating money at mosques, as 
the funds could unknowingly go to support terrorist causes. The UAE worked to keep its 
education system free of violent extremist influences, and it emphasized social tolerance. Under its 
cybercrime law, the UAE criminalizes the use of the internet by terrorist groups to “promote their 
ideologies and finance their activities.” 

The U.S. State Department report covering the period of 2015 did focus on operations 
and reflected further progress as well as a steadily tightening internal security effort. The 
UAE also took an active role in encouraging Islamic outreach and counter messaging:334 

Overview: The United Arab Emirates (UAE) government continued to reinforce its firm 
counterterrorism stance through implementation of strict counterterrorism laws and a strong 
counterterrorism partnership with the United States. The UAE government strengthened its 
commitment to support the efforts of the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State of Iraq and 
the Levant (ISIL), most notably through its growing counter-messaging role. The UAE 
government co-chaired the Coalition Communications Working Group along with the United 
States and the UK, and partnered with the U.S. government to establish the Sawab Center, an 
online counter-ISIL messaging hub. The UAE was also an active participant in the Conference of 
the Chiefs of Staff of Members of the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL and Terrorism held in 
Qatar in June, and in the U.S.-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Counterterrorism and Border 
Security Working Group which met in Riyadh in August as a follow-up to the U.S.-GCC Summit 
at Camp David held in May. 

The UAE government security apparatus remained highly capable of monitoring and preventing 
terrorist activity within the UAE’s borders. Throughout 2015, the UAE worked to improve border 
security and measures to counter the financing of terrorism. The pre-clearance facility for travelers 
boarding direct flights to the United States at the Abu Dhabi International Airport continued to 
operate and expand its services. A number of UAE-based think tanks and research institutions, 
including the Emirates Policy Center, the Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research, 
Hedayah, and the TRENDS Institute, held conferences, seminars, and roundtables on confronting 
terrorism and violent extremism. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: The UAE continued to implement the 
revised counterterrorism law (Federal law No.7) it passed in November 2014, as well as the 
existing cybercrime law, to prosecute terrorism-related crimes involving use of the internet to 
promote radical ideologies and finance terrorist activities. In July, the UAE adopted an anti-
discrimination law that included provisions that complement and supplement the existing 
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counterterrorism law. In addition to criminalizing all forms of discrimination based on religion, 
caste, creed, doctrine, race, color, or ethnic origin, the anti-discrimination law bans hate speech 
propagated through media outlets, and bans acts that promote religious hate and intolerance. The 
law also criminalizes the practice of referring to other religious groups or individuals as infidels or 
unbelievers (“kafir” in Arabic), though aspects of the law are overly broad and can be interpreted 
to criminalize atheism, peaceful critiques of Islam, and other forms of protected religious speech 
and expression. Penalties for violating the law include jail terms ranging from six months to more 
than 10 years, as well as fines from US $13,000 to US $540,000. 

The State Security Directorate in Abu Dhabi and Dubai State Security were the principal security 
services responsible for counterterrorism functions. These services demonstrated advanced 
capability in investigations, crisis response, and border security, and were trained and equipped to 
detect, deter, and respond to terrorist incidents. The Federal Supreme Court, through its State 
Security Court, had sole jurisdiction for adjudicating national security and terrorism-related cases. 

In June, the State Security Court convicted Ala’a Badr Abdullah al Hashimi of murdering an 
American kindergarten teacher in the Al Reem shopping center in Abu Dhabi in December 2014. 
Al Hashimi subsequently attempted to detonate a bomb outside the home of an American doctor. 
The Court sentenced al Hashimi to death, the first instance of capital punishment in accordance 
with the 2014 counterterrorism law. Al Hashimi was executed by firing squad on July 13. 

According to official press reports, the State Security Court heard more than two dozen other 
alleged terrorism-related cases in 2015. In the Al Manara case, 41 individuals – 38 of whom are 
Emiratis – were charged with establishing a terrorist organization and embracing extremist 
ideology with the intent of carrying out terrorist activities in the UAE. As of late December, the 
case was still being heard by the court. A number of other Emiratis and non-citizen residents were 
charged with allegedly joining ISIL and al-Qa’ida-affiliated groups, including al-Qa’ida in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the Nusrah Front, and using the internet to promote extremist 
ideology; in some of these cases individuals received prison sentences of up to 10 years. Several 
of these cases have been adjourned and are awaiting final verdicts. 

The UAE also deported a number of noncitizens who allegedly planned to join ISIL, including 
four Sudanese medical students traveling to Syria via the UAE who were intercepted at Dubai 
International Airport. The counterterrorism law provided broad authority for prosecution of crimes 
that potentially jeopardized UAE security, including defamation or insulting the UAE’s rulers or 
system of governance; this legislation has been used to restrict nonviolent speech and criticism of 
the government. In November, for example, the State Security Court convicted Kuwaiti citizen 
and former Member of Parliament, Mubarak al Duwailah, of insulting Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nayhan by criticizing the Crown Prince’s stance on the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which the UAE designated as a terrorist organization. Al Duwailah was tried and 
sentenced to five years’ imprisonment in absentia. Also in November, Emirati citizen Abdulla 
Saeed Al Dhanhani received a five-year prison term and a fine of US $270,000 after being 
convicted of insulting the UAE’s leaders on social media, and for voicing support on Twitter and 
Instagram for the Muslim Brotherhood. 

The State Security Court also heard cases involving individuals with alleged ties to the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Several of these involved allegations that individuals were “spreading rumors” that 
defamed the UAE and posed a threat to the security of the nation. In one such case, the court 
sentenced an Emirati to seven years in jail for joining al-Islah, a UAE-based organization affiliated 
with the Muslim Brotherhood. It was not clear if his charges were based on incitement to violence 
or nonviolent speech and political affiliation. 

The UAE government continued to support DHS preclearance operations and expansion with 
increased flights and passengers from Abu Dhabi International Airport to the United States. Abu 
Dhabi Police’s Criminal Investigations Divisions enhanced its information sharing with DHS in an 
effort to combat transnational criminal organizations and terrorist groups. DHS Homeland 
Security Investigations provided ongoing mentoring and capacity-building training related to 
fraudulent documents and impostor detection to Abu Dhabi Police, Immigration, and Customs 
personnel, and airline personnel. The UAE employed a retina-screening system that fed traveler 
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information into a central mainframe computer at the Ministry of Interior. The mainframe 
consolidated data pertaining to entry/exit, immigration, deportation, criminal activity, and 
corrections, and was accessible at all air, land, and sea ports. The UAE also collected Advanced 
Passenger Information at ports of entry (POEs). UAE POEs utilized an internal name-based 
watchlist system which was populated by local immigration, deportation, corrections, and security 
agencies to identify individuals who were prohibited from entering the country or were sought by 
UAE authorities. INTERPOL and GCC watchlists were presumably incorporated into the UAE’s 
internal watchlist. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: The UAE is a member of the Middle East and North 
Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF), a Financial Action Task Force-style regional 
body, and chaired the Task Force’s Training and Typologies Working Group. The UAE’s 
financial intelligence unit, the Anti-Money Laundering and Suspicious Cases Unit (AML/SCU), is 
a member of the Egmont Group. The UAE also participated in the Counter-ISIL Finance Group 
chaired by Italy, Saudi Arabia, and the United States. 

The UAE is a regional and global financial and transportation hub, and terrorist organizations 
exploited the UAE to send and receive financial support. Operational capability constraints and 
political considerations sometimes prevented the UAE government from immediately freezing and 
confiscating terrorist assets absent multilateral assistance, but there were other instances of 
effective Emirati action to disrupt terrorist financing. Except for those specifically established for 
financial activities, which were well-regulated, the UAE’s numerous free trade zones varied in 
their compliance with and supervision of anti-money laundering/counterterrorism financing 
(AML/CFT) international best practices. Exploitation by illicit actors of money transmitters 
including licensed exchange houses, hawalas, and trading firms acting as money transmitters, 
remained significant concerns. The UAE required licensing and registration of exchange houses 
and hawalas with the Central Bank. 

Both the Governor of the Central Bank and the Public Prosecutor were able to freeze funds based 
on suspicion of terrorism financing. The Central Bank conducted AML training both locally and 
regionally, including in a MENAFATF assessors’ training course in October aimed at training 
expert evaluators of AML/CFT regimes. Pursuant to the federal counterterrorism law, the UAE 
designated the AML/SCU as the sole national center concerned with receiving, analyzing, and 
forwarding suspicious transaction reports (STRs). STRs based on activity in financial free zones 
were previously reported to the AML/SCU through financial free zone regulators. The UAE also 
worked on enhancing the independence of the AML/SCU, publishing annual reports, and 
providing comprehensive statistics on the activities carried out by the unit. 

For additional information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2016 International 
Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INSCR), Volume II, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Countering Violent Extremism: The UAE government continued to support Hedayah, the 
International Center of Excellence for Countering Violent Extremism (CVE), which it hosts in 
Abu Dhabi. In June, Hedayah conducted a workshop bringing together CVE practitioners and 
former foreign terrorist fighters to discuss the foreign terrorist fighter threat and counter-
messaging approaches to address it. Hedayah participated in the Madrid+10: Stop Violent 
Extremism conference in Spain in October, where it also organized a two-day workshop on the 
Role of Women in Countering Radicalization and Violent Extremism. Hedayah hosted a follow-up 
International CVE Research Conference in December in coordination with Edith Cowan 
University and New York University Abu Dhabi Institute. In addition to supporting Hedayah, the 
UAE government in July partnered with the U.S. government to launch the Sawab Center in Abu 
Dhabi, a new social media platform focused on countering ISIL’s radical narratives and online 
propaganda. The UAE was also host to the Forum for Promoting Peace in Muslim Societies. 

To prevent violent extremist preaching in UAE mosques, the General Authority of Islamic Affairs 
and Endowments provided guidelines for all Friday sermons and monitored mosques’ compliance, 
excluding those in Dubai, which has its own system under the supervision of Islamic Affairs and 
Charitable Activities Department. Abroad, the General Authority continued providing training to 
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cohorts of Afghan imams on preaching messages of non-violence and tolerance. During key 
periods of Muslim religious observance, especially the fasting month of Ramadan, the UAE 
government aired commercials on television warning Muslim citizens and residents to refrain 
from donating money at mosques, as the funds could unknowingly support terrorist causes. The 
UAE also worked to keep its education system free of violent extremist influences, emphasizing 
social tolerance. In November, the UAE government announced its plan to open in Al Ain a 
branch of Egypt’s Al-Azhar University, a premier institution of Islamic learning, as a way to 
promote the teaching of moderate Islam in the Gulf region. 

