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Foreword to the Special Issue

This Special Issue of the Foreign Policy Review is dedicated to the MENARA 
project conducted in the H2020 framework of the European Union with the 
participation of fourteen institutions, led by the CIDOB in Barcelona. The 

MENARA (“lighthouse” in Arabic) – the acronym for the Middle East and North 
Africa Regional Architecture – studies the geopolitical order in the making, 
identifies the driving forces behind it, sheds light on bottom-up dynamics, and 
assesses the implications of these processes on the EU and its policies towards 
the region.

The Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade (IFAT) had the honor to lead Work 
Package 6 on Global Dynamics. In this work package the relationship between 
the region and the global order and the international community was studied 
on the basis of three main factors, all of which was further broken down to 
three clusters of papers. The concept paper outlined the main theoretical 
basis of the research and defined the two keywords – “embeddedness” and 
“periphery” – through the lens of which we aimed to define the multifaceted 
relationship between the MENA region and the global order. The background 
paper summarized the starting position of the case studies and the main research 
questions. The first cluster of papers concentrated on the “global actors” and 
included the United States of America, Russia, and China. The second cluster 
discussed “contentious issues” closely related to or even emanating from the 
region, which (may) have the potential to demand international attention and 
action: borders and mobility, global NGOs, WMD-related issues, and energy 
resources. The third cluster aimed at “global integration dynamics” when studied 
economic and technological integration.

On the sideline of the research so-called Future Notes were also published 
discussing and analyzing current events related to the project in a more practical, 
policy brief-like form.

This Special Issue is a selection of the papers prepared in WP6 Global 
Dynamics. The full variety of papers and Future Notes prepared in WP6 and in 
the whole MENARA project – and much more related work – can be found on 
the MENARA website at www.menaraproject.eu.

Budapest, January 2019

 Márton Ugrósdy Erzsébet N. Rózsa
 Director of IFAT Head of WP6

http://www.menaraproject.eu
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Global Dynamics in the MENA Region

Pol Morillas, Erzsébet N. Rózsa, and Máté Szalai

Introduction

The political and economic affairs of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region evolve inseparably from and interrelatedly with events of the contemporary 
global order. One cannot understand the dynamics on the ground without 
investigating the external environment of the region which constantly affects its 
conflicts, policies, and social changes.

Despite the general commonplace, interactions between the regional and 
global orders essentially take place in a two-way process. While global players 
and global developments frame the leverage and the activities of state and non-
state actors in the Middle East and North Africa, the regional order also has an 
impact on world politics through bilateral and multilateral relations, institutions 
and norms.

The exchange between the global and regional levels is being shaped by three 
general interrelated developments. First and foremost, it is taking place in the 
context of globalization, which constantly stimulates cross-border interactions. 
Secondly, the relations between actors ceased to be clearly unidirectional; they 
can be best described by the concept of complex interdependence (Keohane and 
Nye 2012), which includes reciprocal transactions in various fields that creates 
costs for the participating entities distributed in an asymmetrical way. Thirdly, 
this new framework has changed the role of states as primary shaping factors 
of politics and created leverage for new actors and factors (transnationalization) 
including non-governmental entities as well as norms and identities.

The dynamics between the two levels will be presented in three subsections 
based on the different manifestations of the global order vis-à-vis the regional 
one. Firstly, the balance of power and the competition between world powers 
and their foreign policies will be analyzed in the light of their effect on the Middle 
East and North Africa. Secondly, the focus will be drawn to the classic non-state 
actors and their regional influence, including supranational and subnational 
entities. In the last subsection the role of external norms and identities will be 
examined.
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The Rivalry of State Actors and the Global Shift of Power

The existence of inter-state conflicts and the traditional involvement of external 
actors make the MENA region particularly well suited to test an understanding 
of international politics based on the struggle for power and the rivalry between 
states. Such analysis departs from a systemic perspective of world politics that 
refers to the study of the structure of the international system, taking as a starting 
point the neorealist accounts of international relations in which the distribution of 
power capabilities among the units of the system shapes the relations between 
them, under the condition of anarchy (Waltz 1979, Keohane 1983, Mearsheimer 
2001, Jervis 1997).1 More recently, the dynamics of the distribution of power 
have focused on the changing nature of polarity in the international system, 
affecting the position of the MENA region within the global system.

Dominant forces of the prevailing global order – usually Western and European 
states – have traditionally been accused of penetrating the Middle Eastern and 
North African system only to pursue their own interests, thus shaping the destiny 
of regional politics and embedding the region in the dynamics of the global 
balance of power (Roberson 2002). This idea, as used by Carl L. Brown (1984) 
following James N. Rosenau (1969), describes the Middle East regional system 
as the object of high and unparalleled intervention and control by actors from 
outside the region. Since Ottoman times, extra-regional powers have aimed at 
protecting their vital interests in the region by actively participating in local and 
regional politics and directing them toward the achievement of their goals.

This narrative was especially emphasized during the Cold War, a period 
characterized by the involvement of superpowers in the MENA, revealing the 
“strategic importance” of the region, with the United States making it a central 
part of its “global Cold War strategy” (Roberson 2002: 57). Regional actors 
aligned themselves with either the United States or the USSR, transferring the 
bipolar order to regional politics, although not necessarily allowing for direct 
“control” of the politics of regional states (Roberson 2002: 65). The MENA region 
became deeply embedded in the dynamics of global politics as states forged 
alliances around the two superpowers.

These circumstances reinforced the view of the Middle East and North Africa 
as a “penetrated system.” Extensive scholarship has been produced on the 

1 This is not the only definition used in the IR discipline and is contested by, among others, 
structuralists and World-System theorists. For them, the structure generally refers to 
the critical organizing principles of the capitalist world economy. For a discussion on the 
shortcomings of these two approaches and their explanatory capacity regarding the 
international system’s reality, see Wendt (1987) and Buzan et al. (1993).
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fundamental role of the United States (e.g., Little 2008, Lesch 2003, Yaqub 2004, 
Khalidi 2009, Fraser 1989), the Soviet Union and Russia (e.g., Nizameddin 1999, 
Freedman 1982, Heikal 1978, Glassman 1975, Klieman 1970, Laqueur 1959), the 
United Kingdom (e.g., Adelson 1995, Louis 1984, Kedourie 1956, Monroe 1963, 
Kyle 1991) and France (Fromkin 1989) in the regional order. This literature has 
taken the patron–client dynamic as a starting point to analyze interactions 
between global and regional actors, framing it as a relationship between weak 
states and great powers (Handel 1981) – between “puppeteers and regional 
puppets,” as coined by Carl L. Brown (1984).

Discussion of the “penetrated system” has transcended the Cold War era and 
has been used as a way to understand how extra-regional actors have played 
a critical role in shaping the socio-political reality of the MENA region through 
direct presence (colonialism/imperialism) or (in)direct influence (Brown 1984, 
Hinnebusch and Ehteshami 2014, Hudson 2004). From the perspective of clients, 
debates have focused more on the degree of autonomy this regional subsystem 
and its actors have vis-à-vis external forces. In the post-Cold War era, clients 
are considered to have greater leverage to pursue their interests vis-à-vis global 
players on a bilateral basis (McLaughlin 1996), but there was no fundamental 
change in the viewpoint of the literature.

Nonetheless, evidence indicates that the extent to which MENA state actors are 
able to shape international politics and the global order is greater than ever. This 
is the result of globalization, deepening interdependencies and changes in the 
global distribution of power, namely polarity, a term which refers to the number 
of units of the system that might be considered as centers of power in a specific 
historical period, in the light of which we can speak about unipolar, bipolar, or 
multipolar systems.2 Regarding the global distribution of power and its impact 
on the MENA region, the end of the Cold War triggered many discussions on 
the changing nature of the global structure and the place of the region therein. 
Once one of the two poles of the bipolar system was out of the picture, many 
argued that the system had turned unipolar. The “American unipolar moment” 
(Krauthammer 1990, 2002) unfolded throughout the 1990s and an unparalleled 
power, the United States, took over leadership of the contemporary international 
system. In the Middle East, “no state, by itself or in concert with others in the 
region, was in a position to establish a Middle Eastern order independent of US 
influence” (Roberson 2002: 60). The region provided evidence of the formation 
of a unipolar international system, with the United States aiming to maintain a 

2 A great amount of scholarship has been devoted to the study of each of these structures in 
terms of the number of poles; see, e.g., Finnemore (2009), Wohlforth (1999), Jervis (2009), 
Lake (1996), and Deutsch and Singer (1964).
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balanced distribution of power in the MENA in line with its interests (above all, 
the protection of Israel’s security and a permanent military presence in the Gulf).

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, however, this period of US 
dominance seemed to end as the international structure began to take on a 
different form. Amid the post-9/11 developments, the hegemonic world power 
of the United States was perceived as declining (Layne 2006, Smith 2002, Boron 
1994, Kupchan 1998), and the power of other states was increasing, to the extent 
that new poles seemed to be emerging. Fareed Zakaria (2009) summarized 
this trend with the expression “the rise of the rest,” while Kishore Mahbubani 
(2008) emphasized the fact that the rise of Japan, China, India, South Korea, and 
other Asian nations had created a new center of global power in Asia in terms of 
demography, economy, trade, technology, and ideas.

Ever since the end of the unipolar moment, a discussion has been taking 
place on the proper description of the emerging international structure. Many 
terms have been coined in the last two decades to describe the current global 
distribution of power among the units of the international system. Some authors 
have suggested that we are witnessing the unfolding of a world with no poles. 
The notion of “apolarity” used by Niall Ferguson (2004b) and Daniel Drezner 
(2007),3 “zero-polarity” coined by Simon Serfaty (2011, 2012), “G-zero” put 
forward by Ian Bremmer and Nouriel Roubini (2011)4 or “nonpolarity” used by 
Richard Haass (2008) are fundamental examples of this approach.

Broadly speaking, all these concepts appeal to the idea that the end of the 
American “unipolar moment” prompted not a multipolar structure but rather a 
system where there is a “power vacuum,” as no single unit is willing or able to 
exercise command or leadership. According to some authors, the loss of gravity 
in the international system has been translated into the emergence of “no one’s 
world” (Kupchan 2012), triggering power relations based on zero-sum dynamics. 
In a “zero-sum world” (Rachman 2010) no power is able to dominate the system 
and the lack of effective global governance schemes forces major powers to 
compete over national power. A zero-sum world would see external powers 
such as China, the United States, the EU, or Russia competing for influence in 
the MENA region, although without the possibility of shaping its socio-economic 
and political reality entirely. Under this reading, the region would have gained 
autonomy vis-à-vis the world’s main powers.

Other scholarship alternatively indicates that the structure of the system is 
moving towards multipolarity, yet in a different form than has been seen before. 
For Samuel Huntington (1998, 1999), the situation can be better described 

3 See also Ferguson (2004a).
4 See also Bremmer (2012).
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as “uni-multipolarity,” stressing the dependency of other poles in the system 
vis-à-vis the hegemonic power (the United States) to maintain their privileged 
positions. “Asymmetric multipolarity,” proposed by Thomas Renard (2009) but 
extensively used by others, highlights the contemporary rise of alternative poles 
of power that can, in any case, balance the superpower.5

Besides multipolarity, other concepts have been suggested to describe the 
current global order. Giovanni Grevi (2009) also suggests the term “interpolarity,” 
which emphasizes the complex web of interdependencies among the different 
poles based on an asymmetric distribution of power but urging multilateral 
cooperation. Comprehensive notions willing to encompass different dimensions 
of the former concepts, for instance “complex multipolarity” (see, among 
others, Tsygankov 2009), have also been applied to describe the contemporary 
international system.6

A third alternative is the notion of “heteropolarity” as used by Daryl Copeland 
(2013) and James Der Derian (2009), which avoids state-centric analysis and 
integrates non-state actors into the discussion on the structure of the international 
system. The term also draws on the fundamental transformation of the nature of 
power (Nye 1990, Naím 2013), understanding that today’s international structure 
cannot be fully grasped on the basis of state-based power alone.7

For this reason, “the impact of the region’s position in the world system on 
the foreign policies of local states is by no means straightforward” (Hinnebusch 
2014: 9). Authors such as Fred Halliday (2005), Rashid Khalidi (2009), and Salim 
Yaqub (2004) suggest that the degree of leverage and actual independence of 
the MENA regional powers vis-à-vis extra-regional powers has generally been 
underestimated. According to this view, regional actors have developed over time 
the capacity to influence Western powers’ actions in the region. Barry Buzan and 
Ole Wæver (2003) suggest that the relation between regional and extra-regional 
Western powers has not been as asymmetric as the “penetrated system” view 
suggests.

5 This is particularly the case for the MENA region in relation to the interests of the USA, which 
“has no intention of relinquishing the commercial opportunities [in the region] to Europeans 
or others” (Deeb quoted in Roberson 2012: 64). The emergence of a “uni-multipolar” world 
would involve the USA remaining the “sole arbiter” of regional politics in pursuit of its interests, 
although not necessarily capable of creating a lasting regional order (Roberson 2002: 65).

6 Complex multipolarity would be perceived in the MENA region through the enduring influence 
of external powers to shape regional politics and conflicts, although these powers would also 
be conscious of the crucial role played by other state and non-state actors.

7 In their view, sticking with the restrictive idea of the prevalence of military power and taking 
out of the picture critical non-state actors which possess other fundamental resources of 
power (i.e., economic, social, cultural, etc.) harms any fair analysis of international reality.
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Mutual interdependence enabled MENA countries to toy with Western powers 
in order to guarantee their collaboration in advancing individual state agendas. 
Raymond Hinnebusch (2003) even claims that the regional system provides a 
pathway to gain further autonomy from the interests of global powers. In this 
view, some argue that the concept of axes and alliances no longer makes sense 
with regard to the MENA region. John Turner (2012) has analyzed how, since 
the Arab Spring, great powers are not attempting to exploit regional rivalries 
to gain advantage over other powers, but are being manipulated by regional 
adversaries. Client states exploit their relationships with their patrons to favor 
their own interests by appealing to the fears and interests of their most powerful 
allies.

A clear case in point is the Syrian civil war. Whereas many have tried to identify 
the United States or Russia as primary players in the conflict (Christia 2014: 
10), evidence might suggest that their leverage is limited, even vis-à-vis their 
own allies (Lund 2015). After numerous failed attempts led by either the United 
States or Russia, it became clear that without the participation of regional and 
local actors, the conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa in the twenty-first 
century cannot be dealt with solely on the basis of global power politics.

This also shows that within the framework of globalization, global powers 
are urged to tackle international challenges collectively. Besides using 
military power and coercion, states inside and outside the region can also 
dominate international politics through gaining or redistributing authority in 
the management of global affairs (Sending 2015), “negotiate new bargains, 
and generate collective leadership” (Ikenberry 2015: 400). So-called peripheral 
states, including those of the MENA region, have somewhat more limited, but 
undoubtedly existing, leverage to do so by exerting influence in/by supra- and 
subnational organizations, attempting to “govern globalization” and shaping the 
global structure of interdependencies in prioritized policy areas (Ulrichsen 2012). 
This question leads us to the investigation of the new players in the international 
system.

The Role of Non-State Actors in the Dynamics
Between the Regional and Global Orders

The realization of the existence of complex interdependencies and the 
“societalization of foreign policy”8 led governments to engage in cooperative 
multi-party endeavors to govern international affairs (multilateralism), which 

8 The development according to which foreign policy-making ceased to be the prerogative 
of state structures, and different social and/or non-state actors started to play a role (Kiss 
2009).
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paved the way for the growing role of non-state actors. Due to the heterogeneous 
nature of these entities, it is difficult to provide a holistic overview of their activities; 
however, it is impossible to understand the dynamics between the regional and 
global orders without discussing such actors. In the following subsection we will 
concentrate on the role of the most important types of non-state actors (based 
on O’Brien et al. 2000, Mingst and Muldoon 2015, Josselin and Wallace 2001), 
primarily intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), multinational companies, and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

The states of the region have participated in the creation and the activities of 
numerous global IGOs. Membership in such entities, on the one hand, provides 
opportunities to shape policy outcomes and negotiation processes, while, on 
the other hand, it also imposes necessary limitations and requires additivity.9 
The MENA region is usually seen as an object, rather than the subject, of global 
politics, while its integration into worldwide institutions is perceived through the 
lens of unilateral dependence.

However, this narrative is only partly true, as the most important international 
organization, the United Nations (UN), was founded with the participation of 
several Middle Eastern states, including Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Syria, 
and Turkey, while others joined later. Until 1966, one elected seat in the Security 
Council (SC) was unofficially reserved for a member of the region; nonetheless, 
the reform on the basis of General Assembly Resolution 1993 (1963) changed 
the body dramatically. It increased the number of non-permanent members 
from six to ten and officially implemented the principle of “equitable geographical 
distribution” (Sievers and Daws 2014: 127). Since then, MENA states have been 
divided into three different regional categories within the organization (the 
African Group, the Asia-Pacific Group, and the Western Europe and Others 
Group).10 According to the seat distribution,11 this allocation of MENA states 
means they are formally able to acquire zero to seven votes in the 15-member 
body simultaneously, which means the region is not particularly undervalued 

9 In this case, the small state literature can be useful since on the global stage, almost all MENA 
states can be regarded as qualitatively small. For their prospects in global institutions (like 
the UN and its Security Council), see Ó Súilleabháin (2014), Thorhallsson (2012).

10 All MENA states belong to these two groups except for Turkey and Israel, who joined the 
Western European and Others Group (WEOG). See the UN website: United Nations Regional 
Groups of Member States, http://www.un.org/depts/DGACM/RegionalGroups.shtml. (Last 
update: May 9, 2014.)

11 African and Asian states acquired five seats altogether; the chair of the Asian and the African 
group reached an understanding according to which three out of the five seats would belong 
to African states due to the presence of China as a permanent member. The WEOG was given 
two states only.

http://www.un.org/depts/DGACM/RegionalGroups.shtml
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in comparison to other parts of the world (with the exception, naturally, of the 
permanent members).

On the other hand, the attention of the bodies of the United Nations has often 
been focused on the MENA region. About 16 percent of the 2,259 resolutions 
adopted by the Security Council between 1948 and 2015 dealt with the Middle 
East and North Africa. Naturally, the most frequently analyzed questions 
in which the different bodies of the UN played an important role were the 
Palestinian–Israeli conflict,12 the Gulf wars,13 and the Iranian nuclear question.14 
These examples clearly show the reciprocal nature of the dynamics between 
the global and the regional order: while external actors and structures affect the 
outcome of local conflicts, the latter also have severe repercussions for how the 
former work and operate. The Israeli–Palestinian conflict, for example, had a 
huge effect on conceptions of statehood (Orakhelashvili 2008) and sovereignty, 
while the Gulf war of 1990–1991 (due to its timing) shaped the basic outlines of 
the “new world order” and how the UN and its members would see their role in 
it (like the United States’ unipolar moment). Last but not least, the management 
of the Iranian nuclear crisis has contributed to the evolution of the international 
framework for non-proliferation (Kile 2005) and can serve as a precedent for 
global institutions in similar cases.

Apart from the UN, economic institutions have traditionally had greater impact 
on the MENA region than political ones (Beck 2014). The role of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), which was founded with the participation of Iraq and 
Egypt, should especially be highlighted in this regard (Beck 2014, Momani et 
al. 2008). The relationship between the IMF and regional actors can also be 
best described as a two-way process: on the one hand, almost all MENA states 
had to ask for financial, monetary, or technical assistance from the IMF, which 
resulted in credits and reforms in the framework of the neoliberal agenda (see 
Cammett et al. 2015: Ch. 8). Although these were not consistently implemented, 
they still altered Middle Eastern economies and societies to a great extent. On 
the other hand, by the twenty-first century, the region became a net creditor, 
giving more money to the IMF than it received (Momani et al. 2008), while some 
of the consequences of the previous, IMF-led reforms contributed to the debates 
surrounding the effectiveness of the so-called Washington consensus (Sharawy 
2008).

The institutionalization of global politics also created opportunities for regional 
actors to affect global politics by creating international organizations themselves. 

12 See, e.g., UN (2008) or Beinin and Hajjar (2014).
13 See, e.g., Dobbins et al. (2005), Șeker (1999), Yamashita (2005).
14 See, e.g., Fayazmanesh (2008).
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Although the lower level of economic interdependence inside the MENA region 
(compared to other areas, such as Europe)15 hampers the establishment of 
regional integration and thus the exertion of global influence (Baldwin et al. 1999), 
there have been several attempts to do so. In this regard the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) – originally created in 1960 in Baghdad 
by Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela16 – can be considered as the 
most advanced.17 OPEC recently proved its continuing ability to influence global 
markets by causing the historic drop in energy prices that began in 2014 (Husain 
et al. 2015).18

In the economic sector, the presence of external non-state actors has had a 
crucial effect on the history of the region. The role of Western oil companies, for 
example – especially that of the Seven Sisters – was significant in the process 
of state formation, and although their legal and practical presence was altered 
quite significantly in the 1970s, the competition between them in the MENA 
region (e.g., in Iraq after 2003,19 or in Iran after the agreement of 2015) affects 
local institutions and the foreign policies of global powers as well.

Apart from the oil industry, globalization in general has put pressure on 
regional governments to open up their economies to foreign companies and 
investments; however, the governments have been cautious to reform and to 
allow market competition to dominate in various sectors. Despite the fact that 
conditions in the MENA region are generally “unfavorable” due to the instability 
caused by armed conflicts and political tensions (Fiegenbaum et al. 1997: 
141), global competition is present and creates political, economic, and social 
challenges for regimes and the existing regional and domestic order.

15 The pattern of formation of international bodies clearly shows the nature of regional 
interdependencies. Lacking severe economic ties, the states of the MENA region do not have 
enough incentive to create truly capable intra-regional economic unions or even free trade 
areas. On the other hand, their political and security interests are more interconnected, which 
is why the League of Arab States and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) were able to be 
created.

16 See the OPEC website: Brief History, http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/24.htm.
17  Nonetheless, one can think of other examples as well. With 57 members in the Muslim world, 

the Organization of Islamic Cooperation is the second largest international organization 
globally (Hakala and Kettis 2013: 4). Moreover, as a predominantly political, but not economic, 
organization (Legrenzi 2011), the GCC has a degree of influence in international security, 
given the importance of its member states.

18 As a matter of fact, the use of the “oil weapon” in 1973 trigged the rise of the investigation 
of complex interdependencies in the first place (Keohane and Nye 2012: 10), a term used 
frequently to describe the dynamics of today’s international system.

19 See Harvey (2005), Hinnebusch (2007), and Paul (2003).

http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/24.htm
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When it comes to the non-profit sector, subnational groups have always 
played an important role in the MENA region (Bayat 2000, Kamrava 2005, 
Valensi 2015). However, in recent decades two qualitative changes have been 
made to their presence. Firstly, the toolset provided by globalization has made 
it easier to organize locally, which is why we have seen a surge in their number; 
and secondly, external NGOs arrived in the Middle East and North Africa and 
started to take part in regional and domestic politics. These groups can play a 
cooperative, complementary, or conflicting role vis-à-vis the state and, due to 
the mediatized nature of politics, can pose severe challenges for regimes – see, 
for example, the case of the campaign by Amnesty International (2013) regarding 
the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar – but one cannot generalize their role as either 
constructive or negative.

Grass-roots organizations and social movements are also affected by the 
global order, especially through the question of funding (Hawthorne 2004, Hamid 
2010). Foreign donations have risen significantly in recent decades, especially 
after 2001, as Western actors consider local NGOs as primary tools in the effort 
to “spread democracy” in the region. This tendency has led to the emergence of 
“globalised elites” in the region, “tied more closely to the global actors […] than to 
local constituencies” (Jad 2007: 625).20 The perception of Western dominance in 
the civil sector (e.g., in the case of the humanitarian assistance community) can 
cause distrust and inefficiency (Amiri 2011).

A third type of non-state actor (besides non-profit and for-profit NGOs) which 
should be taken into consideration is the different violent militias, terrorist 
groups and so forth which defy the monopoly of the state to use force in its 
territory. Their number has risen significantly since 2011 – by 2014, there 
were approximately 3,000 such organizations in Syria and Libya alone (Durac 
2015: 2–4) – and some of them have the potential to influence the global order 
through transnational networks, financing and recruitment. Their operations 
are considered by global powers as the primary threat coming from the region; 
thus, in this case these regional non-state actors are affecting the global order, 
triggering reactions from external powers, and provoking them to intervene in 
regional and domestic affairs (i.e., the global war on terror since 2011).21

20 See the case of the second intifada and the Palestinian globalized elite in Hanafi and Tabar 
(2002).

21 For the ethical dilemmas of the global war on terror, see Webel and Arnaldi (2011).
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Ideas, Norms, and Identities

Following the end of the Cold War the global order – generally defined up to that 
point by the primacy of hard security – started to change, and new elements 
shaping the new order came to the fore. The meaning of security has been 
transformed and has come to incorporate – visibly – several different dimensions 
that were present before but had been made invisible by the classical approaches 
to security. Among the newly surfacing elements defining and restructuring the 
new global order, ideas, norms, and especially identities have started to play a 
dominant role and have created unexpected outcomes.

The end of the Cold War saw the emergence of two contradictory currents: 
cultural globalization on the one hand, and the renaissance of identities on 
the other hand. Convictions regarding which would be the stronger of the two 
developments shaped the foreign policy of global actors. Firstly, the formation 
of a series of newly independent – and in many cases new – nation states in the 
heart of Europe, which identified themselves with Europe, led on the one hand to 
the general assumption that the Western (European) ideal would spread across 
the whole world. The ideal of Western liberal democracy could be interpreted in 
the context of globalization, which seemed to face no further obstacles ahead. 
The End of History and the Last Man by Francis Fukuyama (1992) was in a way 
the expression of the globalization of the Western model. This narrative was 
present in the political program for democratization of the Greater Middle East 
put forward by George W. Bush (White House 2009) in the aftermath of the 9/11 
terrorist attacks, which was, in a way, a continuation and implementation of this 
theory.22

Secondly, in contrast, Samuel Huntington (1993) claimed that following the end 
of realpolitik during the Cold War, including the military aspect of security being 
the main determining factor in international relations, future alliances would be 
made within civilizations, with future conflicts arising across the civilizational 
fault lines. Civilization as the broadest umbrella of identification would have a 
major role in the relations among nation states, which would remain the main 
actors.

Coincidentally, the 9/11 attacks were also considered as proof of the clash 
of civilizations, both by the political elites and by the public (Neumayer and 
Plümper 2009). And subsequent Western interference in the region – including 
both the Euro-Mediterranean cooperation initiatives (including the European 
Mediterranean Policy, the European Neighborhood Policy, and the Union for the 

22 And it was also based on the theory of the democratic peace first elaborated by Immanuel 
Kant (1991: 93–130).
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Mediterranean), which were perceived as European “dictates,” and the military 
missions in Iraq, Libya, and Syria – strengthened these perceptions among local 
audiences. Recent developments in Europe (including the migration/refugee 
crisis and the activities of the Islamic State network) have again raised the clash 
of civilizations discourse.

All in all, both narratives emphasize the role of norms and identities in 
international relations and the global order, which, apart from the systematic 
changes caused by the end of the Cold War, was also fostered by the 
technological evolution in communication and IT (Pultar 2014, Niezen 2004). 
Such developments changed the rules of political struggle around the world 
by enhancing the politics of identity (Croucher 2004), namely the competition 
between political actors to shape and utilize social identities.

This change penetrated the regional order of the Middle East under special 
circumstances. MENA states have always had to “achieve a simultaneous 
balancing within the regional environment of material threats and competition 
over control of ideational movements (e.g. pan-Arabism, Islamist movements)” 
(Young 2015: 6). Although regular media outlets have played a role in inter-state 
rivalry and intra-state dynamics, the spread of social media can be considered 
to represent a qualitative change in identity politics (e.g., during the Arab Spring).

Religious affiliation – at the core of civilizations – as opposed to Western 
secular norms has increasingly come to be a decisive element of identification 
and of narratives, yet this opposition of norms and values has proved to be 
“selective,” as religiously identified groups and movements have widely used all 
the technical devices of modernity, while at the same time totally rejecting social 
and political modernization. Religious identification has come to be of increasing 
importance within religions as well, giving way to sectarianism.23 Rivalries in the 
region – primarily between Saudi Arabia and Iran (Matthiesen 2013) but also 
between Islamic State and others, the Syrian, Iraqi, and Yemeni civil wars, and 
so forth – are constantly framed, by many of the actors involved and by global 
audiences, with the verbal elements of the politics of identity, which might play 
out for the transformation of global politics described above.

Ethnicity, or national identification, has emerged in parallel – sometimes in a 
complementary distribution – with religion. While it played an important role in 
Central Europe after the end of the Cold War, it was also strong enough to prevent 
any unification purely according to religious affiliation in the Middle East (most 

23 In parallel, however, old practices of a selective differentiation are also in use: Islamic State’s 
occupation of huge territories with a large population initiated the re-emergence of the ahl 
ul-kitab (peoples of the Book) concept of Islam, together with the discourse on the umma 
and the caliphate.
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visibly in the Iraq–Iran war of 1980–1988). However, radical jihadist movements 
and their strict interpretations of Islam have so far seemed more or less immune 
to the influence of ethnic/national identity (e.g., al-Qaeda, Islamic State).

Besides religious, ethnic, and national self-identifications, “imported” identities 
are also worth investigating. The start of the Cold War fostered political (or even 
normative) affiliations with either the Western or the Eastern world, but both 
choices were considered dangerous by the regimes (due to the general mistrust 
of Western powers on the one hand, and the fiercely anti-religious nature of 
communism on the other hand). Fearing the anger of the public over such 
affiliations, the offer of financial and military assistance by either superpower 
created a new kind of security dilemma for states, between external support and 
internal stability (Lawson 2011). For this reason the creation of and participation 
in the Non-Aligned Movement was a natural choice for MENA states.

Apart from the local and regional levels, “revolutionism” can be understood 
as a rejection of the world order and global identities as well. This affiliation 
has surfaced in numerous forms throughout history: it played a role in Arab 
nationalism and Islamism, and it has shaped fundamental events of regional 
politics, including the Iranian Islamic Revolution and the rise of al-Qaeda and 
Islamic State. Revolutionism has its roots in history and the constant presence 
of external actors in the region (described in the first subsection) who, besides 
pursuing their own interests, also tried to create a new regional order (Salem 
2008: 19–20). Naturally, such attempts have always produced a counter-effect. 
After 2001, the United States also tried to recreate the Middle East, which resulted 
in broken solutions on the one hand and widespread rejection on the other, not 
just in the capitals of the adversaries but in those of Western allies as well.

These notions suggest that the global normative order has penetrated the 
region only to a limited degree. The investigation of the MENA states does not 
support the presumption that globalization unifies local identities and norms, 
since counter-effects to such attempts are always seen (e.g., the Non-Aligned 
Movement, revolutionism, etc.), which can have an effect outside the region as 
well. On the other hand, the global order has penetrated the MENA region in the 
realm of norms and identities in the form of globalization, which has brought a 
new toolkit for political struggles: almost every rivalry on the regional level is also 
fought within the politics of identity.
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Research Questions

• To what extent is the MENA region a penetrated or an autonomous region 
with regards to global political dynamics? How can we best apply the concept 
of the client–patron relationship to describe the complex relations between 
regional states and their external allies? What role do MENA states play in 
global politics?

• How can we assess the impact of the growing quantity and leverage of non-
state actors in the Middle East and North Africa? Should NGOs, multinational 
companies and intergovernmental organizations be considered as 
independent actors in the region, or do they serve as tools of regional and 
external states? How can MENA actors capitalize on globalization?

• Can MENA actors ascend to the global level as norm entrepreneurs? Which 
actors play the most important role in identity formation in the region? What 
leverage do external players have in (re)shaping existing normative and 
societal conflicts?
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Abstract

The paper aims at revealing the current nature of the interactions between the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and the global order. The authors 
argue that this relationship can be divided into three separate issues: global 
actors, which influence (and are influenced by) regional developments, primarily 
the USA, China, Russia, and the European Union; contentious issues (such as 
borders and mobility, transnationalization, norms of proliferation, and energy 
market tendencies) which effect international and transnational relations; 
and global integration dynamics (in the political, economic, and technological 
spheres) which determine the extent to which the states and societies of the 
MENA region participate in and shape the process of globalization. The paper 
introduces a number of research questions to guide further research in the 
different fields.

Introduction

The place and role of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region in the 
international system can be understood and analyzed as a set of asymmetrical 
relationships with distinct dynamics. The external environment affects the 
security, political, economic, and social developments in the MENA, while these 
not only interact with, but often set, the international agenda, prompt international 
global action, and challenge or reinforce the existing order and norms.

In this context of bilateral and multilateral relations, against the background of 
globalization, the relative balance of the global and the regional is continuously 
shifting. Old frameworks and the ability of traditional external actors to influence 
or interfere in the region are waning or at least evolving. New frameworks and 
new external actors and influences are emerging, challenging the existing global 
order based on states as the primary shaping factors of politics. Globally relevant 
issues such as migration and mobility, external intervention and the possession, 
or even use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) are salient in the region 
and demand global attention and action, which in turn interfere in and may even 
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reconstruct the regional order. The natural resources of the MENA have been 
and still are the target of global competition, even if their relative importance is 
shifting. Global developments such as the financial crisis and the technological 
revolution have linked the region more closely to the wider global context.

