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It is hard for anyone who has not traveled extensively in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

over a period of decades to realize just how much each nation in the region has changed in terms 

of basic demographics. There has been a massive increase in population in every MENA country 

since the end of World War II and the colonial period, and the nations in the Arab/Persian Gulf 

are no exception.  

There are no precise figures for population growth that are fully reliable, and estimates of past, 

current, and projected data for each country vary by source, but the broad current and near-term 

trends are still clear. Many MENA countries have never had a fully credible census, and even 

reliable broad estimates of population trends only became available for many countries in the late 

1950s and early 1960s.  

The projected data for population levels beyond 2050 are particularly uncertain, and estimates 

should be parametric to reflect this. This why the UN data are used, and no specific estimates are 

shown. For example, the median projection of Iraq’s population in the UN data for 2050 is a rise 

to somewhere around 70 million. The US Census Bureau International Data Base (IDB) point 

estimates project 73.1 million. The UN data for 2100 project a median figure around 112 million 

but show a range for the 95% prediction interval of some 63 million to 200 million.1  

The US Census Bureau International Data Base (IDB) point estimates for 2100 also project an 

estimate of 112 million but do not reflect the same massive range of uncertainty. Similar 

differences occur throughout the current range of such projections, and it is clear that no figures 

should be issued that do not show the growing range of uncertainty over time. 2 

Work by the UN and World Bank is now reliable enough, however, to show that all MENA 

countries experienced massive increases in population through 2021 and that the resulting 

pressures on their economies, governance, and social stability have been - and will be - a key factor 

affecting their stability. The World Bank and UN estimates summarized in the graphs in this report 

indicate that there is a near certainty that population pressure will present growing problems 

through at least 2050. The same is true of the other demographic data and estimates the authors 

could find.3 

What is far less clear is how well given nations can adapt and how some alternative forces will 

change the nature of each country’s population problems. The World Bank and UN estimates do 

not address the interactions between population growth and the level of stability and violence in 

given countries, and this presents major problems in Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya.  

The World Bank and UN projections do assume that population growth rates will be affected by 

the cost of living in urban areas but do not assess the impact of problems in development, job 

creation, and urban services. They do not address key limits on growth like water supplies or the 

impact of climate change and the growing concern of experts that many MENA states will come 

under pressure for climate migration by 2050.4 

Population Growth, Security, and Stability 

At the same time, there has been surprisingly little attention to the impacts of this growth in recent 

years in estimates of MENA country stability and security. If anything, the potential impact of 

massive population growth was of far greater concern in the 1950s to 1970s than it is today. This 

is not only true of the level of concern over its impact on economic development planning, but of 

its impact on political analyses of internal stability. 
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Today, many studies on MENA country stability and security focus almost exclusively on the 

current political and economic situation and ignore the impact of past and future population growth 

on the need for economic growth, particularly for added jobs, social services, infrastructure, and 

effective governance.  

They tend to ignore the extent to which population growth has put major strains on governance, 

has led to far more interaction between different sectarian, ethnic, and tribal groups, and has 

transformed the characteristics of every state in the MENA region. Most notably, it has led to 

massive increases in urbanization and participation in the market economy. While many elements 

of traditional culture and social practices remain, every country in the region has been forced to 

adapt to a very different economic structure, needs for literacy, modern education, and contact 

with outside values.  

Many studies also ignore the extent to which such population growth continues. The graphs 

presented in this analysis show that it will continue at high rates through at least 2030, and 

parametric analysis shows a vast range of different potential futures for each MENA country. 

Population growth may begin to decline after 2050, but it may also continue to sharply increase. 

The need to make hard decisions about population planning is even more real today than it had 

been in the past. 

The Arab/Persian Gulf as a Case Study 

This analysis is part of a three-volume series of graphic estimates of the trends in population 

growth that covers all of the MENA region. This volume provides a country-by-country portrait 

of the population trends in the Arab/Persian Gulf – including Bahrain, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Oman, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Yemen.  

A snapshot of current CIA estimates of population-related data is provided for each country, and 

then graphs that show the trends in total population and several other key trends shaped by 

population growth. Additional graphs show the trends in growth for ages 15 to 24 years – the key 

age group affecting the need for new and different jobs. They also show the trends for ages 65 and 

above which will soon lead to massive increases in the dependency ratios and need for income and 

aid to adults outside the work force. And they show the trends in urbanization and limits, or decline, 

in agricultural and self-sufficient workers.  

The graphs cover the period of 1950 to 2021 – with UN projections to 2050 and 2100. They 

collectively illustrate the importance of addressing demographic trends, and the dangers inherent 

in analyses of politics, governance, development, and security issues which are effectively a 

snapshot of the present.  

The Impact of Massive Population Growth 

As has been noted earlier, there are serious limits to the estimates of future population levels. 

Projections beyond 2030-2050 are inherently uncertain, and cannot anticipate changes in 

governance, social structures and family size, and a host of other factors. The parametric data for 

total population in the original UN estimates covered 2021-2100. They represent the state of the 

art in such long-term estimates. However, the projections beyond 2050 are still so uncertain that 

the UN graphs for total population have been edited to focus on periods from 2021 to 2050 where 

population momentum does most to reduce such uncertainty while the other UN graphs do project 

to 2100 – illustrating just how uncertain the data become. 
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It should be stressed that while some CIA data are provided, the authors concluded that there are 

insufficient data to show the trends in how population increases have affected the tensions between 

ethnic, sectarian, tribal and other sources of friction between factions, that have resulted from 

change in location and their economic and political role because of population size.  

As sources like the CIA World Factbook make clear, estimates of even the current divisions within 

a given nation’s population are often uncertain, but there is no doubt that population pressure has 

affected the divisions within many populations in cases like Iraq, Libya, and Syria and will 

continue to do so in the future.  