The Government of the UAE also received training on social media analysis to enhance its ability 
to combat ISIL’s use of the internet to spread propaganda and increase recruitment. 

International and Regional Cooperation: The UAE was a vocal and active participant in 
counterterrorism efforts at both the regional and international levels, including the Global 
Counterterrorism Forum, where it served as co-chair of the Countering Violent Extremism 
working group. It sent high-level delegations to a number of counterterrorism-related conferences, 
including the International Conference on Counter Extremism and Violence, the Conference of the 
Chiefs of Staff of Members of the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL and Terrorism, the 17th 
meeting of the Arab League’s Counter-Terrorism Team of Experts, and a special session of the 
Arab Judicial Cooperation Network on Counter-Terrorism and Organized Crime. It co-chaired 
with Germany the Working Group on Stabilization of the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL. It also 
co-chaired with the United States and UK the Working Group on Strategic Communications of the 
Global Coalition against ISIL. The UAE participated in the August U.S.-GCC Counterterrorism 
and Border Security Working group meeting in Riyadh. 

In December the UAE government helped launch the International Supreme Council for Ifta, a 
group that seeks to review, correct, and amalgamate Islamic edicts, particularly those espoused by 
ISIL and other terrorist groups. The council includes 35 Islamic scholars/muftis from 35 Muslim 
countries. The UAE government routinely invited participation from GCC countries at 
counterterrorism-related training sessions conducted by U.S. law enforcement agencies in the 
UAE. 

The UAE’s Military Forces 
The UAE’s military arguably has the highest capability and the best-trained forces among 
any of the GCC states. Recently, the UAE has been increasingly willing to participate in 
operations overseas, including air campaigns in Afghanistan, Libya, Syria, and Yemen. In 
Yemen, the UAE has also committed ground forces, including its Presidential Guard; 
these forces have taken considerable casualties.335 The IISS Military Balance for 2016 
estimates that the UAE spent $14.4 billion on its military in 2014 (the most recent 
estimate available), or 3.6% of a GDP of $399 billion. It provides the following estimates 
of the key aspects of the UAE’s forces in 2016:336 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 63,000 active military manpower  (Army 44,000 Navy 2,500 Air 4,500 Presidential Guard 12,000) 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 2 armored, 2 mechanized, and 1 light infantry brigades 

• 340 Leclerc, 36 OF-40 Mk2 (Lion), and 45 AMX-30 main battle tanks 

• 481 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 1,552 armored personnel carriers 

• 181 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 93 towed artillery weapons 
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• 74+ multiple rocket launchers 

• No attack helicopters. 

• 25 MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 157 combat aircraft, including 78 modern F-16s and airborne early warning & control aircraft 

• MIM-23B I-HAWK and Patriot PAC-3 heavy surface-to-air missiles.  

• Rapier, Crotale, RB-70, and 96K6 Pantsir-S1 shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 10 SDV submarines 

• No Missile frigates 

• 9 Missile Corvettes 

• 20 Missile Patrol Boats 

• 6 other patrol boats 

• 2 mine countermeasures craft 

• 1 Landing ship 

• 28 Landing craft 

• 5 logistics and support craft 

The UAE’s Role in Regional Security 
The UAE is a leading military force in the GCC and also cooperates with the U.S. to 
enhance security in the Gulf. Along with Qatar, the UAE is one of two GCC states 
buying THAAD missiles defense systems. In February 2016, the UAE stated that it 
would be willing to provide ground forces to support and train an international military 
coalition to fight against ISIS in Syria if the U.S. was willing to lead such an effort.337 
Despite some tensions related to the Saudi effort to lead the GCC, the UAE joined the 
Saudi-led coalition to intervene in the Yemeni civil war in March 2015. In late April 
2016, combined Emirati and Yemeni troops reclaimed the seaport of Mukalla, which had 
previously served as a stronghold for AQAP in south-central Yemen.338 
A U.S. State Department report issued on March 1, 2016 highlights the level of U.S. and 
Emirati security cooperation:339 

The United Arab Emirates is a vital U.S. partner, coordinating closely with the United States on a 
variety of regional issues. The UAE is an indispensable component of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council’s counterterrorism efforts, and its contributions to regional security in the Middle East are 
significant and growing. Building on the May 14, 2015 Camp David summit, we are working with 
the UAE and its GCC partners to increase cooperation on maritime security, military preparedness, 
arms transfers, cybersecurity, and counterterrorism. The United States remains steadfast in our 
commitment to improve partner security — standing together to defeat threats posed by the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant and Al-Qaida — as well as securing other shared interests in 
the region. 

Through many foreign military sales initiatives and direct commercial sales, the United States has 
demonstrated its commitment to supporting the UAE in the fight against terrorism and promoting 
regional security. In order to help support the security of the UAE, the Department of State has 



Strategic Net Assessment: Stability in the Gulf Region            13.6.2016 AHC  
 

271 

recently notified to Congress the proposed transfer of joint direct attack munitions and four 
AN/AAQ 24(V) Large Aircraft Infrared Countermeasures systems to provide further protection 
for the UAE’s Head of State aircraft against increased missile threats. 

 Additionally, the United States has offered a case for 1,000 GBU-31B/B(V)1 and B(V)3 precision 
tail kits, and implemented cases for 600 GBU-12 laser-guided kits with associated containers, 
fuses, and repair parts in order to help support the UAE’s counterterrorism efforts against ISIL and 
Al-Qaida in Yemen. This will help to bolster our partnership, especially for the support of U.S. 
forces in the region. 

Cooperation between the UAE and the United States has been vital to supporting U.S. interests 
overseas. As of 2013, UAE ports hosted more U.S. Navy ships than any other port outside the 
United States. The UAE’s support for U.S. forces in the region has also been critical in promoting 
the success of our shared goals of countering terrorism and securing stability in the region. The 
UAE has been an active participant in coalition operations in Afghanistan and against ISIL in 
Syria, and the UAE’s Presidential Guard uses the skills learned from the U.S. Marine Corps 
training funded by FMS to deploy alongside U.S. forces in places such as Afghanistan. 
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X. YEMEN 
Yemen has long been one of the poorest and most unstable states in the region. Since 
2009, however, its Houthi population has sporadically fought a low-level border war with 
Saudi Arabia, while its political system and economy has slowly collapsed into civil war.  

Any statistical data on Yemen are steadily more uncertain as a result of its destructive 
civil war, but various international sources report the following civil data: 

Population 
Population: 26,737,317 
Religions/Sects: 99.1% Muslim (65% Sunni; 35% Shia); 0.9% other (Jewish, Baha’I, Hindu, and 
Christian) 
Ethnic Groups: Predominantly Arab, also Afro-Arab, South Asians, Europeans. 
Median age: 18.9 years. 
Percent Age Zero to 24: 62.21% 

Governance:  
The World Bank governance index for 2014 rates Yemen as being in the 10th percentile for 
accountability, 1st percentile for political stability and violence, 7th percentile for effectiveness of 
governance, 22nd percentile for regulatory quality, 8th percentile for quality of rule of law, and 2nd 
percentile for control of corruption.340 
Transparency International ranked Yemen as 154/168 in the world in terms of overall 
corruption.341  

Economics 
GDP in $US Billions: $35.954 (World Bank, 2013) 
GDP Per Capita in $US: $1,408 (World Bank, 2013) 
GDP Per Capita (World Ranking): 194 (CIA World Factbook, 2015) 
Poverty Level (Percent): 54% (CIA World Factbook, 2014 estimate) 

World Bank Ease of Doing Business Rating: The World Bank ranked Yemen 170th in the world in 
ease of doing business in 2015. It has ranks 152 in ease of starting a business, 89 in dealing with 
construction permits, 150 in getting electricity, 83 in registering property, 185 in getting credit, 
122 in protecting investors, 135 in paying taxes, 189 in trade across borders, 129 in enforcing 
contracts, and 151 in resolving insolvency. 342 

Yemen’s Risk Status 
Figure X.1 shows a summary risk assessment of Yemen using the SIRA (Strategic and 
International Risk Assessment) model developed by Dr. Abdullah Toukan.343 It should be 
noted that this assessment does not reflect the full impact of the current “crash” in 
petroleum prices or address security issues. It does, however clearly show that Yemen is 
in the highest risk category of any state, and reflects the fact that its governance, 
economic, and demographic problems are so great, that it would be a “failed state” even 
if it did not have a civil war.  

Yemen’s collapse was a function of its politics, and the collapse of its government, but it 
was also driven by the fact that Yemen had a dismal ranking in virtually every 
international assessment of its quality of governance and economic potential, and faces a 
massive demographic crisis and “youth bulge.” 
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Figure X.1: Iran: Summary Risk Assessment 
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Source: Dr. Abdullah Toukan, Stability in the MENA Region: Beyond ISIS and War, Volume Two: 
Country-by-Country Trends, http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/160419_MENA_Stability_I_Regional_0.pdf 
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Demographics and Internal Divisions 
Even in peacetime, Yemen’s poverty and population growth would combine to make it a 
demographic nightmare dependent on large-scale migration remittances, and international 
aid: 

• Yemen is still under acute demographic pressure. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that it had a 
population of 4.8 million in 1950, 9.1 million in 1980, 17.2 million in 2000, and 26.7 million in 
2015. It estimates that it will have a population of 32.8 million in 2025 and 46.1 million in 
2050.344 

• Yemen is some 99% Muslim, but is deeply divided between Sunni and Shi’ite. The CIA estimates 
that its population is 99.1% Muslim (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) (2010 est.) 

• According to Ismaili sources, there are nearly one million Ismaili Muslims, with the largest group 
of approximately 14,000 concentrated in the Haraz district near Sana’a. There is an indeterminate 
number of Twelver Shia (residing mainly in the north) and Sufis. Groups together comprising less 
than 1 percent of the population include Jews, Bahais, Hindus, and Christians, many of whom are 
refugees or temporary foreign residents. Christian groups include Roman Catholics and Anglicans. 
The once-sizable Jewish community is the only indigenous non-Muslim minority religious group. 
Fewer than 200 Jews remain after decades of emigration to Israel; they reside mainly in Sana’a 
and the Rayda district of Amran Governorate.  