The research focus of the paper is to assess whether the region is embedded 
in global dynamics or peripheral to it. The three sets of issues described here 
and analyzed in the cluster papers to be prepared within the framework of Work 
Package 6 (WP6), “Global dynamics,” provide the context in which to explore 
how penetrated and how globalized the region is – whether it is a laboratory 
where global conflicts are being tested, or an arena where they are being fought?

The basic argument of the paper is that the relationship between the global and 
the regional orders is complex. The dynamics of this complex relationship will 
be analyzed based on three sets of issues: the role and capacity of global actors 
(the USA, Russia, and China) in shaping the regional order and how the region 
shapes the broader foreign and security policy of these superpowers; global 
contentious issues and their relations to the MENA region (borders and mobility, 
global non-governmental organizations [NGOs], WMD proliferation and non-
proliferation, and global competition for natural resources/energy); and global 
integration dynamics (the United Nations [UN] and multilateralism, economic 
and financial globalization, and the impact of technological developments on 
the regional order).

Global Actors

The MENA region has become a “penetrated system” since the 19th century, 
where major political developments such as the very creation of the state 
system have been initiated, shaped or controlled by external actors. While the 
presence of global powers has been constant historically, their strategy, level of 
involvement and the nature of the relationships they have built with local partners 
have varied significantly. The major debates in this regard usually concern the 
extent to which global powers shape regional developments and how much 
regional actors are able to affect the priorities and strategies of states interfering 
in the Middle East (Hinnebusch 2014: 3–4).

The position of the MENA region in the global context has been undergoing 
significant transformations since the beginning of the 21st century. The global 
players that shape the political and economic developments of MENA countries 
have shifting perceptions about the importance of the region in their foreign 
policy strategies and about the changing role of the states of the region in their 
future plans. Global powers also have different abilities (relative distribution 
of power in the realist/neorealist term) to influence the ongoing regional and 
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internal transformations in the MENA region. From a global power perspective it 
is important to emphasize the regional transformation, as regional powers have 
been trying to influence – through their own independent action – external players 
to support their regional agendas (Malmvig et al. 2016). Thus the relationship is 
clearly bi-directional: global powers shape the behavior of regional actors, and 
regional actors influence that of the global powers as well, to varying degrees.

Investigating the interactions between Iran under the Shah and the USA, Mark 
Gasiorowski (1991) introduced the notion of “cliency,” namely a “cooperative, 
mutually beneficial relationship” aiming at “a reciprocal exchange of goods and 
services between the patron and client governments” to “enhance the security 
of the two countries” (cited by Tetreault 1991: 566). If we consider “goods,” 
“services,” and “security” in a broad sense, this conceptualization makes it 
possible to avoid rash conclusions about the nature of these relationships and 
the exact way in which regional and global actors have shaped each other’s 
behavior.

Within the framework of “cliency,” the influencing and co-opting of the 
foreign policies of external patrons by regional “clients” has been a constant 
phenomenon in MENA both during and after the Cold War (Rózsa 2015). The 
recent Qatari–Saudi diplomatic rift is a good example for two reasons: first, both 
Doha and Riyadh consider the USA as their patron and thus have been seeking 
support from Washington. Second, the unclear role that President Donald 
Trump’s visit to Riyadh in May 2017 played in the unfolding crisis (Tharoor 2017) 
demonstrates the complexity and lack of transparency in client relationships 
and the exact ways in which the client and the patron affect each other.

In such relationships, regional actors often try to influence the threat 
perceptions of global powers. The most obvious example might be the Israeli–
American partnership, in which Tel Aviv managed to connect its survival to the 
national security of the USA.1 A more recent example occurred in the case of 
the Iranian nuclear crisis, in which the main opponents of the Islamic Republic, 
namely Saudi Arabia and Israel, tried to magnify the Iranian nuclear threat.

All in all, the MENA region has been witnessing a triad of transformations: the 
continuous development of the external context (from a brief “unipolar moment” 
to a multi-dimensional international order, or an a-polar order?) (Krauthammer 
1990 and 2002, Haass 2005, 2008a, and 2008b); a shift in the regional power 
balance; and domestic political developments. The three levels of transformation 
are not independent of each other, and thus the traditional client relationships 
and, in general, the role of external actors in the MENA region have also been 
subject to change.

1 On this historical process, see for example Rubenberg’s book from 1986, a thorough yet 
critical examination of American–Israeli security relations.
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Three major global powers shape political developments in the MENA region: 
the USA, Russia, and China. The European Union (EU), while its influence has 
been shifting, is also a global actor in the region. Some emerging powers, such 
as India and Brazil, are playing an increasingly important role in the MENA, 
but their economic and political influence lags behind that of the three global 
powers. In the present paper, we concentrate on the USA, Russia, and China and 
then make reference to the role of the European Union at the end of the section.

A Post-American MENA Region?

The post-Cold War regional order in the MENA was based on the USA playing 
the dominant role. The Pax Americana in the MENA region in the 1990s was 
characterized by an active US foreign policy (e.g. the 1991 Gulf War, the Arab–
Israeli/Madrid peace process, the Oslo agreement). Washington was the only 
global power that considered the MENA region to be a priority and had the ability 
to advance its interests there. The 2000s were defined by the global war on 
terror initiated by President George W. Bush (including the war in Afghanistan, 
the war in Iraq, and belligerence towards Syria, Iran, and Hizbullah).

The Obama administration introduced the “pivot to Asia” concept, which 
refocused US foreign policy towards East Asia (Green 2016). As a result, the 
importance of MENA in US foreign and economic policy began to decrease. With 
the development of the shale gas industry at the end of the decade, the USA 
and its allies became less dependent on the MENA region for energy. A clear 
indicator of their decreasing energy dependence is the lower rate of imports 
from MENA countries. Experts refer now to the post-American Middle East, as a 
region with a more multipolar external environment (Guzansky 2013, Simon and 
Stevenson 2015).

As a result of this process, it can be argued that the USA no longer has a 
monopoly on decisions in the region regarding war or peace (and it is questionable 
whether it really ever did). According to this argument (Fontaine and Singh 
2015), due to changing security perceptions in Washington and the new-found 
interest of other global actors in the region (especially Russia), the USA has been 
transformed from an “only” power to a one – albeit the leading – power among 
others in a multipolar regional and global context (Auslin 2010).

Recent events in the MENA region, however, have challenged this view. On 
the one hand, the global financial crisis and the restructuring of the oil markets 
have had an impact on the US economy and energy mix. On the other hand, 
the rise of the so-called Islamic State and the evolution of failed states in the 
region – particularly in the aftermath of the disastrous US “war on terror” in Iraq – 
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have dramatically reshaped US perceptions of the region. Fighting terrorism 
has become the most important theme related to the MENA region in any US 
presidential address, as the Islamic State poses a security threat to the Western 
world. Despite the pivot to Asia, therefore, the importance of the MENA region to 
the USA has not diminished.

Research questions:
• How has the US perception of the MENA region changed as different 

administrations have come to power? Which factors have a greater influence 
in shaping this perception – American domestic politics or global affairs?

• What are the main strategic goals of the USA’s Middle East policy?
• What are the main economic interests of the USA in MENA?
• How the normative order propagated by the USA can be implemented in the 

MENA region?
• Is there a new pivot to the MENA region in Washington’s Middle East policy?
• To what extent have changes in US foreign policy over the past twenty years 

impacted the MENA regional order?

China’s Pivot to the Middle East?

With the launch of the One Belt, One Road initiative (OBOR or New Silk Road 
concept) by Xi Jinping in 2013, the Middle East finally appeared on Beijing’s 
strategic map (following the String of Pearls concept of the early 2000s). The 
OBOR provided a framework within which China could deal with an ever-changing 
region. Some experts argue that the growing Chinese interest in the region has 
accelerated a rebalancing from Washington toward Beijing, referred to as the 
Middle East’s pivot to Asia (Rothkopf 2015). From the Chinese perspective, the 
country’s dependence on Middle Eastern oil production could become even 
higher in the near future. Economic cooperation between China and MENA 
is growing, but China has maintained a low-profile foreign policy towards the 
conflict zones in the region. Given the primacy of economic issues over political 
ones in Chinese foreign policy, it is important to note that political stability is 
key to economic growth and cooperation. In January 2016, China published 
its Arab Policy Paper, which stipulates that “China is willing to have pragmatic 
cooperation in the principle of mutual benefit and win–win results with Arab 
states” (China’s MFA 2016). Nonetheless, China still maintains a low political 
profile in MENA affairs. However, as China’s global outreach on security issues 
(such as terrorism) increases, a greater commitment to political questions may 
become inevitable.
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Research questions:
• Will China maintain its low political profile in the short and medium term?
• How does China perceive the region? What are the main strategic issues on 

the agenda of Chinese decision-makers?
• Has the Middle East made a pivot of its own to Asia in order to rebalance 

waning US interest in the region?
• What are the main economic interests of China in the region?
• What is the relationship between US, Russian, and Chinese Middle East 

policies? Are they in conflict with each other?
• Is China’s political engagement in the MENA region increasing? Will spheres 

of influence in the region be reshaped? How would the USA react to such a 
situation?

• To what extent does China reinforce, undermine or aim at modifying some of 
the basic elements of the MENA regional order?

Russia: A Global or Regional Engagement?

Russia’s political and strategic engagement in the region has been shaped by 
a multitude of factors (Hannah 2016). While the image of Russia in the West 
deteriorated following the annexation of the Crimea, President Vladimir Putin 
has tried to present Russian foreign policy towards Middle Eastern affairs as 
that of a “responsible” global actor. Russia has tried to engage with regional 
and global actors to resolve the conflict in Syria and to fight terrorism, which is 
also a top security priority for Russia. However, the Western perception of this 
“responsible” engagement, on the contrary, seems to be a self-justifying one. Yet 
it seems that Russian involvement is indispensable in managing and eventually 
solving the many ongoing crises in the MENA region. Russia’s Middle Eastern 
policy is complicated and cannot be understood from a single vantage point. It 
includes elements such as economics, energy, arms exports, political visibility, 
and so forth. Russia’s aim in the Middle East is to maintain (or re-establish) its 
position as one of the most significant actors shaping the security, political and 
economic developments in the region, and it seems that there is a certain – even 
increasing – readiness among regional actors to engage with it (Hannah 2016, 
Khlebnikov 2016, Sladden et al. 2017). Russia has a military presence in Syria (at 
Tartous port, and the Khmeimim military base). Russia has participated in OPEC 
supply cuts and has recently concluded arms deal with a number of countries 
(e.g. S-400 air defense missiles to Turkey, a NATO country). Russia also supplies 
a number of nuclear power plants in the region (e.g. in Turkey, Egypt, and Jordan).
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Research questions:
• Is Russia an influential actor in the MENA?
• What are the main factors (or actors) shaping Russian foreign policy in the 

MENA region (economic interests, energy interests, security interests, and 
political visibility)?

• Do the conflict in Ukraine and related sanctions against Russia affect Russian 
behavior in the Middle East?

• Is the conflict in Syria part of a global rivalry between Russia and the USA?

The European Union: An “Invisible Superpower” in the Region?

The leverage of the European Union and its member states in the MENA region 
does not constitute an integral part of the present analysis, but its regional role 
is important in the context of global power rivalry.2

For several reasons, Europe is not currently competing on the same level 
as the USA, Russia, and China in the region, yet it is a frequently quoted point 
of reference. Since the financial crisis, the decision-makers of the EU and its 
member states have been more inward-looking (Kausch 2014). Due to the EU’s 
specific structure (27+1 member states), it has a competitive disadvantage 
as a result of the inflexibility of its decision-making process. Moreover, in the 
European public discourse, the Middle East is viewed through the lens of the EU’s 
self-interest in terms of migration and refugees, energy security and terrorism. 
By 2017, it looked as if member states with historical connections – the United 
Kingdom (Michou 2012) and France (Mikaïl 2012) – had more leverage to exert 
influence in regional affairs.

Nonetheless, the EU’s role in economic relations, humanitarian affairs and 
institutional partnerships is still strong and continues to be critical. As Andrew 
Moravcsik (2017) argues, the European Union usually works as an “invisible 
superpower” that is able to exert its influence through interdependences, 
connectivity and transnational relations. Due to the geographic proximity of 
(large parts of) the Middle East and North Africa to the European continent and 
the extensive economic and trade ties between the two regions, the EU can play 
a primary, though not necessarily spectacular, role in the MENA states.

2 The role of the EU will be described in Work Package 9, “Fostering a New Role for the EU in the 
Region” (including the policy areas in which the Union has engaged with regional partners, 
the coordination and contradiction between policies carried out by the member states and 
the common institutions, and the perception of the EU and its adaptability).
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Global Contentious Issues

The MENA region occupies a unique position in the global order, primarily due 
to its geostrategic importance and the presence of key energy and trade links. 
Historically this has meant that the region has been penetrated by global actors. 
The presence of large energy reserves and the global competition for them have 
meant that developments in MENA have influenced the international system and 
its major actors, but the relationship has always been an asymmetrical one.

Issues such as borders and mobility, the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction, and the non-proliferation efforts aimed at curbing them, 
transnationalization and the presence of global NGOs and non-state actors, and 
energy typically have been discussed in recent years in the context of the MENA 
region. Thus, on the one hand, MENA is fully embedded in the global international 
order. However, in spite of this agenda-setting capability, the region is a relatively 
passive target (or a cooperating partner at most) of any international initiative 
aimed at the management of such contentious issues, giving the impression 
that it is fully (or mostly) peripheral as regards decision-making related to the 
events originating on its own soil (Fawcett 2016).

Borders and Mobility

The coexistence of MENA’s agenda-setting role – and its relative lack of 
engagement in regional and international governance schemes – is also evident 
in terms of the issues of migration and transnational mobility. Following the 
Arab uprisings, the new wave of migration reaching Europe from the south 
(mainly from sub-Saharan Africa via Libya and Italy) and from the east (from 
Syria, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and other countries via Turkey, Greece, and the 
Balkans) have highlighted the region’s agenda-setting role vis-à-vis Europe. In 
this context, the EU’s allegedly normative policies towards its periphery were 
put to the test during and after the Arab uprisings (Del Sarto 2016, Okyay and 
Zaragoza-Christiani 2016). The phenomenon of transnational mobility and 
migration in the MENA–EU context has also underscored its almost global 
dimension while raising a number of complex issues, such as:

(a) forced migration and internal displacement as a result of multiple, acute and 
protracted crises across the region […]; (b) irregular, mixed migration flows, driven 
by a combination of economic, political and other factors, within and transiting 
through the region, particularly to and through North Africa and towards Europe, 
as well as [towards Gulf countries]; and (c) labour migration, both regular and 
irregular, within and from far beyond the region, with GCC countries, Lebanon, 
Jordan and Libya acting as the principal magnets for migrant workers. (IOM 
2017: 11)
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Research questions:
• Is the substantive growth of migration and transborder mobility from the 

MENA region to the EU since the Arab uprisings an indication of the growing 
interconnectedness of the MENA region itself?

• Has the region’s agenda-setting role vis-à-vis the EU grown in recent years? 
Are there common features or discernible trends in the responses of MENA 
countries to these issues?

• To what extent do recent developments and their underlying dynamics 
support the embeddedness of the region in the international governance 
of migration and transnational mobility? Conversely, has the region been 
increasingly pushed to the periphery as far as the European and international 
management of mobility is concerned?

Transnationalization and Global NGOs

In the post-Cold War globalized era, non-state actors and NGOs have come 
to challenge the state-centric international system on the one hand, and to 
complement the activities of state actors, both in the military and in the civilian 
sphere, on the other hand. The MENA region has been affected by the process 
of globalization and transnationalization in two ways: first, from the bottom 
up, it has reinforced and highlighted the role that non-state actors play in the 
region; and second, from the top down, global NGOs have also made their mark 
on regional developments. For both phenomena the Arab uprisings were a 
litmus test, as the leverage of governments and states was severely limited by 
transnational organizations. While the presence of NGOs – especially “Islamist 
movements” (Wiktorowitz 2004) – in the Middle East is not a novelty, due to the 
internal weakness of the state system (Hafez and Wiktorowitz 2004: 65), the 
growing role of global ones cannot be questioned.

As the present study focuses on how the dynamics of the global and the 
regional order have been affected, the top-down approach will be investigated 
further. Naturally, the two cannot be completely separated from each other, but 
this focused approach will allow us to examine the question more precisely.

Research questions:
• How have the processes of transnationalization and the growing importance 

of external non-state actors affected the MENA region?
• Have global dynamics enabled local non-state actors to capitalize on the 

changing nature of the international system and gain a foothold against the 
state?

• In what ways are global NGOs present in the region, and how do they affect 
political outcomes?
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Norms and Questions Related to Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD)

WMD-related questions, regarding both their control/disarmament and their 
eventual use (or threat of use) – as a norm – have come to belong to the 
competence of the international community, namely the United Nations. Arms 
control typically involves a process of negotiation, in which state actors 
engage – usually voluntarily – with the aim of achieving a common goal, from 
confidence-building measures through limitation and finally to an eventual total 
ban on an entire category of weapons (Goldblat 2002). Since the beginning of 
the 2000s the MENA region has been one of very few where concerns have 
been raised, and which has provoked international and UN reaction, in terms 
of practically all categories of weapons of mass destruction: nuclear, chemical, 
biological, and missiles (which are increasingly considered part of such weapons 
systems).

The MENA region has proved to have the capability to shape the international 
agenda by lobbying for solutions to, or “producing,” WMD-related issues of 
concern (the Middle Eastern nuclear weapon-free zone (NWFZ) and the Iraqi 
WMD programs, respectively) and has been, at the same time, the target of 
international action. However, in itself it has not been able to enforce and realize 
solutions to such threats.

This asymmetrical relationship between the global and the regional levels 
has been further aggravated and complicated by the set of WMD capability 
asymmetries within the MENA region itself: External actors with WMD 
capabilities – most notably the USA – have a continuous presence in the region, 
sometimes even equipped with WMD themselves. Time and again they have 
provided support to states with WMD capability (Israel; Iraq during the 1980s), 
which produces resentment in the region.

The global non-proliferation debate between the “haves” and the “have-nots” 
has received a new boost with the proposal of the new Nuclear Ban Treaty (Treaty 
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons), which was supported by 122 states with 
one abstention and one vote against, though none of the nuclear weapon states 
or their allies took part either in the negotiation or in the voting. Although the 
Treaty was opened for signature on September 20, 2017, this shows that the 
most basic underlying issue in the debate over nuclear weapons has not yet 
been resolved. With the exception of Syria, Libya, and Somalia – all of which are 
in the midst of bloody civil wars and thus not able to participate meaningfully in 
these discussions – all Arab League member states voted yes in line with their 
long-held policy of pushing for a region free of nuclear weapons. Iran also voted 
yes in a further effort to pressure Israel to give up its nuclear arsenal (UN News 
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Center 2017). (Israel has long been the only possessor of nuclear weapons in 
the region, yet in spite of this it is a major pillar of Western policy. Israel has not 
signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty [NPT], and has worked hard to lobby the USA 
not to push for a WMD-free zone.)

With regard to the other multilateral treaties on chemical weapons (the 
Chemical Weapons Convention, CWC) and biological weapons (the Biological 
and Toxin Weapons Convention, BTWC), the existing global regime (not to have 
such weapons) received a huge boost when Syria joined the CWC, leaving only 
Israel and Egypt among the regional states not party to these global treaties 
(as “haves”) (Makdisi and Pison Hindawi 2017). Egypt, it should be pointed out, 
has long suggested it is ready to sign the treaty as soon as Israel does. The 
civilian nuclear, chemical, and biological capabilities reflect the same categories 
of “haves” and “have-nots,” which is especially significant in the field of nuclear 
energy generation. While in some of the most developed industrial countries 
(e.g. Germany, Japan) nuclear energy is increasingly erased from the energy mix, 
in other parts of the world it is seen as an important option to meet growing 
energy demand. The MENA region, especially the Mashreq (Egypt, Jordan) 
and the Persian Gulf (United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait), have 
ambitious plans, although they are in different phases, to construct a series of 
nuclear power plants – a move very much influenced by political considerations 
(to balance Israel’s and Iran’s capabilities) as well as economic ones (Shaker 
2010, Goodenough 2008, World Nuclear Association 2017).

The international community’s inability to even start a multilateral negotiation 
process on the limitation and control of missiles is clearly reflected in the fact 
that most of the MENA states have not signed the Hague Code of Conduct 
(International Code of Conduct against Ballistic Missile Proliferation) and have 
not joined the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR).

A further global concern related to WMD is that while arms control is typically 
a state actor exercise, developments in the international system have been 
increasingly shaped, sometimes even forced, by non-state actors. Since the 
MENA region is host to a wide variety of non-state actors, some of them radical 
militants, the possibility of such organizations obtaining or producing some 
kind of WMD capability (most probably chemical) cannot be excluded. (Islamic 
State has tried to gain such a capability, but the late Al Qaeda leader Osama 
bin Laden also had such intentions.) In terms of global efforts by non-nuclear 
weapon states to create NWFZs, the proposed NWFZ in the MENA region has 
been under discussion the longest yet still has not been realized. In 1990, in 
response to the asymmetry of the Israeli nuclear (and other WMD) capability 
vs. the Arab chemical and biological programs (at the time), Egyptian President 
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Hosni Mubarak expanded the proposal to include a WMD-free zone (WMD-
FZ) in the MENA region (Karem 1988). The idea of a NWFZ/WMD-FZ has been 
floated ever since. The only multilateral forum where such a question can be 
negotiated is the NPT review conferences, but the issue is so contentious that it 
has the potential to prevent the achievement of a common final declaration, as 
it did in 2015 (Davenport 2017, Wan 2015).

Research questions:
• What are the underlying causes of the current impasse in the process of 

establishing the NWFZ/WMD-FZ?
• What other options might exist (e.g. Arab initiatives regarding the NWFZs 

and/or the splitting of the full nuclear fuel cycle – possibly the idea of a 
nuclear fuel bank, etc.)?

• How have the Israeli nuclear weapons stockpile and Iran’s nuclear program 
driven new thinking and norms about WMDs in the region?

• To what extent has chemical weapons disarmament in Iraq and Syria 
contributed to the global norm?

• How imminent is the threat of an eventual biological program? What factors 
(or the lack thereof) can be identified?

• Missiles are the only category for which there is not yet a multilateral treaty. 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 687, which was passed after the 
Gulf War (1991), has been the only initiative to press for their limitation, not 
only regionally but also globally. Could the MENA region be the initiator of a 
global shift?

Tendencies in the Energy Market

The MENA region has the largest oil reserves in the world and is the world’s 
largest oil exporter, and Saudi Arabia is the crucial “swing producer” in global 
oil markets. It is the only country with sufficient spare capacity to calm markets 
in case of supply shortfall elsewhere. Qatar is the world’s biggest exporter of 
liquefied natural gas (LNG), while Iran holds the largest global reserve base 
of natural gas. The region has also expanded downstream into refining and 
petrochemicals. Thus the MENA region’s energy resources put it at the heart of 
global energy dynamics and have turned the region into a target of global power 
competition. It is arguably via energy that MENA is most deeply embedded in 
the international system.

The paper on energy will cover the MENA region’s role in shaping global energy 
dynamics. About half of the region’s energy production is exported, but this 
export capacity is increasingly threatened by skyrocketing domestic demand 
for energy. Given the increasing energy demand (driven by population and 
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economic growth as well as increased energy access), countries in the region 
are diversifying their energy mix, especially by developing renewable energy.

The global energy system is evolving towards a low-carbon economy. 
Renewable energy and energy efficiency are key in this energy transition. 
Renewable energy, in particular, has been gaining momentum and has 
attracted worldwide attention as an alternative source of energy. Technological 
developments and the decreasing costs of some technologies (especially 
wind and solar photovoltaic systems, PVs have contributed to wide-scale 
developments and the deployment of renewable energy around the world. The 
year 2016 witnessed a record, with new additions of installed renewable energy 
capacity (161 gigawatts (GW) of capacity added – or an estimated around 
62 percent of net addition to global generating capacity) in the power sector, 
providing an estimated 19.3 percent of global final energy consumption (REN21 
2017; see also Menichetti 2017). Energy policy, and renewable policy support 
mechanisms in particular, have been behind such extensive deployments. In the 
light of the latest COP21 Paris Agreement, several countries have set up targets 
within the framework of their nationally determined contributions (NDCs).

The major global energy trends, including an overview of the global energy 
demand and supply in major countries (such as the USA, China, India, and 
members of the EU), and the likely implications for the MENA region, will also be 
analyzed. In addition, in the past decade two major changes, some would even 
say revolutions, have taken place in world gas markets: namely the boom in 
unconventional gas production, especially in the USA, and the widespread LNG 
trade, inducing an increasing number of LNG export and import countries.

In particular, the paper will treat such questions as:
• How will global energy trends impact the region – and vice versa?
• What role will unconventional sources (mainly shale oil and gas shale) play 

on the global energy scene, and what are the implications, particularly for 
the MENA region?

• What will be the role of the LNG trade?
• What role will the region play in the future, especially in oil and natural gas 

markets?
• Will the region’s petrochemical and refining industry maintain its steep 

growth path of the last two decades?
• What is the likely impact of shrinking export levels and decreasing oil prices 

on state revenues and policies in the future?
• What is the likely impact of the ongoing fossil fuel subsidy reforms in many 

countries in the region? How can renewable energy sources and energy 
efficiency help MENA countries retain their leadership position in global 
energy markets?
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• How will growth in the electric car market impact oil demand?
• What are the main contributions of the MENA countries’ commitments vis-

à-vis the Paris Agreement, especially their NDCs and the role of renewables 
and energy efficiency?

Global Integration Dynamics
It has become a commonplace observation among scholars of the MENA that 
the region and its states have been loosely integrated into the global political 
and economic system. As it was observed in the case of the Ottoman Empire 
(Yurdusev 2009: 71), one can argue that the states of the region today are part 
of the international system but not of the international society – while they 
are formally independent actors, they are more likely to be “objects” and not 
“subjects” of world politics (Morillas et al. 2016: 73).

While this statement in general can be considered accurate, the exact level 
and nature of the global integration of the MENA region is subject to debate, 
since participation in global integration dynamics (or globalization in general) 
can be measured in different ways. Perhaps the most famous indicator is the 
globalization index developed by Andrew Thomas Kearney (2002 and 2003) 
in cooperation with Foreign Policy.3 He analyzed statistics according to four 
different categories representing the four main aspects of global integration: 
economic integration, personal contacts, technology, and political engagement 
(Bhandari and Heshmati 2005: 17).4 Using this methodology, the MENA region 
appears to have been moderately integrated into globalization by the 21st 
century, on the same aggregate level as East Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 
(Bhandari and Heshmati 2005: 26). MENA countries have better scores in 
technology and political components than in economic and personal relations. 
A more up-to-date series of data is available from the KOF Index of Globalization 
(IoG). This methodology divides the variables measuring the embeddedness of 
globalization into three categories (political, economic, and social), based on 
which it also calculates an aggregate index.5 The advantage of the KOF IoG is 
that it provides available data since 1970.

3 For the most recent list, see Amburn (2009).
4 Alternative measurements include the examination of a country’s value in the global value 

chains (Banga 2013), the participation of nation-states and citizens in global governance 
(Sassen 2003), and the so-called principal component analysis and factor analysis (Bhandari 
and Heshmati 2005: 17).

5 Which includes other sub-indices in terms of actual economic flows, economic restrictions, 
data on information flows and on personal contact, as well as on cultural proximity. See IoG 
website: http://globalization.kof.ethz.ch.

http://globalization.kof.ethz.ch
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According to the IoG, the MENA remained below the global average for decades. 
Though the differences are not as great as they are in the case of sub-Saharan 
Africa, the gap has not been narrowed significantly in the last four decades (KOF 
2017b: graph 4b). The most recent data covering 207 countries from 2017 (KOF 
2017a) shows that the states with the highest scores (i.e. the most globalized) 
are Qatar and the United Arab Emirates (occupying the 29th and 37th place 
respectively), both of which actually surpass the level of globalization of Japan 
(39th). They are followed by Israel (38th), Turkey (42nd), and Bahrain (43rd), and 
later Jordan (47th) and Kuwait (49th) as well as Saudi Arabia (51st). The least 
integrated actors are the West Bank and Gaza (188th), Sudan (186th), and Iran 
(155th).

Using these data, one can come to three conclusions regarding the 
embeddedness of the MENA region in global integration dynamics. First, the 
level of integration of MENA states varies significantly, with the countries of 
the Arabian Peninsula and non-Arab countries (Turkey and Israel) exhibiting 
the deepest integration. Second, however, while Israel and Turkey traditionally 
have been the frontrunners, the states of the Arabian Peninsula are relative 
newcomers to globalization. This affects their domestic economic, political, and 
social circumstances to a great extent, as generational cleavages, identity crises, 
and reactions to globalization tend to be sharper in cases of rapid transformation 
(Dessouky and Korany 2008).

Third, MENA countries typically perform differentiated integration, meaning 
they achieve markedly diverse scores in the three categories. Some states 
(e.g. the Gulf monarchies) have a high level of integration in economic and 
social terms, but are only loosely integrated politically. Others, such as Jordan, 
Morocco, and Egypt (and to some extent Algeria), have a high degree of political 
embeddedness but are lagging in the other two categories. A third country type 
would include those countries which have a low score in all three categories 
(Yemen, Iraq, Sudan, and Somalia). It should be noted that even the non-Arab 
countries of the region are not fully embedded in global integration trends; 
Israel achieved relatively low scores in political integration, Turkey in economic 
integration and Iran in all three dimensions.

The reason these data are of utmost importance is that the level of global 
integration and embeddedness in globalization reflects two attributes of a state 
or region. First, it shows their potential structural power (or the lack thereof) on 
the world stage. Being on the periphery of global integration dynamics (especially 
in political and economic terms) means that MENA states (or the region in 
general) are more the objects, rather than the subjects, of the decision-making 
processes taking place in international institutions and other official or unofficial 
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fora. Second, the level of integration also shows the connectivity of different 
state and non-state actors, an attribute which, in the age of transnationalization 
and globalization, cannot be ignored (Khanna 2015).

The low level of integration is also connected to the question of the regional 
order. In other regions of the world, the process of globalization stimulates 
different forms of regional integration processes, which can protect its members 
from some of the disadvantages of worldwide developments (Sideri 1997). 
Lacking such substantive and regionally accepted initiatives (with some minor 
exceptions), the MENA region cannot defend itself in this regard, which limits the 
benefits of globalization, allows foreign interference, accentuates geostrategic 
rivalry and fosters tendencies of self-peripheralization.

Another matter of debate in the literature is the effect of the partial and limited 
global integration of the MENA region on political dynamics and outcomes. The 
consequences include, for example, the discrepant understanding of material 
and immaterial institutions in the region (including sovereignty, market dynamics, 
diplomacy, etc.) (Gonzalez-Pelaez 2009) and Middle Eastern states’ inability to 
affect global politics to a substantive extent (Morillas et al. 2016: 72–75), but the 
phenomenon also highlights the importance of technological spillover, mobility 
programs, and educational cooperation.

In the following, we will investigate global integration dynamics from three 
different viewpoints: political, economic, and technological.

Political Integration: Multilateralism and the UN Framework

Two basic research questions should be asked regarding multilateralism and 
the United Nations framework: first, how the conflicts in the MENA region and 
transnational crises are dealt with at the multilateral level (Makdisi and Prashad 
2017); and second, how states of the region can represent their interests and 
what agency they have on the global level.

Research questions:
• What role do the resolutions and sanctions regimes of the UN Security Council 

play in the MENA region, and what do they reveal about the contradiction 
between geopolitics and legitimacy?

• What role do the UN peacekeeping and political missions play in the MENA 
region?

• How did the UN react to the Arab uprisings? What did the uprisings reveal 
about the UN and its norms and ideology?

• In what ways (and to what extent) have MENA countries participated in the 
decision-making processes of the United Nations during key conflicts?
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• How does the Arab region view the activities of the United Nations?
• What does the Palestinian bid for statehood, and the larger role of the 

UN in the Arab–Israeli conflict, reveal about the UN framework and the 
contradiction between geopolitics and legitimacy?

• Has collaboration with UN institutions been seen as cooperation with global 
institutions or enforcement of external interests?

Economic Integration: Financial and Economic Embeddedness

In terms of the financial and economic embeddedness of the MENA countries, 
the heterogeneity of the region should be stressed. As we have already 
mentioned, the level of integration can vary not just between different states but 
also between different sectors of a given state. A high level of embeddedness 
can be observed in heavy industries (the Gulf countries and Morocco), in finance 
(the Gulf countries and Turkey), in logistics (the Gulf countries) and, to some 
degree, in light manufacturing (Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia). Yet some parts of 
MENA still have relatively closed economies and a less successful track record 
of engaging with the global economy.