More broadly, far too much of the data on projected economic growth, and the impact of critical 

factors like water supplies and climate change, are  analyzed by region rather than by country, and 

without any clear assumptions of estimates of the impact of population growth. In practice, 

however, the nations in the entire MENA region, and in the three subregions used in this analysis 

are so different that regional and subregion averages and trend data are largely meaningless. They 

bury so many important differences between countries in the resulting average that they are largely 

useless in estimating real world outcomes on a national basis.  

There also has been comparatively little effort to fully and accurately analyze the impact of past 

and projected population growth on real-world levels of poverty and the equity of income 

distribution, educational opportunities even at the regional and subregional levels by country. The 

same is true of differences in job opportunities, health care, representation in government, and how 

well development funding and aid are shared.  

In many cases, national reporting in these areas is erratic, limited, and lacks a statistical base 

founded on an adequate census or polling effort. In at least some cases, the data seem to be more 

political than real – claiming progress or a lack of problems – when the real trends are very 

different. 

Some analyses focus on economic growth as if trends like the growth in percent of GDP and total 

national income per capita, could properly address these issues. Other analyses treat metrics like 

per capita income and poverty as if population growth and urbanization were not making 

fundamental changes on how the growth of the population interacts with shifts in foreign labor, 

refugees, and the internally displaced.  

It should be noted that the UN graphs that display parametric projections beyond 2021 portray 

significant ranges of uncertainty and differences in the future levels of population pressure 

involved by country. They also ignore the pressures to reduce the use of fossil fuels to limit the 

impact of climate change – a source of major uncertainty in estimating the future ability of major 

petroleum exporting states like Algeria, Libya, Iraq, and others to deal with population growth. 

However, the UN projections for most countries are certainly accurate enough to warn that the 

pressures caused by the need to deal with young populations will continue to present major 

problems in most countries through at least 2030, and warn that they could cause serious political 

unrest indefinitely into the future 



  4 

Youth at Ages 15-24 and the Demand for Labor versus Aging Over 65 

years and Massive Increases in Dependence on Others or the State for 

Income 

The graphs showing the trends in ages 15-24 show that population growth has often led to total 

populations that are very young, and ones where the number of young men and women trying to 

enter the labor force have sharply increased the demand for advanced education and market-driven 

jobs. In many countries, this demand has sharply exceeded supply, and the UN’s Arab 

Development Reports are only one of the many sources highlighting the shortfalls in youth 

employment and the resulting anger.  

At the same time, the graphs for the growth in population in the population that is aged 65 and 

above show the effect of improved medical services and life spans and that they will lead to major 

- and sometimes massive - increases in the population over 65. Most of this population will not 

expect to work beyond this age. The graphs show that this is already creating a problem in several 

countries, but the growing burden of dependency could reach the crisis level after 2030-2040 if 

several nations do not expand their level of economic development and income, and create suitable 

social policy. 

Shifting from Agriculture to a Market Driven System 

The last set of graphs for each country shows that population pressure has combined with 

fundamental changes in the global economy to make nation-wide shifts away from nearly self-

sufficient agriculture to petroleum and service industries, and done so with only a limited increase 

in manufacturing output.  

With some exceptions, studies by the UN’s Arab Human Development Reports, Arab Barometer, 

and other polls and sources; show that job creation has not met growing needs, that most nations 

have lagged in providing adequate levels of development, and that the quality of governance has 

not kept up with the radically changing patterns in national needs - while work by Transparency 

International and the World Bank show that the end result has been growing corruption and a 

decline in governance - and sometimes help push nations to the near breakdown of national 

political structures and even civil war. 

This is not the case for some of the wealthiest petroleum exporting states. “Oil wealth,” however, 

is a misnomer in the North African region. Algeria has a large population and its petroleum export 

income is no substitute for effective development and economic diversification. Libya has largely 

squandered its petroleum wealth on massive state sector efforts, arms, and political upheavals. 

Governments Have Often Failed to Meet the Needs of their Peoples 

Finally, the impact of population growth is shaped largely by the quality of governance and its 

development efforts. Regional and national public opinion polls highlight the extent to which the 

population of most North African states feels that government is failing them to some degree. The 

Arab Barometer, and an Arab Human Development Report entitled Citizenship 360o in the Arab 

Region, are just a few of the examples of such polling.5 

There is no way to know how the extent to which the problems most MENA governments are now 

having with their own people. And popular unrest and demonstrations are driven by population 

growth. Population pressure is only one factor among many. At the same time, various UN Arab 

Development Reports warned long before the “Arab Spring” that population pressure and the need 
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for jobs was creating growing instability, and it is all too clear from the trends involved that there 

are few reasons to believe most MENA governments are prepared to meet the challenges of further 

population increases and changes in the demographic and urban character of their countries. 
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Bahrain 

Bahrain is a small island country that was one of the first Gulf states to export petroleum, and it 

has exported most of its reserves - becoming steadily more dependent on services and tourism. It 

depends on Saudi Arabia for much of its current petroleum supplies, freed for its refineries, and 

support in areas like its ship building and repair industries.  

It has a Shi’ite majority but is ruled by a Sunni monarchy. Its native population is deeply divided, 

and both Saudi Arabi and the UAE have assisted the regime in dealing with Shi’ite popular dissent.  

The CIA World Factbook reports that,6 

The Sunni royal family 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. Failed political talks prompted opposition political societies 

to boycott 2014 legislative and municipal council elections. In 2018, a law preventing members of political 

societies dissolved by the courts from participating in elections effectively sidelined the majority of 

opposition figures from taking part in national elections. As a result, most members of parliament are 

independents. Ongoing dissatisfaction with the political status quo continues to factor into sporadic clashes 

between demonstrators and security forces.  

It also reports that Bahrain faced serious structural economic challenges even before COVID 

became a problem, 

Despite the Government’s past efforts to diversify the economy, oil still comprises 85% of Bahraini budget 

revenues. In the last few years lower world energy prices have generated sizable budget deficits - about 10% 

of GDP in 2017 alone. Bahrain has few options for covering these deficits, with low foreign assets and fewer 

oil resources compared to its GCC neighbors. The three major US credit agencies downgraded Bahrain’s 

sovereign debt rating to "junk" status in 2016, citing persistently low oil prices and the government’s high 

debt levels. Nevertheless, Bahrain was able to raise about $4 billion by issuing foreign currency denominated 

debt in 2017. 