• As of April 2016, the CIA estimated that Yemen’s population had reached 26.7 million, and that 
41% of its population is 14 years of age or younger, with 62% under 25 years of age. The 
population growth rate is an extremely high 2.47%, and the median age is only 18.9 years.345 
Yemen’s population growth has sharply outpaced both its economic development and its water 
and food supplies; it has declining petroleum reserves and exports, and has become a narco-
economy with most of its male population addicted to Qat.   

• Yemen’s population growth rate has slowed but the CIA estimates that it is still a high 2.47% 
(2015). Its median age is only 18. Its population of 14 years of age or younger makes up over 
41.% of the total  population, and the population in the 15-24 years of age group adds another 21% 
-- one of the youngest in the world and with a youth dependency rate of over 70%. The CIA 
estimates that unemployment was 34 percent, even before the civil war began, and Yemen still has 
far greater population growth that it needs to address if Yemen can hope to create meaningful jobs 
and careers, even in peacetime. Disguised, or non-productive employment has also long been a 
critical problem. 

• Yemen has a lower urbanization rate than most Gulf and other developing states. The CIA 
estimates only 35%, but it is growing at least 4% a year, and creating the equivalent of larger and 
larger slums. Water and land are lacking to create jobs in the agricultural sector, and medical care 
presents major problems –particularly in rural areas. 

Governance and the Drift Towards Civil War and 
Regional Conflict 

Yemen has been consistently unstable during most of the modern era, with separate 
power struggles—within the Yemini Arab Republic (YAR), or North Yemen, and the 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY), or South Yemen—even when the two 
states were not confronting each other. The unification of the YAR and PDRY in 1990 
was the prelude to a brief civil war. The current cycle of fighting began in 2003 with a 
Houthi border war against the Saudis.  
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As the World Bank assessment of Yemeni governance in Figure X.2 shows, Yemen has 
not had effective governance at any point in the last quarter century in terms of economic 
policy or basic government services. This interacts with a large range of other civil 
problems: 

• The World Bank ranks Yemen as having extremely low quality of governance. It ranks in the 10th 
percentile in the world in accountability, 1st percentile in political stability and violence, 7th 
percentile in government effectiveness, 8th percentile in the quality of rule of law, 21st percentile in 
the quality of government regulation, and 1st percentile in the control of corruption.346  

• Yemen ranks only 155/168 in the Transparency International Corruptions Perception Index.347 

• Yemen ranks only 170th in the World Bank ease of doing business ranking.348 It has major 
problems in starting a business, getting construction permits, getting electricity, getting credit, 
protecting investors, taxation, trading across borders, and resolving insolvency.349  

• Yemen ranks 160th on the UN Human development Index and has a Low  
Human Development Rank. The UAE ranks 41st. Saudi Arabia ranks 39th.350  

• Yemen’s per capita income ($1,418) only ranks 152nd in the world. 351 About 54% of its population 
is below the poverty line. 

Figure X.2: The World Bank Assessment of Yemeni 
Governance 

 
Source: World Bank, World Wide Governance Indicators, Yemen: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports.  
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Yemen’s most serious problems, however, have been caused by its political collapse in 
2011, the resulting civil war, and the Saudi-UAE led military effort to restore the 
government that lost the fighting. Theses issues have already been touched upon in the 
analysis of Saudi Arabia, but the CIA described the drift towards war as follows in a 
February 2016 report:352 

North Yemen became independent from the Ottoman Empire in 1918. The British, who had set up 
a protectorate area around the southern port of Aden in the 19th century, withdrew in 1967 from 
what became South Yemen. Three years later, the southern government adopted a Marxist 
orientation. The massive exodus of hundreds of thousands of Yemenis from the south to the north 
contributed to two decades of hostility between the states. 

The two countries were formally unified as the Republic of Yemen in 1990. A southern 
secessionist movement and brief civil war in 1994 was quickly subdued. In 2000, Saudi Arabia 
and Yemen agreed to delineate their border. Fighting in the northwest between the government 
and the Huthis, a Zaydi Shia minority, began in 2004 and has since resulted in six rounds of 
fighting that ended in early 2010 with a cease-fire. 

The southern secessionist movement was revitalized in 2008. Public rallies in Sana'a against then 
President SALIH - inspired by similar demonstrations in Tunisia and Egypt - slowly built 
momentum starting in late January 2011 fueled by complaints over high unemployment, poor 
economic conditions, and corruption. By the following month, some protests had resulted in 
violence, and the demonstrations had spread to other major cities. 

By March the opposition had hardened its demands and was unifying behind calls for SALIH's 
immediate ouster. In late April 2011. the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), in an attempt to 
mediate the crisis in Yemen, proposed the GGC Initiative, an agreement in which the president 
would step down in exchange for immunity from prosecution. SALIH's refusal to sign an 
agreement led to further violence. 

The UN Security Council passed Resolution 2014 in October 2011 calling for an end to the 
violence and completing a power transfer deal. In late November 2011, SALIH signed the GCC 
Initiative to step down and to transfer some of his powers to Vice President Abd Rabuh Mansur 
HADI. Following HADI's election victory in February 2012, SALIH formally transferred his 
powers. In accordance with the GCC initiative, Yemen launched a National Dialogue Conference 
(NDC) in March 2013 to discuss key constitutional, political, and social issues. HADI concluded 
the NDC in January 2014. Subsequent steps in the transition process include constitutional 
drafting, a constitutional referendum, and national elections. 

Since the Arab Awakening in 2011, the Huthis have expanded their influence, culminating in a 
major offensive against military units and tribes affiliated with their Yemeni rivals and enabling 
their forces to overrun the capital, Sana'a, in September 2014. In January 2015, the Huthis attacked 
the presidential palace and President HADI's residence and surrounded key government facilities, 
prompting HADI and the cabinet to submit their resignations. HADI fled to Aden, and in late 
February he rescinded his resignation. He subsequently escaped to Saudi Arabia and asked the 
GCC to intervene militarily in Yemen to protect the legitimate government from the Huthis. In 
late March, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia launched Operation Decisive Storm, a series of 
airstrikes against Huthi and Huthi-affiliated forces. In late April, the Saudi Government 
announced completion of the operation and initiated Operation Restoring Hope, which focuses on 
humanitarian aid and a return to political dialogue. As of late April 2015, the Huthis controlled 
much of western Yemen. 

The World Bank provided a similar description of Yemen’s growing challenges in 
September 2015:353 

In September 2014, the agreement in Yemen brokered by the GCC following the Arab Spring 
events of 2011 fell through. The political crisis was reignited and the security situation 
deteriorated when Houthis capitalized on an unpopular decision by the Government of Yemen to 
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reverse fuel subsidies, and launched several protests in Sana’a. After a short war that ended with 
Houthi militia entering Sana’a, a Peace and National Partnership Agreement was signed on 
September 21, 2014 calling for renewed commitment to the implementation of the outcomes of the 
National Dialogue, to be led by a new prime minister and a new technocratic government. The 
Houthi militia continued to hold positions at major check points and stayed in control of key 
government offices and military posts. Since mid-January 2015, the political crisis has 
deteriorated progressively. 

A Houthi offensive in Sana’a on January 19-20, 2015 resulted in the resignation of President Abd 
Rabbuh Mansour Hadi and his cabinet while under house arrest. Houthis subsequently announced 
the dissolution of the Yemeni Parliament and the creation of an 18-member Houthi-led 
“Revolutionary Committee” to rule over the country until the establishment of a 551-member 
National Transitional Council. In late February, President Hadi escaped from house arrest in 
Sana’a and has since tried taking steps to form a new interim government to run the country’s 
affairs from the southern city of Aden, annulling his resignation in a statement, declaring all 
actions taken by Houthis since their seizure of Sana’a in September 2014 invalid and 
unconstitutional. 

The power struggle between Houthi forces and those loyal to President Hadi further escalated in 
March 2015 amid deepening political tensions and an uptick in violence. There continues to 
remain a high threat of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) or other emerging extremist 
groups taking advantage of the situation. In late March, two suicide bombers targeted mosques in 
Sana'a during Friday prayers killing at least 126 people and wounding scores of others. Large-
scale armed conflict continued outside the capital. Following the Houthi offensive to capture 
crucial installations in Taiz and Aden, a coalition of 10 countries, led by Saudi Arabia and 
comprising members of the Gulf Cooperation Council, launched a military campaign in Yemen 
against al-Houthi rebels and allied forces loyal to former President Saleh. 

Several peace mediations led by the United Nations and Oman have yet to secure a ceasefire 
agreement and a return to political dialogue. The ongoing violence and blockade have resulted in a 
humanitarian crisis with 20 million (or 80%) of Yemen’s 26 million population in need of 
humanitarian assistance. This represents a 33 per cent increase in needs since the conflict 
began.  The UN and aid organizations warn of an impending famine in Yemen.  The UN reported 
in June 2015 that 13 million Yemenis are food insecure and that millions more have no access to 
health and water.  According to UNOCHA, due to insecurity and the closure of more than 3,500 
schools since the escalation of the conflict, 2 million children have been deprived of 
education.  The civil war has destroyed the country’s infrastructure and services, exacerbated 
social and economic hardships. 

As of mid-August 2015, the World Health Organization (WHO) had reported 28,022 casualties 
since March, including 4,513 deaths, among them a vast number of civilians. Since March, more 
than 1.4 million people have been internally displaced.  Imports have ceased resulting in persistent 
shortages in food, fuel and medicine. Yemen is one of the poorest countries in the Arab world. 
Poverty, already increasing prior to the latest political crisis, has risen further from 42% of the 
population in 2009, to 54.5% in 2012. Yemen has one of the highest population growth rates in the 
world and is one of the most food insecure countries globally. 