Research questions:
• What effects do economic embeddedness and peripheralization have on the 

economic structure and performance of a given state?
• In terms of connectivity and complex interdependences, what influence do 

MENA states have on external actors and in which sectors?
• What impact do the different levels of economic and financial integration 

have on intra-regional cooperation and conflict?

Technological Integration: Global Trends and Major Changes

The exposure of MENA societies to global trends in technological developments 
has far-reaching consequences on the ground and on intra-state relations as 
well. It determines the framework of economic growth, modernization, social 
connections, and dynamics and has a huge effect on the leverage and longevity 
of political regimes.

Research questions:
• What are the most important technological (mega-)trends with relevance for 

the region and its interrelations with global changes?
• What are the main potentials and preconditions for the development of 

infrastructure for information and communication technology (ICT)?
• Which factors drive ICT usage patterns from the demand side in the MENA 

region?
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• What role does ICT play in economic development, especially in the business 
and banking sectors – and in relation to labor market segments?

• What role does ICT play in political dynamics, especially in the media, 
education, political culture, election processes, state security, and the 
military?

• How have digitalization, robotization, and the fourth wave of technology in 
general affected the region, especially in the economic and military sectors?

Conclusion

As stated in the introduction, the interaction between the global and the regional 
order can be considered from three vantage points: the presence of global 
powers and their relationship with regional and local actors; global contentious 
issues and their influence; and global integration dynamics in political, economic, 
and technological terms.

These three phenomena will be analyzed in different cluster papers with 
different emphases. While public discourse tends to present the MENA region as 
an object rather than a subject of global dynamics, we try to frame our research 
questions on the separate topics more broadly. First, regarding global powers, 
the MENARA project is not solely concerned with the interests and effects of 
the key external actors, but also tries to assess how their engagement in the 
MENA affects their overall foreign and security policy strategy. Second, global 
issues are not permanent; they are constantly constructed and reconstructed 
in different circumstances, a process which will be analyzed in the research 
papers. Third, in terms of global integration processes, the MENARA project will 
shed light on the effects of uneven and differentiated integration on the different 
regional and local actors in the Middle East and North Africa.
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Russian Policies Towards the MENA Region

László Póti

Abstract

Russia wields its influence in pursuit of important state interests. As in the 
Soviet era, contemporary Russia declares ambitious goals and pursues them in 
a desperate effort to play a decisive role in world politics. The overall objective 
of Russian foreign policy is to become a world power, and gaining influence 
over the MENA region is a means to achieving that end. As is clearly expressed 
in strategic documents, Russia considers the MENA region a priority domain 
for extensive diplomatic activity. The Kremlin’s MENA policy incorporates 
a critically important premise, non-interventionism, that is attractive to the 
region’s autocratic regimes, which resist Western-style liberal “interventionist” 
democracy. Russia’s influence on these countries is increasingly strong due to 
its (1) de-ideologized approach, (2) assistance (in the form of long-term loans) in 
the construction of nuclear power plants as well as arms supplies, and (3) anti-
American stance, reflecting Arab and Iranian (Islamic) interests.

Introduction

Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t.1

This analysis attempts to illustrate the effectiveness of the instruments of 
influence Russia wields in pursuit of its most important state interests, among 
which becoming a great power in the world appears to be of ultimate importance.

Russian foreign policy in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has 
a long history dating back to the imperial era and running through the 
decades of the bipolar international system. The Kremlin’s policy-making 
towards the MENA has always been driven by officially declared and/or 
presupposed (non-declared) state or national interests (raisons d’état) 
related predominantly to security issues and economic considerations. 
Russia in the 21st century – revived and strengthened after the instability 
and indiscretions of the 1990s caused by the collapse of the bipolar system – 

1 William Shakespeare: The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Act II, Scene 2. See, e.g., 
Open Source Shakespeare, https://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/views/plays/play_
view.php?WorkID=hamlet&Act=2&Scene=2&Scope=scene.

https://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/views/plays/play_view.php?WorkID=hamlet&Act=2&Scene=2&Scope=scene
https://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/views/plays/play_view.php?WorkID=hamlet&Act=2&Scene=2&Scope=scene
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is retracing its previous steps in terms of building policy based on “hard interest.” 
In other words, it is showing unambiguous signs of continuity with its former 
ambitions to gain a leading role in the international system with the aim to secure 
its own existence, survival, and development by extending its sphere of influence 
geographically, politically, and economically. However, historical evidence as well 
as the current picture show that this “triad” of influence has never succeeded 
in maintaining an equal balance but has always proved to be “asymmetric,” 
eventually preventing the success of such ambitions. This imbalance, however, 
has never disrupted the continuity in Russia’s hard security interests and other 
international or domestic ambitions; in fact, they have always been closely 
interrelated and complementary: security considerations have always been 
granted primary importance, while the other two have mainly served to maintain 
security guarantees. While doing so, the Kremlin has prioritized the principle of 
balancing the relations among the great powers, thus following the logic of a 
certain kind of classic realpolitik thinking.

Despite the conviction among some academics that its approach to MENA has 
been ad hoc and bilateral (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015), Russia has never lacked 
a strategy towards the region in question. In contrast to Western strategies, of 
course, the Kremlin may have lacked precisely elaborated and comprehensive 
future strategies; yet it has used certain capacities and tools consistently and 
often in a very effective way.

First and foremost, arms supply has always played a decisive role because 
it is the easiest and most convenient way to engage a regime. In a war-prone 
region such as MENA, where most parties strive to secure themselves with 
weapons and armies, arms trade has always been of crucial importance and 
thus an attractive opportunity for Russia as an arms producer. And the Kremlin 
has never failed to use its trading power in such terms.

The other important tool – or instrument of influence – used by Russia has been 
its nuclear capacity, more precisely its offer to build nuclear power plants (NPP) 
in the countries of the MENA on overwhelmingly favorable conditions. NPPs 
have often posed an irresistible temptation to countries lacking in natural energy 
resources, such as Egypt, and in such deals Russia has never agreed to less 
than its greatest possible benefit, as will be addressed in this analysis. Russia’s 
use of this tool has attracted significant attention from Western governments, 
especially when applied to increasingly influential powers such as Iran, which has 
sought to secure itself by means of nuclear energy resources, raising suspicions 
among the international community that Iran is aspiring to expand its nuclear 
potential for more than just economic reasons. It is very important to examine 
the possible connections between the seemingly unconditional economic as 
well as diplomatic maneuvers of Russia and the benefits it gains in return.
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There is a temptation to see these tools used by the Kremlin as closely 
interrelated, and it is easy to presuppose the existence of certain forms of 
agreement in such maneuvers, given that they provide such powerful mutual 
benefits to the parties concerned. From this it is possible to recognize the 
importance of another instrument of Russian influence that in fact belongs to 
the category of so-called soft power – the cultural or ideational dimension of 
mutual understanding and support. This is manifest in Russia’s toleration for 
cultural and political coexistence, which can be interpreted as acceptance of the 
rightfulness of different political models and regimes. This conceptualization, of 
course, is more attractive to the non-Western world than the Western values of 
liberal democracy, which they perceive as a potential threat to their traditional 
values, deeply embedded in their highly religious societies. Therefore, on the 
basis of such similar approaches, the Kremlin succeeds in being more convincing 
in terms of ideational dimensions as well. Russia’s cooperation is not dependent 
upon these countries’ readiness and willingness to accept and adhere to the 
democratic and liberal traditions of Europe and America, and with no such 
strings attached, Russia has greater potential for engaging in cooperation in 
other important areas.

Continuity and Discontinuity:
Soviet and Russian MENA Policies

The Soviet Union exerted a tremendous amount of influence over most MENA 
countries during the decades of the bipolar international system. Regimes such 
as Egypt, Syria, and Algeria played a central role for Moscow and were granted 
unprecedented support in the military and economic spheres alike. Others were 
less important in the Kremlin’s outlook.

During the Cold War several MENA countries, in particular those in North 
Africa, hesitated to engage with – or tactically alternated between – the Soviet 
Union and the West in terms of multidimensional cooperation or even strategic 
partnership. Many of these countries used the “Soviet card” as an asset to 
strengthen their position in negotiations with the West. The two main actors in 
the bipolar international system strived to achieve dominance and to establish a 
certain level of control over the region, including promoting their own economic 
and ideational core values; in addition, the Kremlin considered the region a 
strategically important market for its military-oriented industry.

While many examples point to the USSR’s pro-Arab stance, it was not 
necessarily directly anti-Israel, because the ultimate target was never Israel itself. 
Moscow’s decisions were mostly determined by the fact that Israel has been 
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an actual American outpost and stronghold in the Middle East. The Kremlin’s 
goal was always to counter American geopolitical ambitions. The comparatively 
weak Middle Eastern Arab states were not difficult to influence, and the USSR 
successfully utilized them for its own ends – at least up to a point.

The transition to a unipolar international system in the early 1990s brought 
major changes to the foreign policy of the Kremlin: the “splendid Soviet times” 
of the 1960s–1980s were over. Moscow’s former military and political influence 
was reduced dramatically in the MENA region, reaching a low point in the early 
1990s; even its annual trade volume with the Arab countries dropped below 
1 percent, rendering commercial relations with the entire region largely symbolic, 
especially in comparison with the annual 20–25 percent trade volume of the 
previous decades (Gusarov 1997). The Soviet footprint of the Cold War period 
was mainly represented in the heritage of grandiose industrial constructions, 
such as the Aswan High Dam in Egypt, the hydropower stations built on the 
Euphrates in Syria, and several large projects in other countries (Gusarov 1997).

Accordingly, the volume of weapons sales and transfers suffered greatly, 
dropping to historical lows especially in comparison with the 1980s, when the 
Arab countries imported Soviet weaponry worth a total of 55 billion dollars and 
the USSR supplied up to 80 percent (Algeria) or even 100 percent (Syria) of 
their arms needs. In return, the USSR imported crude oil from these states in 
quantities that fully covered Soviet needs (Gusarov 1997). The dissolution of the 
Soviet Union put an end to that as well.

As these transactions and the Soviet industrial projects were mainly carried 
out in a barter format or were given as long-term loans, these regimes were 
often discreetly obligated to compensate Moscow’s generosity in political terms. 
Thus, the Kremlin used its military and industrial potential in MENA countries 
to expand its foreign political latitude. This eventually changed with the end of 
bipolarity, and Russia has not been able to regain the power it previously had 
during the Soviet era. The first steps toward recovery were taken only in the mid-
1990s (Mohammed 2015, Gusarov 1997) and intensified when Vladimir Putin 
came to power in 2000: the foreign policy of his presidency has been marked by 
increasing endeavors and economic initiatives in most MENA countries, only to 
reach its present peak in utilizing the opportunity of the Syrian armed conflict.

Russia, hoping to re-establish itself as one of the main external economic 
providers in the MENA region, was most visible in its arms exports and the sale 
of civilian nuclear infrastructure (nuclear power plants), and worked hard to 
resume the close economic ties that had flourished in the Soviet era. Muammar 
Gaddafi’s Libya is an excellent illustration of Russian efforts and their failure, as 
the Kremlin’s attempts to renew relations with the regime amid the turbulence 
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of the revolutionary movements ended with limited or no success. Before the 
Arab Spring, in 2008, Putin made an official visit to Gaddafi, something that no 
Kremlin leader had ever done before, and agreed to forgive Libya’s debts, worth 
billions of dollars, in return for a number of new economic contracts between the 
two countries, including technical and military cooperation agreements worth 
about 10 billion dollars (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015: 99). But Gaddafi’s fall 
made it all very difficult, if not impossible.

Similar tactical maneuvering occurred with other countries as well. In 2001, 
Putin and Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika signed a strategic partnership 
agreement, and between 2003 and 2012 Rosoboronexport and the Russian 
military complex increased sales to Algeria by more than 10 percent, making the 
country the third most important customer for Russian weapons (Schumacher 
and Nitoiu 2015: 103).

In Iran, one hundred years of Russian and Soviet domination (albeit shared 
with Great Britain) ended in 1946, when American and British influence was 
established and Iran became one of the main pillars of US containment efforts 
towards the Soviet Union. Following the Islamic revolution of 1979, however, in 
spite of the “neither east, nor west” policy doctrine of the Islamic Republic, Iran 
gradually drew closer to Russia, which succeeded in negotiating and building a 
nuclear power plant in recent years. This illustrated the Kremlin’s geopolitical 
ambitions – in addition to its economic motives – to get a grip on the region’s 
political balance by symbolically allying with a leading anti-Israeli, anti-US 
actor in the Middle East. Although Russian–Iranian cooperation in the civilian 
use of nuclear energy per se was not the subject of the international sanctions 
against Iran, it did play an indirect role: on the one hand, it made the passing 
of the sanctions more difficult, and on the other hand, it made the scope of 
the sanctions more limited, since Russia was protecting its own interests. This 
case clearly indicates the power of the nuclear instrument of influence in the 
Kremlin’s hands, which is being increasingly applied to the regimes of the region.

Another example of the use of this nuclear instrument in the region is in the 
case of Egypt. For Russia, support for Egypt’s nuclear energy ambitions has 
been strategically important in the post-revolutionary period (Schumacher 
and Nitoiu 2015: 100). The Kremlin expressed willingness to cooperate with 
President Mohamed Morsi, even if initially it was not in favor of his coming to 
power. However, following the military coup that ousted him, Russia went on 
to work with the new president, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, entering into a contractual 
obligation to build Egypt’s first nuclear power station. This case is another 
example of the intensification of Russian diplomatic and economic activities in 
the region following the Arab uprisings (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015: 100–101).
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The most current and so far probably the biggest Russian success has been 
in Syria. This, however, is very different from the above-mentioned economic 
(nuclear) interests, since in Syria Russia has engaged in an extensive and well-
choreographed military campaign for its own geopolitical purposes and not – 
as the rhetoric suggests – for the sake of preserving the Syrian regime, nor 
to protect Bashar al-Assad himself. The Assad regime’s survival is in fact an 
instrument in the hands of the Kremlin to counterbalance American influence 
and gain comparative political advantages in the region. In other words, for 
Russia Syria is about US–Russian relations and also a means to fight against 
Islamist radicalism. Thus, it follows the logic and foreign policy approach of the 
Soviet era, when unilateral intervention and proxy wars were in fact reflections 
of the global military-political race of the superpowers. Thus, it is not the actual 
fate of the individual crisis that is of primary importance, but the limitation of 
the other’s influence in a given region. In fact, neither side has ever practiced 
any self-restraint or expressed moral considerations when a situation required 
either a reduction or an increase in the intensity of a military or other conflict. 
Both parties have acted to protect their geopolitical interests, and more or less 
the same logic is being applied to regional conflicts today. The case of Syria is 
no exception.

Russian Strategic Approaches to the Region

The latitude of Russian foreign policy in global terms has always been very 
wide, and apart from periodic fluctuations it has always proved to be strictly 
competitive with the main international players. Similar to during the Soviet 
era, contemporary Russia declares ambitious goals and consequently pursues 
them in a desperate effort to play a decisive role in world politics. As is clearly 
expressed in strategic documents and in speeches by Putin and his closest 
circle, Russia considers the MENA region a priority domain for extensive 
diplomatic activity. The latest foreign policy concept defines this high priority 
as serving the need for self-protection – self-help in neoclassical terms – in a 
world that is slowly but steadily becoming multipolar and that is increasingly 
dangerous and unpredictable (Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). Thus, in 
Russian political thinking the world and their approach to it appear to resemble 
the international chaos of realpolitik and the accordingly self-protective foreign 
policy behavior of individual states.

As the concept argues, the above-mentioned self-protection refers to the 
extensive international expansion of Islamist terrorism and the inability of a 
single state to combat it. Given the difficult history of the Chechen wars in the 
1990s, the rapidly growing Muslim population in the otherwise demographically 
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shrinking Russia and the proximity of Muslim societies in Central Asia, these 
fears may well be justified. On such grounds, Russia’s assumption of an agile 
diplomatic role in the Middle East and North Africa is interpreted as a necessary 
means to ensure security guarantees against Islamist radicalism.

The critical need for active self-representation in the decisions of world politics 
was expressed already in 2006, when Vladislav Surkov introduced the much-
debated political views set out in Putin’s concept of “sovereign democracy” 
(Surkov 2006). The image of an increasingly chaotic world order that provides 
the basis for the concept mentioned above is already present in his speech. In 
such circumstances, in an ever more globalizing world, Russia has no choice 
but to get involved in large international debates and decisions, otherwise 
those decisions would be made contrary to its interests. A decade-long time 
interval could not weaken the direct linkage between this point of view and the 
statements of the foreign policy concept, thus it suggests a continuity between 
the speech and current policy. According to it this is imperative that Russia, 
for its own well-considered interests, becomes a decisive player in the most 
important international questions. This includes, of course, the Middle East, 
which has also become much more chaotic and multipolar. And although the 
Arab–Israeli conflict seems to have become an “outdated,” Cold War concept, 
Russia still tends to view the region through such a paradigm. As stated in the 
aforementioned concept, Moscow emphasizes a comprehensive solution, that 
is, one that would satisfy the claims of each party concerned in the Middle East 
in general, perhaps most importantly those of the great powers – including 
Russia. Such comprehensiveness, however, in the current context, is probably 
not an expression of a pro- or anti-Israeli stance, nor is it about the protection 
of certain Arab or Iranian interests: today it might rather be Russia’s terminus 
technicus to involve as many influential parties as possible in addressing the 
Middle East’s challenges – including, of course, Russia itself. The Kremlin’s 
inclusion is designed to happen by means of it supporting and protecting Syria, 
a country that has always been “key to the peace process” (Landis 2007).

Based on further statements of the concept, one may conclude that 
Russia’s current military campaign in Syria is a self-protective measure 
against the international expansion of radical Islamism as well as a catalyst 
for a comprehensive solution to the conflicts in the Middle East, starting with 
the Syrian war. Concerning Syria, the concept devotes an entire paragraph to 
emphasizing the exceptional strategic importance of Syria in Russian thinking 
and Moscow’s support for its territorial integrity. In other words, Russia does not 
agree to any territorial division of Syria (nor does anyone else), not even for the 
sake of the Kurdish separatist movement, which would not only weaken Syria, 
the Kremlin’s closest ally in MENA, but could easily lead to further escalation and 
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a redistribution of the power balance in the region, which would serve the interests 
of American foreign policy. Russia, of course, cannot afford to let that happen.

According to Russia’s interpretation, the rapid expansion of Islamist radicalism 
in recent years is one of the negative consequences of the Arab uprisings. 
Russia perceives the Arab uprisings not as a step towards democracy, but rather 
as an attempt to establish a more Islamic identity and traditional values. Thus 
Russian thinkers refer to it primarily as “Islamization” and not democratization 
(Dannreuther 2015: 80). Given the numerous unfavorable outcomes of the Arab 
uprisings, Russian analysts are convinced that the chances of unpredictable 
and dangerous instability or even anarchy are increased by radical social and 
political changes, as opposed to state-led transformation in the light of Surkov’s 
“sovereign democracy” concept (Dannreuther 2015: 89–90).

In Russian analytical thinking, according to the “sovereign democracy” concept, 
any enhancement or change in a society must take place only and exclusively 
under the close control of central organs of power, even if such a process occurs 
at a slow and gradual pace. This decisively excludes any possible variations of 
society- or population-led transformation in the political and other structures of 
a country, let alone those driven by external factors or initiatives (Dannreuther 
2015: 89–90). Viewed through this prism, the rather conservative Islamic 
regimes that are also hesitant about (and resistant to) structural transformation 
find justification and support for their rigid preservation of the religious values 
of their political and social architecture. Further, they find it “more appropriate 
for promoting change in the Middle East rather than Western-supported regime 
change” (Dannreuther 2015: 79).

The Kremlin’s MENA policy, in the light of Surkov’s “sovereign democracy” 
paradigm, incorporates a critically important premise, non-interventionism, that 
is attractive in the eyes of the region’s autocratic regimes, which resist Western-
style liberal “interventionist” democracy.

When observing and analyzing Moscow’s motivations and instruments 
of maneuver, it is useful to consider Sergei Ivanov’s speech at the Munich 
Security Conference in 2008. Ivanov claimed that Russia was finished with 
exporting ideologies, which was a key factor in the times of bipolarity, and 
instead it would export only goods and capital and devote itself to the ultimate 
goal of economic modernization (Ivanov 2008). This fits well with the ideas of 
sovereign democracy, and this deideologized approach could easily be a key to 
the diplomatic successes recently achieved by Russia with the regimes of North 
Africa and the Middle East, in the Persian Gulf and Iran, and especially in the 
Arab uprising countries.
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Russian Strategic Interests in the Region

Russia’s core state interests, or raisons d’état, traditionally contain two main 
dimensions that closely correlate with and mutually depend upon each other: 
ensuring its own security and furthering the country’s economic prosperity. The 
former is first of all devoted to improving its self-defense (or self-help) capabilities, 
while the latter involves mainly the deepest possible economic cooperation with 
the rest of the world – with special attention to the highly developed regions 
and/or politically important ones. The dependency between the two dimensions 
is somewhat disproportionate, with priority given to security considerations, and 
thus economic prosperity is meant to serve the former and is mainly subordinate 
to it. This can be observed in the fact that the military industry and capacity are 
at a more advanced level than general economic development.

The above presumption is supported by the Russian national security 
strategy that is in effect until 2020 (Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2015). 
According to this document, the second of six national interests is to ensure 
the sustainable development of democracy and civil society in Russia, while 
other two relate directly to security: to guarantee Russia’s sovereignty and to 
become a world power (mirovaya derzhava). The latter in particular deserves 
special attention if one is to understand the core intentions of Russian foreign 
policy. This is the overall objective of Russian foreign policy; therefore, it has 
primacy over everything else and all other particular purposes are determined 
to facilitate this primary objective. Russia’s pursuit of great power status is not 
motivated by a desire for prestige or honor, as many acclaimed constructivists 
suggest (Tsygankov 2012, Steele 2008). Academic efforts to present Russian 
foreign policy as based merely on vanity (honor), aimed at discrediting it, lack the 
capacity to understand the Kremlin’s pragmatic motivations and fail to discover 
the core essence of what Russian policy represents by itself. But above all, such 
presumptions are not simply mistakes: they commit one of the worst strategic 
errors possible – they underestimate the enemy. Theories that attribute Russia’s 
foreign policy to a desire for mere honor are misleading, therefore, and dangerous 
due to their limited capacity to understand Russian objectives.

It is in fact not honor that Russia is after, but something much more important, 
something that is imperative: its own survival in the face of a perceived deadly 
threat from the numerous external enemies Russia feels it is surrounded by, 
namely: NATO expansion, led by the USA; and the spread of radical Islamism, 
and the prospect that its proponents might obtain weapons of mass destruction.

In order to guarantee its safety, Russia is eager to participate in decisions on 
global policy, especially those dealing with international security issues. As a 
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complementary argument to getting involved in such decisions, it can be added 
that Russia raises objections to the interventionist Western – American-led – 
international strategies towards certain key regions of the world and evaluates 
them negatively, arguing that the decision-makers tend to take the wrong 
decisions. On numerous occasions, key Russian politicians have expressed the 
opinion that certain Western powers simply do not fully understand what they 
are doing. Thus, from the Russian point of view, it is unacceptable to stay away 
and let others make the wrong decisions in questions concerning global security 
issues that may negatively influence Russia’s security and national interests.

President Putin pointed out in his speech to the 70th Session of the UN 
General Assembly that some world leaders do not even understand what they 
are trying to accomplish (Putin 2015). As long as Russia considers others’ 
decisions incorrect, it should take a bigger role in decision-making. Therefore, 
it is imperative that Russia is included in the circle of most influential states 
in order to gain access to the most important decisions of world politics and 
prevent others (who do not fully understand what they are doing) from taking the 
wrong decisions. Proximity to these decisions and direct influential involvement 
comes naturally to a state that is a great power in the world, and vice versa: 
effective influence in global questions is a substantive characteristic of any great 
power. Therefore, becoming a great power or “world state” is the number one 
priority among Russian strategic interests. Simple honor-related suppositions, 
as constructivist international relations theorists may claim, cannot compete 
with such pragmatic considerations and cannot be applied when deciphering the 
core essence of Russian foreign policy. Instead, hard security-related realpolitik 
pragmatism is the key to understanding the Kremlin’s foreign policy outlook.

Other considerations, such as maintaining a mere strategic presence (Bakhtin 
2013: 1) in certain key regions and acute conflicts in the world, cannot be Russia’s 
motivation; rather, it is the effective presence that is an instrument of influence to 
shape decisions on strategic international issues.

Russia wants to be present, and participate directly or indirectly, in international 
issues in order to obtain a decisive vote in such international questions. If it 
does so, Russia can no longer be bypassed in negotiating processes. To be 
a stakeholder in a conflict is the best leverage to influence its final outcome 
for one’s own benefit. Russia thinks it is better to sacrifice certain assets and 
become involved in strategic international questions, than to remain in the role of 
external observer in “splendid isolation” and let others take the wrong decisions, 
which might eventually be contrary to Russia’s interest. This logic can be directly 
derived from Surkov’s theory on Russian “sovereign democracy” as well as from 
other Russian key strategic documents discussed previously.
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It is critical to recognize the instruments of influence Russia applies in 
international relations and by which the Kremlin seeks to realize state interests. 
The variety of these instruments is plentiful, involving political and diplomatic, 
military and economic strategies and methods that apply more or less equally 
to each individual country or to an entire region – depending on their individual 
characteristics and/or the status quo. Based on such objective considerations, 
certain world regions are privileged in Moscow’s foreign policy outlook while 
others remain less important.

The countries of MENA belong to a region that is of vital importance for Russia 
and to which it has accordingly devoted an enormous amount of resources and 
efforts since the end of the Second World War. The Soviet Union and now Russia 
have focused many of their assets and instruments of influence on this region 
in the hope of building fruitful and lasting relations with both the key and the 
less influential local regimes. The mode of cooperation, concentrated in the 
economic and armament spheres, reflects Moscow’s primary state interests.

This approach is largely based upon civilizational and cultural constructive 
components (Mohammed 2015). Certain civilizational elements have always 
played key roles and provided these countries with an attractive counter-direction 
to neutralize Western political and ideational gravitation. In Soviet times it was 
manifested in support for the process of decolonization, as this converged 
well with the struggle of these regimes and their societies for independence 
and sovereignty. In recent times, a definite expression of toleration for cultural, 
ethnic and, political diversity plays this role. However, the most attractive feature 
of this argument is the implication that it acknowledges the right to existence 
of variously restricted democratic, or directly non-democratic, regimes and 
societies – contrary to Western democratizing intentions, which in most MENA 
countries are met with hesitation or desperate resistance, especially after the 
lessons learnt from the Arab uprisings.

The Kremlin has described the overthrow of non-democratic yet stable 
regimes as a danger to lasting stability in the region (Schumacher and Nitoiu 
2015: 99). The expression of such toleration has provided Moscow with a 
comparative advantage in influence and conviction. The representation of this 
(counter-) argument belongs to the set of political and diplomatic instruments of 
contemporary Russian foreign policy.

Based on such ideational fundamentals and having reached the necessary 
level of mutual understanding, the Kremlin has paved the way for further political 
and trade agreements with the regimes of the MENA countries. Any further 
steps may come more easily, including satisfying basic requirements for energy 
resources and military equipment as well as training of army officers and even 
holding joint military exercises.
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Russia’s offers to build large industrial and infrastructural plants, and 
increasingly nuclear power plants, in Iran, Egypt, Algeria, and even Turkey (see 
Table 1) seem to be irresistible to some of these countries. This is especially 
true when such projects are granted on unprecedentedly advantageous 
preconditions, as the Kremlin does not hesitate to provide know-how but also 
long-term loans while – in return – it discreetly counts on those countries to 
abstain from or vote in favor of international initiatives in the UN that are of 
critical importance to Russia. This deideologized cooperation based on the 
mutually advantageous – “win–win” – gratification of each other’s interests has 
paid off well for the Kremlin.

Table 1
Russian-Built Nuclear Power Plants in MENA Countries

Country No. of NPPs Year Dollars (bn) Megawatts
Iran (Bushehr)       1 (2) 2011 (2016) - 1,000
Egypt (El Dabaa) 1 2015–2024 30 4,800
Algeria 1 2025 - -
Turkey 1 2018 - -
Jordan 1 - - -

Source: Compilation of the author based on the following websites: Nuclear News, http://www.
world-nuclear-news.org/, NTI, https://www.nti.org/, and Power Technology, https://www.
power-technology.com/.

The supply of arms is and has always been another important instrument 
of influence for engaging a client/regime, and it is always a long-term project. 
Ideological and other explicit or implicit considerations or expectations by a 
supplier that might come as a necessary precondition to an agreement of such 
strategic importance play a decisive role. To the regimes of deeply religious 
societies, a partner actively advocating the values of secularism might appear 
less attractive or even threatening, especially in comparison with a contestant 
such as Russia that seeks no exporting values (Ivanov 2008) with few or no 
roots in an Islamic – or Islamist – country.

The Arab uprisings, somewhat surprisingly and quite contrary to initial 
expectations, helped Russia strengthen its position significantly in most of the 
MENA countries and weakened the influence and position of the democratic 
West. The former eventually opposed regime change when accompanied by 
violence, while the latter are seen as countries in favor of urgent regime change 
irrespective of the intense violence that characterized the later stages of the 
Arab uprisings (Dannreuther 2015: 81).

http://www.world-nuclear-news.org/
http://www.world-nuclear-news.org/
https://www.nti.org/
https://www.power-technology.com/
https://www.power-technology.com/
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The above example may serve as an illustration of the ideational means by 
which Russia surpasses Western partners in the competition for cooperation 
with MENA countries, and how this provides it with opportunities for further trade 
and military cooperation that eventually opens the door to becoming a direct 
stakeholder in the most important issues of the region. Having become one, 
Russia has taken the first step to realizing its ultimate long-term interest – to 
become a great power. The case study outlined below may illustrate how Russia 
is maneuvering to transform itself from a regional power into something more 
powerful.

Case Study: Syria

Russia’s recent engagement in Syria has the potential to significantly impact 
the balance of power in the region and beyond. This is the first conflict outside 
the former Soviet area in which Russia has become involved. Thus, Syria can 
be considered its first effort on a global scale. From the point of view of the 
neorealist theory of international relations, this intervention can be considered 
as an attempt to preserve and strengthen Russia’s structural position in the 
international system by means of protecting its closest ally in the MENA region. 
This consideration has become crucially important since Syria is now a partner 
in a countervailing coalition against common rivals. As Russia and Syria (as 
well as Iran) are bound together by a shared opposition to American hegemony, 
this self-protective logic – based on security considerations to preserve and 
expand the boundaries of its sphere of influence – can be applied to this military 
intervention.

While security is the most important consideration, Moscow also has 
economic interests in preserving Assad’s rule, as Russia is an important supplier 
of arms to Syria and other countries in MENA. By 2012, Syrian contracts with the 
Russian defense industry exceeded 4 billion dollars (Mankoff 2012). Russia also 
has energy interests in Syria that it is prepared to defend (Orenstein and Romer 
2015). Assad’s overthrow would not be in Russia’s geopolitical interest, most 
likely because it might be seen as a menace great enough to damage Russia’s 
structural position in the international system. Russia may also factor in the 
possible extension of Islamist groups that could destabilize the predominantly 
Muslim North Caucasus.

In order to fully understand Russia’s Syrian intervention and unconditional 
support to Assad, however, one must look to the overthrow of Libya’s Gaddafi in 
the Arab uprisings and the impact of this development on Russia’s Middle East 
policy. Moscow’s hesitation – caused by the debate between Dmitry Medvedev 
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and Putin on whether to support or oppose the international intervention in 
Libya – led to consequences unfavorable to Russian interests in the region. 
Economic and political plans that had been painfully elaborated between Moscow 
and the Libyan regime just before the unrest broke out were cancelled, causing 
tremendous economic losses and potentially threatening Russia’s international 
standing (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015: 99–100), as the developments served 
Western and American interests rather than those of the Kremlin. Thus, Russia 
could not afford another similar defeat in Syria that would potentially lead to 
a loss of influence in the Middle East as a whole. The lessons learnt from the 
Libyan case meant that Russia had no choice but to intervene actively and 
effectively to protect Assad’s regime and its own geostrategic interests. At the 
same time, from the Russian perspective Syria is a more important strategic 
ally than Libya, not only because of its previously close relations with the 
USSR, but also because Syria has been one of the key regional Arab powers, 
with a “direct stake” in the Arab–Israeli conflict (Dannreuther 2015). Through 
Damascus and Assad, Moscow found a way to gain influence in this conflict. 
This aspect deserves closer attention in the wider geopolitical context if one is 
to better understand Russia’s initial motives.