Other major economic activities are production of aluminum - Bahrain's second biggest export after oil and 

gas –finance, and construction. Bahrain continues to seek new natural gas supplies as feedstock to support 

its expanding petrochemical and aluminum industries. In April 2018 Bahrain announced it had found a 

significant oil field off the country’s west coast, but is still assessing how much of the oil can be extracted 

profitably. 

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. Since 

2015, the government lifted subsidies on meat, diesel, kerosene, and gasoline and has begun to phase in 

higher prices for electricity and water. 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. It plans to 

introduce a Value Added Tax (VAT) by the end of 2018. 

Bahrain has coped with its population growth to date, but the country is already close to its 

maximum level of urbanization relative to rural areas and agriculture. There already is some native 

youth pressure for more jobs, but there is serious concern among the Shi’ite population that the 

regime favors foreign labor and Sunnis. The projected rise in the population over age 65s is a 

different story. There will be a serious rise in dependency as the population ages. 

Looking towards the future, the World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that 

Bahrain has very high surface water stress, is heavily dependent on desalination and on drawing 

down limited reserves of fossil ground water, but makes relatively effective use of its water 
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resources, has sustainable rates of water withdrawal for its current population and economy, and 

has limited to moderate economic losses from inadequate water supply and sanitation.7  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Bahrain may face between 2022 and 2050.8 Some estimates 

indicate a potential need for population migration outside of the country.9  

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: smallest population of the Gulf States, but urbanization rate 

exceeds 90%; largest settlement concentration is found on the far northern end of the island 

in and around Manamah and Al Muharraq 

¶ Foreign population: Immigrants make up approximately 45% of the total population, 

according to UN data (2019) 

¶ Ethnic groups: Bahraini 46%, Asian 45.5%, other Arab 4.7%, African 1.6%, European 

1%, other 1.2% (includes Gulf Co-operative country nationals, North and South 

Americans, and Oceanians) (2010 est.) 

¶ Sectarian groups: No data 

¶ Dependency ratios: Youth 23.1%, 65 and over 3.4% 

¶ Median Age: 32.9 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 0.88% 

¶ Literacy: 97.5% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 16 years 

¶ Urbanization: 89.7% 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.99% 

¶ GDP per capita: $40,900 

¶ GDP Composition: (2017): Agriculture: 0.3%, Industry: 39.3%, Services: 60.4% 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): Agriculture: 1.0%, Industry: 32%, Services: 67% 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 3.6% 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: 5.3% Male: 2.6%, Female: 12.2% 
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Bahrain: Total Population Growth Estimates (In Millions) 

World Bank: 1960-2021 

 

  

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=BH  

UN: 1950-2050  

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 

2050,https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/48.. 
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https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/48
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Bahrain: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

  

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/48 
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Bahrain: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

 

UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Kuwait 

Kuwait is a small country that was one of the first Gulf states to export petroleum, and still has 

major reserves. It has had the funds to develop a modern service economy centered around 

petroleum exports while investing in a major fund for the future. 

Population increases are projected to drop over time, but to remain relatively high through 2050. 

Comparatively high youth pressure is projected for more jobs through at least 2040. The projected 

rise in the population over age 65s is also high and there will be a serious rise in dependency cost 

as the population ages. 

Kuwait does, however, have large petroleum reserves and potential export income. The CIA World 

Factbook states that,10  

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 production to 4 million 

barrels of oil equivalent per day by 2020. Petroleum accounts for over half of GDP, 92% of export revenues, 

and 90% of government income. 

At the same time, it warns that future prospects may be mixed, 

With world oil prices declining, Kuwait realized a budget deficit in 2015 for the first time more than a decade; 

in 2016, the deficit grew to 16.5% of GDP. Kuwaiti authorities announced cuts to fuel subsidies in August 

2016, provoking outrage among the public and National Assembly, and the Amir dissolved the government 

for the seventh time in ten years. In 2017 the deficit was reduced to 7.2% of GDP, and the government raised 

$8 billion by issuing international bonds. 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. 

Kuwait has failed to diversify its economy or bolster the private sector, because of a poor business climate, 

a large public sector that employs about 74% of citizens, 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 to $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 or delays in awarding contracts. To increase non-oil revenues, the 

Kuwaiti Government in August 2017 approved draft bills supporting a Gulf Cooperation Council-wide value 

added tax scheduled to take effect in 2018. 

Looking towards the future, Kuwait is already close to its maximum level of urbanization relative 

to its comparatively tiny rural areas and agriculture. The World Bank analysis of water use in the 

MENA region shows that Kuwait has high water stress in terms of surface water availability. It is 

heavily dependent on desalination and on drawing down limited reserves of fossil ground water, 

but makes relatively effective use of its water resources, has sustainable rates of water withdrawal 

for its current population and economy, and has limited to moderate economic losses from 

inadequate water supply and sanitation.11  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Kuwait may face between 2022 and 2050. 12 Some estimates 

indicate a potential need for major population migration outside of the country. 