Yemen’s Crippled Economy 
Even without failed governance and war, Yemen would face massive challenges. It is 
sharply over-populated relative to its economy; has a declining petroleum sector and no 
clear natural resources; has a narco-economy focused on Qat; has serious water and 
arable land problems; and lacks the educational standards and basic business structure 
necessary to attract outside investment. 
The same World Bank quoted earlier reported that,354 
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The difficult political and security situation in Yemen continues to weigh heavily on economic 
activity and Yemen’s economic recovery is highly vulnerable. GDP growth slowed significantly to 
about 0.3% in 2014 from 4.8% in 2013, as oil production was constrained by recurrent 
infrastructure sabotage and as severe fuel shortages and widespread power cuts seriously disrupted 
economic activity, as did the Houthi military advance. The current war is devastating the economy. 
Although quality data on national accounts is scarce, we expect oil production to fall by 60-70% 
over the year—it is now nearly completely suspended. In terms of the non-oil economy, the 
impact of reduced government spending and changes in trade flows suggest 20- 30% non-oil 
contraction for 2015 the year as a whole—about twice the contraction seen during the 2011 Arab 
Spring protests.  

In addition to the direct impact of fighting, the shortage of fuel and electricity is having a serious 
short-term impact on every aspect of the economy. Overall, we estimate a 25-35% contraction in 
real GDP in 2015. If peace is recovered next year, there will be a natural rebound as internal and 
external trade flows revive and expenditure from the government and aid agencies injects cash into 
the economy. Nevertheless, the recovery is likely to slow, and constantly undermined by political 
instability and violence. 

The World Bank was even more negative in its Spring 2016 report on Yemen,355 
The country’s economic and social fabric is crippling after one year of conflict. The economy 
has contracted sharply. Official reporting suggests that the GDP contracted in 2015 by 
approximately 28 %. The escalating conflict since March 2015 has led to widespread disruptions 
of economic activities and infrastructure destruction. Since the second quarter of 2015, oil and gas 
exports have come to a halt. Imports have also contracted, except for critical food and energy 
products. Annual inflation reached around 30 % in 2015, and is expected to increase further as the 
fiscal performance is continuously weakening. 

Public finances are under severe stress. The fiscal deficit widened to 11.4 % of GDP in 2015 
from about 5 % of GDP in 2014. Foreign financing of the budget has largely come to a halt, as 
many development partners suspended their engagement. Where possible, partners moved to 
emergency and relief operations. Non-hydrocarbon tax collection declined by about 25 % 
compared to 2014. The government had to delay or suspend many public expenditure obligations 
while servicing wage and interest payment obligations. All premiums on wages were cut. Public 
investment has come to a complete stop. 

The escalated conflict has complicated the management of monetary and exchange rate 
policy. The 2015 loss in foreign financing and especially in oil and gas exports led to increased 
pressures on Central Bank of Yemen (CBY) foreign exchange reserves, limiting gradually its 
space to finance imports while maintaining a stable exchange rate. International reserves declined 
to less than $2 billion in late 2015 (2 months of imports). Consequently, the CBY stopped in 
February 2016 supporting imports at the official exchange rate except for wheat and rice. 
Meanwhile, the government’s reliance on central bank financing of the fiscal deficit has increased 
domestic debt stock by about 18 % of GDP, to an estimated 53 % of GDP. 

Social indicators were already poor before the 2015 crisis. Yemen has the highest poverty 
incidence in the Middle East, with about 37.3 % of the population living below the poverty line of 
$2 (2005 PPP) a day per person, and poverty is more widespread and persistent in rural areas. 
Yemen also has one of the highest malnutrition rates in the world, with almost 60 % of children 
under the age of five having chronic malnutrition, 35 % underweight, and 13 % having acute 
malnutrition in 2012. 

An alarming humanitarian crisis is unfolding in the face of conflict and war. The civilian 
death toll is estimated to have exceeded 6000, with about 28,500 wounded. As of end 2015, 2.5 
million people were estimated to be internally displaced in Yemen. As in any conflict, the poor are 
suffering the most: 21.2 million Yemenis or roughly 82 % of the population are in need of 
emergency humanitarian assistance; 14.4 million Yemenis are facing chronic food insecurity, 
which has increased by 35 % since the conflict began; and 19.3 million Yemenis are without safe 
drinking water or sanitation. According to UN-OCHA, this has led to a sharp increase in 
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malnutrition and disease burden as forced reliance on water from unprotected sources make 
people, particularly the young, vulnerable to diarrhea and cholera. 

Economic and social prospects in 2016 and beyond will depend critically on rapid 
improvements on the political and security fronts to be able to rebuild the economy. 
Providing relief and basic humanitarian assistance is needed to the many suffering from the 
conflict in the short-term. Even in a post-conflict period, the country will depend more than ever 
on foreign assistance and donor support to recover from this conflict and rebuild confidence, 
including in its institutions. Restoring peace and political stability is critical for beginning 
reconstruction and addressing the country’s deep-rooted governance, institutional, economic, 
social, and environmental challenges.  

There is no doubt that Yemen faces a massive humanitarian and economic crisis in the 
short term, and equally massive pressures for its young men to take sides in its civil 
conflicts or support extremist groups like AQAP. Unfortunately, however, studies by the 
World Bank, IMF, and various aid groups and NGOs tend to focus on these current 
problems, and then to project what would happen if Yemen carried out immediate 
reforms in a peaceful environment. The chances of this happening are negligible, and it is 
dangerous to rely on hope and good intentions, while ignoring Yemen’s deep structural 
problems with population growth, lack of capital, narcotics, water, and the other 
problems that make up its, “addressing the country’s deep-rooted governance, 
institutional, economic, social, and environmental challenges.” Yemen is likely to remain 
a high risk state even if its civil war ends, and it is far from clear what aid and limited 
reform can accomplish beyond limited initial gains. 

Yemen and Iran 
Iran played some role in triggering this drift towards civil war, but Iran’s exact role 
remains uncertain. During 2012, various reports suggested that Iran expanded its interests 
in Yemen through links to the Houthi militia and an Iranian espionage network within the 
country. In March 2012, a report by the New York Times, citing a high-level U.S. 
government source, stated that the IRGC Quds Force was “using small boats to ship AK-
47s, rocket-propelled grenades and other arms to replace older weapons used by the 
rebels.”356  
Four months later, it was reported that President Hadi had turned down a meeting with an 
Iranian envoy, apparently as a result of an Iranian espionage network run by an ex-IRGC 
official that was exposed by the Yemeni government.357 Iran has also tried to bring 
material that is used to make explosive devices into Yemen; the material was shipped in 
freighters from Turkey and Egypt that docked in Aden.358 

Despite the diplomatic tension caused by Iran’s covert activities in Yemen, a report from 
Asharq Alawsat indicated several months later that Iranian espionage had continued 
through the Iranian Medical Center in Sana’a, as well as through “trade guises.”359 The 
article cited a Yemeni government source as stating that: 360  

‘Tehran is providing financial and logistical support to the secessionist movement, whilst it is also 
working to train some armed movements in southern Yemen, in addition to establishing a network of 
relations with Yemeni parliamentarians, political activists, journalists and writers […and…] funding 
media operations and political parties with the objective of thwarting the transition of power in 
Yemen.’  
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Other reports claimed there was a Hezbollah presence in Yemen, and that Iran not only 
engaged with the Houthi faction in the north, but might be aiding the Southern Mobility 
Movement (SMM) and/or otherwise hostile Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
factions in the south, which could have more serious security implications for the United 
States, Saudi Arabia, and the other Gulf states. 
Media sources indicate that U.S. intelligence sources reported that Iran has deployed 
some fighters/advisors from its Al Quds Force, along with Hezbollah fighters, to Yemen 
to aid the Houthis in combatting the Saudi-led Sunni Arab state coalition, according to 
U.S. officials who are familiar with the reports. Some estimates indicated that up to 5,000 
Shi’ite fighters from Iran and Iraq were helping the Houthis in Yemen, while the number 
of Hezbollah members is unknown. The Deputy Commander of the Al Quds Force, 
Brigadier General Esmail Ghani, made Iran’s first official reference to the country’s 
training of Houthis in Yemen on May 24, 2015. Ghani stated,361 

“Each one who is with us comes under the banner of the Islamic Republic and this is our strength. 
The defenders of Yemen have been trained under the banner of the Islamic Republic and the 
enemies cannot deal with Yemeni fighters.”362 

Iran did send what it claimed was a convoy of ships carrying aid once the fighting began. 
This convoy was halted by the U.S. Navy, and it is unclear whether it carried aid or arms. 
There is also some possibility Iran had links to AQAP. Senior Saudi experts feel that such 
cooperation exists in spite of AQAPs hostility to Shi’ites and Iran. One Arab media 
report suggests such a relationship, although open source reporting on any possible ties is 
limited. 363 An NBC News blog posting from August 2011 cites U.S. government sources 
in suggesting the possible trafficking of small firearms and AK-47s between Iran and 
AQAP.364  
U.S. experts feel that any support that Tehran does provide to AQAP is very limited—
similar to the limited support that Iran is accused of providing the Taliban in 
Afghanistan.365 They also feel that any such support does not reflect any Iranian backing 
for AQAP’s goals and ideology, but rather is an effort to use AQAP to pressure Saudi 
Arabia, the United States, and the Gulf Arab states through violence and instability. They 
feel like Iran’s more assertive support to the Houthis is also rooted in regional objectives 
and—like its alleged support to the Taliban—is a function of Iran’s competition with the 
Gulf Arab states and the United States. 
There are no reliable data that can put Iran’s level of commitment to covert activities in 
Yemen into reliable perspective, or can show the extent to which Iran is assisting factions 
that seek to undermine the authority of the Gulf Arab and U.S.-backed government in 
Sana’a. It is also impossible to verify claims that Iran is assisting groups in the south. 

Yemen, Civil War and Saudi/UAE Led Intervention 
In any case, Saudi Arabia led a coalition of nine Arab states to intervene in the Yemeni 
Civil War on the side of the internationally recognized government of President Abd 
Rabbuh Mansur Hadi against the Houthi rebels in March 2015. Saudi Arabia defended its 
action by claiming basis on a UN resolution authorizing the restoration of Hadi’s 
government, and by claiming that the intervention is necessary to protect its own security. 
Saudi Arabia stated that the intervention is meant to safeguard the lives of Yemeni 
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civilians; however, the UN human rights council will be conducting an inquiry into 
human rights violations by all parties involved.366 

A February 2016 Congressional Research Service report described the Saudi-led 
intervention as follows:367 

Saudi Arabia has long exercised a strong role in Yemen, seeking to mitigate potential threats to the 
kingdom through liaison relationships and security interventions. Saudi officials expressed 
increasing concern about developments in Yemen over the course of 2014, as the Saudi and GCC-
backed transition process stalled and an alliance of northern Yemen-based insurgents and forces 
loyal to former president Ali Abdullah Saleh grew more aggressive in their attempts to coerce 
transitional President Abed Rabbo Mansour al Hadi. 