The Kremlin’s foreign policy strategists do not apply a well-defined and 
unified or standardized approach to the MENA region as a whole; rather, they 
tend to handle each country separately and in accordance with its individual 
characteristics and importance for Russia. Trying to maintain the friendliest 
possible ties with each, they pursue Russian interests in the region accordingly 
and proceed with discretion and caution so as not to hurt the national/state 
interests of these regimes, while offering mutual benefits to each. Israel, 
however, stands out as the only exception, since Russia, like the Soviet Union 
previously, finds it easier to establish a common language with the Arab states. 
This, in particular, is not surprising if one takes into consideration the fact that 
Moscow has always looked at and handled American allies as rivals. By means of 
maintaining closer cooperation with and providing support to Arab states – and 
the Islamic Republic of Iran – in North Africa and the Middle East, the Kremlin 
has always participated on one side in one of the most important conflicts in 
the world – the Arab–Israeli conflict. The extensive and complex nature of this 
conflict has had direct and indirect effects on recurrent mainstream tendencies 
in world politics. Russia, fuelled by its political ambitions to play a leading role in 
international affairs, could not afford to stay on the sidelines of a confrontation 
as important as the Middle East conflict. If one is to become a global player, 
one must be effectively involved in the Middle East, and this is exactly the role 
Russia so desperately strives to achieve. To be capable of influencing, directly 
or indirectly, one of the world’s most important and most difficult international 
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problems can be considered as a characteristic of the most powerful. On this 
hypothetical battlefield of geopolitics, Moscow has almost always preferred 
– with a few exceptions – mutually advantageous cooperation with regimes and 
interests in opposition to Israel’s, and hence those of the USA (Bourtman 2006). 
By providing support to Syria, Putin’s Russia seems to be engaging with the bloc 
of states pursuing Arab/Palestinian interests in the Middle East, and it is devoting 
its assets primarily to supporting anti-Israeli – and, most recently, anti-Kurdish – 
and thus anti-American interests. In the eyes of some, counterbalancing US 
ambitions in such a way gives Russia the grandeur of a leading world political 
player, and recently there have been numerous signs that the MENA states are 
largely in favor of it.

In this overarching geopolitical endeavor by the Kremlin, Syria has proven to be 
the key element since it plays – and has always played – a central role in the anti-
Israel bloc, and given the long-standing historical ties between Damascus and 
Moscow, cooperation between the two comes naturally. By effectively supporting 
the Assad regime, Russia has recently become an influential stakeholder in 
the Middle East and has gained access to one of the most important levers 
of control in the region. Syria’s core interests are sufficiently rigid and deep-
rooted to remain unchanged over an extended period, giving Russia a chance 
to embed itself in the Middle East. By preserving the Assad regime, which in 
2015 seemed to be on the verge of complete collapse, Moscow has won the 
full and unconditional loyalty of Syria. This provides the Kremlin with additional 
benefits, including enhanced political, military, and economic authority among 
like-minded states in the MENA region.

Conclusion

The MENA region continues to play a central role in the Russian Federation’s 
foreign policy, and its significance for the Kremlin has not changed since Soviet 
times: it is a proxy domain for maneuvering in the global political contest to win 
a seat among the great powers, and thus a medium for pursuing its geostrategic 
interests. Despite the lack of a long-term holistic strategy towards the region, 
Russia’s influence on these countries is increasing due to its (1) deideologized 
approach, (2) assistance (in the form of long-term loans) in the construction of 
nuclear power plants as well as arms supplies, and (3) anti-American stance, 
reflecting Arab and Iranian (Islamic) interests. The first element represents a 
departure from the Kremlin’s extensively ideologized foreign policy in the Cold 
War period, while the latter two constitute a continuity with the foreign policy of 
the Soviet Union.
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With the gradual revitalization of foreign affairs that has occurred since the 
beginning of the Putin era, Russia has intensified its diplomatic presence and 
economic initiatives in the MENA countries during and since the Arab uprisings. 
This intensification was further stimulated by the extensive economic sanctions 
imposed on Russia after its annexation of Crimea in 2014, which severed 
the financial and economic ties that Russia depended on for its industrial 
modernization. Moscow had no choice but to find alternatives to West European 
(EU) trading partners in other regions of the world, for instance, among the 
countries of the Middle East and Northern Africa, as well as Asia or even Latin 
America. It is a very complex and laborious task, but the Kremlin seems to have 
succeeded in establishing new relations and has already managed to achieve, 
in a surprisingly short amount of time, a few outstanding agreements. Russia 
has not turned away from Western developed countries: it has only started 
alternating economic and other relations between (1) highly developed Western 
democracies and (2) the rapidly growing – at least in economic and trading 
terms – countries with a lower level of democratic development. This has a 
serious potential to prove to be a completely viable strategy in the medium and 
long term. Nevertheless, while increasingly emphasizing on less democratic 
(or quasi-democratic) but economically very promising countries along – or at 
the expense of – the EU and other Western partners is not a mainstream trend 
(neither an unorthodox one) and at first glance may not seem to be the most 
intelligent choice, there is method in it.
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Abstract

This paper explores how the current dynamics in the energy market sector 
affect, and are affected by, the interactions between the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region and the global order. In particular, it aims to answer the 
overarching question: “Is MENA peripheral to or embedded in global dynamics in 
relation to energy?” To do so, the paper builds on the methodology and concept 
paper issued by the MENARA consortium in November 2017 (Csicsmann et 
al. 2017) and particularly seeks to address the research questions identified in 
the paper. After presenting an overview of the main global and regional energy 
trends, the paper analyzes the current relationships between the key global 
energy players and the MENA countries at policy, industry, and market levels. It 
discusses the role of critical actors that have an influence on the MENA energy 
landscape, and identifies the main hotspots for discussion.

Introduction

The global energy landscape is experiencing deep transformation. Overall, 
the global energy demand continues to increase, albeit at varying rates at the 
regional level. Demand in the countries of the European Union, the United States, 
and other industrialized countries is either stabilizing or decreasing, whereas 
demand in other countries, namely China, India, and other countries in Asia, is 
showing a sharp increase. Overall, the demand for energy is also increasing in 
the countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). However, significant 
differences can be observed between energy importing and energy exporting 
countries. Thanks to their geographical location, the abundance of fossil fuel 
reserves in several MENA countries, the existing infrastructure and historical 
policy ties, MENA countries are embedded in the global energy order and have 
contributed to some extent to shaping it. However, recent socio-economic and 
political developments, coupled with major technology innovations in energy 
markets that have shifted attention away from the fossil energy reserves in the 
MENA region, are challenging the role traditionally played by MENA countries. 
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The current paper aims to determine whether the MENA region is peripheral to 
or embedded in current global energy dynamics. To do so, it looks at current 
trends at the global level before focusing on the regional situation. The role of key 
energy actors and the implications for the MENA countries are also discussed.

To address the main issues and isolate key hotspots, the following research 
questions are explored:
• How will global energy trends impact the region – and vice versa?
• What role will the region play in the future, especially in oil and natural gas 

markets? How will it be affected by the increasing share of shale oil and 
gas among the energy market commodities, as well as the evolution of the 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) trade? How will growth in the electric car market 
impact oil demand?

• What is likely to be the impact of shrinking export levels and decreasing oil 
prices on state revenues and policies in the future?

• How can renewable energy sources help MENA countries retain their 
leadership position in global energy markets?

Global Energy Trends and Dynamics

Growing Energy Demand Driven Mainly by China and India

World energy demand totaled 14 gigatons of oil equivalent (Gtoe) in 2015, with 
an average annual increase of 1.8 percent per year since 1990. Two main energy 
markets are behind the increasing demand, mainly China and India. The USA and 
the EU, on the other hand, are instead experiencing a downward trend (Figures 
1 and 2).



Foreign Policy Review

The MENA Region in the Global Energy Markets 77

Figure 1
Total Primary Energy Demand, by Region/Country
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Figure 2
Energy Demand Change in Major Markets (in Mtoe)
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Together, the USA, the EU, India, and China accounted for 56 percent of total 
primary energy demand in 2015. Thus, any changes in the energy systems of 
these major markets, China in particular, will have wider implications for the 
energy system worldwide.

Some of the main trends witnessed in different regions of the world that are 
relevant for the MENA countries can be summarized as follows:
• The role of the USA in global energy markets has gradually increased, 

especially in the light of recent discoveries of shale gas, making it a major 
contributor to world energy supply. The country hosts 2.8 percent of the 
world’s proved oil reserves and 4.7 percent of natural gas reserves. In 
particular, US tight oil output witnessed a rise of 8 million barrels per day 
(mb/d) from 2010 to 2015, whereas gas production reached 749.2 billion 
cubic meters (bcm) in 2016 (BP 2017). Shale gas will account for the largest 
rise in gas production, an increase of 630 bcm between 2008 and 2023, 
which has fuelled investments in petrochemicals and other energy-intensive 
industries in the country (IEA 2017b). These dynamics are more likely to 
challenge incumbent suppliers, as the USA will become the world’s largest 
LNG exporter by mid-2020 and a net exporter of oil, especially light crude and 
(a few years later) refined products, yet it will remain an important importer 
of heavy crude oil for its refineries.

• EU countries are progressing towards a more sustainable energy mix. Energy 
demand decreased by 4 percent in 2015 compared with 1990 levels, and the 
share of fossil fuels in the energy mix is declining due to the expansion of 
low-carbon technologies.

• In India, energy demand increased by 178 percent in 2015 compared with 
1990 levels, accounting for 6 percent of world primary energy demand. In 
the future, most of the global demand growth will come from India, which 
will have to be met through imports. More energy will be needed to meet its 
growing energy needs as its economy expands and its population increases. 
Currently (as of 2016) there are 239 million people in India who lack access 
to electricity.

• China is by far the greatest energy consumer in the world. It has witnessed 
the largest energy demand increase of any country (241 percent compared 
with 1990 levels), alone accounting for 22 percent (2,973 million tons of oil 
equivalent, Mtoe) of world primary energy demand in 2015. China is gradually 
moving away from a heavily fossil fuels-based energy system (with fossil 
fuels currently accounting for 91 percent of its energy supply). The year 2013 
marked a major shift in China’s energy system orientation as, for the first time, 
the largest share of new electric capacity additions came from wind, solar 
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photovoltaics (PV) and hydropower. In terms of oil and natural gas demand, 
China’s economy will absorb a quarter of the projected rise in global gas 
demand (with imports of 280 bcm in 2040), while the EU will come second 
(IEA 2017b). China will become the largest oil consumer (overtaking the USA 
by around 2030) in 2040 according to the IEA New Policies Scenario, with 
imports reaching 13 mb/d.

Table 1
Major Energy Markets and Their Share in Global Energy Demand

Country/Region

1990 2015
Energy demand

(Mtoe)
Share (%)

Energy demand

(Mtoe)
Share (%)

EU-28 1,646   19   1,586   12
USA 1,915   22   2,188   16
India    305     3      851     6
China    870   10   2,973   22
MENA    370     4   1,084     8
Rest of the World 3,669   42   4,965   36
Total 8,775 100 13,647 100

Source: OME (2015) analysis based on IEA statistics.

Increasing Role for Unconventional Fossil Fuel Sources and LNG

Unconventional fossil fuel sources are increasingly playing an important role in 
several areas of the world. US shale gas production, for example, accounted for 
5 percent of total US gas production in 2004, 10 percent in 2007 and 60 percent in 
2016. This development has turned the USA from a gas importer in 2007 to a gas 
exporter in 2016. The US shale revolution, combined with the rapid expansion 
of LNG capacity worldwide, has already started to reshape the regional and 
global natural gas market. These developments have put pressure on the price 
of natural gas in all major gas markets. The shale gas revolution is not only a 
challenge to the MENA region in gas export markets, but will also be a threat to 
the expansion of the chemical and petrochemical industry in the region, which 
is export oriented.

The rise of shale gas production in the USA has shifted the market outlook 
from scarcity to abundance and driven the USA into the LNG export business. 
The USA is now projected to become one of the top three LNG exporters in the 
world in the next few years, according to industry experts.
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LNG is arguably the fastest-growing segment in the global energy business. By 
2040, more than half of the world’s gas trade will be via LNG rather than pipeline, 
according to the International Energy Agency (IEA). The volume and diversity of 
LNG trade flows have increased rapidly with the appearance of new exporting 
and importing countries. The number of LNG importing countries (Figure 3) has 
grown from one in 1964 to fifteen in 2005 and thirty-nine in 2017. During this 
period, more and more countries in the region have become LNG importers. 
Other countries, such as Morocco, may also join this group in the future.

Figure 3
LNG Importing Countries (1964–2016)

Source: Rogers (2017: 4).

The number of LNG exporting countries has also risen dramatically, from one 
in 1964 to more than twenty in 2017. Booming gas production and high gas 
prices have motivated many countries to expand their LNG export capacities 
or to become gas exporters by building LNG plants. In the MENA region, Qatar 
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(the largest LNG exporter in the world), Algeria, Oman, the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), and Egypt are currently among the main LNG exporting countries. An 
emerging problem, however, is that the LNG export rush has created excess 
supply, which may be extended as far as 2025.

Renewables Are Leading the Decarbonization Efforts of the Power Sector

Even though the share of renewables has remained constant in total primary 
energy demand, the impressive deployment growth dynamics of renewables 
can be clearly observed in the power sector. At the global level, renewable electric 
installed capacity increased by more than 8 percent annually between 2010 and 
2016, from 1,251 gigawatts (GW) in 2010 to 2,017 GW in 2016 (Figure 4).

Figure 4
Global Renewable Electric Installed Capacity, 2010–2016
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By technology, wind and solar PV have been the main drivers for such growth. 
Together, wind and solar PV doubled their share in total renewable installed 
capacity from 19 percent in 2010 to 40 percent in 2016. The incremental installed 
capacity of wind and solar PV installed in 2016 matched, for the first time, that 
of coal and gas. Developing economies have taken the lead over developed 
countries in terms of investments in renewable energy technologies. In 
particular, China, India, and Brazil accounted for over half of global investments 
in renewables (excluding large hydro) in 2017, with China alone accounting for 
45 percent (Frankfurt School–UNEP Centre/BNEF 2018: 20).
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Impressive Growth in Electric Vehicles

The electric vehicles market has expanded rapidly over the last years. Total sales 
of new electric cars surpassed 1 million in 2017, with the total global electric car 
stock reaching more than 3 million that year. The electric vehicle market is well 
advanced in Nordic European countries, mainly Norway, Iceland, and Sweden, 
with electric cars accounting for 39 percent, 11.7 percent and 6.3 percent of 
total new car sales respectively in 2017. In terms of market share, China alone 
accounted for 40 percent of the global total electric car stock in 2017, having 
already surpassed the USA in 2016 (Figure 5). Meanwhile, the stock of electric 
buses reached 370,000 units, and electric two-wheelers reached 250 million, 
with China alone accounting for more than 99 percent of both electric bus and 
two-wheeler stocks (IEA 2018a).

Figure 5
Evolution of the Global Electric Car Stock, 2010–2017

Notes: Electric cars (or passenger light-duty vehicles, PLDVs) include battery-electric (BEV), 
plug-in hybrid electric (PHEV) and fuel cell electric vehicles (FCEVs). Only BEV and PHEV are 
included in these figures.

Source: IEA (2018a: 9).

Regional Energy Trends

Higher Energy Demand Growth Rate Than the Global Average

Compared with global energy demand growth, the MENA region as a whole has 
doubled its share in world primary energy demand, from 4 percent (370 Mtoe) in 
1990 to 8 percent (1,084 Mtoe) in 2015. By sub-region, most of the growth has 
been observed in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries as well as in Iran. 
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For instance, Qatar and Oman witnessed the fastest growth in energy demand, 
with annual average rates of 8.1 percent and 7.4 percent respectively during the 
1990–2015 period. In 2015, two countries, Saudi Arabia and Iran, accounted 
for 42 percent of total primary energy demand (TPED) in the region, followed 
by Turkey (12 percent), Egypt (7 percent) and Algeria (6 percent), with the rest 
accounting for the remaining 23 percent.

The rapid increase in energy demand, for electricity in particular, is arguably 
the most notable trend in the region. Whereas global electricity demand has 
been increasing by around 2.9 percent on average annually, the increase was 
much larger in the MENA countries, at 6 percent annually during the 1990–
2015 period (Figure 6). In 2015, Saudi Arabia accounted for the largest share 
of electricity consumption, with 21.1 percent (313 terawatt-hour, TWh) of total 
electricity consumption in the MENA region, followed by Iran with 16 percent 
(236 TWh), Turkey with 14.6 percent (215 TWh), Egypt with 11 percent (160 TWh), 
and the UAE with 8.5 percent (118 TWh).

Figure 6
Electricity Consumption in the MENA Region, 1990–2015
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Significant compound annual growth rates (CAGR) in electricity demand were 
seen in Oman, Qatar, and the UAE, with 8.4 percent, 9 percent and 8.5 percent 
respectively during the 1990–2015 period. Most of the other countries had rates 
above 5 percent.
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On a per capita basis, electricity consumption rates vary significantly across 
the region. Some countries in the region have the highest per capita rates in the 
world; for instance, Bahrain’s consumption rate (20.1 megawatt-hour, MWh) is 
more than double the average rate for Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) countries and six times higher than the world average.1 
Qatar, Kuwait, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia also have consumption rates above the 
average for OECD countries. The demand for electricity in the region is expected 
to increase due mainly to economic development and population growth, 
combined with increasing needs for water desalination and air conditioning.

The increasing demand for energy is likely to have far-reaching implications for 
economies of the region. Some countries, including Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, 
and Iraq, export more than half of their energy production. However, these 
countries might see their export capacities shrink should the current energy 
demand trends be maintained. In GCC countries, for example, rising energy 
demand, driven by huge development projects in the domestic, service, and 
infrastructure sectors (Qader 2009), as well as growth in industrial consumption, 
mainly in the steel, aluminium and petrochemical industries (Hart 2010), is 
expected to put pressure on government budgets and reduce hydrocarbon 
export potential, thereby resulting in a loss of foreign exchange revenues (Ebinger 
et al. 2010).

An Energy System Still Heavily Reliant on Fossil Fuels
Though Gradually Integrating Renewables

The energy mix in the MENA countries is heavily dependent on fossil fuels – 
natural gas (48 percent), followed by oil (44 percent) and then coal (5 percent). 
Renewables accounted for the remaining 3 percent in 2015 (Figure 7).

Oil has been the dominant energy source in the MENA region for a long time 
but its share in the energy mix has been shrinking, reaching 44 percent in 2015. 
Natural gas has gained in importance across the region, surpassing oil as the 
primary source of energy and accounting for 48 percent of total energy demand 
in 2015. It saw the fastest growth rates (6.8 percent CAGR) during the 1990–2015 
period, increasing from 102 Mtoe to 522 Mtoe. Natural gas accounts for the 
largest share of TPED in Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, the UAE, Algeria, Egypt, and Iran, 
and is particularly relevant for power generation. This upward trend is more likely 
to continue in the future, thanks to locally available sources and the abundant 
world supply of shale gas and LNG.

1 OECD members include the world’s most advanced countries as well as emerging countries 
such as Mexico, Chile, and Turkey.
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Figure 7
Total Primary Energy Demand (Mtoe) by Fuel in the Mediterranean, 1990–2015
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With the exception of Iran, nuclear energy is non-existent in the energy mix 
in the region, but the political decision to invest in nuclear energy remains an 
option for the future. The UAE and Turkey are advancing their nuclear programs, 
with the Barakah and Mersin plants under development. Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and 
Jordan also have plans to introduce nuclear power into their energy mix, while 
others (i.e., Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) are in a more exploratory phase. The 
nuclear option has been advanced to address several challenges: meeting the 
rising demand for electricity, maintaining export levels to guarantee a sustained 
revenue stream, addressing energy security concerns, and moving towards a 
low-carbon economy. The nuclear option seems to be perceived as offering 
other benefits as well, as it is seen as a contingency plan against Israel’s and 
Iran’s nuclear programs. In particular, in 2008 the Arab League Secretary General 
Amr Moussa encouraged members of the League to start civil nuclear energy 
programs as a way to counterbalance Israel’s weight in the sector. Regardless of 
motivation, the nuclear option is gaining momentum and is likely to be adopted 
by some countries in the region. However, given the high up-front investment 
costs compared with other power generating technologies, the nuclear option 
might not be feasible in all countries, especially those with government funding 
constraints such as Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, and even in oil rich states 
while oil prices remain below 50 US dollars per barrel, placing further pressure 
on public finances (Nakhle 2016). Some of the above-mentioned countries are 



E. Menichetti, A. El Gharras, B. Duhamel, and S. Karbuz86 

turning to Russia and possibly China to finance their nuclear energy programs, 
an issue with important geopolitical implications.

Despite their potential, the contribution of renewables to total primary energy 
demand is still minor, yet their role in the power sector is increasing. Renewables 
have been developed mostly in energy importing countries. Historically, 
hydropower (used for power generation) and biomass (traditional biomass, used 
in some countries for heating and cooking) have been the most dominant sources 
of renewable energy. The development of other renewable energy sources has 
made significant progress, however, reaching more than 27 Mtoe across the 
region in 2015 (up from 20 Mtoe in 1990). Despite their slow deployment, the 
outlook for renewables, wind, and solar PV in particular, is promising and their 
share in electricity generation capacity is increasing.

Identification of Hotspots

Based on the analysis of some primary critical energy trends at the global and 
regional levels, the current and future role of MENA countries will be discussed 
through the lens of four research questions. The aim is to determine whether 
MENA countries will play a leading role in the global energy scene, thus influencing 
future scenarios, or conversely if they will be impacted by the evolving trends 
and therefore become peripheral players in the global energy game.

How Will Global Energy Trends Affect the Region – and Vice Versa?

Changes in the major energy markets will have far-reaching implications for 
the MENA region. Energy demand (for oil in particular) is increasing, especially 
in China, India, and other Asian countries. Some countries, such as Indonesia, 
produce oil, but not enough to meet their growing energy demands. They will 
therefore have to turn increasingly towards the MENA countries to meet their 
needs. Already in 2012, the import share from the MENA region to the Asia-
Pacific was 65 percent. Asia consumed 53 percent of total Middle East production 
in 2014 (BP 2015). This trend is likely to continue, thus counterbalancing the 
shrinking level of exports to traditional commercial partners such as the USA, 
which is less and less dependent on energy imports from MENA. The US shale 
gas revolution has substantially reduced crude oil imports to the USA (IEA 
2017b). However, an important factor to consider is price. Unconventional oil, in 
particular, in the USA is still not competitive with oil from the Middle East, and 
therefore the leadership of MENA countries in this market segment will not be 
challenged anytime soon.
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These two opposing trends can be observed within individual MENA countries. 
By analyzing the evolution of export levels from 2010 to 2016/17 in four MENA 
countries (Saudi Arabia, Iran, the UAE, and Algeria), as shown in Figure 8, two 
points can be inferred. Firstly, the overall level of exports declined considerably 
from 2010 to 2016/17. Secondly, the role of certain traditional commercial 
partners, such as the USA and Japan, has shrunk, whereas the relative importance 
of Asian players, in particular India and China, has grown. The US share in oil 
export revenues in Saudi Arabia and the UAE has declined, whereas Asia’s share 
has increased. In 2010, Saudi Arabia exported 31.41 billion US dollar-worth of oil 
to the USA, and 32.83 billion US dollar-worth to China. However, in 2017, Saudi 
exports to China and the USA declined respectively to 28 and 18.88 billion US 
dollars. Therefore, over the period, China’s share has increased with respect 
to that of the USA. Similarly, in 2010, UAE exports accounted for 1.2 billion US 
dollars to the USA and 4.45 billion US dollars to China. In 2016, a clear Asian 
preponderance in the export market was observed, with India reaching 
19.24 billion US dollars, Japan 17.29 billion, and China 9.99 billion, whereas the 
USA only purchased 0.9 billion US dollars.

Figure 8
Selected MENA Countries’ Exports to Global Economic Powerhouses

(Billion USD), 2010–2017

Source: OME (2018) based on European Commission, “Statistics;” United States Census Bureau, 
“Foreign Trade;” WITS, “World Trade Statistics;” General Authority for Statistics, Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, “Foreign Trade Statistics;” Statistical Center of Iran.
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The IEA projects that the United States’ oil imports from MENA will shrink by 
2035 as a result of increasing domestic oil production and decreasing domestic 
demand (IEA 2012), whereas the Asian demand for oil will surge until at least 
2040 as domestic production declines. This region will indeed become a key 
driver for energy demand globally as its economy triples in size and its total 
population expands by one-fifth. In this context, MENA oil exporting countries 
will be able to strengthen their already dominant position in the Asian market. 
However, several challenges lie ahead for MENA exporting countries. The Asian 
market is becoming increasingly competitive with the emergence of the USA 
as a new entrant, the development of substitute sources of energy and the 
reinforcement of the Asia–Russia energy axis.

Another important factor is the decreasing cost of renewable energy 
technologies, driven by major markets such as China, which constitutes a real 
opportunity cost for MENA countries with far-reaching economic benefits. The 
wider deployment of clean energy technologies will help direct some of the 
oil and gas in the fossil fuel exporting countries to international markets. For 
the energy importing countries, exploiting locally available renewable energy 
sources would increase their energy security by lessening their dependence on 
foreign energy sources.

These observed trends will reshape the energy landscape. Whether MENA 
countries will become peripheral or not will depend on their market strategies and 
supply profile diversification. The decreasing demand from traditional importers 
such as the USA can be compensated for by increased imports from other world 
regions, in particular from Asia; however, the geopolitical implications of such 
shifts need to be considered. With respect to sustainable energy technologies, 
MENA countries risk becoming peripheral in the currently evolving context. In 
fact, despite its vast potential, in particular for solar and wind, the MENA region 
is lagging behind in terms of new capacity installed compared with other world 
regions. However, some positive examples can be identified. For instance, Saudi 
Arabia expects to start up to 7 billion US dollar-worth of renewable energy 
projects in 2018, with solar plants leading the way, for a total of 4,125 GW of 
capacity. Saudi Arabia and other Middle Eastern oil producers are indeed looking 
at renewables to feed growing domestic consumption that is soaking up crude 
they would rather export to generate income. Moreover, in terms of market and 
industrial leadership, some MENA companies such as the Saudi ACWA Power 
and the Emirati Masdar are positioning themselves as key renewable energy 
developers, investing in projects even beyond regional borders.
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The Region’s Role in the Oil and Natural Gas Markets
in Light of the Increasing Importance of Unconventional Fossil Fuel Sources,
and the Impact of Electric Mobility on Oil Demand

With the exception of Algeria and Libya, all southern and eastern Mediterranean 
countries are currently net energy importers. In particular, the dependence rate 
on foreign resources in Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco is more than 90 percent. 
Conversely, all GCC countries, plus Iran and Iraq, are energy exporting countries, 
as are the aforementioned Algeria and Libya. The region is endowed with a vast 
supply of fossil fuel resources, with some countries hosting the largest reserves 
of oil and gas at the global level, which has left many countries in the region well 
positioned to shape the energy landscape worldwide. Therefore, the abundance 
of fossil fuels puts the region in a favorable position to continue playing an 
important role in global energy supply.

Despite the many oil supply disruptions that occurred in several countries 
(Libya, Syria, and Yemen) following the Arab uprisings in 2010, as well as the 
sanctions on Iran, crude oil production in the region has seen continuous growth 
to meet the growing energy demand both domestically and abroad. At the global 
level, three countries – Saudi Arabia (13 percent), the USA (13 percent), and 
Russia (12 percent) – accounted for around 40 percent of global crude oil 
production in 2016. The MENA region’s production accounted for around 
38 percent (34.6 billion barrels of oil/day) of total world oil production in 2016. 
It has maintained a 36–38 percent share over the years, albeit with an annual 
increase of 1.9 percent on average of production during the 1990–2016 period in 
absolute terms. Saudi Arabia has been by far the largest producer of crude oil in 
the world, while also accounting for 36 percent of total production at the regional 
level. It also accounts for the largest share of OPEC’s spare capacity (Saudi 
Arabia’s spare capacity claimed to be around 2 mb/d), which could be brought 
very quickly to the market. With 13 percent of the region’s total production, 
despite security concerns, Iraq has continued to increase its output, reaching 
4.5 mb/d. Iran has also increased its production following the lifting of sanctions, 
but the US retreat from the nuclear deal could potentially reduce investments in 
the sector and thereby output. The UAE accounted for 12 percent of the region’s 
production, with the remainder shared among the other countries, mainly Qatar, 
Algeria, Oman, Egypt, and Libya. Despite the increase, Libya’s output is still lower 
than it was prior to the social unrest.
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Figure 9
Oil – Proved Reserves (Billion Barrels)

of Top 15 Countries vs. Production, as of End 2016
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Source: OME (2018) analysis based on BP (2017).

With around 52 percent (879 billion barrels of oil) of total proven oil reserves 
in the world, the region is undoubtedly at the center of global oil supply. At the 
global level, Venezuela leads with 18 percent of global oil reserves, followed by 
Saudi Arabia (16 percent) and then Canada (10 percent), while Iraq and Iran 
account for 9 percent each. At the regional level, reserves are concentrated in the 
following countries: Saudi Arabia (30 percent), Iran (18 percent), Iraq (17 percent), 
Kuwait (12 percent), the UAE (11 percent), Libya (6 percent), and Qatar (3 percent) 
(BP 2017). Figure 9 shows the top fifteen countries (representing 78 percent of 
global production and 93 percent of global reserves) in terms of reserves as of 
2016 at the global level.

The abundance of oil reserves and production volumes means that the region 
is well placed to play a key role in global oil markets. Global crude oil trade 
reached around 44.75 billion barrels per day in 2017 (OPEC 2018), with the region 
accounting for around 45 percent of this supply. Saudi Arabia is by far the largest 
exporter of oil in the world, with around 7 billion b/d in 2017 (Figure 10). While 
North America has seen a downward trend in crude oil imports from the region, 
imports by Europe and the Asia-Pacific region (the latter is the largest importer 
of MENA crude oil) increased in the 2012–2017 period (Table 2).



Foreign Policy Review

The MENA Region in the Global Energy Markets 91

Ta
bl

e 
2

M
EN

A 
Cr

ud
e 

O
il 

Ex
po

rt
s 

to
 M

aj
or

 C
on

su
m

er
s 

(1
,0

00
 b

/d
), 

20
12

–
20

17

N
ot

e:
 M

EN
A 

co
un

tr
ie

s 
in

cl
ud

ed
 a

re
 th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g:

 A
lg

er
ia

, I
ra

n,
 Ir

aq
, K

uw
ai

t, 
Li

by
a,

 Q
at

ar
, S

au
di

 A
ra

bi
a,

 a
nd

 th
e 

U
AE

.
So

ur
ce

: O
M

E 
(2

01
8)

 a
na

ly
si

s 
ba

se
d 

on
 O

PE
C 

(2
01

8)
.

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

Ch
an

ge
 

(%
), 

20
12

–
20

17

Sh
ar

e  
  

(%
) i

n 
20

12

Sh
ar

e 
 

(%
) i

n 
20

17

Eu
ro

pe
  3

,1
48

.3
  2

,9
85

.3
  2

,6
26

.1
  2

,7
73

.7
  3

,2
45

.6
  3

,6
82

.1
  1

7
 1

6
 1

9

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

  2
,5

01
.1

  2
,3

23
.0

  2
,0

01
.3

  1
,6

45
.1

  2
,0

04
.9

  1
,9

99
.7

 -
20

 1
3

 1
0

As
ia

 &
 P

ac
ifi

c
12

,6
76

.7
12

,1
03

.7
11

,5
34

.8
11

,9
31

.9
13

,2
32

.7
12

,9
09

.1
   

 2
 6

6
 6

7

La
tin

 A
m

er
ic

a
   

  2
07

.9
   

  1
20

.8
   

  1
04

.0
   

  1
61

.1
   

  2
49

.8
   

  1
45

.5
 -

30
   

 1
   

 1

Af
ric

a
   

  4
09

.5
   

  3
00

.2
   

  2
73

.4
   

  2
70

.9
   

  2
39

.2
   

  2
34

.3
 -

43
   

 2
   

 1

M
id

dl
e 

Ea
st

   
  2

90
.1

   
  2

82
.2

   
  2

77
.8

   
  2

93
.2

   
  2

74
.2

   
  2

04
.0

 -
30

   
 2

   
 1

To
ta

l
19

,2
33

.7
18

,1
15

.1
16

,8
17

.5
17

,0
75

.9
19

,2
46

.5
19

,1
74

.6
-1

.0
10

0
10

0



E. Menichetti, A. El Gharras, B. Duhamel, and S. Karbuz92 

Figure 10
Crude Oil Exports (1,000 b/d) of MENA Countries, 2000–2017
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Source: OME(2018) analysis based on OPEC (2018).