 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 
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¶ Population distribution: Densest settlement is along the Persian Gulf, particularly in 

Kuwait City and on Bubiyan Island; significant population threads extend south and west 

along highways that radiate from the capital, particularly in the southern half of the country 

¶ Foreign population: About 72% of the population consists of immigrants 

¶ Ethnic groups: Kuwaiti 30.4%, other Arab 27.4%, Asian 40.3%, African 1%, other 0.9% 

(includes European, North American, South American, and Australian) (2018 est.) 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim (official) 74.6%, Christian 18.2%, other and unspecified 7.2% 

(2013 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 32.4 youth dependency ratio: 28.4 elderly 

dependency ratio: 4 

¶ Median Age: 29.7 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 1.17% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 96.5% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 15 years 

¶ Urbanization: 100% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.35% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $49,900 (2019 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 0.4% (2017 est.) industry: 58.7% (2017 est.) services: 

40.9% (2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): NA 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 1.1% (2017 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: 15.4% 
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Kuwait: Total Population Growth Estimates (In Millions) 

 

World Bank: 1960-2021 

 

  

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=KW  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/414 

2021 = 4.3 

2010 = 3.0 

2000 = 2.0 

1990 = 2.1 

1980 = 1.37 

1970 = 0.744 

1960 = 0.269 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/414
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Kuwait: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

  

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/414  

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/414
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Kuwait: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

 

Source: UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Iran 

Iran is a large, diverse state, and a major energy exporter, but it has faced war, long periods of 

poorly managed development since 1980, and now faces U.S. sanctions over its nuclear program. 

Its relatively extreme ideology presents problems in both governance and the modernization of its 

economy for the future. 

Total population increases are projected to be limited through 2050 and then drop over time. 

There is a comparatively low rise in youth pressure for more jobs through at least 2040, and the 

pressure is projected drop after that time, but economic development has lagged and youth 

employment is already a major issue. The rise in over the age of 65 is very high through 2050, and 

there will be a serious rise in dependency as the population ages. 

The World Bank Economic Overview for April 2022 states that,13 

Iran’s economy is slowly emerging from a decade-long stagnation bogged by two rounds of economic 

sanctions, marked oil price cyclicality, and the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite adjustments that partially 

mitigated the impact of external shocks, the economy remains constrained by widespread inefficiencies and 

price distortions that have contributed to the economy’s subpar performance. While social protection 

measures partly mitigated pressures, the lack of targeting and inflation indexation reduced their impact over 

time. Furthermore, climate change challenges in Iran have hurt growth, especially in labor-intensive 

agriculture and industry sectors, following record high temperatures and low rainfalls. These factors constrain 

the pace of recovery and the dynamism of the economy in the outlook.  

Average GDP growth is projected to remain modest in the medium term as the economy remains constrained 

by the continued impact of the pandemic through weaker domestic and global demand, while trade, especially 

oil exports, remains restricted by ongoing sanctions. Iran’s economic outlook is subject to significant risks. 

On the upside, further increase in oil prices can directly boost fiscal revenues and indirectly lead to a faster 

growth in oil export volumes. Downside risks relate to the resurgence of new COVID-19 variants, worsening 

climate change impact, and heightened geopolitical tensions including the war in Ukraine’s impact on global 

food prices and Iran’s imports.  

The CIA World Factbook states that Iran’s economic development is not meeting the needs of its 

current population, but does not mention the impact of US and other sanctions, 

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 corruption, 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. 

The lifting of most nuclear-related sanctions under the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 

January 2016 sparked a restoration of Iran’s oil production and revenue that drove rapid GDP growth, but 

economic growth declined in 2017 as oil production plateaued. The economy continues to suffer from low 

levels of investment and declines in productivity since before the JCPOA, and from high levels of 

unemployment, especially among women and college-educated Iranian youth. 

Looking towards the future, Iran already seems close to its maximum level of urbanization relative 

to its rural areas and agriculture. Climate change and water supplies are a serious issue. The World 

Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that Iran has high water stress in terms of 

surface water availability. It is heavily dependent on drawing down limited reserves of fossil 
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ground water, but makes relatively effective use of its water resources, has sustainable rates of 

water withdrawal for its current population and economy, and has limited to moderate economic 

losses from inadequate water supply and sanitation.14  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Iran may face between 2022 and 2050, and its ability to 

support its existing population. 15 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major population 

migration outside of the country. 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: Population is concentrated in the north, northwest, and west, reflecting 

the position of the Zagros and Elburz Mountains; the vast dry areas in the center and eastern parts 

of the country, around the deserts of the Dasht-e Kavir and Dasht-e Lut, have a much lower 

population density 

¶ Foreign population: NA 

¶ Ethnic groups: Persian, Azeri, Kurd, Lur, Baloch, Arab, Turkmen, and Turkic tribes 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim (official) 99.6% (Shia 90-95%, Sunni 5-10%), other (includes 

Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian) 0.3%, unspecified 0.2% (2016 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 45.6 youth dependency ratio: 36 elderly dependency 

ratio: 9.6 

¶ Median Age: 31.7 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 0.98% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 85.5% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 15 years 

¶ Urbanization: 76.8% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.32% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $12,400 (2020 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: (?): agriculture: 9.6% (2016 est.) industry: 35.3% (2016 est.) services: 55% 

(2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): agriculture: 16.3% industry: 35.1% services: 48.6% (2013 

est.) 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 11.8% (2017 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 23.7% male: 21.2% female: 36% (2020 est.) 
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Iran: Total Population Growth (In Millions) 

 

World Bank: 1960-2021 

 

  

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=IN 

 

UN: 1950-2100 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/364. 

2021 = 85.0 

2010 = 73.8 

2000 = 65.6 

1990 = 56.4 
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1970 = 28.5 

1960 = 21.9 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/364
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Iran: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

  

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/15-24/364.   

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/15-24/364
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Iran: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

 

Source: UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Iraq 

Iraq is a major petroleum exporter, but a series of wars and political crises has seriously limited its 

development and modernization since 1980. It still is in a prolonged political crisis, its petroleum 

wealth is poorly allocated by its government, and it has one of the largest and least effective 

structure of state industries in the MENA region. 

Total population growth will remain high through at least 2050, and the population is deeply 

divided into Arab Sunnis, Arab Shi’ites, and Kurds – each with its own internal feuds and 

divisions.  

Youth unemployment and under employment are already a critical problem, but projected future 

growth is limited. The projected increases in over the age of 65 are moderate, but dependency is 

already an issue and is poorly managed by the government. 

Urbanization is already a source of serious stress, but water and climate change limits agriculture 

further. A major shift to efficient and productive investment in industry and services is needed, but 

far more talked about than implemented. 