Some analysts have viewed Saudi support for President Hadi and the transition since 2011 as a 
hedge against potential threats to Saudi interests posed by a broad range of Yemeni political forces 
and armed movements. These include: the ousted Saleh and his disgruntled supporters; the 
northern Yemen-based, Zaydi Shia Ansar Allah movement (Partisans of God, aka Houthi 
movement); the tribal and Sunni Islamist supporters of the Islah (Reform) movement; and armed 
Salafi-jihadists like Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. Saudi air, ground, and border forces 
fought Houthi militia members in late 2009 in a campaign that ejected Houthi fighters who had 
crossed the Saudi border, but failed to defeat the movement or end the potential threat it posed to 
Saudi interests in Yemen. 

In mid-2014, pro-Saleh and Houthi forces took control of the Yemeni capital, Sana’a, and, in late 
September 2014, they continued military operations in contravention of an agreed power-sharing 
arrangement with the Hadi government. In response, Saudi Arabia’s then-Foreign Minister, the 
late Prince Saud al Faisal, warned the U.N. General Assembly that the conflict in Yemen would 
“undoubtedly escalate and threaten the security and stability at the regional and international 
levels, and “could even reach a stage of no return regardless of the efforts and resources used to 
avoid such a situation.” In October 2014, the U.S. State Department encouraged Yemenis to 
implement the September agreement peacefully and called for an inclusive resumption of the 
transition. 

Houthi forces’ unwillingness to withdraw from the capital and unilateral moves by Houthi leaders 
and Saleh supporters to circumvent Hadi’s authority precipitated a crisis that culminated in the 
outbreak of renewed conflict and Hadi’s resignation and de facto house arrest in January 2015. 
Houthi leaders announced a new governance plan in February 2015 and in March launched an 
offensive against pro-Hadi forces in central and southern Yemen, prompting the Saudi Foreign 
Minister to decry “the serious escalation in Yemen—carried out by an Al Houthi militia coup 
against constitutional legitimacy.” 

Days later, as Houthi forces advanced on the southern city of Aden, Saudi Arabia and members of 
a coalition launched air strikes in response to a specific request from President Hadi “to provide 
instant support by all necessary means, including military intervention to protect Yemen and its 
people from continuous Houthi aggression and deter the expected attack to occur at any hour on 
the city of Aden and the rest of the southern regions, and to help Yemen in the face of Al Qaeda 
and ISIL.” 

In the months since, Houthi fighters have launched attacks on Saudi border areas that have killed 
Saudi civilians and security personnel, and Saudi military operations have continued to strike 
Houthi and pro-Saleh positions across Yemen. Saudi forces report that they have intercepted Scud 
missile attacks from Yemen on several occasions. In August 2015, Saudi ground forces 
participated in military operations that resulted in the seizure of the southern port city of Aden, 
alongside forces from the United Arab Emirates. Saudi, Emirati, and other coalition forces have 
suffered dozens of casualties during ground operations in the area. 

As the military campaign has continued, reports of civilian casualties and displacement, food, 
medicine and water shortages, advances by AQAP forces, Islamic State attacks, and persistence by 
the Houthis and their pro-Saleh allies has fueled some international criticism of Saudi policy. 
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Ansar Allah leader Abd al Malik Al Houthi has lashed out at the Saudi-led operation as 
“aggression” against Yemenis and has sought to shift blame to the United States, alleging: “The 
Americans determine targeting of every child, residential compound, house, home, shop, market, 
or mosque targeted in this country. They determined for the Saudi regime the targets to hit. Then, 
they supervised and ran the striking operation. Therefore, the Saudi regime is a soldier and servant 
of the Americans.” Saudi officials have blamed their adversaries for reported civilian deaths and 
for deteriorating humanitarian conditions. 

The same CRS report described the Yemeni Civil War’s impact on US-Saudi Relations 
as follows:368 

Saudi Arabia’s military intervention in neighboring Yemen has placed the United States in a 
difficult position. On the one hand, U.S. officials share Saudi concerns about the ouster of the 
Hadi government and the resulting growth of armed extremist threats from Al Qaeda and Islamic 
State supporters in Yemen. On the other hand, Saudi intervention has embroiled a key U.S. partner 
in a seemingly intractable armed conflict in which Saudi use of U.S.-origin weaponry appears to 
have contributed to mass displacement and resulted in civilian casualties and infrastructure 
damage. Extremist groups have gained new ground, and Iranian-backed Shiite Houthi forces 
continue to threaten the kingdom’s southern border. 

The Saudi intervention in Yemen also may have broader implications for the kingdom’s future 
leadership and stability. Insofar as Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sultan has portrayed 
himself as the architect and leader of the intervention, its relative success or failure may shape 
perceptions of his competence and judgment. Saudi casualties in the campaign also have cost the 
kingdom’s military some key personnel and added to the domestic political sensitivity of the 
overall effort. The deaths of dozens of Saudi personnel in September and December rocket attacks 
in southern Yemen were difficult blows in this regard. 

Despite possible concerns over the ramifications of Saudi-led operations, the Obama 
Administration has voiced diplomatic support for Saudi efforts to reinstall Hadi’s government and 
has provided logistical and intelligence support to Saudi-led military operations “in support of 
GCC actions to defend against Houthi violence.” A joint U.S.-Saudi planning cell reportedly 
coordinates the provision of military and intelligence support for the campaign, and the provision 
of U.S. assistance reportedly has been adjusted over time to allow for U.S. vetting of Saudi-chosen 
targets. Press reports citing unnamed U.S. officials have suggested that U.S. advice and assistance, 
while intended to support the Saudi campaign, has been tailored to limit its potential scope and 
duration. 

U.S. officials have spoken in clear terms about the importance of avoiding civilian casualties and 
reaching a negotiated solution to the crisis. In July 2015, President Obama and King Salman 
“spoke about the urgency of stopping the fighting in Yemen and the importance of ensuring that 
assistance can reach Yemenis on all sides of the conflict through international humanitarian 
channels.” 

…Saudi officials agreed to a temporary humanitarian ceasefire during December 2015 U.N.-led 
discussions in Geneva, Switzerland, but reports suggested that both sides violated the agreement, 
and further talks have been delayed as Saudi airstrikes have intensified in January 2016. U.N. 
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon’s spokesman issued a series of statements in January 2016 calling 
on all parties to cease hostilities and condemning attacks on civilians and civilian infrastructure, 
noting that such attacks constitute serious violations of international humanitarian law. Saudi 
Arabia has committed to conducting a national investigation of reported violations. 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 2216 (April 2015) demands that the Houthis 
“immediately and unconditionally” end the use of violence and urges all parties to agree to 
conditions that will allow for an end to violence and the resumption of “inclusive” U.N.-brokered 
talks. 

At the same time, the civil war has affected Oman. Oman has a long history of problems 
with Yemen dating back to the Dhofar Rebellion in the 1960s and 1970s, and shares a 
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288-kilometer border with Yemen. Much of its border area is desert area than is the case 
with Yemen’s border with Saudi Arabia, and a high plateau area and mountains create 
barriers to movement in the Omani-Yemeni border area near the Indian Ocean coast.  
Both countries do not share the same populated areas and tribal groups like anything to 
the extent that exists along the Saudi-Yemeni border, and there has been only limited 
tension between Oman and Yemen since they re-established diplomatic relations in 1987. 
Oman has, however, maintained security forces in the border area and has detected 
AQAP elements infiltrating Oman from Yemen.369 

Yemen’s Collapsed Counterterrorism Effort 
The U.S. State Department’s annual country reports on terrorism have reported Yemeni 
progress through 2014, but actual success declined after political upheavals began in 
2011, and after the start of the civil war in 2015 forced the United States to withdraw 
most of its train and assist effort. This, in part, gave AQAP new opportunities, and led to 
the start of a presence by ISIS. Yemeni forces still fight AQAP to some degree, but such 
combat has become local, and no effective central government counterterrorism effort 
remains underway. 
The U.S. State Department’s Country Report on Terrorism covering 2015 stated that, 

Overview: Throughout 2015, al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the Islamic State of 
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) exploited the political and security vacuum left by conflict between the 
Yemeni government and the Houthi-led opposition. On January 22, 2015, forces affiliated with the 
Houthi-led Ansar Allah seized the Presidential Palace and other government buildings in Sana’a, 
leading Vice President and Prime Minister (VP/PM) Khaled Bahah and his cabinet to resign, while 
the Houthis placed President Hadi under house arrest. On February 6, Ansar Allah illegally 
disbanded parliament and established the appointive Supreme Revolutionary Committee as the 
highest governing authority. On February 21, President Hadi escaped house arrest and fled Sana’a 
for Aden. On March 19, Houthi-led opposition forces attempted to seize the airport in Aden. On 
March 24, President Hadi requested Arab League and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) military 
intervention, invoking Article 51 of the UN Charter, and a Saudi-led coalition launched air 
operations against the Houthi rebellion; the president fled the country the following day, as 
Houthi-led forces took control of the Aden airport. The Government of Yemen subsequently 
remained outside Yemen until September 16, when VP/PM Bahah and most of his ministers 
reestablished themselves in Aden. However, an October 6 terrorist attack reportedly by ISIL’s 
branch in Yemen on the Government of Yemen’s operational headquarters, the Al-Qasr Hotel, 
once again drove the Government of Yemen outside the country temporarily. While the Yemeni 
government has since returned – the cabinet is now split between Riyadh and Aden – a large 
security vacuum persists, which both ISIL and AQAP have taken advantage of to strengthen their 
foothold and forces inside the country. 