Should the growing domestic energy demand be stabilized, the MENA 
region could continue to play a key role in global oil markets, as oil is expected 
to account for the largest share in total primary energy demand. Despite the 
impact of electric mobility, oil demand is expected to continue to increase until 
at least 2025. From the supply side, with the increasing role of the USA in global 
oil markets, accounting for 80 percent of the increase in world oil supply to 2025 
(with the USA becoming a net oil exporter by the late 2020s), North America 
will become the second-largest supplier of crude oil by 2040. After US tight oil 
stabilizes and non-OPEC production falls back in the late 2020s, oil from OPEC 
will be needed to balance the market. A small amount of growth is expected 
in the Middle East’s crude oil exports, however, due to increasing domestic 
consumption and the expansion of its refining capacities both inside and outside 
the region (more than 4 mb/d of net refinancing capacity is expected by 2040), 
making the Middle East not only the largest crude oil exporter, but also the 
largest oil products exporter (its oil products exports will increase by two-thirds 
by 2040, much of which will be destined for Asian markets). Less than 1 mb/d 
would become additionally available for export despite the increase of crude oil 
production by 4.5 mb/d by 2040, however (IEA 2017b).
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As far as demand is concerned, a shift in trade flows will shape the global 
oil markets landscape (Figure 11). The Asia-Pacific will account for the largest 
growth in demand for oil, with a 9 mb/d increase between 2016 and 2040, 
reaching 30 mb/d, mainly driven by China and India as well as Southeast Asia. 
Accounting for 50 percent today, the Asia-Pacific region will be responsible for 
67 percent of total crude oil imports. Less appetite for oil is expected in Europe 
and North America, however (IEA 2018b, 2017b).

Figure 11
Change in Crude Oil Trade by Region in the IEA New Policies Scenario
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Natural gas markets have been shaped by a number of developments, 
including the shale gas revolution in the USA and the growing role of LNG, 
thereby positioning new players well at the global level, especially the United 
States and Australia. In terms of production, the USA has become the largest 
producer of gas, accounting for 21 percent of global production, followed by 
Russia (16 percent) then Iran (6 percent) and Qatar (5 percent). The MENA 
region’s share of world gas production has grown as production volumes have 
increased on average by 6.1 percent annually during the 1990–2016 period. The 
region’s production accounted for around 22 percent (about 772 bcm) of total 
world gas production in 2016. At the regional level, Iran and Qatar accounted for 
the largest share, with 50 percent of the regional gas production, followed by 
Saudi Arabia (14 percent), Algeria (11 percent), the UAE (8 percent), and Egypt 
(6 percent), with the remainder split mainly between Oman, Libya, Bahrain, and 
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Kuwait. Figure 12 shows the top fifteen countries (representing 72 percent of 
global production and 88 percent of global reserves) in terms of reserves as of 
2016 at the global level.

Figure 12
Natural Gas – Proved Reserves (bcm) of Top 15 Countries vs. Production,

as of End 2016
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Three countries (Russia, Qatar, and Norway) account for more than 40 percent 
of total gas exports at the global level. The MENA region accounted for around 20 
percent of global gas exports in 2016, while Qatar maintained its leading position 
as the largest LNG exporter in the world (30 percent of total LNG exports in 
2016). Most of the gas exported from the MENA region is to the Asia-Pacific (62 
percent, mainly to Japan, South Korea, India, and China), followed by Europe and 
Eurasia (28 percent, mainly to the United Kingdom and Southern Europe).

In addition to oil, the region is also endowed with significant natural gas 
reserves. The region hosts 47 percent (87 trillion cubic meters) of global proven 
gas reserves as of 2016, meaning the region is well positioned to play a pivotal 
role in natural gas markets. Iran and Qatar are the leading countries in the region 
in terms of both reserves and production levels of natural gas. Together they 
account for 31 percent (57.8 trillion cubic meters) of global proven gas reserves 
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as of 2016. At the regional level, reserves are concentrated in the following 
countries: Iran (38 percent), Qatar (28 percent), Saudi Arabia (10 percent), the 
UAE (7 percent), Algeria (5 percent), and Iraq (4 percent), followed by Libya, Egypt, 
and Kuwait (2 percent each) (BP 2017).

A trade shift towards natural gas is also expected. Natural gas will constitute 
the second-largest share in the global energy mix (a position historically held by 
coal) after oil, accounting for a quarter of global energy demand in the IEA New 
Policies Scenario by 2040 (a 45 percent increase). Although 80 percent of the 
projected growth in gas demand will come from China (with the largest growth 
seen in gas imports, making China the second-largest gas importer after the 
European Union), India, and other developing countries in Africa, Latin America, 
and the Middle East; the European Union will remain the largest gas importer, 
accounting for 389 bcm by 2040 (IEA 2018b, 2017b).

Despite gas imports, especially in fossil fuel poor countries, the MENA region’s 
role in gas markets will be further strengthened and it will maintain its position 
as a net gas exporter through to 2040, when it will rank as the second-largest 
net gas exporter after Russia, and before the United States. Table 3 lists net 
importing and exporting countries by 2040.

Table 3
Net Importing and Exporting Regions (bcm) in 2040

Net importing regions in 2040 2016 2025 2040
European Union -329 -374 -389
China -  73 -177 -278
Other Asia-Pacific    52 -  47 -178
Japan and Korea -165 -150 -181
India -  24 -  55 -  99
Other Europe    24      9 -  18
Net exporting regions in 2040 2016 2025 2040
Russia 188 265 314
MENA 150 183 248
North America -   1 119 192
Caspian   80   87 140
Australia   45 100 137
Sub-Saharan Africa   29   48 106
Central and South America   10 -   6     5

Source: OME (2018) analysis based on IEA (2017b) New Policies Scenario.
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As for exploration in the region, there remains potential overall for further 
increases in reserves (mainly oil and gas) in the future. Most areas in the southern 
Mediterranean, for example, especially offshore, are either underexplored or 
unexplored. Gas discoveries in Israel have sparked interest in more exploration 
activities in the basin of the eastern Mediterranean countries, which should 
improve the entire region’s position in the energy dynamics. With the Tamar 
field having come into production in 2013, the Leviathan field (expected to 
come into production in late 2019) should boost Israel’s position and enable it 
to both meet domestic demand and export to neighboring countries. Likewise, 
the discovery of the super-giant Zohr offshore field in Egypt in 2015 has 
confirmed the substantial hydrocarbons potential in the Mediterranean Sea. 
The Calypso gas discovery made by Eni in January 2018, 180 kilometers south-
west of Cyprus, also provides evidence of further gas potential in the region. 
Nevertheless, geopolitical considerations, including contested maritime territory 
between Turkey and Cyprus and the Israeli–Lebanese border dispute, may 
limit the region’s prospects for the development of new and potential offshore 
discoveries.

Unconventional hydrocarbon resources development activities are still in the 
early stages in the region. In the Mediterranean region, for example, activities 
continue to focus on resource assessment and exploration (OME 2015). Thus, 
should new discoveries be made, the region will undoubtedly continue to play a 
key role in global oil and gas markets (Menichetti et al. 2017).

Therefore, despite output disruptions, whether due to geopolitical tensions 
or agreed cuts under OPEC, overall oil output from the MENA region has been 
increasing. In addition, the region remains a key player in balancing the market 
in case of disruptions despite the output shortage in a number of countries, 
including Libya and Iran.

Nevertheless, energy export trends are expected to change drastically in the 
near future if energy consumption continues at its present rate (TPED increasing 
annually by 4.5 percent), thereby leading to reductions in export capacities in 
order to meet increasing domestic energy demands.

Electric mobility could also have an indirect impact on the region’s role in the 
global energy system due to its potential impact on oil demand. As discussed 
earlier, the electric vehicle market is expanding, with impressive growth having 
been observed in the last years at the global level; a trend which is more likely to 
continue in the future.

In the MENA region, the electric car market is non-existent in most countries, 
with the exception of some initiatives in the UAE and Jordan. In the UAE, the 
Dubai Electricity and Water Authority has begun an electric vehicle charging 
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station infrastructure initiative, called the Green Charger Initiative, in Dubai. In 
Jordan, the German company e-Charge is planning to build more than 10,000 
smart electric vehicle charging stations.

In order for the electric vehicles market to expand in the MENA region, a 
plethora of policy measures would need to be enacted to push for the adoption 
of electric vehicles, including public procurement, diesel and gasoline taxes, and 
favorable customs duties, as well as the development of infrastructure.

Electric mobility offers an opportunity to move towards a more sustainable 
energy future. The electric car market is expected to boom in the future, driven 
by supportive policies and cost reductions. The increased use of electric vehicles 
(EVs) would translate into increased demand for electricity, thereby impacting on 
global oil demand for the transport sector.

The IEA estimates that global electricity consumption by EVs will increase 
between seven-fold and seventeen-fold compared with 2017 consumption levels, 
depending on the scenario by 2030. The EV fleet is expected to displace between 
5 exajoule, EJ (120 Mtoe, 2.57 mb/d – equivalent to the total energy demand of 
Turkey in 2014) and 9.2 EJ (220 Mtoe, 4.74 mb/d – equivalent to the total energy 
demand of Saudi Arabia in 2015) of diesel and gasoline demand in 2030 (Table 4). 
Although relevant, such figures do not yet represent a game-changer vis-à-vis 
global oil demand, given that a significant share of oil consumption comes from 
trucks, aviation, and the petrochemical industry.

Table 4
Summary Table of Electric Cars’ Impact

Scenario New Policies EV30@30
Time frame 2030 2030
Number of electric   
cars  (million) 125 220

Electricity   
consumption (TWh) 404 928

Energy savings 5 EJ (120 Mtoe or 2.57 mb/d) 9.2 EJ (220 Mtoe or 7.74 mb/d)

Source: OME (2018) based on IEA (2018a).

Therefore, the increased adoption of electric vehicles will have an impact on 
total global oil demand, but not to the extent that it will dramatically curb the 
appetite for oil, as oil will continue to account for the largest share in total primary 
energy demand in the future. Nevertheless, the pace of oil demand growth is 
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expected to slow, as some of the oil demand for road transport, passenger cars 
in particular, will be offset by the increased electric vehicles penetration.

Even in an ambitious scenario involving wider-scale deployment and adoption 
of electric vehicles, oil demand would continue to grow, though at a moderate 
rate. World oil demand reached an average of 97.86 mb/d in 2017 and is expected 
to reach 104.7 mb/d in 2023 (approximately a 7 percent increase compared 
with 2017 levels) based on a positive economic outlook, and it will continue to 
increase by 1 mb/d a year after 2023 (IEA 2018b), as it is used by other sectors, 
including the petrochemical industry, shipping, and aviation.

The move towards a more sustainable energy system affects the entire system, 
including the electric mobility sector. The increased penetration of electric 
vehicles will put upward pressure on electricity demand, thereby contributing 
to the electrification of the energy system. From an environmental perspective, 
in particular, the key question remains how this increased electricity demand 
to feed electric vehicles will be met – whether through conventional energy or 
through clean energy sources.

In addition to its impact on oil demand at the global level, the adoption of 
electric vehicles in the MENA region could also have other effects on both oil rich 
countries and energy importing countries. For importing countries, the adoption 
of electric vehicles would help them diversify their energy mix by decreasing 
their dependence on oil and thereby lessen the burden on government budgets. 
It is true that adopting electric vehicles at a larger scale would offset global 
oil demand. Nevertheless, electric mobility could offer oil-rich countries the 
opportunity to reduce their energy demand for oil and free up more capacity for 
export. In all cases, despite the oil demand offset by electric vehicles, electric 
mobility would help both energy importing and exporting countries retain their 
positions at the global level and become more embedded in the global energy 
system.

Another aspect to consider in determining whether the region is embedded in 
or peripheral to global energy dynamics is the importance of energy shipments 
through vessel routes in the region and their likely impact on some countries in 
terms of revenue. The case of the Suez Canal, for example, is worth emphasizing. 
Due to the increase in global trade, Egypt’s Suez Canal revenues from the oil 
trade totaled 5.277 billion US dollars in 2017 (compared with 5.111 billion in 2013) 
and reached record levels in the first quarter of 2018, with 1.351 billion US dollars. 
However, this increasing trend of shipments is not guaranteed to continue in 
the future due to the potential effects of the US president’s “trade war” and the 
likelihood that demand for diesel cars in Europe will decline.2

2 Middle East Economic Survey (2018), “Suez Canal Shipments, Revenue up But Trade War 
Threatens,” Vol. 61. No. 16.
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What Is Likely to Be the Impact of Shrinking Export Levels
and Decreasing Oil Prices on State Revenues and Policies in the Future?

Following four years of stability at around 105 US dollars per barrel (Devarajan 
and Mottaghi 2015), oil prices dropped dramatically from 115 US dollars in June 
2014 to 45 US dollars in January 2015 (Berman 2015). Since then, oil prices 
have partially recovered, reaching 65 US dollars in April 2018 (World Bank 2018), 
but they are expected to remain within a relatively low trading price range of 
between 60 and 70 US dollars until the end of the decade, according to the IMF 
(IMF 2017).

The macroeconomic consequences of these persistently low oil prices are far-
reaching for the MENA region, both for oil exporting and oil importing countries. 
Variations in oil prices have an impact on oil and energy derived revenues and 
therefore on government budgets. According to the World Bank’s 2015 MENA 
Quarterly Economic Brief (Devarajan and Mottaghi 2015: 1), oil related revenues 
accounted for over half of government income in MENA’s oil exporting countries 
in 2015. Therefore, a sustained low oil price results in significant revenue losses 
for MENA oil exporting countries. Indeed, low oil prices from 2013 to 2016 have 
considerably reduced government surpluses and widened deficits in the region, 
with fiscal balances in MENA oil exporting states evolving from a 128 billion US 
dollars surplus to a deficit of 264 billion US dollars. GCC countries alone saw their 
oil revenues decline by 157 billion US dollars in 2015 (Devarajan and Mottaghi 
2015). According to the IMF, the countries whose current accounts were most 
impacted in absolute terms in 2015 were Kuwait, Qatar, Iraq, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
Oman, and Bahrain, all of which experienced substantial oil revenue losses 
(>20 percent of GDP) (IMF 2015). As shown in Figure 13 from 2000 to 2013, 
MENA states’ overall fiscal balances were positive at a surplus of 2.7 percent of 
GDP. However, following the oil price drop in mid-2014, fiscal balances dropped 
to a level of -2.8 percent of GDP in 2014, reaching a low of -9 percent of GDP in 
2016, and they are forecasted to be around -4.1 percent of GDP by the end of 
2018.
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Figure 13
Fiscal Balance, MENA Oil Exporters, 2000–2018 (% of GDP)

Source: OME (2018) analysis based on IMF (2015).

Likewise, Table 5 illustrates how low oil prices have pressurized government 
budgets in the region. In 2016, with a yearly average oil price of 43 US dollars a 
barrel, not a single MENA oil exporting country was able to fiscally break even. 
In 2018, a slightly higher oil price of around 65 US dollars eased the tension on 
MENA’s oil exporters’ current accounts. Indeed, several states such as Kuwait, 
Qatar, the UAE, Iran, and Algeria so far have broken even. However, the remaining 
states still require higher oil prices for their budgets to reach equilibrium. It must 
be noted that some GCC oil exporters such as Saudi Arabia have the capacity 
to alleviate the impact of low oil prices with massive sovereign wealth funds 
or reserve assets. However, other more vulnerable oil exporting countries such 
as Yemen and Libya, whose budget revenues are 95 percent dependent on oil 
revenues, do not benefit from such buffers (Devarajan and Mottaghi 2016).

In the case of MENA’s oil importing countries, economic activity should be 
stimulated because low oil prices increase households’ and firms’ real income. 
The World Bank (2013) quantified that a 10 percent decrease in oil prices could 
raise growth in oil importing economies by between 0.1 and 0.5 percentage 
points, depending on the country’s ratio of oil imports to GDP (World Bank 
2013). Beyond economic growth, low oil prices also bring gains to oil importing 
countries via their fiscal accounts.

Moreover, MENA oil importing states witnessed improvements in their 
budgets in the aftermath of the 2014 oil price drop because of lower import bills 
alongside eased fiscal burdens due to lower costs for fuel subsidies. Overall, as 
is illustrated in Figure 14, budget deficits observed in the MENA oil importing
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Table 5
Fiscal Break-Even Oil Prices for MENA Oil Exporters (in US Dollars per Barrel)

MENA oil exporters 2016 2018 (Projected)
Algeria   93.0   63.3
Bahrain 105.7   97.7
Iran   73.1   58.8
Kuwait   46.5   50.4
Libya 212.8   90.6
Oman   80.1   78.8
Qatar   54.6   54.9
Saudi Arabia   93.7   74.4
UAE   58.6   58.6
Yemen 364.0 125.0

Source: Devarajan and Mottaghi (2016).

countries narrowed from -7.2 percent of GDP in 2015 to -5.9 percent of GDP in 
2018 and this trend is forecasted to continue, reaching -5.2 percent of GDP in 
2019. The states whose fiscal balances gained the most from 2015 to 2016 were 
Lebanon (1.75 percentage point of GDP) and Egypt (0.5 point of GDP) (IMF 2018). 
Nevertheless, the IMF and independent studies (Mohaddes and Raissi 2018) 
have pointed out that indirect factors could, in the medium term, counterbalance 
the benefits of low oil prices for MENA oil importers. In addition, an economic 
slowdown in MENA’s oil exporting countries resulting from low oil prices could 
impact MENA’s oil importing economies through trade remittances, grants, and 
foreign direct investments (FDIs). The relative importance of the direct positive 
impact of lower oil prices and the negative impact of spillovers from exporting 
countries varies greatly between MENA importers, as illustrated in Figure 14. 
Mohaddes and Raissi (2018) calculated that a 51 percent drop in the price 
of oil in year 1 and a 45 percent drop in year 2 following a supply shock 
would benefit Egypt and Mauritania by +0.2 percent of GDP, equivalent to an 
influx of 670 million US dollars and 10 million US dollars into their economies 
respectively. By contrast, negative spillover effects would dominate in Jordan, 
Morocco, and Tunisia, affecting their economic growth negatively by -0.5 percent, 
-0.7 percent, and -0.2 percent respectively, representing a loss for these economies 
of 190 million US dollars, 700 million, and 90 million respectively (Mohaddes and 
Raissi 2018).
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Figure 14
Fiscal Balance, MENA Oil Importers, 2000–2019 (% of GDP)

Source: OME (2018) analysis based on IMF (2018).

Furthermore, along with other endogenous factors, low oil prices boost 
domestic demand for oil in MENA states. This is particularly problematic for 
MENA’s oil exporting countries. In 2015, 33 percent of the oil produced in the 
Middle East was consumed domestically, whereas in 2000 the figure was only 
20 percent (BP 2015). This energy consumption trend will prove unsustainable 
if current export levels and derived government revenues remain unchanged. 
Domestic oil consumption in Saudi Arabia reached 32 percent in 2015 compared 
with 17 percent in 2000 (BP 2016). Under a business as usual scenario, 
forecasts indicate that if other sources of energy are not exploited or if actual 
oil consumption patterns are not modified, Saudi Arabia’s oil production could 
be completely absorbed by domestic consumption by 2038 (Lahn and Stevens 
2011). Thus, in the medium to long term, the more pressing challenge for MENA’s 
exporting countries is rising oil demand rather than low prices. This could make 
it difficult for countries in the region to sustain their economic development with 
regard to vast public spending, particularly the dilemma of supplying citizens with 
cheap subsidized oil, fuelling household demand and in turn leading to a decline 
in export capacity. This should lead MENA governments to reform their policies 
in order to reduce their vulnerability to oil price fluctuations and macroeconomic 
shocks as well as to increase trade with economies with potentially high oil 
demand.
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Box 1
Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs)

Sovereign wealth funds are investment structures held by a state. They derive 
their revenues either from natural resources (mostly oil and gas) possessed, 
controlled or taxed by the state or from trade surpluses, and reinvest those into 
the domestic economy or abroad. In 2018 there were around seventy-eight SWFs 
in existence, with assets representing more than 7.45 trillion US dollars (Prequin 
2018). Those structures have experienced very rapid development in the past 
and are forecasted to continue to do so in the future, with assets controlled 
expected to reach 15 trillion US dollars by 2020 (PwC 2016: 1). Seventy-five 
percent of all SWFs have revenues stemming from hydrocarbons exports and 
49.9 percent are concentrated in the MENA states (Moody’s 2015).

In order to answer the question of why energy exporting states have SWFs, 
it is important to understand specific issues affecting hydrocarbon-based 
economies and how SWFs are meant to address them. Firstly, natural resource 
prices vary greatly as a function of demand, supply shocks and speculative 
moves. Exporting countries therefore face negative consequences for their 
export levels and budget revenues resulting from volatile oil and gas prices and 
thus struggle to reach budget equilibrium. Secondly, resource rent economies 
are dependent on the stock of resources they exploit, and those are exhaustible. 
States whose economies depend on these resources face the responsibility 
of providing future generations with the ability to meet their economic needs 
at a time when the stock of resources may be depleted. Thirdly, they face an 
economic phenomenon called Dutch disease. This stipulates that a too high 
level of hydrocarbons export leads to an increase in domestic consumption of 
hydrocarbons and an influx of foreign currency. The resulting situation is a rise in 
both inflation and the exchange rate, which is noxious for exports in other sectors 
of the economy. These issues perfectly illustrate the central threat MENA states 
face of becoming peripheral, less relevant economically and vulnerable to global 
macroeconomic shocks. SWFs have the ability to prevent this in three different 
ways, all of which involve transforming hydrocarbons revenues into international 
diversified investments, generating revenues in the long run. Firstly, SWFs enable 
countries to hedge against hydrocarbons price volatility and stabilize revenue 
flows derived from their exportation. They substitute stable and recurring income 
for fluctuating and cyclical revenue from natural resources. They make these 
revenues profitable during periods of high prices, which enables them to meet 
the financing needs of the government during downturns. This is the primary 
objective of funds such as the KIA in Kuwait and the Investment Authority in 
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Libya. Secondly, SWFs also aim to sustain income from non-renewable fossil 
resources and distribute them equitably across generations. They convert 
exhaustible raw materials into long-term financial assets. They act as savings 
mechanisms and build on today’s wealth to build the heritage of tomorrow. 
In addition, the placement of these incomes prevents them from being spent, 
which prevents the rest of the economy from suffering from Dutch disease. This 
is the other goal of SWFs such as ADIA in Abu Dhabi and funds from Kuwait, 
Qatar, and Libya. Thirdly, other SWFs aim to take on strategic holdings. They aim 
to reduce the share of hydrocarbons in the economy by diversifying it towards 
industry, real estate, and services, abandoning family management to attract 
specialists and promote the emergence of a private sector. These funds can 
finance infrastructure, establish industrial partnerships, or invest in strategic 
sectors for the development of the country. Plenty of evidence shows that local 
economies in the Persian Gulf are supported by SWFs, such as Saudi Arabia’s 
Public Investment Fund, Abu Dhabi’s Mubadala, Dubai’s ICD, and Qatar’s QIA.

Beyond remedying hydrocarbon-based economies’ structural problems, SWFs 
can constitute decisive vehicles for MENA economies to wield more influence 
economically and geopolitically worldwide. With regard to the increasing 
frequency of speculative crises, SWFs can position themselves as counter-
cyclical poles of stability. Likewise, the short-termism of financial markets 
could make SWFs long-term investors and vastly increase their influence. For 
instance, only 10 percent of total investments today have a long-term objective 
and the average holding period on the New York Stock Exchange has increased 
from almost ten years in 1960 to less than a year today (WEF 2011). By contrast, 
the long-term capital requirements are increasing: nearly 100 trillion US dollars 
2030–2040, for infrastructure and the fight against global warming (Della Croce 
et al. 2011). Finally, SWFs can wield significant power within the companies in 
which they invest, for example to encourage more environmentally sustainable 
or ethical practices. Norway’s SWF maintains a so-called “ecological code” 
stipulating that it will not invest in firms that generate emissions at a level they 
consider “unacceptable” (NBIM 2018: 15). In the MENA region, Saudi Arabia, 
as part of its Vision 2030 Project, has announced plans to sell 5 percent of 
Aramco, the state-owned oil company, to a 2 trillion US dollars SWF, making it 
the largest fund globally (Saudi Arabia 2016). If Riyadh’s assertion that its new 
SWF will be able to control more than 10 percent of global investment capacity is 
accurate (Timberlake and Abdulla 2016), the implications in terms of geopolitical 
influence will be enormous. By making a number of states and large companies 
dependent on Saudi money, it is a safe bet that the country will use this leverage 
to influence certain political and diplomatic issues.
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How Can Renewable Energy Sources Help MENA Countries
Retain Their Leadership Position in Global Energy Markets?

As highlighted earlier, meeting the rapidly growing domestic energy demand, 
particularly for electricity, is a real challenge facing all MENA countries. The 
main conundrum is that increased domestic energy demand would mean that 
less spare export capacity would be available for export, thereby diminishing 
the importance of the MENA region in global energy markets. Addressing 
this challenge with demand side management, including energy efficiency 
measures, could eventually slow this growth, but more is needed. Alternative 
energy sources, in particular the deployment of renewable energy technologies 
on a wider scale, could address this challenge and thereby help MENA countries 
(oil and gas rich countries in particular) retain their important role in global 
energy markets.

The region is well suited to the development of renewable energy technologies 
for different applications. As far as solar energy technologies are concerned, 
most of the countries are located in the so-called sunbelt, with global horizontal 
irradiance (GHI) values ranging from 1,600 kilowatt-hours per square meter per 
year (kWh/m²/y) in coastal areas of the Mediterranean to 2,600 kWh/m²/y in 
the desert, and direct normal irradiance (DNI) varying from 1,800 kWh/m²/y to 
more than 2,800 kWh/m²/y. This is one of the best endowed areas of the world 
with respect to solar energy for both solar photovoltaic (PV) and concentrating 
solar power (CSP) applications (Al-Shalabi et al. 2014: 190). The potential for 
wind energy is also very high in several countries of the Mediterranean such 
as Morocco, Egypt, and Turkey, as well as Iran, with more moderate – but still 
promising – potential in the GCC countries and Iraq.

Despite this significant potential, the pace of deployment has been very slow 
in many countries with the exception of a few such as Egypt, Tunisia, Turkey, 
Morocco, Jordan, Israel, and the UAE. While leading countries (mentioned earlier) 
are keeping up with this momentum, others are finally realizing this potential and 
are thereby pushing ahead with their national renewable energy plans albeit at 
a slow pace.

However, there are several obstacles to the deployment of renewables in the 
MENA countries that need to be overcome, including weak grid infrastructure, 
regulatory barriers, access to finance, and, most importantly, subsidies to 
conventional energy. In the GCC countries, for example, the low penetration of 
renewable energy technologies can be attributed to institutional inertia, no clear 
separation of roles and responsibilities at the institutional level and the absence 
of dedicated policies and regulations (IRENA 2017).
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Renewables’ role in the energy mix (about 35 Mtoe – equivalent to about 
3 percent of TPES – in the whole region) has been negligible in most MENA 
countries, especially in hydrocarbon exporting countries. Hydropower is still the 
main renewable energy in the MENA region, reaching 9 Mtoe in 2015. However, 
in addition to biomass, the development of other renewable energy sources, 
mainly wind and solar, has progressed significantly, reaching more than 27 Mtoe 
for the whole MENA region in 2015.

The deployment and significance of renewable energy is particularly notable 
in the power sector. As far as installed electric capacity is concerned (Figure 
15), more than 11 GW of non-hydro installed capacity were in place as of 2016, 
distributed among the following: wind (7.5 GW), solar PV (1.7 GW), geothermal 
(0.775 GW), biomass and waste (0.650 GW), and solar CSP (0.347 GW) (OME 
2018, IRENA 2017). Hydropower capacity alone totaled about 49 GW in 2016.

Figure 15
Renewable Electric Installed Capacity in the MENA Region (GW), 2010–2016
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A number of countries have made significant progress in implementing 
renewable energy projects (excluding hydro). In the southern and eastern 
Mediterranean countries, Turkey, Morocco, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and Tunisia 
lead the renewable energy market in the region. Renewable installed capacity 
in Turkey stands at more than 11 GW (mainly wind energy, but most of the 
installed PV capacity was completed in 2017). Morocco is on track to achieve 
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its 2020 renewable energy targets with more than 1.2 GW existing capacity in 
place. A number of large-scale projects are either under construction or under 
development, including the 850 megawatt (MW) wind project and the ongoing 
construction of the second, third, and fourth phases of the Ouarzazate Noor solar 
complex as well as other solar projects. With more than 800 MW in place, Egypt 
is making good progress in its renewable energy program, including the 2 GW 
PV under the Feed-in Tariffs scheme. Jordan is also advancing on its renewable 
energy projects, especially solar PV. After its slow uptake of the Tunisian Solar 
Plan, renewable energy investments are, finally, gaining momentum in Tunisia, 
with the recent pre-qualification calls for tender for wind and solar photovoltaics 
projects announced in May 2018, which would give new impetus to renewable 
energy projects. Israel is also making good progress in meeting its renewable 
energy targets, especially solar PV, with the highest installed capacity in the 
region, but also CSP projects. While Algeria has fallen short of its ambitions 
(although it has achieved important milestones, including several off-grid PV 
installations in 2016 and 2017 in the south of the country), the political situation 
in Libya has prevented progress on the implementation of renewables.

Despite high ambitions, progress in the renewable energy market in the other 
GCC countries is still lagging. Nevertheless, the UAE is leading the renewable 
energy market with an existing installed capacity of 357 MW, and with very large-
scale solar projects. The 200 MW first stage of the 800 MW third phase of the 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum Solar Park has been inaugurated, with the 
third and fourth phases totaling 600 MW to be commissioned in 2019 and 2020. 
In addition, the first stage of the CSP 700 MW fourth phase is envisaged to be 
commissioned by 2020. After long delays, the Saudi National Renewable Energy 
Program finally awarded its first 300 MW solar PV project at Sakaka to ACWA 
Power in early 2018, which is expected to be operational by 2019. The Saudi 
National Renewable Energy Program intends to install a capacity of 9.5 GW by 
2023, with the aim of also developing a local manufacturing industry, but the 
speed of implementation is quite slow. In comparison, the estimated renewable 
energy potential is 200 GW. Through the development of renewables and the 
expansion of the grid, this could potentially help Saudi Arabia play an important 
role in the regional renewable energy market. However, a clear strategy is needed.

Currently, there are several obstacles to the development of renewables in the 
region. Therefore, an enabling environment is key to the wider development and 
deployment of renewable energy technologies and to attracting investments 
to the sector. In order to encourage the deployment of projects, a number of 
countries have adopted a mix of supporting tools, including renewable energy 
plans and objectives, tendering, price mechanisms (feed-in tariffs and feed-in 
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premiums), quota systems, and tax incentives as well as long-term power-
purchase agreements (PPA) – the latter is undoubtedly one of the unlocking 
measures for renewables potential. In particular, government-backed tenders 
have resulted in some of the most cost-effective projects at the global level for 
solar and wind, with record low prices in Morocco and the UAE. The world record 
low price of 73 USD/MWh for CSP with storage of the giant 700 MW project in 
Dubai announced in September 2017 might promote uptake of the CSP market 
in the future in the whole region. In Morocco, record bids of around 30 USD/MWh 
for the 850 MW wind project are among the lowest prices announced for wind 
energy in the world (Menichetti and El Gharras 2017). Figure 16 presents the 
existing non-hydro electric installed capacity and targets in the MENA region.

Despite encouraging progress, and in order to maintain momentum, further 
changes are needed in order for MENA countries to be able to exploit their 
renewable energy potential and position themselves as sustainable energy 
champions. Although the amount of progress made varies by country, the main 
transformations required should occur at the following levels: (1) mandatory 
renewable energy targets set within a stated deadline; (2) establishment of an 
institutional framework with clear allocation of roles and responsibilities to allow 
for a transparent market; (3) definition of fair rules to guarantee market access 
to independent power producers; (4) adoption of policy support measures for 
renewable energy projects based on the project scale, the degree of maturity of 
the technology, and the type of application (electricity vs. other use); (5) gradual 
phase out of subsidies for conventional energy technologies; (6) accurate market 
design and overall assessment of the impact of renewable energy’s increasing 
share on the grid; and (7) access to finance and ease of raising capital, especially 
access to lower-cost finance, which will be necessary for the wider deployment 
of renewable energy technologies (Menichetti and El Gharras 2017).

Thus, renewable energy constitutes a real opportunity for MENA countries, 
for both energy importing and exporting countries. Deploying renewable energy 
technologies on a wider scale would undoubtedly position the MENA region to 
play a leading role in global energy markets, especially through energy savings 
that could be gained through renewables, thereby freeing up more oil and gas for 
export. Furthermore, the implementation of large-scale energy projects could 
favor international partnerships that could project the MENA countries into 
global energy markets.
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Box 2
Regional Cooperation in the Euro-Mediterranean Context

Energy has been a dominant consideration in EU initiatives since the mid-1990s, 
notably in the Barcelona Process (in 1995), the European Neighborhood Policy 
(2003) and the Union for the Mediterranean (2008), as well as many other 
multilateral and bilateral agreements in the region. New impetus was given in 
2011 by the EU to strengthen its relations with its neighbors in the energy field. 
Conversely, the oil and gas industry has been developing cooperation strategies 
for decades, making it possible to build extensive international infrastructures, 
especially in the natural gas sector. In recent years electricity, and more 
specifically electricity from renewables, has reinforced Mediterranean cohesion 
around energy.

There are clear signals of EU willingness to revitalize cooperation with the 
Mediterranean countries. This is illustrated by the launch of three energy 
platforms under the auspices of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) and 
the definition of a new neighborhood policy. Considering the challenges ahead 
and the high expectations from and for the entire region, it is important that the 
platforms deliver. From its side, the new European Neighborhood Policy should 
be more ambitious and more effective than in the past, when it failed to live up 
to very high expectations.