The World Bank’s Economic Overview for June 2022 states that,16 

Iraq is one of the most oil-dependent countries in the world. Over the last decade, oil revenues have accounted 

for more than 99% of exports, 85% of the government’s budget, and 42% of gross domestic product (GDP). 

This excessive dependence on oil exposes the country to macroeconomic volatility, while budget rigidities 

restrict fiscal space and any opportunity for countercyclical policy. As of January 2021, in a country of 40.2 

million, Iraq’s unemployment rate was more than 10 percentage points higher than its pre-COVID-19 level 

of 12.7 percentage points. Unemployment among the displaced, returnees, women jobseekers, pre-pandemic 

self-employed and informal workers remains elevated. 

… While Iraq’s economic conditions are gradually improving as international oil markets recover, this 

recovery is fraught by major risks posed by structural bottlenecks. Risks include public investment 

management constraints that have impacted public service delivery, the slow clearance of arrears (especially 

those related to public wages) and large exposure of state-owned banks and the central bank to the sovereign. 

These fragilities are aggravated by fragile political conditions, a weak healthcare system and rampant 

corruption that continue to trigger unrest across the country. 

…. Growth is forecast to remain constrained by the economy’s limited absorptive capacity and other 

inefficiencies. Higher projected oil prices in 2022–2024 are forecast to keep Iraq’s fiscal and external 

balances in surplus. Iraq’s economic outlook remains subject to significant risks. The recent geopolitical 

tensions related to the war in Ukraine highlight risks for Iraq’s economy. While any further oil price hikes 

would improve Iraq’s fiscal balance, rising food prices and disruption to agriculture imports will exacerbate 

pre-existing poverty trends and increase food security risks. The conflict also poses risks to Iraq’s crude oil 

production if operations of Russian oil companies in Iraq are impacted by international sanctions on Russia. 

Higher oil prices could hurt the longstanding need to reform, thereby deepening Iraq’s structural economic 

challenges. Further intensified climate change effects and water shortages will decrease agricultural 

production. 

Looking towards the future, the World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that 

Iraq has reasonable water sustainability for its current population but has high water stress in terms 

of surface water availability, and that a large percentage of its population is potentially exposed to 

water stress. It is heavily dependent on surface water flows from rivers with declining levels of 

water and drawing down limited reserves of fossil ground water. It makes relatively ineffective 

use of its water resources, has the worst level of water productivity in the MENA region, and has 

marginally sustainable rates of water withdrawal for its current population and economy, and has 

limited to moderate economic losses from inadequate water supply and sanitation.17  
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At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Iraq may face between 2022 and 2050, and its ability to 

support its existing population. 18 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major population 

migration outside of the country. 

 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: Population is concentrated in the north, center, and eastern parts of the 

country, with many of the larger urban agglomerations found along extensive parts of the Tigris 

and Euphrates Rivers; much of the western and southern areas are either lightly populated or 

uninhabited 

¶ Foreign population: NA 

¶ Ethnic groups: Arab 75-80%, Kurdish 15-20%, other 5% (includes Turkmen, Yezidi, Shabak, 

Kaka'i, Bedouin, Romani, Assyrian, Circassian, Sabaean-Mandaean, Persian) 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim (official) 95-98% (Shia 61-64%, Sunni 29-34%), Christian 1% 

(includes Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Assyrian Church of the East), other 1-4% (2015 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 69.9 youth dependency ratio: 64.1 elderly dependency 

ratio: 5.9 

¶ Median Age: 21.2 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 2% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 85.6% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): NA 

¶ Urbanization: 71.4% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 2.91% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $9,300 (2020 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 3.3% (2017 est.) industry: 51% (2017 est.) services: 45.8% (2017 

est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): agriculture: 21.6% industry: 18.7% services: 59.8% (2008 

est.) 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 16% (2012 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 25.6% male: 22% female: 63.3% (2017) 
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Iraq: Total Population Growth (In Millions) 

 

World Bank 

 

  

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=IQ  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/368 
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Iraq: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/368  
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Iraq: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

  

 

Source: UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Oman 

Oman is a small country with limited petroleum resources and other progress in economic 

development other than tourism.  It has made important domestic political reforms that should help 

it deal with population pressure. The CIA World Factbook notes that,19  

Inspired by the popular uprisings that swept the Middle East and North Africa beginning in January 2011, 

some Omanis staged demonstrations, calling 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 Oman’s bicameral legislative body more power and authorizing direct elections for 

its lower house, which took place in November 2011. Additionally, the sultan increased unemployment 

benefits, and, in August 2012, issued a royal directive mandating the speedy implementation of a national 

job creation plan for thousands of public and private sector Omani 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 have the power to advise the Royal Court on the needs of local districts across Oman's 11 

governorates. Sultan QABOOS, Oman's longest reigning monarch, died on 11 January 2020. His cousin, 

HAYTHAM bin Tariq bin Taimur Al-Said, former Minister of Heritage and Culture, was sworn in as Oman's 

new sultan the same day. 

At the same time, it warns that, 

… Oman is heavily dependent on oil and gas resources, which can generate between and 68% and 85% of 

government revenue, depending on fluctuations in commodity prices…. Muscat also has notably focused on 

creating more Omani jobs to employ the rising number of nationals entering the workforce. However, high 

social welfare benefits - that had increased in the wake of the 2011 Arab Spring - have made it impossible 

for the government to balance its budget in light of current oil prices. In response, Omani officials imposed 

austerity measures on its gasoline and diesel subsidies in 2016. These spending cuts have had only a moderate 

effect on the government’s budget, which is projected to again face a deficit of $7.8 billion in 2018. 

Population pressure is already a problem and is projected to grow steadily over time. There is 

comparatively high youth pressure for more jobs through at least 2050. The rise in over age 65 is 

very high and there may be a serious rise in dependency as the population ages. The country is 

already close to its maximum level of urbanization relative to its comparatively tiny rural areas 

and agriculture. 