AQAP and ISIL-Yemen have also manipulated the conflict as part of a broader Sunni-Shia 
sectarian conflict. By emphasizing this sectarian divide based on Ansar-Allah’s Shia religion and 
support from Iran, these groups have increased their support base and enabled ISIL-Yemen to gain 
a foothold in the country. ISIL-Yemen has targeted Zaydi Shia mosques in its attacks. While the 
exact composition of ISIL-Yemen is still unknown, its numbers are considerably smaller than 
AQAP’s despite it having likely drawn members from some of the same disillusioned Yemeni 
AQAP members who previously supported ISIL in Iraq and Syria. Structurally, there are seven 
known wilayat (province) pro-ISIL groups operating in 10 of Yemen’s provinces, including 
Sa’ada, Sana’a, al-Jawf, al-Bayda, Taiz, Ibb, Lahij, Aden, Shahwah, and Hadramawt. While ISIL 
in Yemen has demonstrated a violent operational pace, it has yet to occupy significant territory or 
challenge AQAP’s status of Yemen’s predominate Sunni Islamist terrorist group. 
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AQAP benefitted during 2015 from the conflict in Yemen by significantly expanding its presence 
in the southern and eastern governorates. Despite losing a number of senior leaders during 2015, 
the group was able to increase its recruiting and expand its safe haven in Yemen. It also insinuated 
itself among multiple factions on the ground, which has made it more difficult to counter. This 
tactic has allowed AQAP to continue to expand the territory it controlled during 2015 to Abyan, 
Taiz, and its largest safe haven in the port city of al-Mukalla. It also maintained a presence in 
Aden. In addition, there were no direct physical clashes reported between the two groups during 
2015. Most disputes were confined to verbal or online attacks. However, this could change as the 
two groups continue to compete with one another. 

2015 Terrorist Incidents: AQAP and ISIL terrorists carried out hundreds of attacks throughout 
Yemen. Methods included suicide bombers, vehicle-borne IEDs (VBIEDs), ambushes, 
kidnappings, and targeted assassinations. The following list details only a small fraction of the 
incidents that occurred: 

• On March 20, ISIL-Yemen detonated separate suicide vests at two Zaydi mosques in 
Sana’a, during Friday prayers. At one of the mosques, a suicide bomber entered the 
crowd of worshipers before detonating and the second bomber detonated as worshipers 
were fleeing. The blast killed 77 people and injured more than 120 others. On the same 
day, another suicide bomber attempted to detonate a suicide vest at a Zaydi mosque in 
Sa’ada City, Sa’ada. 

• On April 2, AQAP attacked government and security facilities in al-Mukalla, 
Hadramawt, on Yemen’s southern coast. Militants also attacked a prison and freed an 
estimated 270 inmates, including AQAP’s former head of Abyan province, Khaled 
Batarfi. 

• On April 16, AQAP-linked terrorists led by AQAP’s former head of Abyan, Khaled 
Batarfi, and calling themselves the “Sons of Hadramawt,” seized control of al Dhabah oil 
terminal, directly east of the port city al Mukalla in Hadramawt. The terrorists also seized 
Rayyan Airport, east of al-Mukalla. 

• On October 6, ISIL-Yemen claimed to have detonated four suicide VBIEDs near Yemeni 
government and Saudi-led coalition sites in Aden. 

• On October 14, AQAP terrorists seized a government complex in Zinjibar, a port city 
near Aden in southern Yemen that AQAP controlled throughout 2011 and into 2012. 
Suspected AQAP terrorists also attacked an intelligence building in al-Hudaydah, 
Yemen’s Red Seaport. 

• On December 6, ISIL-Yemen claimed responsibility for the attack that killed the 
Governor of Aden, Major General Jaafar Mohammed Saad, and threatened additional 
attacks on Yemeni government officials. 

Legislation, Law Enforcement, and Border Security: Yemen does not have comprehensive 
counterterrorism legislation and no progress was made in this regard as the Yemeni government 
remained outside Yemen for most of 2015. During this timeframe, the presence of AQAP and 
ISIL-Yemen increased. As the government reestablishes its foothold in Yemen, it will need to 
focus on counterterrorism as one of its highest priorities. Government of Yemen officials have 
expressed an interest in integrating militia, resistance, and other units under one security umbrella 
as these efforts unfold. 

Draft counterterrorism legislation has been pending in the parliament since 2008. This legislation 
remained at a standstill, as the parliament has not met while the country has been subject to a civil 
conflict. Prior to the political instability in the capital, the draft was under review by the three 
parliamentary subcommittees responsible for counterterrorism law issues (Legal and 
Constitutional Affairs; Security and Defense; and Codification of Sharia Law). This law would 
facilitate the detention of suspects and include mandatory sentencing for a number of terrorism-
related crimes. 
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Prior to March 2015, the National Security Agency and President’s Office drafted a National 
Counterterrorism Strategy. This draft was reviewed by a Ministerial Committee. However, the 
committee was unable to finalize its task due to the developments in the country. Therefore, 
Yemen’s National Counterterrorism Strategy had not yet been officially adopted or implemented 
at the end of 2015. Another committee, at a more technical level worked to establish a Yemen 
Rehabilitation Center for Countering Extremism. However, the work of the committee stopped in 
early January 2015 before it began seeking donor funding. 

Yemen adopted the Terrorist Interdiction Program’s Personal Identification Secure Comparison 
and Evaluation System (PISCES) in 2002 in an effort to secure borders and identify fraudulent 
travel documents. Yemen has the capability to conduct biographic and biometric screening at 
multiple land, sea, and air ports of entry. 

In past years, the Yemeni government’s Coast Guard forces played a critical role in interdictions 
of weapons and other illegal materials destined for Yemen-based terrorist groups, although 
Yemen’s maritime borders remained extremely porous due to a lack of capacity. At present, 
Yemen’s military, including the coast guard, has been degraded by the current conflict. AQAP’s 
control of al-Mukallah and its expansion along the southern coast have made these areas highly 
vulnerable to maritime smuggling of weapons, materials, and goods used to finance AQAP and 
other terrorist activities. 

Countering the Financing of Terrorism: Yemen is a member of the Middle East and North 
Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF), a Financial Action Task Force-style regional 
body. Yemen did not participate in MENAFATF meetings in 2015. There is currently no 
information from its Financial Information Unit (FIU), which operates out of the CBY. For further 
information on money laundering and financial crimes, see the 2016 International Narcotics 
Control Strategy Report (INCSR), Volume II, Money Laundering and Financial Crimes: 
http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/index.htm. 

Countering Violent Extremism: Throughout 2015, the Government of Yemen leadership has 
stressed the importance of countering terrorism and violent extremism as the country moves 
forward towards a peace deal. The Government of Yemen will need to focus on the details of such 
a plan once conditions allow. 

International and Regional Cooperation: While in Riyadh, the Government of Yemen 
continued to cooperate with and be advised by the GCC, the United States, and other donor 
countries as it focused on working towards a peaceful solution to the conflict. Despite the 
challenges, the Government of Yemen remained an international partner as it worked to 
reestablish itself in Yemen. 

Yemen’s Uncertain Military Forces 
It is difficult to gauge the remaining strength of the various factions in the Yemeni 
military given their divided role in the ongoing civil conflict and war. It remains unclear 
which factions control which pieces of materiel. Many members of the Republican Guard 
remained loyal to Saleh and sided with the Houthis, taking large quantities of heavy 
equipment that included armor.370 The Republican Guard gave the Houthi insurgents 
control the majority of Yemen’s newer armor and AFVs, and each side operates at up to 
“brigade-strength size units.”371 
IISS estimated in the 2016 edition of its Military Balance that Hadi’s government forces 
total between 10,000 and 20,000 men, while the combined insurgent forces (Republican 
Guard, Houthis, and tribes) total between 20,000 and 30,000 men. Foreign forces in 
Yemen, as a part of the Saudi-led coalition to support Hadi’s forces under Operation 
Restoring Hope, total as follows: Bahrain, 250; Qatar, 1,000; Saudi Arabia, 750; Sudan, 
950; UAE, 4,000.372 
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The Saudi-led coalition has since conducted major airstrikes on military assets controlled 
by the Houthis and Saleh loyalists, destroying much of the Yemeni air force, arsenals of 
missiles, and other hardware.373 Due to these strikes, the Yemeni air force and navy are 
effectively nonexistent. In addition, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have introduced “train-
and-equip” programs for anti-Houthi Yemeni forces.374 

An Unstable Bridge between the Gulf and the Red Sea 
Yemen presents major challenges to the United States, Saudi Arabia, Oman, and the other 
GCC states. It is in the middle of political upheavals that currently center on power 
struggles in the capital, but affect different factions throughout the country, and have no 
clear solution.  
The immediate challenges are daunting. They include creating a fully effective 
government to replace Saleh, either by backing President Hadi or by supporting other 
efforts that move towards national political unity. Any lasting form of stability must go 
much further. It must reconcile Yemen’s different factions, bring some kind of unity to 
divided military security forces, deal with AQAP and terrorism, end Yemen’s rebellions, 
and secure its border with Saudi Arabia and Oman. Some progress has already been 
made, though successes have been limited, and the country remains unstable. 

The fighting between the Saudi-led forces and the Houthi has given the main elements 
and leadership of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) a new freedom of action in 
the country’s southeast. Serious tribal warfare continues in other areas, and there is a risk 
that parts of the south will again seek to secede.375 Saudi Arabia is seeking to secure its 
borders with walls and sensors and create a stronger security zone along the border, while 
also creating a mix of concrete barriers and a multi-billion dollar electronic fence to 
separate the two countries.376 
Moreover, Yemen’s underlying demographic, economic and water challenges may 
ultimately prove to be more serious than the fighting. These challenges include finding 
some approach to nation-wide governance and economics that can create stability in a 
grindingly poor country with small and diminishing petroleum exports, a narco-economy 
that consumes a large part of its domestic resources, inadequate water supplies, major 
demographic pressures, and deep sectarian, tribal, and regional divisions.  
So far, the Yemeni government, the World Bank, the GCC, U.S. aid planners, and NGOs 
have all failed to present a credible path forward in creating a credible, fundable plan to 
deal with these pressures. 