At the Malta High Level Euro-Mediterranean Conference (July 11, 2014) on 
“The role of gas developments in the Mediterranean region” and at the Rome 
High Level Conference (November19, 2014) on “Building a Euro-Mediterranean 
energy bridge: the strategic importance of Euro-Med gas and electricity 
networks in the context of energy security,” EU energy ministers, ministers from 
southern and eastern Mediterranean countries, and the European Commission 
confirmed the importance of regional energy cooperation for ensuring secure, 
affordable, and sustainable energy for the region and beyond. They also agreed 
that further strengthening regional cooperation in the Mediterranean on energy 
is required in order to achieve the above-mentioned goals. The Rome Ministerial 
Conference decided to establish three thematic platforms dedicated to pursuing 
high-level dialogue and to provide a permanent high-level forum for discussing 
energy policy objectives and measures, with a view to identifying specific and 
concrete partnership actions and following up on their implementation: the 
Platform on Gas (initiated at the Malta Conference), the Platform on Regional 
Electricity Market (REM), and the Platform on Renewable Energy and Energy 
Efficiency (REEE).
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The overall objective of these platforms is to enhance cooperation in the Euro-
Med region between all the stakeholders through a bottom-up approach in 
order to identify barriers and opportunities in terms of demand, supply, market 
structure, and so forth.

The implementation of these objectives is laid down in a work program for 
each platform setting out specific priorities and platform activities, concrete 
deliverables, and interim milestones, agreed by consensus among UfM members.

Under the supervision of the UfM co-presidency, the UfM secretariat runs the 
REM and REEE platforms’ secretariats while Observatoire Méditerranéen de 
l’Energie (OME) runs the secretariat of the UfM Platform on Gas.

The UfM Senior Officials Meeting of March 31, 2015 in Brussels agreed to frame 
energy cooperation at large among all forty-three UfM members on the basis 
of the three platforms. On May 6, 2015, the Moroccan capital, Rabat, hosted the 
launch of the three platforms.

Box 3
Subsidy Challenge and Price Reform Initiatives in the MENA Region

The high energy demand growth observed in most MENA countries could also 
be attributed to the energy pricing policies that are in place. Price distortions, 
through subsidies, thus constitute a major challenge for all countries, especially 
by increasing energy demand and putting pressure on state budgets. Some 
states in the region are known to have some of the lowest prices for fuel, gas, 
and electricity, while having some of the highest per capita energy consumption.

In addition to providing support for basic consumption products and goods, 
energy subsidies, in particular, are among the main barriers to the deployment 
of renewable energy in the region. Two countries, Iran and Saudi Arabia, have 
the lowest gasoline prices, for example, at 0.30 and 0.24 US dollars per liter 
respectively as of 2017, and account for more than 61 percent of total fossil fuel 
subsidies in the region, with more than 34 billion US dollars and around 30 billion 
US dollars, respectively, in 2016 (IEA 2017).

Nevertheless, several countries have embarked on structural reforms, some of 
which have been put forward by the IMF, including subsidy reforms,3 the gradual 
phasing out of energy (fuels and electricity) subsidies in particular, in order to 
lessen the burden on their state budgets. Since 2011, oil importing countries 
such as Egypt, Yemen, Mauritania, Morocco, Tunisia, and Jordan have initiated 
energy subsidy reforms.

3 Only some of the subsidy reform initiatives taken by countries in the region are included, as 
detailed price policy reforms of each country are beyond the scope of this paper.
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In January 2016, Algeria increased prices of gasoline by 34 percent and diesel 
by 37 percent while also increasing the prices of electricity and gas. In Morocco, 
diesel prices spiked by 14 percent and gasoline by 20 percent in 2012, and in 
2014, gasoline and fuel subsidies were scrapped, with their prices scrutinized 
on a monthly basis (IMF 2017c). In Egypt over the period 2012–2013, gasoline 
prices rose by 112 percent and those for fuel for energy and non-energy intensive 
industries increased by 50 percent and 33 percent respectively. Additionally, 
domestic electricity prices rose by 16 percent and fuel oil prices by 33 percent 
(Sdralevich et al. 2013: 45). Further subsidy reform efforts were enacted in July 
2014, 2016, and recently in 2017 (increasing diesel and gasoline prices). After 
Tunisia increased subsidies following the 2011 revolution, the pace of subsidy 
reform was very slow; in April 2016 Tunis announced that it would index fuel 
prices to global market prices (IEA 2016), and only in July 2017 did the country 
cut energy subsidies.

By contrast, oil exporting countries, with the exception of Iran, only recently 
started to review their subsidy systems. In Iran, the cabinet approved the 
removal of gasoline quotas (mechanism through which each vehicle is given 
a consumption quota of subsidized gasoline) for public and private passenger 
vehicles in May 2016. In May 2016, Oman began to adjust gasoline and diesel 
prices based on global market prices. The UAE and Oman have made excellent 
progress, with fuel prices converging towards the international average (IMF 
2017). In addition to increasing electricity prices, Bahrain has recently increased 
the price of regular gasoline and premium gasoline by 60 percent and 56 percent 
respectively. In May 2017 Kuwait raised electricity prices for the commercial 
sector. Qatar also started adjusting gasoline and diesel prices according to 
global market prices at the beginning of 2016, while also increasing the price of 
gasoline. In 2015, Saudi Arabia increased the price of gasoline and electricity. 
Sudan also cut fuel subsidies on two occasions, in 2013 and 2016. Despite the 
gradual phase-out, however, fuel prices remain considerably lower than the 
global average in most GCC countries.

Nevertheless, the reform efforts undertaken so far by the respective 
governments are already having important fiscal effects. The energy subsidy 
reforms have helped almost all countries in the region reduce the burden on 
their budgets. Overall, energy subsidies decreased by around 51 percent during 
the 2013–2016 period.
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Table 6
Fossil Fuel Subsidies (Real 2016 Million USD) in Some MENA Countries

2013 2014 2015 2016 2013–2016 
change (%)

Oil 130,004 121,413   73,220   53,319 -59
Electricity   44,551   42,170   42,319   26,734 -40
Natural gas   43,665   39,601   34,405   26,145 -40
Total 218,220 203,184 149,944 106,198 -51

Note: MENA countries covered include: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Libya, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.

Source: OME (2018) analysis based on IEA statistics.

Therefore, moving towards energy prices that reflect market energy costs 
would eventually help to limit the rapid growth in energy demand and make 
renewables a real alternative to conventional energy sources, as well as lessen 
the government’s budgetary burden.

Despite its overall economic and financial rationale, and the savings and 
expected benefits for governments and economies in the region, efforts have 
fallen short of their intended results in several countries. In addition to price 
increases for a number of consumption goods, populations in several countries, 
including Jordan, Morocco, Sudan, and Tunisia, have demonstrated against the 
increases in fuel and electricity prices, calling on the government to intervene to 
further regulate the sector.

Yet the real challenge ahead is to find new ways of implementing subsidy 
reforms, with clear deadlines and awareness-raising campaigns, as well as 
to promote alternatives (i.e. renewable energy technologies, especially solar 
photovoltaic for water pumping and solar water heaters for domestic and 
industrial water heating, as well as encouraging public transport). Otherwise, 
adopting subsidy reforms without providing real alternatives might not achieve 
the expected results.

Conclusions

The current paper aimed at exploring the role of MENA countries in the evolving 
energy context. Some key trends have been analyzed, mainly the shift of energy 
consumption patterns towards Asia, the availability of new energy commodities 
such as unconventional fossil fuels and renewable energy sources, the 
increasing importance of LNG, and the expanding role of electricity, including for 
transportation.



E. Menichetti, A. El Gharras, B. Duhamel, and S. Karbuz114 

Several MENA countries are among the largest oil and natural gas suppliers 
globally. As such, they are clearly embedded in the global energy system. 
However, their growing energy needs are challenging their export capacities and 
could potentially impact their budget revenues.

Some of the observed trends have been found to have a direct impact on the 
future role of MENA countries, whereas others are less relevant. The increasing 
trend of oil and gas demand growth is expected to continue, and thus is not 
foreseen to peak very soon. Despite the unconventional fossil fuels revolution, 
especially in the USA, oil from the MENA region will be needed to fuel world 
economies. A real challenge for MENA countries, however, is the increasing 
domestic demand, which might jeopardize the region’s export capacities. In 
particular, the growth of the electric car market, though curbing oil demand in the 
transport sector, still is not replacing global oil demand and thus not challenging 
the export potential of oil producing countries. Moreover, the price of US 
unconventional oil is not yet competitive with the MENA supply. Conversely, the 
expanding market for LNG, with an increasing number of producers, is creating 
an excess of supply which could potentially challenge the export capacity of 
MENA countries.

Another energy market segment in which MENA countries are lagging 
behind is renewable energy technologies. The use of renewables is expanding 
rapidly across the world, with the role of developing countries and economies 
in transition increasing in this sector. However, MENA countries are far from 
fully exploiting their potential. Renewables could be a valid alternative to meet 
some of the challenges facing the MENA countries’ energy systems. However, 
their institutional and regulatory systems must evolve towards more business-
oriented models. Some MENA countries have begun the transition towards 
sustainable energy, and several MENA companies are positioning themselves 
as key industrial players, even outside regional borders. But their speed of 
implementation will need to be accelerated further if MENA countries want to 
maintain leadership in the energy market and avoid becoming peripheral players.

Annex
Selected MENA Oil Exporting Countries’ Official Diversification Strategies

Algeria: New Economic Growth Model (2016–2019) (launched in 2016)
• Boost non-hydrocarbon exports to 9 percent of total exports by 2019, from 

less than 5 percent currently
Iraq: Private Sector Development Strategy (2014–2030) (launched in 2014)
• Increase the private sector up to a share of 60 percent of GDP by 2030
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• Improve the country’s business environment, particularly for SMEs
• Reduce the unemployment rate to 4 pe cent or less by 2030
Kuwait: Kuwait Development Plan (2015–2020) (launched in 2015)
• Increase the private sector up to a share of 40 percent of GDP by 2020
• Create public–private partnerships to carry out infrastructure projects
• Increase the number of Kuwaiti employees in the private sector from 92,000 

to 137,000 by 2020
Oman: Ninth Five-Year Development Plan (2016–2020) (launched in 2016)
• Reduce the contribution of oil to GDP at current prices from 44 percent in 

eighth five-year plan to 26 percent by 2020
• Focus on the private sector and activate public–private partnerships;
• Focus on SMEs
Qatar: National Vision 2030 (launched in 2008)
• Increase and diversify the participation of Qataris in the workforce
• Create a business climate capable of stimulating national and foreign 

investments
• Manage the optimum exploitation of hydrocarbons resources
• Expand industries and services with competitive advantages derived from 

hydrocarbons industries
Saudi Arabia: Vision 2030 (launched in 2016)
• Increase SME contribution to GDP from 20 percent to 35 percent by 2030
• Increase foreign direct investment from 3.8 percent to 5.7 percent of GDP 

by 2030
• Increase the private sector’s contribution from 40 percent to 65 percent of 

GDP by 2030
• Raise the share of non-oil exports in non-oil GDP from 16 percent to 50 percent 

by 2030
• Increase non-oil government revenue from SAR 163 billion to SAR 1 trillion 

by 2030
• Generate 9.5 GW of new renewable energy by 2030
Source: Tagliapietra (2017: 17).
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The International NGO Triangle in the MENA Region

Máté Szalai1

Abstract

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is increasingly embebbed 
into the global order in the transnational field, namely through the intra- and 
interregional interactions of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with state 
actors. The phenomenon is investigated in the framework of the “international 
NGO triangle,” namely the system of relations between the non-governmental 
organization, the host state and the external partner. Case studies include the 
activities of the Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect in Iraq, regional 
NGOs cooperating with the ECOSOC, and the Qatari “multiple track approach” 
after the Gulf rift of 2017. However, the extent to which NGOs operating in the 
region have actual agency (and, in parallel, the extent of their dependency on state 
actors) can be debated. Consequently, the strengthening of the transnational 
sector does not necessarily limit the leverage of states as previously predicted.

Introduction

The growing role of non-state actors (NSAs) has been an important feature of 
the globalized international order (Csicsmann et al. 2017: 10–11), especially in 
the post-bipolar era. Due to systemic changes taking place in recent decades, 
such entities have achieved indisputable relevance in decision-making and 
the management of economic and social affairs on the local, national, and 
international level. The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has been 
no exception, especially in the light of the regional instability caused by the Arab 
uprisings in 2011. Since the beginning of the decade, a wide range of NSAs have 
appeared or emerged as central players in different conflicts.

The process of transnationalization and the emergence of non-state actors 
represents a field in which the embeddedness of the Middle Eastern regional 
system in the global system should be analyzed (Morillas et al. 2016: 72–75). 
This paper focuses on the role of two types of entities through which such 
dynamics will be investigated. Firstly, “global” non-governmental organizations 

1 The author would like to thank the assistance of Adrienn Bátor and Hajnalka Tóth as well as 
all his colleagues who helped him in his work.
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(NGOs) will be researched, namely those INGOs (international non-governmental 
organizations) that are not founded by individuals or organizations from the 
MENA region, but do operate in the MENA region. Secondly, to investigate the 
process from the other direction (namely how Middle Eastern NSAs affect the 
global order), Middle Eastern NGOs with considerable activity outside the region 
will be analyzed. While the transnational arena is dominated by non-state actors, 
the role of states is considerable and should also be included in the investigation.

The paper consists of three main parts: the first describes the role of 
transnationalization in world politics and in the MENA region as a framework 
for the investigation, while the second sets up the model of the “INGO triangle” 
in order to interpret the complex relationship between the stakeholders of 
transnationalization. Lastly, the third part incorporates three case studies.

The main argument of the paper is that beyond the state-level dimension, the 
transnational field has witnessed a process of integration of the Middle Eastern 
domestic and regional orders in the global order. More importantly, this process 
not only exposes the MENA to global developments but also strengthens the 
agency of Middle Eastern actors to influence the global agenda. The major 
question in this regard is the extent to which this agency belongs to independent 
organizations or, on the contrary, whether they are just another tool for Middle 
Eastern states to pursue their interests on the global level.

Transnationalization in World Politics and in the MENA Region

One of the core features of the post-bipolar global order has been the shrinking 
leverage of the modern state. Primarily due to the technological, economic, 
and social changes that took place in the second half of the 20th century, the 
Westphalian state lost its perceived monopoly not just in international affairs, but 
in domestic affairs as well. This process was accompanied by the necessary rise 
of different types of non-state actors which can play, among others, supportive, 
complementary, competitive, or disruptive roles vis-à-vis the state in which they 
operate.

This process led to a phenomenon often described as transnationalization, 
which “refers to overlapping ties and linkages of non-state actors between various 
national states” (Faist 2004: 339). This essentially reflects the “movement of 
people, information, and goods in the global arena […], a movement of culture, a 
globalization of meaning” (Friedman 1998: 242). In this framework, transnational 
relations equal “contacts, coalitions, and interactions across state boundaries 
that are not controlled by the central foreign policy organs of governments” (Nye 
and Keohane 1971: 331). The phenomenon does not erase the role of nation-
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states (Faist 2004: 339), but it does reshape the environment in which they 
operate and form their domestic and foreign policies.

Non-governmental organizations are one of the primary players in this new 
transnationalized global world order. NGOs can be defined as “autonomous 
organizations that are non-governmental, that is, they are not instrumentalities 
of government; and non-profit, that is not distributing revenue as income to 
owners; and formal, legal entities” (Anheier et al. 2001: 4). Based on this very 
broad definition, a wide range of different entities can be labeled as NGOs, 
“irrespective of their forms, formal status or aims” (Rucht 1999: 206–207).

Naturally, an NGO whose activities transcend national borders, or that 
operates in a country different from that in which it is based, can be called an 
international NGO, or INGO. The first such entity was created in 1840, and by 
1915 their number reached 1,080. Developments in the 20th century paved the 
way for the creation and growing importance of INGOs – by 1990, there were 
more than 30,000 such entities (Christensen 2006: 286). The main reasons 
behind this huge rise include the decline of state power, the articulation of global 
and international problems (which cannot be dealt with by a single nation-
state), the denationalization of multinational corporations and, last but not least, 
developments in communications and information technologies (Christensen 
2006: 286–287).

Despite the limited attention paid to them in public discourse and in the 
literature, “INGOs have a profound impact on international law, international 
regime formation, national politics and the quality of life within individual 
countries” (Bloodgood 2011: 95), and thus they have become an integral part of 
the global order and global governance in almost all fields of politics. In 2000, 
approximately half of the world’s INGOs pursued activities in either economic 
development and infrastructure or research, but many also worked to provide 
social services, policy advocacy, cultural and recreational goods, religious, 
educational, environmental or health issues, or general politics and defense 
(Christensen 2006: 287).

Perceptions of INGOs differ in the literature and have been harshly criticized 
by certain actors. Generally, “in an era of privatization and democratization, 
international policy makers hypothesize that NGOs can articulate political 
liberalism, complement private sector initiatives and extend a social safety net 
to supplement or replace government services” (Carapico 2000: 14). On the 
other hand, they can be seen as inseparable from the European and American 
cultural and political context in international politics, being a “small and elite 
collection of […] organizations which are based in the most powerful political and 
cultural capitals of the West” (Mutua 1999: 210). Consequently, a very common 
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and recurring critique of the work of INGOs is that despite their advertised 
independence, they actually promote a partisan political agenda. “They present 
themselves as apolitical, as not interested in the political character of a state, 
although they clearly seek to vindicate liberal values in non-Western societies” 
(Mutua 1999: 211). From this perspective, they are very similar to interest 
groups, as they “rely on the same range of tactics, including inside lobbying, 
public education, protest and demonstration, and judicial action, in roughly the 
same proportion as traditional interest groups” (Bloodgood 2011: 103). Even if 
one agrees with the general activities and aims of INGOs, several reservations 
can be expressed regarding their practical operation, including the “lack of 
regulation, amateurism, lack of co-ordination with the public sector, duplication, 
competition for resources, sub-standard work, and lack of sustainability” (Cavill 
and Sohail 2007: 231).

Another problem associated with the rise of NGOs is the spread of GONGOs, 
namely government-sponsored non-governmental organizations. Perceiving 
the process of transnationalization and the growing role of the non-state sector, 
several governments have overseen and initiated the creation of NGOs which, 
either directly or through funding, work as a foreign policy tool and lack real agency. 
Nevertheless, one should not overgeneralize the phenomenon of GONGOs – 
some can be benign, some are irrelevant, but many can be dangerous by serving 
as a disguised tool controlled by states (Naím 2007: 96).2 The differentiation of 
NGOs from GONGOs can be problematic not just for society, but also for other 
states and international organizations.

Transnationalization and the growing role of NGOs and INGOs have affected 
the MENA region as well. In the 1990s, their number grew exponentially due to 
the “confluence of wide-ranging […] domestic and international trends” (Carapico 
2000: 13), including:
• education and urbanization, and the transnational movement of information 

and knowledge;
• national state policies aimed at suppressing or co-opting non-state actors 

and opposition parties, both of which can lead to the strengthening of NGOs;
• the changing policies of traditional international development aid actors 

(including international organizations and Western INGOs) which shows the 
trend to provide material and non-material resources not just to state actors 
but more and more to non-state actors; and, in parallel,

• the shifting strategy of global state actors to rely more and more on non-
state actors in achieving their foreign policy goals, not just in the MENA 

2 Another term used in the literature is “quango,” which stands for quasi-autonomous non-
governmental organization (Kleinschmit and Edwards 2017: 530).
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region but all over the world, a shift we can call the “neo-democratization 
approach” or the “extension of the neoliberal world order.”

Naturally, in a region where state structures are inherently weak in many 
respects,3 the presence of NGOs is not surprising. The constant and often 
violent rivalry between elite groups (Anderson 1987: 12–14, Izquierdo Brichs 
and Lampidri-Kemou 2013) in MENA countries vying for control over the state 
and state institutions does not incentivize politicians to provide for the needs 
of society in terms of representation and material and non-material welfare 
to a greater extent than is necessary to secure some form of legitimacy. This 
creates a constant demand from the side of society for non-state actors and 
also creates the possibility for INGOs and donor actors to play a role in domestic 
politics and the civil sphere of a given country.

In response, the states – perceiving their weakness all over the world, including 
in the MENA region – tried to prevent NGOs from gaining strength. As Rouven 
Symank (2017: 5) observes,

Today, however, this momentum [of NGOs] – or at least the perception of its 
dynamics – has fundamentally changed. In a climate of re-emerging nationalism 
and protectionism, several NGOs and Member States of the UN have complained 
about an increasingly restrictive stance towards civil society and argue that the 
principles of the UN are being undermined by such trends. Numerous articles 
write about “crack-downs” on civil society not only in Russia and China, but also 
in Egypt, Azerbaijan, and, more recently, Turkey.

The backlash against NGOs in the MENA region actually started years before 
the Arab uprisings. In 1996, the Ministries of Interior Committee of the League 
of Arab Nations identified NGOs (and human rights NGOs in particular) as a 
threat to their national security. Subsequently MENA governments implemented 
an increasingly aggressive and diverse toolkit to harass civil activists (Pitner 
2000). As a result, according to Pitner (2000), local NGOs had three options: 
to obtain funding from government bodies and draw closer to the state itself; 
to collect money from foreign actors and circumvent the state; or to set a 

3 Avoiding generalization, Middle Eastern states tend to be strong in terms of their security 
apparatus and law enforcement, while failing in other areas of governance. Rolf Schwarz 
and Miguel de Corral (2011) made a classification based on the three main functions of the 
state, namely security, welfare, and representation. Based on the ability of state institutions 
to provide these public goods, the authors classified states in five categories: “strong” (if they 
can check all three), “reformed” (security and representation), “rentier” (security and welfare), 
“weak/fragile” (security), and “failed” (none). They argue that most of the Middle Eastern 
states fit one of the middle three categories, which means that they cannot provide for all 
three functions, which creates a social need as well as a possibility for NGOs.
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specific, independent agenda and accept subsidies only from partners that 
totally respected their autonomy. Forcing NGOs to find international partners 
had a very interesting and unintentional effect, namely that it accelerated the 
integration of the MENA region into the global order and created a dynamic and 
asymmetric net of relations between various actors which we describe as the 
“INGO triangle.”

The “INGO Triangle”

In order to interpret the role, activities, and dilemmas of INGOs operating in the 
MENA region through case studies and thus to shed light on the effects of the 
transnationalization of global politics on the regional and domestic orders, a 
simplified model labeled the “INGO triangle” will be used in the investigation.

This model (see Figure 1) is essentially a network of three vertices, with each 
vertex representing an actor. The first is the non-state actor we will examine 
here – an NGO receiving support or funds from abroad, or an INGO operating in 
different countries. The second is the host state (HS), namely the MENA country 
or the extra-regional country in which the examined NGO is operating. The third 
vortex is the foreign partner (FP) of the first actor – a state or intergovernmental 
institution that subsidizes the NGO/INGO, for example, or an INGO that 
cooperates with the NGO in question. Naturally, oftentimes an NGO/INGO has 
several foreign partners at the same time, so we can include multiple actors in 
this vortex.

Figure 1
The INGO Triangle
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In this network, we can identify three edges which represent the interactions 
between the different actors. The three types of connections are characterized 
by different dynamics:

(i) The NGO/INGO and the host state (1–2): several factors affect the relationship 
between the HS and the NGO/INGO. The attitude of the HS towards the NGO/
INGO is essentially based on a political decision about whether the activities of 
the specific NGO/INGO can be regarded as posing a political challenge to the 
government. If not, several other possibilities remain: they can complement the 
activities of the state or even support and strengthen its position in the country 
(by helping to conduct its functions or providing legitimacy). Although the role of 
non-state actors has increased significantly in the MENA region since 2011, the 
state institutions, sensing their loss of power, can easily fight back. Therefore, 
paradoxically, the weakness of states does not necessarily translate into 
peaceful coexistence, but often results in harsh crackdowns on the civil sphere. 
The political decision made by the HS is hugely dependent on the sector in 
which the NGO/INGO operates – in politically sensitive fields (e.g., human rights, 
gender equality, sexual and reproductive rights, legislation, security, etc.) the 
chance of the NGO/INGO being securitized is much higher than in other areas, 
for example education (e.g., providing free English language lessons), culture, or 
the economy.

(ii) The NGO/INGO and the foreign partner (1–3): in this case, we can expect 
a cooperative relationship between the NGO/INGO and the FP (although not 
exclusively). The interaction between these actors can be modeled as an 
interaction based on the perception of common interests – the FP provides 
material or non-material resources to the NGO/INGO, while the latter usually 
accepts a specific framework of aims, modus operandi, or other kinds of donor 
requirements. The exact flexibility of this framework of aims and the remaining 
leverage of the recipient NGO/INGO vary significantly – if the aims and operational 
philosophy of the actors overlap perfectly, there is no additional political burden 
put on the NGO/INGO (which is the perfect scenario for them), but in practice, the 
recipient often has to fulfill some donor expectations. In addition, the FP might 
require information sharing, administrative work, or other forms of output from 
the NGO/INGO. In some cases, especially if the foreign partner is a non-MENA 
state and the examined INGO is seated in this non-MENA state, the relationship 
can be strained as well, especially if there is a change of government in the non-
MENA state or if political disagreements exist between the two actors.

(iii) The host state and the foreign partner (2–3): from the perspective of the 
present study, the most interesting question regarding the relationship between 
the HS and FP is how the dynamics between these two actors affect the position 
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and the circumstances of the NGO/INGO in the host state or vis-à-vis the foreign 
partner. Naturally, if the HS and the FP maintain hostile relations (for example, 
Syria and the United States), the NGO/INGO which operates in the former but 
receives funds from the latter faces difficult dilemmas in its activity, for example 
whether it should disclose the existence of its relationship with the FP. This is 
especially difficult if the FP requires all of its partners to publish the origins of 
the subsidies it provides. Naturally, the question is more sensitive if the foreign 
partner is a state and not an international organization in which the host state 
is also a member. That is why the United Nations and other global international 
governmental organizations (IGOs) can serve as a less sensitive foreign partner 
for NGOs. From another perspective, both the FP and the HS can use the NGO/
INGO to their advantage, thus corrupting the work of the NGO/INGO to become 
a foreign policy tool.

The three interactions (NGO/INGO–HS; NGO/INGO–FP; HS–FP) do not exist 
independently from each other, but continuously affect one another. Neither the 
host state nor the foreign partner has complete oversight over the relationship 
between the NGO/INGO and the third member of the triangle. Thus, if the HS 
and the FP have a bad relationship, both might be suspicious of the NGO/INGO 
and perceive it in the context of their bilateral relationship (even as a GONGO). In 
examining specific cases, one has to take these dynamics into account.

Case Studies

In the following pages, the INGO triangle will be used to interpret three case 
studies. The first is the work of the New York- and Geneva-based Global Centre 
for the Responsibility to Protect (GCR2P) and its work in effecting the framework 
of post-conflict reconciliation in Iraq. The second focuses on Middle Eastern 
NGOs cooperating with the Economic and Social Committee (ECOSOC) of the 
United Nations which will show how the regional civil sphere can affect the 
global order as well, and not just the other way round. The third focuses on how 
a state actor, Qatar, used NGOs/INGOs to influence the international perception 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) crisis of 2017.

The Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect

The Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect was established in February 
2008 with the primary aim to contribute to the general acceptance among 
societies globally of the responsibility to protect (R2P) norm.
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The R2P is one of the most discussed norms to have emerged in the 21st 
century, although its exact meaning, scope and applicability are widely debated 
(Bellamy 2014). The basis of the content of the norm is twofold (see UN General 
Assembly Resolution 60/1). Firstly, it proclaims that “each individual State has 
the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity” (UN General Assembly 2005: §138). 
Secondly, it also suggests that “the international community, through the United 
Nations, also has the responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian 
and other peaceful means, in accordance with Chapters VI and VIII of the Charter, 
to help to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity” (UN General Assembly 2005: §139).

Contrary to popular belief, the R2P doctrine does not create a new legal 
foundation for intervention, as the UN General Assembly resolution cited above 
clearly states that the responsibility of the international community should be 
exercised in accordance with the UN Charter.4 While the first practical application 
of the norm took place in 2011 in the form of UN Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 1973 (which provided legal grounds for the intervention of Western 
powers in the Libyan civil war by the creation of a no-fly zone),5 the exact position 
of R2P is not fixed in the international legal system.

While the creators of the norm hoped for universal acceptance, many debate 
the moral and practical logic behind the R2P doctrine. David Bosco (2011) argues 
that the idea is structurally flawed as its success will always be “ambiguous 
and debatable.”6 Nonetheless, the R2P attracted the attention of many scholars, 
4 There are constant debates, moreover, concerning the scope of the R2P doctrine – whether 

it should apply only to the four major crimes identified by the General Assembly resolution 
(namely genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity) or to a much 
broader set of humanitarian and human security problems (Bellamy 2014).

5 Prior to that, the norm had modest “real-world impact” (Hehir 2013: 6). In the resolution, 
the Security Council reiterated “the responsibility of the Libyan authorities to protect the 
Libyan population” and stated that it is the “parties to armed conflicts” which “bear the 
primary responsibility to take all feasible steps to ensure the protection of civilians.” While the 
resolution, obviously, was accepted by all permanent members of the Security Council, the 
lawfulness of the practical application and interpretation of the resolution was highly debated 
by the Russian and Chinese governments, which limited the further diffusion of the norm.

6 Roland Paris (2014) claims that there are five fundamental problems with R2P: the mixed 
motivation problem (in practice, the humanitarian nature of the motive of the interventionist 
force is never verifiable); the counterfactual problem (the intention to prevent mass atrocities 
before they happen); the conspicuous harm problem (preventing mass atrocities with actions 
causing collateral damage); the end-state problem (how to reach a sustainable situation which 
enables the interventionist forces to leave); and the inconsistency problem (the international 
community cannot intervene in all cases of mass atrocities). These structural questions can 
easily discredit any interventions, even if they are driven by humanitarian motives.
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policy-makers, and activists who thought that if the norm became a generally 
accepted one, it could have a positive effect on international politics. Many state 
and non-state actors championed the R2P doctrine and started to actively 
promote it on the global level (Hehir 2014: 6). As Peter Hilpold rightly observes, 
the scope of the transnational “alliance” that has formed to promote the R2P 
doctrine, which includes different actors from different spheres and regions, is 
quite unique in the international system (Hilpold 2014: 4).

One such entity is the Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect (GCR2P). 
According to its mission statement, the goal of the organization is “to promote 
universal acceptance and effective operational implementation of the norm 
of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’” and it “seeks to transform the principle […] 
into a practical guide for action in the face of mass atrocities.”7 The GCR2P’s 
activities include providing advocacy and recommendations, conducting 
research and reports while also cooperating with other state and non-state 
actors to operationalize the R2P doctrine. In this way, the GCR2P is among the 
actors contributing to international politics, mostly through “pressing for action, 
research, policy analysis and idea-mongering” (Ercan 2016: 118).

GCR2P represents the NGO/INGO in the INGO triangle, but it has many 
connections in terms of both host states and foreign partners. The INGO 
monitors fifteen countries,8 but its work has been most visible in the case of 
Iraq since July 2013.9 In terms of foreign partners, GCR2P operates from New 
York and Geneva, but according to its website it receives financial support from 
nineteen states,10 as well as from several foundations and individuals.11 Most 
of its reports and public recommendations are made specifically to the United 

7 See GCR2P official website: Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, “About Us,” http://
www.globalr2p.org/about_us.

8 Afghanistan, Burundi, Central African Republic, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Iraq, Israel, and the Occupied Palestinian Territories, 
Myanmar (Burma), the Philippines, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen.

9 Besides the case of Iraq (and the KRG), other MENA states cooperated with the Global 
Centre in the framework of the “Global Network of R2P Focal Points.” The initiative urges all 
governments to appoint a national Focal Point who, as a senior-level official, can promote 
the norm of R2P on the national level. According to the official website, sixty countries in the 
world have appointed such an official, including three from the MENA region: Qatar, Jordan, 
and Morocco. See GCR2P website: Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, “Global 
Network of R2P Focal Points,” http://www.globalr2p.org/our_work/global_network_of_r2p_
focal_points.

10 Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, 
Mexico, Monaco, the Netherlands, Norway, Republic of Korea, Rwanda, Slovenia, Sweden, 
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

11 Including the Carnegie Corporation, the Open Society Foundation, and the Keller Foundation.

http://www.globalr2p.org/about_us
http://www.globalr2p.org/about_us
http://www.globalr2p.org/our_work/global_network_of_r2p_focal_points
http://www.globalr2p.org/our_work/global_network_of_r2p_focal_points
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Kingdom, so it could be a fair choice for its primary foreign partner. Moreover, the 
list of patrons of the institution includes, among others, former UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan, winner of the 1984 Nobel Peace Prize Desmond Tutu, and 
former Jordanian Crown Prince El Hassan bin Talal. In this case the relationship 
between the FPs and the HS (Iraq) is officially cordial, therefore we can expect 
limited tension regarding the work of the GCR2P in the country, even if the work 
of the INGO relates to a politically sensitive topic.