Looking towards the future, water and climate change and water may be growing problems. The 

World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that Oman has high water stress in 

terms of surface water availability. It is dependent on desalination and on drawing down limited 

reserves of fossil ground water. At the same time, the analysis indicates that it makes relatively 

effective use of its water resources, has moderate water productivity, has sustainable rates of water 

withdrawal for its current population and economy, and has limited to moderate economic losses 

from inadequate water supply and sanitation.20  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Algeria may face between 2022 and 2050, and its ability to 

support its existing population. 21 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major population 

migration outside of the country. 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: The vast majority of the population is located in and around the 

Al Hagar Mountains in the north of the country; another smaller cluster is found around 

the city of Salalah in the far south; most of the country remains sparsely populated 
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¶ Foreign population: Immigrants make up approximately 46% of the total population 

(2019) 

¶ Ethnic groups: Arab, Baluchi, South Asian (Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi), 

African 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim 85.9%, Christian 6.4%, Hindu 5.7%, other and unaffiliated 2% 

(2020 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 33.3 youth dependency ratio: 30 elderly 

dependency ratio: 3.3 

¶ Median Age: 26.2 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 1.84% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 95.7% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 15 years 

¶ Urbanization: 87.8% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 2.32% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $27,300 (2019 est.) note: data are in 2017 dollars 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 1.8% (2017 est.) industry: 46.4% (2017 est.) services: 

51.8% (2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): agriculture: 4.7% industry: 49.6% services: 45% 

(2016 est.)  

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: NA 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 13.7% male: 10.3% female: 33.9% (2016) 
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Oman: Total Population Growth Estimates (In Millions) 

World Bank: 1960-2021 

 

  

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=QA  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/512 
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https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/512
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Oman: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age and 

 Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/512  

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/512
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Oman: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

 

Source: UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Qatar 

Qatar is a small country with vast natural gas resources. It has used its growing income to fund 

and develop a modern service economy centered around petroleum exports while investing in a 

major fund for the future. 

Population increases are projected to drop over time, but to remain relatively high through 2050.   

There is moderate to high youth pressure for more jobs indefinitely into the future. The rise in over 

age 65 is a high through 2060 and there will be a rise in dependency costs as the population ages 

– although one Qatar may well be able to afford. However, Qatar seems to have the petroleum 

wealth, and to be making the level of overall progress in economic and political development to 

absorb this increase effectively. 

The CIA Work Factbook notes that, 

Qatar’s reliance on oil and natural gas is likely to persist for the foreseeable future. Proved natural gas 

reserves exceed 25 trillion cubic meters - 13% of the world total and, among countries, third largest in the 

world. Proved oil reserves exceed 25 billion barrels, allowing production to continue at current levels for 

about 56 years. Despite the dominance of oil and natural gas, Qatar has made significant gains in 

strengthening non-oil sectors, such as manufacturing, construction, and financial services, leading non-oil 

GDP to steadily rise in recent years to just over half the total. 

Looking towards the future, Qatar is already close to its maximum level of urbanization and now 

has a comparatively tiny rural areas and agricultural output. The World Bank analysis of water use 

in the MENA region shows that Qatar has very high stress on its surface water resources and is 

heavily dependent on desalination. However, it makes relatively effective use of its water 

resources, has sustainable rates of water withdrawal for its current population and economy, and 

has limited losses from inadequate water supply and sanitation.22  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise questions about the 

growing environmental challenges Qatar may face between 2022 and 2050. 23 Some estimates 

indicate a potential need for population migration outside of the country.24  

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: most of the population is clustered in or around the capital of Doha on 

the eastern side of the peninsula 

¶ Foreign population: NA 

¶ Ethnic groups: non-Qatari 88.4%, Qatari 11.6% (2015 est.) 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim 65.2%, Christian 13.7%, Hindu 15.9%, Buddhist 3.8%, folk religion 

<0.1%, Jewish <0.1%, other <1%, unaffiliated <1% (2020 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 18.1 youth dependency ratio: 16.1 elderly dependency 

ratio: 2 

¶ Median Age: 33.7 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 1.04% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 93.5% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 13 years 

¶ Urbanization: 99.3% of total population (2022) 
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¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.66% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $85,300 (2020 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 0.2% (2017 est.) industry: 50.3% (2017 est.) services: 49.5% 

(2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): NA 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 8.9% (2017 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 0.4% male: 0.2% female: 1.5% (2018 est.) 
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Qatar: Total Population Growth (In Millions) 

 

World Bank 

 

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=QA  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/634 

2021 = 2.9 

2010 = 1.9 

2000 = 0.592 

1990 = 0.476 

1980 = 0.224 

1970 = 0.110 

1960 = 0.047 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/634


  35 

Qatar: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/65plus/634 
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Qatar: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia is a major Gulf petroleum power that has used in export revenues relatively well over 

time. It has an extremely ambitious 2030 development plan which has a number of showpiece 

projects with dubious cost-benefits. It does, however, seem to have the wealth and overall progress 

in development to cope.  

Population increases are projected to remain relatively high through 2050 and will present a 

growing burden on its economy. The country is already close to its maximum level of urbanization 

relative to its comparatively limited rural areas and the agricultural output it can sustain without 

artificial subsidies and increases in expensive desalination.  

Looking towards the future, the World Bank projects comparatively high youth pressure for more 

jobs through 2050. The rise in the percent of the population over age 65 is alo projected to be very 

high, although Saudi Arabia may have enough petroleum export income to be able to afford it. 

Much will depend, however, on Saudi Arabia’s ambitious economic and social reform plans, 

which are based on optimistic assumptions, and involve some highly expensive and uncertain 

showpiece projects. 

The CIA World Factbook notes that,25 

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. Approximately 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. 