Iran’s spoiler role is marginal and likely to remain so, although it highlights the problem 
Saudi Arabia has in securing its border with Yemen—just as Saudi Arabia has been 
forced to deploy significant forces in the south to deal with Houthi and other factions. 
The Saudi-Yemeni border has been the source of a major illegal immigration and 
smuggling problem, and has led to new—as well as costly and technically uncertain—
efforts to create electronic and physical barriers along its entire border. 
Yemen will also have to deal with terrorist groups such as AQAP and ISIS, which 
requires Yemen to have a strong, functioning, and efficient central government in Sana’a, 
and a popular will to take action against such groups. Only the Yemeni government can 
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find solutions to the problems that groups like AQAP take advantage of, such as the lack 
of development, poverty, corruption and an unfair distribution of wealth.377  

Such a government must also act give Yemen new incentives for unity. AQAP gets its 
main backing and safety net from the southern tribes of Yemen, who are generally 
opposed to the Yemeni government and the many northern tribes that support the Yemeni 
government. Once again, this is a part of AQAP’s successful attempt to leverage local 
sentiment as a means of gaining control. The southern tribes feel the northern half of the 
country has benefited the most out of the unification of Yemen, and the Yemeni 
government needs to include them in dialogue, and actively help in developing the 
southern region. By doing so, the Yemeni government will be able to overturn AQAPs 
tactic of feeding off local discontent and, turn the tactic against the terrorist organization. 
The key question is whether Yemen can slowly be put on a credible path toward future 
stability. The answers are uncertain, and may force the United States and other southern 
Gulf states into a strategy focused more on containment than development. Dealing with 
these issues requires a grim degree of realism and pragmatism. Slogans, good intentions, 
and half-formed concepts are not going to buy the United States or its Gulf allies a 
significant amount of time.  
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XI. JORDAN 
Jordan is not a Gulf state in the strict sense of the term, but is a key buffer between the 
Indian Ocean Region and the Levant. Syria has an ongoing civil war with little near term 
chance of resolution—one that has involved Iran and Hezbollah in Lebanon on the pro-
government side, and Jordan, Lebanese Sunnis, Turkey, and the Arab Gulf states on the 
side of the rebels. Large numbers of Syrian refugees present a serious new problem for 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, and to a limited degree, Iraq. 
In spite of these challenges, however, Jordan plays an increasing role in Gulf security. It 
has played an important role in training and supporting rebel forces in Syria, and has ties 
to a variety of Sunnis elements in Western Iraq. It not only acts as a shield to the GCC 
countries, it is a fellow monarchy and—like Morocco—has received special attention 
from the Arab monarchies that make up the GCC. 

Jordan scores moderately well in most international assessments of its quality of 
governance and economic potential but such reporting also shows that it does face serious 
challenges: 

• The World Bank ranks Jordan as having mixed quality of governance. It ranks in the 26th 
percentile in the world in accountability, 26th percentile in political stability and violence, 59th 
percentile in government effectiveness, 69th percentile in the quality of rule of law, 54th percentile 
in the quality of government regulation, and 61st percentile in the control of corruption.378  

• Jordan ranks 45/168 in the Transparency International Corruptions Perception Index.379 

• Jordan ranks 113th in the World Bank Ease of Doing Business Index.380 It has problems in starting 
a business, dealing with construction permits, registering property, getting credit, protecting 
investors, enforcing contracts, and resolving insolvency.381  

• Jordan ranks 80th on the UN Human development Index and is a Medium human Development 
country. The UAE ranks 41st. Saudi Arabia ranks 39th.382  

• Jordan’s per capita income ($4,831) only ranks 106th in the world.383 

• Jordan is under demographic pressure. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that it had a population 
of 560,000 in 1950 – before a series of massive waves of refugees from Arab-Israel and other 
regional conflicts. Its population was 2.2 million in 1980, 4.7 million in 2000, and 8.1 million in 
2015. It estimates that it will have a population of 8.3 million in 2025 and 11.4 million in 2050.384 

• Jordan ranks 19th out of 35 countries in the IOR on the World Bank Ease of Doing Business Index.  
Jordan Ranks 9th out of 15 countries in the Middle East. The rank order in the Middle East is: 
UAE (1st), Bahrain (2nd), Qatar (3rd), Oman (4th), Tunisia (5th), Morocco (6th), Saudi Arabia 
(7th), Kuwait (8th), and Jordan (9th). These rankings put Jordan in the High Risk category.385 

• Partly because the refugee problem, Jordan Ranks 158th out of 181 in Macroeconomic Stability, 
which puts it in the very high/critical risk category on a global basis. Jordan ranks 28th within the 
35 countries in the IOR, which again puts Jordan at the Very High/critical Risk Category. Jordan 
Ranks 12th within the 15 countries in the Middle East Subregion. The only countries facing more 
challenges than Jordan are: Yemen, Syria and Sudan. 

Jordan’s Internal Stability 
Israeli-Palestinian tensions and the conflicts in Syria and Iraq do not pose immediate 
military threats to Jordan’s internal stability. Jordan does, however, face internal stability 
problems because of political tensions between its government and opposing political 
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factions; the impact of a global recession on its economy and flow of expatriate income; 
Islamist elements; and the impact of regional instability on tourism.  

The tensions caused by the Syrian Civil War, the ongoing impact of refugees from Iraq, 
and the uncertain course of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have also affected Jordan’s 
internal security. Refugees now pose a critical burden. The UN refugee agency, the 
UNHCR, reported in mid-2015 that Jordan faced the equivalent of a 20% increase in its 
population from Syrian refugees alone,386 

Syrians fleeing the ongoing violence in their country still constitute the majority of Jordan's 
refugee population, although large-scale arrivals witnessed in the first half of 2013 have since 
dropped significantly, due in part to the difficulty of getting to Jordan through disputed territories 
along the southern Syria border. Approximately 20 per cent of Syrian refugees reside in refugee 
camps, while the remaining live in non-camp settings. 

As of 31 July, nearly 30,000 Iraqis were registered with UNHCR in Jordan; the majority from 
Baghdad. Third-country resettlement is expected to remain the primary durable solution for Iraqis 
in 2015 with approximately 1,500 departures. While the security conditions in Iraq explain the 
lack of interest in voluntary return, assistance and services are often insufficient to meet the needs 
of those refugees who remain in Jordan. 

As of 31 July, over 5,000 refugees and asylum-seekers who were not of Syrian or Iraqi origin were 
registered: the majority are Somali and Sudanese, including many who have been in Jordan for an 
extended period of time. UNHCR conducts individual refugee status determination (RSD) for all 
non-Syrian asylum-seekers… 

• The operational environment in Jordan continues to be considerably affected by the 
security situation in the neighboring Syrian Arab Republic (Syria) and the influx of 
Syrians into the country, as well as by developments in Iraq and Gaza in 2014. 

• Jordan provides asylum for a large number of refugees, including from Syria and Iraq. It 
has granted Syrian refugees access to services, such as health and education, in host 
communities. The Syrian refugee camps of Azraq and Zaatari were built on land provided 
by the authorities where they also ensure security. 

• Jordan continues to demonstrate hospitality, despite the substantial strain on national 
systems and infrastructure. In 2014, the Government published the National Resilience 
Plan 2014-2016, presenting "proposed priority responses to mitigate the impact of the 
Syrian crisis on Jordan and Jordanian host communities." The authorities' active 
engagement will likely influence the UNHCR-coordinated inter-agency refugee response. 

• Jordan is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention. Nonetheless, the Government 
refers to Syrians as refugees, and the protection space is generally favorable, although 
fragile owing to the country's own socio-economic challenges. 

• The 1998 memorandum of understanding (MoU) between UNHCR and the Government, 
partially amended in 2014, forms the basis for the Office's activities in Jordan. In the 
absence of any international or national legal refugee instruments in force in the country, 
the MoU establishes the parameters for cooperation between UNHCR and the 
Government. 

Jordan’s Economic Challenges 
Jordan has made economic progress, but its average GDP per capita is still very low and 
its faces structural economic challenges that are compounded by both the divisions 
between its “Trans-Jordanian” and “Palestinians;” its new waves of Iraqi and Syrian 
refugees; and the high cost of maintaining its security forces.  
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The CIA reported in May 2016 that, 387  
Jordan's economy is among the smallest in the Middle East, with insufficient supplies of water, 
oil, and other natural resources underlying the government's heavy reliance on foreign assistance. 
Other economic challenges for the government include chronic high rates of poverty, 
unemployment and underemployment, and chronic budget and current account deficits, and 
government debt. 

King ABDALLAH, during the first decade of the 2000s, implemented significant economic 
reforms, such as expanding foreign trade and privatizing state-owned companies that attracted 
foreign investment and contributed to average annual economic growth of 8% for 2004 through 
2008. The global economic slowdown and regional turmoil contributed to slower growth from 
2010 to 2014 - with growth averaging 2.8% per year - and hurt export-oriented sectors, 
construction, and tourism. Through 2014, Jordan's finances were strained by a series of natural gas 
pipeline attacks in Egypt, disrupting natural gas exports to Jordan, which led Jordan to rely on 
more expensive diesel imports, primarily from Saudi Arabia, to generate electricity. 

To diversify its energy mix, Jordan has secured several contracts for liquefied natural gas, and is 
currently exploring nuclear power generation, exploitation of abundant oil shale reserves and 
renewable technologies, as well as the import of Israeli offshore gas. In August 2015, Jordan 
completed a $2.1 billion, three year International Monetary Fund (IMF) Stand-By Arrangement, 
which the Government had entered to help correct budgetary and balance of payments imbalances. 
Jordan plans to expand on its fiscal reform measures enacted over the previous few years with a 
follow-on IMF agreement in 2016 to boost government revenues, reduce the budget deficit, and 
manage its burgeoning debt, brought on in part by an influx of over 630,000 Syrian refugees since 
2011, which put additional pressure on expenditures. 

An analysis by David Schenker of the Washington Institute notes that Jordan had: 388  
 “ …a 30 percent budget deficit, slashing food and energy subsidies to meet International 
Monetary Fund loan requirements” at the start of 2013, and faced serious political challenges from 
the Moslem Brotherhood and Islamist movements.389 However, Jordan then benefited from the 
collapse of the Moslem brotherhood in Egypt, the emergence of a more traditional Jordanian 
opposition party called al-Hirak, and the fact that, “the Brotherhood boycotted the January 2013 
parliamentary elections, along with the municipal elections later that year. Absent Brotherhood 
participation, Wasat -- an alternate Islamist party believed to be supported by Jordanian 
intelligence -- secured the largest parliamentary bloc.” 