Since the beginning of 2013, the GCR2P has published twenty-seven “Atrocity 
Alerts” to monitor the humanitarian crisis in Iraq. These reports are sent to all 
permanent representatives to the UN, so they have the potential to shape the 
understanding of states about the situation in Iraq. During the summer of 2014, 
the GCR2P contributed to the ongoing debate about a possible intervention 
in Iraq, eventually proclaiming that the activities of the international coalition 
against the Islamic State (IS) were in accordance with the R2P norm. Later, 
the GCR2P played a watchdog role and monitored the atrocities committed 
not just by the Islamic State but also those of the American-led intervention 
and the Iraqi government. In February 2017, they raised the issue of collective 
punishment in the fight against the Islamic State. In many cases, both the Iraqi 
central government and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) were open to 
engaging with the GCR2P regarding cases related to the atrocities committed 
by the IS.12

The most visible achievement of the GCR2P’s work regarding Iraq is its 
contribution to UN Security Council Resolution 2379, which requests “the 
Secretary-General to establish an Investigative Team, headed by a Special 
Adviser, to support domestic efforts to hold” the Islamic State “accountable by 
collecting, preserving, and storing evidence in Iraq of acts that may amount to 
war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide […] to the highest possible 
standards” (UN Security Council 2017). The Investigative Team respects 
the sovereignty of Iraq; therefore, this act was not securitized by the Iraqi 
government. The role of GCR2P in the process is, naturally, not completely 
visible; nonetheless, according to their account they “worked closely […] with the 
Iraqi and UK governments and with other UN Security Council members, for the 
establishment of the investigative mechanism” (GCR2P 2018). The creation of an 
Investigative Team was in line with the previous work of the GCR2P in raising the 
topic of bringing jihadists to justice in Iraq. For example, in September 2016 (one 
year before the adoption of UNSCR 2379), the GCR2P issued a joint statement 

12 Based on an interview with Anna Samulski, a research analyst from GCR2P, conducted in 
person in April 2018 and in writing afterwards.
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with Amnesty International and Yazda13 in which they called on the UN Security 
Council to assist “in providing justice for the victims of Da’esh’s mass atrocity 
crimes by working with Iraq and other states to establish a relevant mechanism 
of international justice” (Amnesty International et al. 2016).

After the adaptation of UNSCR 2379, the Centre criticized the “limited focus” 
of the resolution, arguing that the investigative body should not concentrate only 
on the atrocities committed by the Islamic State, but on those of other actors 
as well, especially if they were the result of sectarian violence. In this regard, the 
statement is clearly meant to criticize the Iraqi Defense Forces and to urge the 
government (and the international community) to investigate these crimes as 
well. In addition, they recommended “the government of Iraq [to] adopt enabling 
legislation to incorporate genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity 
into domestic law” (GCR2P 2017).

All in all, the GCR2P demonstrates a clear case of an NGO working on issues 
related to security and humanitarian intervention at the international level. Its 
primary aim is to shape the international agenda and to help the Iraqi state 
through legislation. Its relationship with both the HS and the FP seems cordial, as 
no critical public statements have been found. Nonetheless, the GCR2P has been 
criticized in the Middle Eastern media, especially in relation to its endorsement of 
the US-led intervention in Iraq in 2014 (Shupak 2015). According to the argument, 
“This is the most recent of many examples of justifications for the bombing that 
have been made in terms of the Responsibility to Protect.” In this regard, the 
GCR2P is credited with discursive power when it comes to framing a specific 
intervention. From a broader perspective, this watchdog role helps the actual 
operationalization of the R2P doctrine and provides the theoretical concept with 
substance (especially with regard to its practical requirements).

The role and activities of GCR2P represent an example of two interesting 
developments regarding the embeddedness of the MENA regional system in the 
global order. Firstly, it shows how global NGOs can contribute to the diffusion 
of a norm appearing on the global agenda in both the regional (MENA) and the 
domestic (Iraq) sphere. Secondly, such global NGOs can use their successes 
and activities in the region to strengthen the role of the norm on the global level. 
Both processes strengthen what we can call the “normative integration” of the 
MENA system into the global order, which means the acceptance, introduction, 
formation, and alteration of global norms by regional actors.

13 Yazda is a “multi-national Yazidi global organization established in the aftermath of the 
Yazidi Genocide in 2014, to support the Yazidi ethno-religious minority and other vulnerable 
groups.” See the official website: Yazda, “About Yazda,” https://www.yazda.org/about-us.

https://www.yazda.org/about-us
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NGOs Cooperating with ECOSOC

As the case of GCR2P shows, the most obvious area in which NGOs and INGOs 
can achieve significant success is influencing international legislation through 
cooperation with different United Nations bodies. The next case study focuses 
on NGOs in the Middle East that cooperate with the UN.

For non-governmental organizations working in economic and social affairs, 
one way to exert influence is to contribute to the work of the Economic and 
Social Council of the UN, which created the first official format to include NGOs 
in the decision-making processes of the global organization. The United Nations 
Charter itself proclaims in Article 71 that

The Economic and Social Council may make suitable arrangements for 
consultation with non-governmental organizations which are concerned 
with matters within its competence. Such arrangements may be made with 
international organizations and, where appropriate, with national organizations 
after consultation with the Member of the United Nations concerned.

To participate in the work of ECOSOC, NGOs should achieve “consultative 
status” which can be considered as the doorstep to such activities. According 
to the website of the NGO Branch of ECOSOC, the eligibility criteria include, 
among others, official recognition by a government for at least two years before 
application and an established headquarters.14 Moreover, ECOSOC forbids 
the inclusion of organizations established by governmental institutions or 
intergovernmental agreements.

Consultative status is granted by ECOSOC itself upon the recommendation 
of the Committee on NGOs. This circumstance highlights the most important 
feature of the ECOSOC mechanism, namely that the approval of consultative 
status depends entirely on the governments of member states. If an NGO is 
considered a threat by its own government, that government can block its 
cooperation with the UN at different steps of the process (e.g., not recognizing 
the NGO officially in its domestic law, or vetoing it in the vote in ECOSOC itself). 
This enables states to exclude NGOs that are critical of them. On the other hand, 
if an NGO is accepted, there is a higher chance that the host state will not hamper 
its cooperation with its foreign partner, which in this case is ECOSOC (and other 
bodies of the UN).

14 Criteria also include a democratically adopted constitution, the authority to speak for its 
members, a representative structure, and appropriate mechanisms of accountability and 
transparent decision-making processes; the basic resources of the given NGO should be 
derived from contributions of national affiliates or from individual members.
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Altogether, ECOSOC differentiates between three forms of consultative status: 
general (which applies to NGOs conducting broad activities), special (which 
applies to NGOs conducting activities in only a few fields), and roster (NGOs 
with which the UN cooperates but which does not fulfill the requirements of the 
former two categories).

In 2009, two years before the Arab uprisings, there were 162 Middle Eastern or 
North African NGOs with consultative status in ECOSOC, representing 5 percent 
of the 3,194 such entities globally (Housseini 2009: 9). By July 2018, according 
to the online database,15 their number rose to 260, although their share remained 
at 4.9 percent (of 5,209 consultative NGOs worldwide). These data – especially 
considering the anecdotal evidence regarding the rising number of non-state 
actors since 2011 – suggest that despite the turmoil, no radical changes have 
occurred.

Statistics show (see Table 1) that more than half of the MENA NGOs with 
consultative status are from the Mashreq region (126), with Turkey (39), Egypt 
(30), and Israel (27) taking the lead. The Gulf lags behind with only 96 registered 
NGOs, more than half of which are from Iran, the country which hosts the most 
consultative entities in the whole region (52). Besides the Islamic Republic, only 
Iraq has a significant number (15) in the Gulf. The Maghreb comes third, with 
only 38 NGOs with consultative status, most of which are Moroccan (25).

Table 1
The Number of NGOs with ECOSOC Consultative Status by Origin

(Sub-Region and Country)
The Gulf Mashreq Maghreb

Bahrain   3 Egypt 30 Algeria   3
Iran 52 Israel 27 Libya   1
Iraq 15 Jordan   4 Morocco 25
Kuwait   4 Lebanon 18 Tunisia   9
Oman   0 Palestine   7
Qatar   7 Syria   1
Saudi Arabia   8 Turkey 39
UAE   4 Occupied Syrian Golan   0
Yemen   3

15 All the following data were retrieved on July 22, 2018 from the iCSO database: NGO Branch, 
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “Consultative Status with ECOSOC and 
Other Accreditations,” https://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayConsultativeStatusSearch.
do?method=search.

https://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayConsultativeStatusSearch.do?method=search
https://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayConsultativeStatusSearch.do?method=search
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Interesting conclusions can be drawn from the data on the countries of activity 
of all NGOs with ECOSOC consultative status (see Table 2). Altogether, there are 
798 NGOs which operate in the MENA region.16 This means that officially more 
than 15 percent of NGOs with ECOSOC consultative status conduct activities in 
at least one MENA country (798 out of 5,209). These data mean that despite the 
low level of integration of the region in the global international order, the region is 
well integrated in the transnational global order;17 nonetheless, the reason behind 
this is probably the unfortunate fact that a large number of armed conflicts and 
civil wars take place in the MENA region. Moreover, the difference between the 
number of NGOs founded in a MENA country (260) and those working in at least 
one MENA country (798) again shows the exposure of the region to outside 
actors, even in the non-state sphere.

Table 2
The Number of NGOs with ECOSOC Consultative Status by Country of Activity 

(Sub-Region and Country)
The Gulf Mashreq Maghreb

Bahrain 139 Egypt 289 Algeria 172
Iran 204 Israel 259 Libya 132
Iraq 227 Jordan 230 Morocco 260
Kuwait 139 Lebanon 275 Tunisia 196
Oman 108 Palestine 209
Qatar 129 Syria 166
Saudi Arabia 149 Turkey 263
UAE 159 Occupied Syrian Golan     0
Yemen 152  

Many of the MENA NGOs working with ECOSOC conduct essential activities 
both in their respective countries and on the international level. For example, 
the only accepted Bahraini organization, the Bahrain Women Society, empowers 
women to exercise their role in society, raise parents’ awareness to protect 
children from abuse and neglect, and contribute to preserving the environment.18 

16 This number is not equal to the sum of the numbers listed in Table 2, due to the fact that many 
NGOs operate in more than one MENA country.

17 Considering random dispersion, twenty countries out of the 192 UN member states should 
have a ratio of approximately 10 percent.

18 See the official website: Bahrain Women Association for Human Development, “About Us,” 
http://en.bahrainws.org/about-us.

http://en.bahrainws.org/about-us
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They have contributed to the work of the United Nations Commission on the 
Status of Women, the United Nations Environment Programme, the Conference 
on Sustainable Development in Brazil, the Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women, and the Internet Governance Forum. Between 
2012 and 2014, they organized a total of twenty-five workshops in Bahrain for 
mothers and kindergarten teachers on gender equality (UN Committee on NGOs 
2015: 13–14). One of the prominent leaders of the organization is Dr. Wajeeha 
Sadiq Al Bahrna, who participated in the Bahraini National Dialogue forum 
following the uprising that took place in the country in 2011.19

It is interesting to investigate the NGOs from war-torn Iraq as well. Eleven of the 
twelve organizations accepted from the country have been given consultative 
status since 2011 (the one exception being the Kurdistan Reconstruction and 
Development Society). Most of these NGOs are active in social care, charity, 
human development, aid or emergency assistance, but there are two youth 
organizations (the Global Youth Organization and the Jssor Youth Organization) 
and one cultural organization (Cultural Meeting Foundation). One interesting 
case among them is the Assyrian Aid Society, which promotes Assyrian culture 
and provides assistance to Assyrians in need in Iraq. This group only received 
consultative status in 2011, but it has been working actively in helping to care for 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) since 1991 (UN Committee on NGOs 2015: 
10–11). Its members have also participated in the post-IS reconstruction of Iraq, 
for example gathering volunteers to rebuild the Assyrian church in the town of 
Teleskof (al-Shibeeb 2016). On the global level, they have participated several 
times in the work of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues organized by 
the UN.

Naturally, due to the national recognition requirement, suspicions are easily 
raised that such NGOs/INGOs are actually GONGOs (Kleinschmit and Edwards 
2017: 535). Even in these cases, however, such organizations represent a 
connection between the state and an international organization through which a 
bidirectional process can take place – MENA states can affect the global forums 
of international norm creation, while international organizations can put pressure 
on states through them to adhere to such norms. Therefore, while it is worth 
analyzing whether an NGO is a GONGO or not, their existence still represents a 
form of integration of the MENA system into the global order. As Kim Reimann 
(2006: 63) puts it,

the emergence of these new opportunities for NGOs is probably not best 
understood as a process solely driven either by the state from above or by society 

19 Gulf Daily News (2011), “300 Organisations Register,” July 3, p. 6, https://wikileaks.org/gifiles/
attach/10/10604_Societies%20in%20National%20Dialogue.pdf.

https://wikileaks.org/gifiles/attach/10/10604_Societies in National Dialogue.pdf
https://wikileaks.org/gifiles/attach/10/10604_Societies in National Dialogue.pdf
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from below, but rather as part of the ongoing process of political globalization 
which has involved a symbiotic relationship of mutual growth and interdependence 
among states, IGOs and NGOs. The simultaneous growth of IGOs and NGOs over 
time has been an interactive and mutually reinforcing process: the creation of 
new international institutions (in some cases in response to NGO actions) has 
led to the creation of new international opportunities for NGO formation and 
growth, which in turn has led to new and more complex systems of international 
governance. One of the reasons that states and IGOs have increasingly promoted 
NGOs is that they themselves have benefited from the advocacy and services of 
NGOs as the world has moved toward greater international regulation of global 
problems.

As we can see from this case study, NGOs from the MENA region that have 
received consultative status from ECOSOC conduct their activities on two separate 
levels: firstly, they undertake local activities in their own national communities, 
and secondly, they participate in global discussions and multilateral diplomacy 
forums. In this way, the civil sphere of the MENA region affects the global order 
as well. In these cases, the host state has a neutral or even positive relationship 
with the given organization, since otherwise it can block its acceptance. When it 
comes to the NGO–foreign partner relationship, the FP provides recognition and 
prestige to the given entity in exchange for the requirement to participate in UN 
politics. Therefore, the connection between local NGOs and IGOs represents a 
process of embeddedness of the MENA region, even if identifying GONGOs can 
be a challenge.

Naturally, ECOSOC is not the only international body with which NGOs from the 
MENA region can interact. For example, since 2011 the “transnational arena” has 
been “opened up” for Bahraini human rights organizations due to the repressive 
actions of the government and the growing number of exiles (Bhatia 2017: 296). 
A network of such NGOs is represented in Brussels (e.g., the Bahrain Institute 
for Rights and Democracy, the Bahraini Human Rights Observatory) to influence 
the decision-making of the European Union. They welcomed the adoption of the 
resolution of the European Parliament in June 2018 on the deterioration of the 
human rights situation in Bahrain (BIRDBH 2018), though their participation in 
lobbying is not clear.

Qatar’s Use of INGOs and Non-State Actors in the GCC Crisis

The growing role of INGOs in international politics represents an opportunity for 
Middle Eastern and North African states to pursue their interests on the regional 
and global level. To illustrate this point, the case of Qatar during the GCC crisis 
will be analyzed.



Foreign Policy Review

The International NGO Triangle 137

On June 5, 2017, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) (the “Quartet”) announced that they would break off diplomatic ties 
with Qatar, close their airspace and seas to the country and basically put it 
under an effective embargo. Subsequently, the coalition proclaimed thirteen 
demands that Qatar must meet (Wintour 2017),20 which were later replaced by 
six principles (Khan 2017). The rift has remained unresolved since June 2017. 
Although several regional and global actors have proclaimed that they support 
the peaceful resolution of the dispute, nobody has been able to persuade the two 
sides to work out their differences. Tensions rose even higher during the annual 
summit of the GCC in December 2017, which collapsed after a few hours, and on 
the first anniversary of the blockade, when both sides strongly emphasized their 
own narratives in the international public discourse.

Influencing the international community’s perceptions about Qatar was 
extremely important for the Quartet. Firstly, according to Ulrichsen (2017), the 
crisis “may well be remembered as the first international crisis of the ‘alternative 
facts’ era.” Before the proclamation of the embargo, several pieces of fake news 
surfaced in the Emirati and Saudi media about a non-existent speech by Emir 
Tamim as well as the presence of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard in Qatar. 
The whole dispute between the two sides was basically about two versions 
of the truth (Qatar being a constructive player or a supporter of international 
terrorism) and not about the interpretation of an agreed fact. Secondly, as a 
small state squeezed between two regional powers (Saudi Arabia and Iran), the 
independence of Qatar has always been dependent on its relations with external 
actors. Since the Quartet aimed to make Qatar give up its foreign policy and 
economic independence, the outcome of the dispute would be determined by 
the reaction of the international community.

Realizing this, the Qatari strategy to deal with the crisis was also aimed at 
convincing the international community of their narrative. In doing so, the 
government initiated what we can call a “multiple-track approach.”21 This 
strategy was aimed at influencing the outside world’s perception of the crisis 
(and Qatar) using different forums on different levels with different types of 
actors. This included, among others, the following types of interactions:

20 Three of these concerned alleged support of terrorism, two concerned interference in domestic 
affairs, two referred to the media network of Qatar and three others were connected with 
Qatari foreign policy. The remaining three points were general remarks about compensation 
for the aforementioned allegations, the desire to put Qatar under financial control and the 
deadline for the demands.

21 A term which was used by Lolwah Al-Khater, the spokesperson of the Qatar Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, during an interview I conducted with her in Doha on July 8.
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• State-level negotiations through diplomatic channels with governments. 
Usually, this form of communication is aimed at either informing other 
members of the inter-state community about Qatar’s narrative or deepening 
existing cooperation with them in order to increase the value of the bilateral 
relationship. Such attempts were made with Russia regarding military 
equipment deals (Ramani 2018) and with the United States concerning 
setting up a formal strategic dialogue format (US Department of State 2018).

• Negotiating with supra-national organizations. Besides state-level diplomatic 
ties, Qatar also aimed at strengthening cooperation with international 
organizations with essentially the same goals. This has included negotiating 
with the secretary-general of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization about 
“enhancing cooperation” (Qatar’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2017) and 
signing a military cooperation agreement with NATO (NATO 2018). The 
latter was important also due to the fact that the secretary-general of the 
organization publicly “thanked the Emir for Qatar’s role and its efforts in the 
fight against terrorism,”22 a clear stand against the Quartet’s narrative about 
Qatar’s affiliation with terrorist states.

• Turning to supra-national judicial bodies to resolve the dispute. In 2017, Qatar 
voluntarily submitted legal applications against the members of the Quartet 
at supra-national judicial bodies. The country filed complaints individually 
against Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates at the World 
Trade Organization (WTO 2017a, 2017b, 2017c), stating that the measures 
undertaken by the Quartet are unlawful coercive attempts at economic 
isolation in terms of the flow of goods and services and trade-related aspects 
of intellectual property rights. On the other hand, Qatar also submitted an 
application against the United Arab Emirates at the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ), claiming that the UAE violated the International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination (ICJ 2018). The purpose of 
these applications is not self-evident – a ruling by either the WTO or the 
ICJ will not end the dispute by itself (although they could find in favor of 
Qatar and ease the embargo to some extent). Nonetheless, the institutional 
proceedings could serve at least two political purposes. Firstly, they put 
pressure on the Quartet by keeping the issue on the table from a legal 
perspective. Secondly, involving international legal bodies in the dispute 
represents Qatar’s integration into the liberal world order and aims at creating 
a vivid contrast with the coercive measures of the Quartet.

22 Gulf Times (2018), “Qatar, NATO Sign Agreement on Military Co-operation,” March 7, http://
www.gulf-times.com/story/584286.

http://www.gulf-times.com/story/584286
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• Using international non-state actors to form the discourse in the international 
community. Qatar has used non-governmental organizations and other 
types of non-state actors in its foreign policy for two decades. For example, 
the relationship between Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood has been one of 
the most important alliances between a state and an NSA and has affected 
the regional balance of power (Kausch 2017: 41–42). Moreover, the country 
has subsidized several armed groups and Islamist communities throughout 
the region that the Quartet has deemed terrorist or radical (Zohar 2015: 
439–440).23

In this case, Qatar has used many non-state actors to influence the 
perception of the members of the international community about the crisis. 
Though many of them were not strictly speaking NGOs, their role can be 
interpreted within the INGO triangle: Qatar played the foreign partner role, 
while different (mostly Western) countries were the host states. In the 
United States, Qatar works with about two dozen public relations (PR) and 
lobbying firms (including Blueprint Advisors, Ogilvy Government Relations, 
Lexington Strategies, and Debevoise & Plimpton).24 The particularity of these 
efforts was that Doha understood the importance of personal relations, 
which is why they hired companies that have personal relations with the 
US government. This included, among others, the aforementioned Blueprint 
Advisors, which was connected to Rudy Giuliani; Nicolas D. Muzin, a former 
close ally of Ted Cruz (G. Harris 2018); and the lobbying firm Ballard Partners, 
which supported the Trump campaign in 2016 (B. Harris 2018).
The Thani regime also invested in research: it invested heavily in the 
prestigious Brookings Institution before the embargo (Tibon 2017), which, 
according to some, might have caused a research bias at the think tank 
(Hamburger and Becker 2014). Moreover, in early 2018, it created a new DC-
based institution called the Gulf International Forum, which receives money 
not from the Qatari government itself, but from organizations that are funded 
by the Qatari government (Allen-Ebrahimian and Dubin 2018).
The aim of the Qatari PR strategy in DC was to put the Department of 
State (DoS), the Department of Defense (DoD) and the White House on the 
same page regarding the Gulf crisis. Whereas the first two – especially due 
to the presence of the Al-Udeid US military base in the country and to the 
diplomatic mediation activities of Doha – supported the Qatari side in the 

23 Since some of the sponsorships came not from state institutions but from private 
organizations and/or individuals, it is hard to decide whether these manifestations of support 
can be seen as state funding.

24 McConnell, Mitch (2018), “Bottom Line,” The Hill, June 25, https://thehill.com/node/394062.

https://thehill.com/node/394062
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dispute, President Donald Trump seemed to lean towards the Saudi–Emirati 
side. For this reason, Doha wanted to move the White House closer to the 
position of the DoD and the DoS. The effort was successful, or at least 
the aim was reached – on April 10, 2018, President Trump welcomed Emir 
Tamim Al Thani in Washington, and called Qatar an “advocate” in the fight 
against terrorism (Brookings 2018).
The Qatari government also used non-state actors to increase the visibility 
of those state-controlled INGOs that work in international humanitarian 
affairs. Qatar Charity formalized its cooperation with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in October 2017 (UNHCR 2017). This 
endeavor was also aimed at least partly at convincing state actors of the 
importance of Qatar in the international system. The effort bore fruit when 
the British Minister of State for International Development proclaimed his 
admiration for the humanitarian efforts of the Qatar Charity (Qatar Charity 
2018).

• Using foreign NGOs and INGOs to support the case of Qatar. Qatar’s 
multiple-track approach involved using a different kind of non-state actor as 
well. Besides using INGOs under its own control and funding foreign NGOs, 
Doha also changed the relationship it had with foreign INGOs. The structural 
difference between these cases and those already mentioned is the different 
constellation of actors in the INGO triangle – in these cases, Qatar was able 
to use the INGO as the host state, and not as the foreign partner (as in the 
previous point).

Before the crisis of 2017, Qatar had a poor relationship with international 
human rights (HR) organizations, mostly due to the poor living conditions and the 
limited rights of migrant workers employed in the tiny emirate. Such institutions 
frequently criticized the Qatari government for its inhumane treatment of guest 
workers (mostly coming from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and other South 
Asian countries) who are hired in construction, tourism, and so forth. The most 
emblematic episode of the troubled relationship between such organizations 
and Qatar was probably the 2013 report by Amnesty International entitled “The 
Dark Side of Migration,” which focused on those migrants who were hired to work 
on projects in preparation for the 2022 FIFA World Cup (Amnesty International 
2013).

Nonetheless, Qatar realized that in the debate with the Saudi–Emirati-led 
Quartet, such human rights INGOs could be its natural allies. During the first 
weeks of the rift, Qatari citizens working, studying, or living in the blockading 
countries were expelled, resulting in severe human rights abuses according to 
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many observers. For this reason Qatar wanted the activities of these HR INGOs 
to support its narrative, even if unintentionally.

Doha influenced the work of these organizations in two identifiable ways. 
Firstly, state institutions cooperated with them to uncover the abuses caused 
by the measures taken by the Quartet. In the first six months of the embargo, 
an Amnesty International team visited Qatar two times and was received by the 
National Human Rights Committee.25 Secondly, in order to ease the pressure 
on the country over the mistreatment of migrant workers, Qatar joined a few 
international agreements and made moderate reforms to improve the living 
standards of foreign laborers, many of which were hailed by HR organizations 
(Amnesty International 2017b, HRW 2018a, 2018b, 2018c). At the end of the day, 
both Amnesty International (Amnesty International 2017a, NHRCQ 2017a) and 
Human Rights Watch (HRW) issued several reports and proclamations about 
the Qatari crisis that heavily criticized the measures taken by the Quartet (HRW 
2017, NHRCQ 2017b).

As we can see, in this case Qatar was able to use NGOs and INGOs effectively 
to formulate the public discourse about the GCC crisis. With its multiple-track 
approach, Qatar has used state and non-state actors alike to pursue its interests 
and to create a discursive environment in which it can withstand the effects 
of the embargo. It remains to be seen how the rift will be resolved and how 
the different stakeholders will be affected; nonetheless, we can say that if Qatar 
succeeds, using transnational connections will play a huge part in the process.

Conclusion

This paper has illustrated the effects of transnationalization and the rise of 
non-state actors and transnational relations on the MENA region. The main 
interpretative framework consisted of a triangle of three actors involved in the 
process – the host state, the NGO/INGO and the foreign partner. The dynamics 
between these three players and the development of their bilateral and trilateral 
system of interactions determine the political, economic, and social outcomes 
as well as the leverage of the actors.

The three case studies highlighted three different types of dynamics in the 
INGO triangle. In the first case, the investigated INGO (GCR2P) promoted norms 
which were in line with the interests of its foreign partners. In the second case, 
NGOs with stable relationships with their host countries and support from 
supra-national entities managed to promote values in their respected societies 
25 Qatar Living (2017), “Amnesty Team Arrives in Doha to Assess Impact of Illegal Blockade on 

Qatar,” November 29, https://www.qatarliving.com/node/40225721.

https://www.qatarliving.com/node/40225721
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and to influence the international agenda as well. In the third case, a MENA state 
(Qatar) as a conscious actor in the transnationalized international society sought 
to use NGOs and INGOs to reframe the international discourse on a specific 
international question.

In each of these cases, the exact relationship between the NGOs and INGOs and 
state actors – either the host state or the foreign partner – varied significantly, as 
did the leverage of such NGOs and INGOs. For this reason, overgeneralizations 
about the level of agency and the nature of state–non-state actor relations 
should be avoided in investigating international affairs. What is clear is that 
the process of transnationalization affected the MENA region to a significant 
extent, transforming the room to maneuver of state actors and paving the way 
for unseen and unpredictable political processes.

The case studies also reveal important findings regarding the embeddedness 
of the MENA region in the global order. The case of GCR2P shows the process 
of normative integration taking place in the transnational dimension. The case of 
ECOSOC represents the ability of MENA NGOs and states to influence the global 
agenda. Lastly, the case of Qatar shows how transnationalization serves as a 
toolkit for MENA states to use non-state actors in reaching their foreign policy 
goals.

Naturally, other case studies could have been chosen to investigate the level 
of embeddedness of the MENA region in the global order. Further analysis is 
needed in the case of Islamic charity organizations (Atalay 2013, Ahmed 2009) 
and other entities operating in different fields. Overall these examples suggest 
two important conclusions. Firstly, the non-state sector represents an area in 
which the MENA region is moving towards embeddedness, not peripherization. 
Secondly, this embeddedness is active rather than passive – MENA actors 
can gain agency in the global order and are not merely exposed to global 
developments. It is another question that the agency is many times attained by 
state actors, and not necessarily by independent NGOs.
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Abstract

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is both the source of concern about 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and the driving force pushing for multilateral 
arms control. While most states in the region are parties to – or have signed, 
but not ratified – the multilateral WMD-related arms control treaties, the few 
outstanding cases provide a certain embeddedness for the region in the global 
order. Yet they also reveal the multidimensional asymmetry between regional 
and extra-territorial actors, the haves and have-nots, in both weapons programs 
and civilian capabilities. The case studies of the unacknowledged Israeli nuclear 
arsenal, the Iranian nuclear program, and the Syrian chemical weapons program 
demonstrate the close relationship and interaction between the global and the 
regional levels. In the absence of a regional security architecture, the Arms 
Control and Regional Security (ACRS) group has been the only – temporarily – 
successful exercise, while negotiations on the Middle Eastern WMD-free zone 
have been postponed indefinitely.

Introduction

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region has been the greatest source of global concern about weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD), forcing action by the international community on 
the possession, use and/or threat of use of WMD.

As the Arab uprisings have evolved and become (relatively) segmented “local” 
issues, and the Islamic State is being expelled from the territory it once held, 
the two MENA regional issues demanding global attention and even provoking 
global action have been related to weapons of mass destruction: the Iranian 
nuclear program and the use of chemical weapons in Syria. The third WMD-
related issue – the Israeli nuclear arsenal – has remained what it has been for 
decades: of concern to the Arab states, albeit gradually fading in relevance, and 
increasingly only a concern for those situated in the eastern Mediterranean 
basin.
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This paper argues that the MENA region is both the source of WMD concerns 
and the driving force pushing for multilateral arms control. The regional system 
is characterized by multidimensional asymmetry – especially manifold in the 
field of WMD – while at the same time it is a penetrated system by outside 
actors behaving as regional states. These characteristics, as well as the nature 
of the issue of WMD, mean there is the potential for the region to shape the 
international agenda, though their capacity to defend regional states’ interests 
is not guaranteed.

Warfare with weapons of mass destruction, as well as WMD control and 
disarmament efforts, have been limited primarily to the 20th and to some extent 
the 21st centuries, in spite of the fact that chemical and biological agents and 
materials have been present practically all through the history of mankind. 
While they are often mentioned in the collective, weapons of mass destruction 
– nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons as well as their carrying vehicles, 
especially ballistic missiles – are rarely, if ever, considered or discussed together. 
(The proposal of a WMD-free zone for the Middle East and North Africa is an 
exception.) The relevant multilateral treaties – the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT, 1968), the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC, 1972), 
the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC, 1993) – have separate forums and 
verification organizations (the International Atomic Energy Agency, IAEA and the 
Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, OPCW), even if all belong 
to the competence of the international community, namely to the United Nations 
via its specialized mechanisms.

Arms control is typically a cooperative exercise, a process of negotiations in 
which state actors engage voluntarily with the aim of achieving a common goal 
in negotiations, to implement measures from confidence-building, to limitation, 
to an eventual total ban on a full category of weapons (Goldblat 2002). Since the 
beginning of the 2000s, the MENA has been among the very few regions to raise 
concerns and even provoke reactions among the international community and 
the UN for nearly every category of WMD.

Cooperative security thinking, however, has had little chance of success in 
a region where security is usually considered in terms of the realist school of 
international relations (IR) theory. Nevertheless, the interdependence between 
the international system and the region, as well as the fact that the MENA is 
a penetrated system, has forced a certain level of adaptation to international 
norms. Nevertheless, since the end of the colonial era there has only been one 
brief period, that of the Arab–Israeli peace process (1991–1995), when the spirit 
of cooperation proved strong. And even this coincided with the end of the Cold 
War, the relaxing of superpower competition and the rush for hegemony in the 
MENA region and elsewhere.
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It is a generally held notion that security is indivisible. This is especially 
true in relation to weapons of mass destruction due to their innate dual-use 
character, their practically limitless capacity for indiscriminate destruction, and 
the extensive range of their increasingly typical carrying vehicles, ballistic, and 
cruise missiles.

WMD proliferation, the development of biological, chemical, and nuclear 
weapons by state actors, and WMD non-proliferation and disarmament efforts 
were specific elements of global security throughout the 20th century. Prior to 
the 1970s, however, these were considered part of the great powers’ agenda 
and capability. This was especially true in the case of nuclear weapons, which 
were considered the main deterrent factor in the Cold War, and was reflected 
in the NPT, which distinguishes between nuclear weapons states and non-
nuclear weapons states.1 However, with détente and the end of the Cold War, 
and with the general – though far from complete – global non-proliferation 
regime embodied in multilateral arms control agreements, as well as the general 
scientific-technical development globally, WMD programs and the innate threats 
associated with them have increasingly become a factor in regional conflicts.