The World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that Saudi Arabia already has 

high water stress in terms of surface water availability. It is heavily dependent on desalination and 

on drawing down limited reserves of fossil ground water but has sustainable rates of water 

withdrawal for its current population and economy, and moderate economic losses from 

inadequate water supply and sanitation.26  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Saudi Arabia may face between 2022 and 2050, and its 

ability to support its existing population. 27 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major 

population migration outside of the country. 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: historically a population that was mostly nomadic or semi-nomadic, the 

Saudi population has become more settled since petroleum was discovered in the 1930s; most of 

the economic activities - and with it the country's population - is concentrated in a wide area across 

the middle of the peninsula, from Ad Dammam in the east, through Riyadh in the interior, to Mecca-

Medina in the west near the Red Sea 

¶ Foreign population: immigrants make up 38.3% of the total population, according to UN data 

(2019) 

¶ Ethnic groups: Arab 90%, Afro-Asian 10% 
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¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim (official; citizens are 85-90% Sunni and 10-12% Shia), other (includes 

Eastern Orthodox, Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, and Sikh) (2020 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 39.3 youth dependency ratio: 34.4 elderly dependency 

ratio: 4.9 

¶ Median Age: 30.8 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 1.63% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 97.6% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 16 years 

¶ Urbanization: 84.7% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.69% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $44,300 (2020 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 2.6% (2017 est.) industry: 44.2% (2017 est.) services: 53.2% 

(2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): agriculture: 6.7% industry: 21.4% services: 71.9% (2005 est.) 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 6% (2017 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 27.2% male: 21.5% female: 43.8% (2020 est.) 
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Saudi Arabia: Total Population Growth (In Millions) 

World Bank 

 

 

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=YE  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/682 
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Saudi Arabia: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/682  
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Saudi Arabia: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

 

  

 

UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  
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UAE 

The UAE is a medium sized Gulf country composed of separate emirates. It is a major petroleum 

exporter and has used this income to develop a modern service economy centered around 

petroleum exports and tourism while investing a major fund for the future. 

Population increases are projected to remain relatively high through 2100. Their future 

affordability will depend on the future demand for petroleum in an era of climate change. 

There is comparatively high youth pressure for more jobs through 2040. The rise in over age 65 is 

higher and will require a significant rise in funding as the population ages. 

Looking towards the future, much will depend on the UAE’s ability to sustain and increase tourism 

and service industries, continue to fund a high-cost real estate sector, and the level of future oil 

and gas export prices. The country is already close to its maximum level of urbanization relative 

to its comparatively limited rural areas and the agricultural output it can sustain without artificial 

subsidies and increases in expensive desalination. It does, however, have the potential option of 

increasing the role of native labor and making major cuts in the immigrant population. 

Most analyses assume that the UAE will not face near term-term problems before 2040, but a CIA 

World Factbook analysis sounds a possible warning,28 

The UAE’s dependence on oil is a significant long-term challenge, although the UAE is one of the most 

diversified countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council. Low oil prices have prompted the UAE to cut 

expenditures, including on some social programs, but the UAE has sufficient assets in its sovereign 

investment funds to cover its deficits. The government reduced fuel subsidies in August 2015, and introduced 

excise taxes (50% on sweetened carbonated beverages and 100% on energy drinks and tobacco) in October 

2017. A five-percent value-added tax was introduced in January 2018. The UAE's strategic plan for the next 

few years focuses on economic diversification, promoting the UAE as a global trade and tourism hub, 

developing industry, and creating more job opportunities for nationals through improved education and 

increased private sector employment. 

The World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that the UAE has the highest 

level of water use per capita in the world and has high water stress in terms of surface water 

availability. It is heavily dependent on desalination and on drawing down limited reserves of fossil 

ground water. However, it makes wasteful use of much of its current water resources, would have 

more sustainable rates of water withdrawal for its current population and the productive portion of 

its economy, and could support population increases through reforms in its current uses of water.29  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Algeria may face between 2022 and 2050, and its ability to 

support its existing population. 30 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major population 

migration outside of the country. 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: population is heavily concentrated to the northeast on the Musandam 

Peninsula; the three largest emirates - Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Sharjah - are home to nearly 85% of 

the population 

¶ Foreign population: as of 2019, immigrants make up about 87.9% of the total population, 

according to UN data 

¶ Ethnic groups: Emirati 11.6%, South Asian 59.4% (includes Indian 38.2%, Bangladeshi 9.5%, 

Pakistani 9.4%, other 2.3%), Egyptian 10.2%, Filipino 6.1%, other 12.8% (2015 est.) 
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¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim (official) 76%, Christian 9%, other (primarily Hindu and Buddhist, less 

than 5% of the population consists of Parsi, Baha'i, Druze, Sikh, Ahmadi, Ismaili, Dawoodi Bohra 

Muslim, and Jewish) 15% (2005 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 19.2 youth dependency ratio: 17.7 elderly dependency 

ratio: 1.5 

¶ Median Age: 38.4 years 

¶ Population growth rate: 0.58% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: % 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): years 

¶ Urbanization: 87.5% of total population 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 1.5% annual rate of change (2020-25 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $67,100 (2019 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 0.9% (2017 est.) industry: 49.8% (2017 est.) services: 49.2% 

(2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): agriculture: 7% industry: 15% services: 78% (2000 est.) 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 1.6% (2016 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 7.2% male: 4.9% female: 15% (2019 est.) 
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UAE: Total Population Growth (Millions) 

World Bank 

 

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=YE  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/784  
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https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=YE
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/784
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UAE: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/784  

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/784
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UAE: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

 

  

Source: UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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Yemen 

Yemen is an unstable nightmare of warring factions, and one of the poorest countries in the world. 

It only has comparatively limited petroleum resources and exports, and civil war has already 

crippled its development. 

Population increases are projected to be more limited in the future, but already have burdened the 

country with what may be untenable levels of growth relative to water needs and real-world 

projections of its development. Comparatively moderate increases in youth pressure for more jobs 

is projected, but employment and income problems are already critical. The rise in over age 65 is 

projected to reach unaffordable levels of dependency as the population ages. 