Schenker notes that while Jordan made progress in dealing with its own economic and 
governance issues, it faces a major refugee burden:390 

As the political opposition has atrophied, the economy has marginally improved, at least on the 
macro level. A $2 billion International Monetary Fund loan and a $1.25 billion U.S. loan 
guarantee have helped. While inflation, subsidy cuts, unemployment, and corruption remain 
serious problems, a December IMF press release noted that, "Jordan's economic recovery is 
gaining traction." The government has also taken steps to at least give the impression that it is 
fighting graft, with Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour announcing a new national anticorruption 
strategy last June. These developments -- in addition to widespread fears of instability a la Syria 
and Egypt -- have convinced the Jordanian street to acquiesce for now, enabling Amman to dodge 
the bullet of its own "Arab Spring."” 

Similarly, Jeremy M. Sharp of the U.S. Congressional Research Service provided an 
analysis in late January 2014 that indicates that Jordan is making progress and will 
probably continue to do so if it achieves adequate aid,391 

Despite conflict on its borders, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan appears to remain internally 
stable and a reliable partner for the United States in the Arab world. Nevertheless, Jordan is an 
arid, resource-poor country that has been inundated with more than 500,000 Syrian refugees over 
the past two years. As Syria’s civil war continues, how Jordan can cope with the humanitarian 
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fallout is an open question. Supporting the needs of Syrian refugees in Jordan and elsewhere has 
been a major priority for U.S. and international aid agencies, and Members’ support for opposition 
to additional funding to the Jordanian government for humanitarian purposes may depend on a 
variety of factors. 

…Domestically, Jordan’s lack of domestic energy and water resources places a constant strain on 
the government budget, with fuel imports and subsidies driving deficit spending and borrowing in 
recent years. When the government announced a reduction in fuel subsidies in November 2012 in 
line with commitments made to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), widespread street unrest 
ensued. The Jordanian government is trying to balance the need it apparently perceives to stave off 
unrest through social spending with the need to finance the growing budget deficit that results 
from such spending. Since it cannot do this alone, the government has turned to the IMF (a three 
year, $2.38 billion loan approved in August 2012), the United States ($660 million a year in 
bilateral aid), Europe, and the Gulf States ($5 billion multi-year aid package pledged in December 
2011) to keep it afloat until the overall political and economic situation improves. 

Jordan’s domestic political system has endured, as King Abdullah II, now in his 14th year of rule, 
attempts to appease domestic constituencies that serve as the foundation for his family’s rule, 
while maintaining external ties to Jordan’s financial benefactors in the Arab Gulf and the West. 
During the so-called Arab spring between 2011 and 2013, Jordan experienced periodic social 
unrest, but not nearly at the same level as some of its neighbors. Overall, while many Jordanians 
are struggling economically, popular movements for democratic reform have failed to galvanize 
decisive support. Instead, the King himself has often tried to appear as the most fervent advocate 
of a top-down reform process that many observers believe may be more politically expedient than 
substantively effective. 

Overall, popular economic grievances have spurred the most vociferous protests in Jordan. Like 
elsewhere in the Middle East, youth unemployment is high, and providing better economic 
opportunities for younger Jordanians is a major challenge outside of Amman. Large-scale 
agriculture is not sustainable, so officials are left with the option of providing young workers with 
low-wage, relatively unproductive civil service jobs. How the Jordanian education system and 
economy can respond to the needs of its youth has been and will continue to be one of the defining 
domestic challenges for the kingdom in the years ahead. 

Economic aid from the Gulf states can help Jordan improve political stability and focus 
on improving the life and income of its people in as equitable and fair a way as possible. 
The Arab Gulf states have provided Jordan with additional aid, as has the United States, 
and outside nations have a strong incentive to continue to provide such aid. Jordan plays 
a critical strategic role in both the Arab-Israeli peace process and in determining the 
security of the western approaches to the Gulf.  

Jordan’s Military Forces 
In spite of its economic challenges, Jordan has some of the most effective military and 
counterterrorism forces in the Middle East. The IISS Military Balance for 2016 estimates 
that Jordan spent $1.3 billion on defense in 2015, or 3.4 percent of a GDP of $38.2 billion. 
It also estimates that Jordanian forces included:392 

Military and Paramilitary Manpower 

• 100,500 active military manpower  (Army 74,000 Navy 500 Air, 12,000 Special Forces 14,000) 
Paramilitary 15,000 

Army and Other Land Combat Forces 

• 1 armored division (strategic reserve), 1 armored brigade, 5 mechanized brigades, 3 light infantry 
brigades 
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• Joint Special Operations Command: 1 special operations brigade, 1 ranger brigade, 1 Royal Guard 
brigade 

• 390 CR1 Challenger 1 (Al Hussein); 274 FV4030/2 Khalid; 88 M60 Phoenix; (292 Tariq 
Centurion; 115 M60A1A3; 23 M47/M48A5 in store) main battle tanks 

• 738 other armored fighting vehicles 

• 1,014+ armored personnel carriers 

• 556 self-propelled artillery weapons 

• 100 towed artillery weapons 

• 14+ multiple rocket launchers 

• 12 AH-1F Cobra and 17 AH-1S Cobra attack helicopters 

• 133 MRH and transport helicopters 

Air Force and Air Defense Forces 

• 75 combat capable aircraft, including 30 F-16AM Fighting Falcon and 14 F-16BM Fighting 
Falcon 

• 64 medium to heavy surface-to-air missiles: 24 MIM-23B Phase III I-HAWK; 40 MIM-104C 
Patriot PAC-2 

• 92 9K35 Strela-10 (SA-13 Gopher); 48 9K33 Osa-M (SA-8 Gecko) shorter-range air defenses. 

Naval and Marine Forces 

• 7 patrol boats 

Jordan’s Strategic Role in the Gulf 
The United States and Arab Gulf states see Jordan as a key security partner in the entire 
region, as well as in dealing with the seemingly endless Israeli-Palestinian crisis and with 
the Levant. This is why Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and other GCC states increasingly treat 
Jordan as the Gulf’s western line of defense, and provide it with aid. It is also why the 
U.S. State Department describes Jordan’s importance in the Gulf and the rest of the 
region as follows:393 

Jordan remained a key ally and a model partner in combating terrorism and extremist ideology. 
Jordan’s geographic location leaves it vulnerable to a variety of regional threats, while also 
facilitating its regional leadership in confronting them. During 2014, the emergence and rapid 
growth of the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and other extremist organizations in 
Syria and Iraq further entrenched terrorism as a top concern for Jordanian security services. Jordan 
actively participated in Global Coalition to Counter ISIL military efforts, and amended key 
counterterrorism legislation. Jordan continued to provide diplomatic and political support to the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process, in addition to its support for a political resolution to conflicts in 
Syria and Iraq. 

Jordan demonstrated regional leadership in the fight against ISIL, joined the Global Coalition 
from the outset, and participated fully on the diplomatic, political, financial, and military fronts. 
King Abdullah II, in a November address to the Jordanian parliament, declared, “the war on these 
terrorist organizations and their radical ideology is [Jordan’s] war because we are targeted and we 
must defend ourselves, Islam, and the values of tolerance and moderation by fighting extremism 
and terrorists.” The Royal Jordanian Air Force participated in Global Coalition military operations 
against ISIL, humanitarian operations in support of communities targeted by ISIL, and the 
Jordanian Armed Forces (JAF) bolstered defenses against terrorist incursions in the northern and 
eastern border regions. 
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On December 24, ISIL captured, and ultimately killed, a Jordanian pilot in Syria who was 
participating in counter-ISIL operations. The JAF in 2014 continued to host United States military 
units, as well as other Global Coalition partners, for various joint counterterrorism exercises and 
training on Jordanian territory. Jordan actively worked to prevent flows of foreign fighters to 
extremist groups in Syria and Iraq, and took steps to restrict terrorism financing. 

The United States will provide significant economic and military aid to Jordan in 2016. 
As the analysis of Jeremy Sharp (Congressional Research Service) notes: 394 

Several issues are likely to figure in decisions by Congress and the Administration on future aid to 
and cooperation with Jordan. These include Jordan’s continued involvement in attempting to 
promote Israeli-Palestinian peace and the stability of the Jordanian regime, particularly in light of 
ongoing conflicts in neighboring Syria and Iraq. U.S. officials may also consider potential threats 
to Jordan from the Islamic State organization (also known as ISIS or ISIL). 

Although the United States and Jordan have never been linked by a formal treaty, they have 
cooperated on a number of regional and international issues over the years. Jordan’s small size and 
lack of major economic resources have made it dependent on aid from Western and various Arab 
sources. U.S. support, in particular, has helped Jordan address serious vulnerabilities, both internal 
and external. Jordan’s geographic position, wedged between Israel, Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, 
has made it vulnerable to the strategic designs of more powerful neighbors, but has also given 
Jordan an important role as a buffer between these countries in their largely adversarial relations 
with one another. 

The United States has provided Jordan with economic and military aid since 1951 and 1957, 
respectively. Total U.S. aid to Jordan through FY2015 amounted to approximately $15.83 billion. 
On February 3, 2015, the Obama Administration and the Jordanian government signed a 
nonbinding, three-year memorandum of understanding (MOU), in which the United States pledges 
to provide the kingdom with $1 billion annually in total U.S. foreign assistance, subject to the 
approval of Congress, from FY2015 through FY2017. 

In order to bolster Jordan’s economy and military capability, the Administration and Congress 
have provided significant amounts of foreign assistance to the kingdom in recent months. P.L. 
114-113, the FY2016 Omnibus Appropriations Act, provides “not less than” $1.275 billion in 
bilateral economic and military aid for Jordan. The act also authorizes the use of Defense 
Department-wide funding (Operations & Maintenance) for Jordan to increase or sustain security 
along its borders. Section 9012 of the act further specifies that “up to $600 million from the 
Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund (CTPF) may be used to provide assistance to Jordan to 
enhance security along its borders.” 

 

In return, Jordan has played a key role in hosting the U.S. effort to train Arab rebels in 
Syria, and been a member of the U.S. led air coalition attacking ISIS. It not only helps 
guard the Gulf Western flank, but also helps secure the peace with Israel and is a key 
moderate voice in the Levant. 
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