Looking further into the future, Yemen level of urbanization is close to or has reached beyond its 

near-term levels of need, and the population of its comparatively large rural areas and agriculture 

seems only marginally sustainable even at low levels of income. 

The World Bank Economic Overview for June 2022, warns that,31 

Yemen has long been the poorest country in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) and is now in the 

midst of one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises. Embroiled in conflict since early 2015, fighting has 

devastated its economy, leading to severe food insecurity and destroying critical infrastructure. The UN 

estimated that 24.1 million people in 2021 were "at risk" of hunger and disease, and roughly 14 million were 

in acute need of assistance.  

In 2021, the value of the Yemeni riyal continued to depreciate to historic lows, driving large increases in 

food prices and pushing more people into extreme poverty. Socio-economic conditions have deteriorated 

rapidly, affected by declining remittances, trade disruptions, severe fuel supply shortages and reduced 

humanitarian operations. Growing violence and fragmented macroeconomic policies have added additional 

strain to fragile economic conditions. An unprecedented humanitarian crisis persists, aggravated by 

COVID-19, leaving many Yemenis dependent on relief and remittances. 

Distortions created by fragmented institutional capacity and diverging policy decisions across control areas 

have compounded a crisis created by protracted conflict, the interruption of essential services and rising fuel 

and food prices have had a devastating impact on Yemen's population. 

Around 18 million Yemenis are without safe water and sanitation. A staggering 16.2 million people require 

urgent emergency assistance because of food insecurity and malnutrition. As a result, Yemen has been 

grappling with mass outbreaks of preventable diseases, such as cholera, diphtheria, measles and Dengue 

Fever. Waves of currency depreciations in 2018 and 2019 have created lasting inflationary pressure on the 

Yemeni riyal that has exacerbated the humanitarian crisis. The disruption of infrastructure and financial 

services has severely affected private sector activity. The more than 40% of Yemeni households that find it 

difficult to buy even the minimum amount of food may have also lost their primary source of income. Poverty 

is worsening even before the crisis, almost half of Yemen's total population of about 29 million. Now it 

affects an estimated 71% to 78% of Yemenis, with women the most vulnerable. 

Economic prospects in 2022 and beyond depend on rapid improvements in the political and security situation 

and ultimately on whether a cessation of hostilities and political reconciliation will allow for rebuilding 

Yemen's economy and social fabric. Days after the UN announced a two-month truce at the beginning of 

Ramadan in April 2022, Yemen's President Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi transferred authority to a "Presidential 

Leadership Council" (PLC) following talks sponsored by the Gulf Cooperation Council in Riyadh. The 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates announced an economic package worth US$3 billion 

and US$300 million in humanitarian support. The economic package can help cover the deficit of the external 

account, stabilize the exchange rate and ease upward pressure on prices. While one-off windfalls are predicted 

to have sizeable positive effects on the economy, they will not eliminate the need for structural reforms to 

strengthen the long-term resilience of Yemen's macroeconomic framework.  

https://yemen.un.org/en/about/about-the-un
https://yemen.un.org/en/about/about-the-un
https://gho.unocha.org/trends/hunger-rise-unprecedented-levels-food-insecurity-require-urgent-action-prevent-famine
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The World Bank analysis of water use in the MENA region shows that Yemen has high water 

stress in terms of surface water availability. It is heavily dependent drawing down limited reserves 

of fossil ground water, and makes relatively ineffective use of its water resources, and poor 

sustainability at its current rates of water withdrawal for its current population and economy.32  

At the same time, the Bank’s studies of the impact of climate change raise serious questions about 

the growing environmental challenges Algeria may face between 2022 and 2050, and its ability to 

support its existing population. 33 Some estimates indicate a potential need for major population 

migration outside of the country. 

Snapshot of Key Factoids from the CIA Factbook (accessed August 2022) 

¶ Population distribution: The vast majority of the population is found in the Asir Mountains (part 

of the larger Sarawat Mountain system), located in the far western region of the country 

¶ Foreign population: NA 

¶ Ethnic groups: predominantly Arab; but also Afro-Arab, South Asian, European 

¶ Sectarian groups: Muslim 99.1% (official; virtually all are citizens, an estimated 65% are Sunni 

and 35% are Shia), other 0.9% (includes Jewish, Baha'i, Hindu, and Christian; many are refugees 

or temporary foreign residents) (2020 est.) 

¶ Dependency ratios: total dependency ratio: 71.7 youth dependency ratio: 66.7 elderly dependency 

ratio: 5 

¶ Median Age: 19.8 years (2018 est.) 

¶ Population growth rate: 1.88% (2022 est.) 

¶ Literacy: 70.1% 

¶ School life expectancy: (primary to tertiary): 9 years 

¶ Urbanization: 39.2% of total population (2022) 

¶ Urbanization Growth Rate: 3.71% annual rate of change (2015-20 est.) 

¶ GDP per capita: $2,500 (2017 est.) 

¶ GDP Composition: agriculture: 20.3% (2017 est.) industry: 11.8% (2017 est.) services: 67.9% 

(2017 est.) 

¶ Labor force by Occupation (2004): most people are employed in agriculture and herding; 

services, construction, industry, and commerce account for less than one-fourth of the labor force 

¶ Overall Unemployment Rate: 27% (2014 est.) 

¶ Unemployment Youth ages 15-24: total: 24.5% male: 23.5% female: 34.6% (2014 est.) 
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Yemen: Total Population Growth (In Millions) 

 

World Bank 

 

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=YE  

UN: 1950-2050 

 

 

Source: United Nations, DESA Population Division, edited to limit projections to 2050, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/887  
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https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=YE
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/887
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Yemen: Warning Signs: Entry to Labor Force Age,  

and Seniors 65 and Over 

 

UN: Population Age 15-24 

 

UN: Age 65 and Over 

 

Source: United Nations,https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/887   

https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/887


  51 

Yemen: Shifts from Rural to Urban Market-Driven Population 

 

 

  

 

UN Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.  

 

https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
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