“Originally ‘arms control’ was meant to denote rules for limiting arms 
competition (mainly nuclear) rather than reversing it. […] Today, ‘arms control’ 
is often used interchangeably with […] disarmament’” (Goldblat 2002: 3). Arms 
control and disarmament are understood as a process of negotiations among 
state parties with the aim of limiting or eventually terminating the possession, 
development, storage, and use of certain types of weapons.2

Arms control may refer to conventional weapons as well as weapons of mass 
destruction. In the case of the latter, however, it is characterized by the practice 
of “decision-making by consensus” and the expressed aim of universality. 
Multilateral WMD treaties usually include a verification clause, by which the 
international community entrusts the verification of the treaty to an international 
organization, typically under the umbrella of the United Nations, which “by virtue 
of its universal character […] is the only forum in which universal consensus on 
key security issues can be worked out” (Goldblat 2002: 47). Nevertheless, arms 
control – both the process and the eventual agreements – can also be regional 
(the nuclear weapons-free zones, NWFZs) or bilateral (e.g., Soviet–US, India–
Pakistan), or even unilateral (if a state undertakes some limitations alone).

This effort to make decisions by consensus and the aim of universality are the 
two specific characteristics of WMD arms control and disarmament that serve 

1 It should be noted, however, that the text of the Treaty reflects at several points the belief and 
the aim that this difference should and eventually would disappear (Preamble, Article 6).

2 For a complex definition of arms control see Goldblat (2002).
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to embed any state, even the tiniest one, in the international order – regardless 
of the fact that by many other standards it may be peripheral.

In the case of weapons of mass destruction, the MENA region is characterized 
by a multidimensional asymmetry, where asymmetrical relationships are manifest 
on several different levels.

Regional vs. Extra-Territorial Actors:
The MENA as a Penetrated Regional System

“The MENA region has been systematically described by IR scholars not only as 
a regional system subordinated to the global [one] – as ‘changes in the major 
system will have a greater effect on [this] minor system than the reverse’ […] – 
but also as a ‘penetrated’ system” (Quero and Dessì forthcoming: 5). Although 
the analysis of this penetration is not the subject of this paper, we would like to 
argue that
1. “Penetration” constitutes a certain dependence, even if asymmetrical, 

between the “penetrator” and the “penetrated.” The “penetrator” cannot 
avoid reacting to certain developments and/or threats emanating from the 
region it has penetrated. Thus the “penetrated” may have a certain amount 
of leverage over the “penetrator;”

2. The “penetrated” may “localize” the norms and practices conveyed to them 
“and modify these […] according to domestic preferences and conditions” 
(Cassarino and Del Sarto 2018: 1–2).

Although it was European powers who colonized the MENA region and 
projected European norms and institutions on it, now Europe has to bear the 
consequences of the conflicts in the region, including the waves of migration 
and the spillover of those conflicts. In the same vein, in spite of a kind of Pax 
Americana and the United States’ “Pivot to Asia” policy, the USA is still held 
captive by certain developments and threats emanating from the region. The 
war on terror took on a new definition with the advent and demise of the Islamic 
State, but the (re-)emergence of global powers such as Russia and China (and 
even India) will still force the USA to remain “a Middle Eastern actor.”

In terms of security, “‘penetration’ has traditionally translated into the inception 
and survival of a […] regional order by which security-oriented responsibilities are 
chiefly assumed by extra-regional actors” (Quero and Dessì forthcoming: 5). It 
has often been stated that the MENA region has no security architecture of its 
own, but rather that regional actors depend on extra-regional states, primarily 
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the USA, for their security. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was also a 
security provider to the former socialist Arab states, while recently Russia has 
been playing a similar role in relation to the government of Bashar al-Assad in 
Syria. NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue may be far from providing security, but it 
does offer a framework to complement efforts by regional states to guarantee 
their own security.

While regional security is not institutionalized on the regional level, there 
are several international treaties embodying and enshrining norms and legal 
obligations related to security that add a further layer of external influence by 
providing an international umbrella, represented in the first instance by the 
United Nations. With regard to WMD, adherence to the multilateral WMD treaties 
has become nearly universal (outstanding cases will be discussed below) (see 
Table 1), and while the Middle Eastern nuclear weapon-free zone (ME NWFZ) has 
not yet been realized, the African nuclear weapon-free zone (Pelindaba Treaty) 
does cover the North African part of the MENA region (Table 2).

It should also be noted that there have been regional and sub-regional 
initiatives to establish regional security structures, both within the framework 
of organizations such as the League of Arab States and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, and in the form of declarations (such as the Damascus Declaration after 
the 1991 Gulf War, or the Arab Peace Plan in 2002). However, due to regional 
political issues, first of all but not exclusively the Arab/Palestinian–Israeli 
conflict, these have not materialized or have not proved sufficient, which in turn 
has increased the reliance on extra-regional actors. Nevertheless, the academic 
community within and outside of the region has come up with proposals for 
WMD arms control, such as the idea of a Gulf NWFZ or a chemical weapon-free 
zone (APOME,3 Karem 2012: 60), although neither has reached the political level.

3 See APOME website: “Policy Briefs for the Middle East Conference on a WMD/DVs 
Free Zone,” Academic Peace Orchestra Middle East, http://academicpeaceorchestra.
com/?p=policybriefs.

http://academicpeaceorchestra.com/?p=policybriefs
http://academicpeaceorchestra.com/?p=policybriefs
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Table 1
Signatories to Multilateral Arms Control Treaties and Arrangements
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Table 2
Signatories and Their Status in the Pelindaba Treaty

MENA country Signed Ratified
Algeria April 11, 1996 February 11, 1998
Egypt April 11, 1996
Libya April 11, 1996 May 11, 2005
Mauritania April 11, 1996 February 24, 1998
Morocco April 11, 1996
Sudan April 11, 1996
Tunisia April 11, 1996 October 7, 2009

Source: African Union (2017), “List of Countries Which Have Signed, Ratified/Acceded to the The 
African Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Treaty (the Treaty of Pelindaba),” https://au.int/sites/
default/files/treaties/7777-sl-the_african_nuclear-weapon-free_zone_treaty_the_treaty_
of_pelindaba_3.pdf..

To date there has only been one regional security dialogue, under the 
supervision of the two superpowers at the time, the USA and the Soviet Union/
Russia,4 which, in spite of the constraints, demonstrated some successes as 
well. The Arms Control and Regional Security (ACRS) working group within the 
multilateral talks of the Arab–Israeli peace process (1992–1995) seems even 
more important in hindsight, as

cooperative regional forums that included Israel were a new development in the 
Middle East […] in the final analysis, the ACRS process turned out to be much 
more significant than might originally have been expected […] The experience of 
ACRS may well surface as a set of ideas that needs to be considered once again. 
(Landau 2006: 160–172)

Haves vs. Have-Nots

The ACRS negotiations exposed two important aspects of the WMD 
problematique: the relationship between the “haves” and the “have-nots” (those 
in possession of WMD and those who do not have them) and the eventual 
“interaction” among the different categories of WMD. The global non-proliferation 
debate between the haves and the have-nots has received a new boost with the 
proposal of the new Nuclear Ban Treaty (Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons), which was supported by 122 states with one abstention and one no-
vote. Since the treaty was opened for signature on September 20, 2017, sixty-nine 

4 The Soviet Union was dissolved after the Arab–Israeli Peace process was launched in Madrid.

https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7777-sl-the_african_nuclear-weapon-free_zone_treaty_the_treaty_of_pelindaba_3.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7777-sl-the_african_nuclear-weapon-free_zone_treaty_the_treaty_of_pelindaba_3.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7777-sl-the_african_nuclear-weapon-free_zone_treaty_the_treaty_of_pelindaba_3.pdf
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states have signed and nineteen have ratified it. Of the MENA states, Algeria and 
Libya have signed, and Palestine has signed and ratified the treaty.5

With regard to the other multilateral treaties on chemical (CWC) and biological 
weapons (BTWC), the existing global norm (not to have such weapons) received 
a huge boost when Syria joined the CWC, leaving only Israel and Egypt among 
the regional states not party to the global treaties (as potential “haves”) (Makdisi 
and Hindawi 2017). The civilian nuclear, chemical, and biological capabilities 
reflect the same categories of haves and have-nots, which is especially 
significant in the field of nuclear energy generation. While in some of the most 
developed industrial countries (Germany, Japan) nuclear energy is increasingly 
disappearing from the energy mix, in other parts of the world it is seen as one 
possible option, or even the only option, for meeting the demand for energy. The 
MENA region, especially the Mashreq and the Arab Gulf states, have ambitious 
plans to construct a series of nuclear power plants – a move very much 
influenced by political considerations (to balance Israel’s and Iran’s capabilities) 
(Shaker 2010, Johnson 2018).

The penetrated nature of the MENA region discussed above has added an 
extra layer to the haves vs. have-nots issue: besides the regional states, the 
“penetrators” – both in the historical and in the current political context – have 
been states with an acknowledged nuclear weapons status, even if their nuclear 
capability has not been considered to be used in the region. Although during 
colonial times Great Britain and France were not nuclear weapons states, when 
their current military involvement in the region is analyzed – for example, their 
military bases and/or joint military exercises with regional states, not to mention 
their roles in the Arab uprisings and afterwards in Libya and Syria – their nuclear 
status has to be taken into consideration. This is even more the case with the 
Soviet Union/Russia and the United States, both in the Cold War and currently, 
as both have security arrangements with regional states.

Regional states themselves represent a wide variety of categories: Israel is 
an unacknowledged nuclear weapons state, as it is widely believed – based on 
the indirect proof provided by Mordechai Vanunu – to be a state in possession 
of nuclear weapons, although “Israel [has] adhered to a policy of avoiding any 
reference to the precise state of its nuclear capacity. Its declarations were 
limited to repeated statements to the effect that Israel ‘would not be the first to 
introduce nuclear weapons to the Middle East’” (Feldman 1997: 96). This neither 

5 See UN Treaty Collection website: “Status of Treaties,” United Nations Treaty Collection, 
Chapter XXVI, Disarmament, 9. Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, New York7 
July 2017, https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-
9&chapter=26&clang=_en.

https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-9&chapter=26&clang=_en
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-9&chapter=26&clang=_en
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acknowledge nor deny policy has been referred to as nuclear ambiguity, part of 
David Ben Gurion’s concept of “cumulative deterrence” (Feldman 1997: 95–97) 
or nuclear opacity (Aronson and Brosh 1992).

Some Arab states are either known or suspected to have tried to obtain nuclear 
weapons, but were unsuccessful due to financial constraints or international 
pressure. Egypt has not been known to pursue military nuclear ambitions, 
although Gamal Abdel-Nasser’s long-term ambitions are frequently cited, in 
spite of the fact that, compared with other regional states, Egypt has a relatively 
sophisticated civilian nuclear program in research and development. For Syria, 
the loss of Soviet support – as Mikhail Gorbachev told Hafez al-Assad – to 
achieve a “strategic parity” with Israel terminated all such considerations, if 
they had not already been abandoned. In December 2003, Colonel Muammar 
Qaddafi announced that Libya would permanently forswear WMD. Iraq, under 
the leadership of Saddam Hussein, was the only Arab country to have been 
caught “red-handed” in its pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability – but that 
was only following the 1991 Gulf War, within the framework of the UNSCOM 
inspections under UNSC Resolution 687 (1991). It should be noted that these 
Arab states did conduct chemical (and, in some cases, even biological) weapons 
programs, in part to compensate for their failure to attain a nuclear capability, 
and in part to deter or counterbalance their adversaries (discussed below).

Turkey, in spite of its military capability, has never been suspected of pursuing 
a WMD program. Yet the very fact that US tactical nuclear weapons are deployed 
in its territory makes it necessary to include Turkey in the overall picture of 
WMD in the MENA region (although the internationally accepted definition of an 
eventual Middle Eastern WMD-free zone excludes Turkey) (IAEA 1989).6

The Islamic Republic of Iran has been suspected by many of trying to develop 
nuclear weapons, in spite of the fact that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
issued a fatwa prohibiting “the production, stockpiling and use of nuclear 
weapons” and ordering “that the Islamic Republic of Iran shall never acquire 
these weapons” (IAEA 2005: 121). The nuclear deal concluded between Iran 
and the world’s leading powers (the USA, Russia, China, Great Britain, France, 
and Germany/the European Union) in 2015, approved unanimously by the UN 
Security Council, seemed to settle the debate. Yet, with President Donald Trump 

6 IAEA Resolution GC(33)/RES/487 does not define the Middle East region (see IAEA 1988). 
The Secretariat could not trace any official definition of the Middle East as a region in United 
Nations documents or in resolutions adopted by the United Nations General Assembly. For 
the purpose of the present study the region has been taken as including the area extending 
from the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya in the west, to the Islamic Republic of Iran in the east, and 
from Syria in the north to the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen in the south. This 
selection carries no political significance and it is purely geographical.
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withdrawing the USA from the deal in 2018, the debate has been reopened. 
With regard to other WMD capabilities, namely chemical and biological, the 
suffering experienced by Iranians in the 1980–1988 Iraq–Iran War, when Iraq 
used chemical weapons against Iran, has not only enhanced the Iranian sense 
of victimhood and provided it with a thematic justification for stepping forward 
in international forums as a responsible regional power, but has made chemical 
weapons a kind of national taboo as well.

Table 3
WMD Programs of Some MENA States

Running Started Finished

Egypt
Nuclear No

Chemical ? Early 1950s
Biological ?

Iran
Nuclear No

Chemical Not known
Biological Not known

Iraq
Nuclear Past ambitions/No Early 1970s 1991

Chemical No Early 1960s 2003
Biological No 1985 1991–1992

Israel

Nuclear Nuclear ambiguity Mid- to late 
1950s

Chemical Yes Mid-1950s

Biological Allegations, but no public 
statement

Libya
Nuclear Past ambitions/No 1969/1970 2003

Chemical Terminated 1980s 2014
Biological Allegation 1982 2003

Syria
Nuclear Past ambitions/No

Chemical Terminated Early 1980s 2013 (2014)
Biological No (?)
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The Civilian Use of Nuclear Energy

Although the civilian use of nuclear energy falls within the scope of another 
MENARA paper (Menichetti et al. 2018: 10–11), due to the dual-use nature of 
nuclear energy – that is, that it can be used for civilian and military purposes – a 
brief overview of regional states’ nuclear capabilities is necessary.

The possession of nuclear material, equipment, and technology, or even 
the relevant knowledge (scientists, technicians, etc.), can pose, or at least be 
perceived as, a potential threat. Any part of the so-called nuclear fuel cycle 
– the series of technologies from the mining of uranium ore to the manufacture 
of nuclear fuel, reprocessing as well as the storage of nuclear wastes – may 
increase the likelihood of proliferation, but it is the mastering and possession of 
the full nuclear fuel cycle that is construed as a threat. Given that the number 
of states in possession of the full nuclear fuel cycle is limited, and that nuclear 
technology implies an advanced level of modernity and technical development, 
its possession may increase a state’s prestige and regional power status, in 
addition to serving as an eventual deterrent factor against external threats.

Only two states in the MENA region – Israel and Iran – have mastered and 
developed the full nuclear fuel cycle. While this in itself does not necessarily 
confirm the existence of a military nuclear program, it means they have the 
potential and the technical capability to step over the nuclear threshold. Israel’s 
nuclear ambiguity (“Israel will not be the first”) and Iran’s civilian nuclear capability 
(“it is forbidden in the Islamic Republic to” under the fatwa by Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamenei) both have at their core an emphasis on self-reliance for their own 
security, but at the same time they reflect their position as technically modern 
nations in a region where the use of nuclear energy is still limited. Only a few of 
the approximately twenty-five states in the MENA region have some elements of 
a nuclear program (usually research reactors), and only Iran uses nuclear energy 
for generating electricity in its so-far only nuclear power plant at Bushehr on the 
Persian Gulf. But the region as a whole, with the exception of Israel, Iran, and to 
a certain extent Egypt, relies entirely on expertise and know-how from external 
sources.

Since 2007, however, following an emotional call by then Secretary General 
of the Arab League Amr Musa for Arab nations to start nuclear programs to 
compensate for their inability to force Israel to give up its assumed nuclear 
arsenal, several Arab states have announced plans to start civilian nuclear 
programs. (It remains to be seen what consequences the ambitious plans of the 
United Arab Emirates [UAE] and Saudi Arabia to build nuclear power plants will 
have for the “nuclear power balance” of the region.) “Despite the global decrease, 
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there has been a sharp rise in the number of nuclear power projects either under 
construction, planned, or proposed in the MENA region – as much as 48 have 
been put on paper in the last few years” (Fallon and Hoare 2018). Although 
this development exposes the regional states to the nuclear infrastructure 
construction companies, the very fact that in a shrinking global market it is the 
MENA region that still aspires to build nuclear power plants gives them some 
leverage. Nevertheless, the competition for these lucrative deals adds new 
momentum to the great power rivalry in the region, especially as Russia and 
China have successfully increased their share of the contracts to build nuclear 
power plants.

Interaction Between the Different WMD Categories

Strategists and the WMD non-proliferation and disarmament community have 
frequently debated whether there was a causative link between the inability (for 
any reason) to acquire nuclear weapons and the decision to go for chemical 
(and eventually biological) weapons, with some claiming that chemical weapons 
were “the poor’s atomic bomb.” While this question has subsided with the 
universalizing norm (and pressure) of adhering to the multilateral WMD treaties, 
such considerations cannot simply be set aside, especially in the Middle East 
and North Africa. Nevertheless, data regarding the different WMD programs in 
the region show that those (Arab) states that considered but failed to develop a 
military nuclear program did develop chemical (and biological) programs, in an 
attempt to achieve parity with Israel (i.e., the Israeli nuclear capability). Although 
it cannot be said that this was their only aim (e.g., Iraq used chemical weapons 
in the Iraq–Iran War against Iran), the fact that it could serve as an “excuse” for 
such WMD programs and was at times considered as potential leverage was 
manifest in the ACRS negotiations.

WMD-related discussion in the ACRS centered on two closely interrelated 
topics: the sequence of peace/security and arms control (i.e., which should come 
first), and the initiative of a WMD-free zone and the Israeli nuclear capability, 
or as it was summarized: the Israeli “framing of the nuclear issue as basically 
non-negotiable within the arms control talks before comprehensive peace was 
achieved” (Landau 2006: 53) The Arab states in the months preceding the 
opening for signature of the Chemical Weapons Convention (January 1993) 
linked their signature of the treaty to Israel’s readiness to take measures on 
the nuclear issue. The Arab League members were “ready to comply with the 
treaty on chemical non-proliferation […] when Israel responds to international 
demand for joining the [NPT]” (Landau 2006: 134). Although the joint Arab stance 
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eventually melted away as some Arab states signed the CWC upon its opening, 
this positioning of the Israeli nuclear capability vs. some Arab states’ chemical 
(and biological) programs has resurfaced again and again, despite the fact that 
Israel had a chemical weapons program as well.

The Nearly Fifty-Year-Old Proposal of Cooperative Security:
The Middle East Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone/WMD-Free Zone 
(ME NWFZ/WMDFZ)

In the MENA region, the global trend of non-nuclear weapons states proposing 
the creation of nuclear weapon-free zones has played out in the longest-drawn-
out, but still not realized, plan for an NWFZ. In response to the asymmetry 
between the Israeli nuclear (and other WMD) capability and the Arab chemical 
and biological programs, in 1990 Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak expanded 
the proposal for a WMD-free zone in the MENA region (Karem 1988). In the 
absence of a regional security framework, the only multilateral forum in which 
to negotiate this question have been the NPT review conferences, where the 
issue has already been shown to have the capability to prevent the achievement 
of a common final declaration (Davenport 2017). However, the proposal was 
referred to in UNSC Resolution 687 (1991) and was set as an aim by the 1995 
NPT Review and Extension Conference.

The Middle East, a term coined by European colonial powers to denote the 
territory neighboring Europe to the south, has never been defined properly. 
However, the territory of the proposed Middle Eastern zone – whether an NWFZ 
or a WMD-free zone – was defined as the territory from Libya in the west to 
Iran in the east, from Syria in the north and Yemen in the south, and was later 
expanded to include all Arab League member states, plus Iran and Israel (IAEA 
1989).

The Middle East NWFZ was first proposed in 1974 by Egypt and Iran. Several 
regional documents played a role in its inception, including the Treaty of 
Tlatelolco (1967), the resolution of the Arab League, and the Declaration on the 
Denuclearization of Africa by the Organization of African Unity in July 1964. 
However, the same complex security situation in the Middle East that led to the 
call for the establishment of such a zone has made its realization impossible to 
this day. While for several decades the main obstacle was the Arab/Palestinian–
Israeli conflict, in the 2000s this was compounded by the Israeli–Iranian nuclear 
controversy.
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The Resolution on the Middle East at the 1995 NPT Review and Extension 
Conference (UN 1995: 13–14) calling for “the establishment of an effectively 
verifiable Middle East zone free of weapons of mass destruction, nuclear, 
chemical and biological, and their delivery systems” has become the main point 
of reference for any future initiative. Although neither the 2000 nor the 2005 
NPT Review Conference led to a breakthrough, it was the 2010 NPT Review 
Conference that set out five “practical steps” towards the realization of the Middle 
East zone. It was agreed that a conference on the zone should be organized in 
2012, and Ambassador Jaakko Laajava was appointed as facilitator.7 However, 
due to political events that year (most of all the presidential campaign and 
elections in the USA) and differences of opinion between regional states (first of 
all Israel and Iran), the conference on the Middle East NWFZ/WMDFZ had to be 
postponed indefinitely.

Many observers expected the lack of progress on the Middle East zone to 
threaten the outcome of the 2015 NPT Review Conference. Egypt, supported 
by the Arab League, put forward a new proposal by which the UN Secretary-
General would be the sole authority in charge of convening the conference on 
the Middle East zone, transferring the issue from the NPT framework to the UN. 
This would make it possible to include Israel (a non-party to the NPT), and the 
original sponsors, first of all the USA, would no longer be responsible for setting 
the agenda and convening the conference.

The final draft of the document included elements of the Egyptian proposal 
(that the Secretary-General should convene the conference by March 1, 2016, 
and that a special representative was to be appointed), but the USA, the UK, 
and Canada did not support the proposal. Thus, in the absence of a consensus 
– on the Middle East zone, among other issues – the final document was not 
adopted. Although the failure of the decision on the Middle East zone is expected 
to increase the pressure on the next review conference in 2020, the lack of interest 
shown so far by the Trump administration does not bode well for arms control in 
general and the NPT in particular. Arab frustration has increased, and there is a 
sense of waiting. The Israelis appear to be satisfied with having put the issue off 
at least until the next review conference. While Iran’s position seemed relatively 
safe after the conclusion of the nuclear deal (2015), with ally Syria having joined 
the Chemical Weapons Convention it could support the expansion of the NWFZ 
concept to that of a WMDFZ, which it has not previously done. However, with 
the withdrawal of the USA from the nuclear deal, the issue of the WMDFZ seems 

7 The Academic Peace Orchestra Middle East (APOME) project led by Prof. Bernd Kubbig 
prepared 49 policy papers on the different aspects and possible implications in support of 
the conference and Ambassador Laajava’s work. See Footnote 4.
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to have been pushed lower down the agenda, if not abandoned entirely (Péczeli 
and Rózsa 2017). Nevertheless, the academic community in the Middle East 
and North Africa, as well as in Europe, has suggested several cooperative ideas 
based on different segments of the comprehensive complex, such as the idea 
of an all-inclusive nuclear test-free zone or a WMD-free zone based on the CWC 
and the BTWC, a Gulf WMD-free zone, and others (see APOME publications).

The Regional Provoking the Global:
The Iranian Nuclear Program > Deal > Then What?

The international controversy over the Iranian nuclear program fits into a context 
that is much broader than “just” non-proliferation and arms control. On the 
one hand, it is a “clear case” of preventing a state that has acquired a nuclear 
capability from posing a threat, and in this sense it has proved the ability of 
the international community to avoid war through the means of diplomacy 
and negotiations. It should not be forgotten, however, that from the beginning 
the Iranian nuclear file was considered an international concern, although with 
reference to regional security. Nevertheless, regional states were concerned to 
find themselves excluded from the negotiations. On the other hand, the Iranian 
nuclear file has never been entirely decoupled from the broader political 
aim – held by at least some global and regional actors – of facilitating regime 
change in the Islamic Republic. Since the direct involvement of the USA was 
crucial to the negotiations and to the deal, it should be noted that ever since the 
1979 Islamic Revolution (but especially following the occupation and hostage-
taking at the US Embassy in Tehran in November 1979) regime change in Iran 
has been on the US agenda. Although the relevance of the issue has fluctuated 
across different US administrations, from President Barack Obama’s offering 
an “unclenched fist” to the present policy by President Trump to initiate regime 
change (or, as many suggest, possibly even regime collapse or state failure), it 
has always provided a much wider context to the nuclear non-proliferation and 
disarmament efforts. Thus, the Iranian nuclear controversy and the deal have 
ensured that Iran – and, based on the security implications of Iran’s regional 
ambitions and regional power status, the MENA region as well – is somewhat 
embedded in the international order.

Iran signed the NPT in 1968 and ratified it in 1970, concluding a comprehensive 
safeguards agreement with the IAEA in 1974 (INFCIRC/214). The Islamic 
Republic left these international commitments in force, and Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini even ordered that nuclear activities be stopped. However, the nuclear 



Foreign Policy Review

Weapons of Mass Destruction 165

program was restarted in the mid-1980s. Although some general concerns were 
repeatedly voiced about the nature of the Iranian nuclear program (Iran is an 
“unreliable regime,” why would Iran need nuclear energy when it has oil, etc.), the 
full-scope safeguards in place with the IAEA were not challenged.

The Iranian nuclear program became the focus of attention in 2002, when it 
was revealed that the Islamic Republic was working on the construction of a 
uranium centrifuge plant at Natanz and on a heavy water plant to contribute 
to the plutonium-fuelled research reactor unit planned at Arak – of which the 
IAEA had not been informed. Following rounds of unsuccessful negotiations 
to settle the issue, the IAEA Board of Governors referred the matter to the UN 
Security Council in February 2006, which between 2006 and 2010 adopted 
six resolutions (four of which included sanctions) requiring Iran to take steps 
to alleviate international concerns about its nuclear program. The new round 
of negotiations between the permanent members of the Security Council and 
Germany (P5+1 or E3/EU+3) on the one hand, and Iran on the other, led to the 
conclusion of the Iranian nuclear deal on July 14, 2015, which was approved by 
a unanimous vote in the Security Council (UNSC Res 2331).

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was a joint effort not only 
by the participants in the negotiations, but more widely as well, involving the 
European Union and others who helped organize the meetings, provided the 
sites and infrastructure for the negotiations, and so on. It was considered a 
“historic deal” by which “every pathway to a nuclear weapon is cut off” (White 
House 2015), subjecting Iran to an unprecedented set of inspections in return 
for the easing and gradual suspension of the nuclear-related sanctions. Only 
one state, Israel, was firmly opposed, while some Arab Gulf states, especially 
Saudi Arabia, although not openly against it, only grudgingly accepted the deal, 
fearing the threat of increased Iranian influence over the Middle East and thus 
a threat to their own interests and even security.

The US withdrawal from the deal, announced by President Donald Trump 
on May 8, 2018, however, re-established the Iranian nuclear file as a priority 
on the international agenda and set in motion a complex array of international 
activities – political, diplomatic, economic, and financial. Several fault lines have 
appeared among states, banks, business, and companies. In an unexpected 
move, in August 2018, President Trump tweeted his readiness to talk to the 
leaders of Iran. The outcome is as yet uncertain, but the potential impact of the 
Iranian nuclear deal clearly reflects the MENA region’s embeddedness, even if in 
an asymmetrical way, in the global order.
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The Regional Provoking the Global:
Chemical Weapons Use in Syria Triggered International Action

While Syria had long been suspected of possessing a sizeable stockpile of 
chemical weapons, its official policy had mirrored that of Israel’s non-confirmation 
of its nuclear arsenal. Indeed, Syria’s justification for these weapons was based 
on strategic deterrence given Israel’s large weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 
stockpile that the West has largely ignored in official terms. (Makdisi and Hindawi 
2016)

The first official acknowledgement of the Syrian chemical weapons capability 
came in July 2012, when Syrian officials made declarations that “any chemical 
weapons possessed by Syria would never be used, under any circumstances, 
within Syria, no matter how the situation progresses internally [… CWs] would 
not be used unless Syria faced an external aggression” (Makdisi and Hindawi 
2016). In the international debate that followed, President Obama drew a “red 
line.” “We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other players on 
the ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole bunch of chemical 
weapons moving around or being utilized” (White House 2012).

In the course of the Syrian uprising-turned-civil war, however, incidents of CW 
use were attributed both to the Assad government and to some opposition groups. 
Although the Assad government invited international inspectors to investigate 
cases of CW use, many nevertheless believed that it was in fact government 
forces that had used such weapons, while the regional media reported some 
cases in which opposition groups were clearly responsible. However, US (and 
international) intervention did not materialize.

Instead, in an unprecedented case of international cooperation, Syria joined the 
Chemical Weapons Convention in 2013, and all of its declared chemical materials 
and their delivery vehicles were destroyed under the OPCW–UN Joint Mission. 
The Joint Mission was unprecedented not only in nature, but in its task as well: 
transporting the most dangerous chemicals out of the country, to be destroyed 
on the high seas. In a further, rather unusual case of international cooperation, 
some twenty-five states provided funding for this venture. Thus, and with the 
active involvement of the Syrian government, all Syrian chemical weapons had 
either been destroyed or removed from Syrian territory by September 30, 2014 
(Makdisi and Hindawi 2016).

While some outstanding issues did remain, the Syrian CW issue seemed to 
have been settled for good, until reports began to emerge of incidents of the use 
of chlorine and mustard gas – sometimes related to the Islamic State – not only 
in Syria but in Iraq as well (Zanders 2018: 3).
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The case of chemical weapons in Syria has revealed another asymmetry in 
the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction: WMD proliferation, as well 
as arms control, typically has been a state actor exercise, yet developments 
in the international system have been increasingly shaped, sometimes even 
forced, by non-state actors. The MENA region is characterized by a wide variety 
of non-state and hybrid actors, some of whom are radical militants, and the 
possibility of such organizations producing or obtaining some kind of WMD 
(most probably chemical) capability cannot be excluded. (Da’ish has tried to 
attain such a capability, but the late al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden also had 
similar intentions – and allegedly aspirations to obtain nuclear weapons as well.)

The Global Blocking the Regional:
The Unacknowledged Israeli Nuclear Capability

The controversy over Israel’s nuclear capability has been the reverse of both the 
Iranian and the Syrian cases, in the sense that a regional security concern has 
regularly been dismissed by global actors, first and foremost the USA, in favor 
of Israel’s security.

However, in the beginning it was not evident that the USA would stand by Israel 
over its nuclear capability: when Richard Nixon’s administration realized that 
“Israel was moving very close to a nuclear weapons capability or even possession 
of actual weapons,” there was intense debate over “whether to apply pressure 
to restrain the Israelis or even delay delivery of advanced Phantom jets whose 
sale had already been approved” (Burr and Cohen 2014). It was argued that 
failure to exert such pressure “would involve us in a conspiracy with Israel which 
would leave matters dangerous to our security in their hands.” The Department 
of Defense’s Paul Warnke warned in early 1969 that the Israeli nuclear program 
represented “the single most dangerous phenomenon in an area dangerous 
enough without nuclear weapons.” Nevertheless, National Security Advisor 
Henry Kissinger believed that it would be sufficient for US interests if Israel kept 
its nuclear activities secret, since “public knowledge is almost as dangerous 
as possession itself.” It is still not clear why President Nixon overrode the near 
consensus of senior US officials and was willing to tolerate Israeli nuclear 
weapons as long as their existence remained secret (Burr and Cohen 2014).

In the context of the MENA region’s oldest unresolved conflict – that between 
Arabs/Palestinians and Israel – the Israeli nuclear arsenal, the existence of which 
has never been acknowledged nor denied, in line with US policy, has for decades 
been a grave security concern. In addition to the Palestine issue, the struggle 
to counterbalance the Israeli nuclear capability and efforts at reaching parity 
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with Israel in general have come to symbolize both Arab unity (in the relevant 
international forums) and Arab failure to protect Arab interests. The Middle East 
Resolution at the 1995 NPT Review and Extension Conference is a case in point: 
the USA blocked any mention of Israel in the document, which called upon those 
regional states that had not yet acceded to the treaty to do so. Arab attention to 
the Israeli nuclear capability has been waning – partly because of their inability 
to prevent the USA from eventually blocking any action, partly due to changes 
among and within the Arab states themselves and the consequent changing 
Arab attitude towards Israel, and partly, more recently, because of the Iranian 
nuclear program coupled with Iran’s regional power status.

Missiles, the Non-Negotiable Subject

The international community’s inability even to start a multilateral negotiation 
process on the limitation and control of missiles has been attributed to the fact 
that “unlike nuclear warheads, conventionally equipped missiles […] have been 
built for use rather than only for deterrence. This may explain why they have a 
secure place in the stockpiles of the armed forces and in the war doctrines of 
almost all militarily advanced states” (Kubbig and Fikenscher 2012: 7).

This is clearly reflected in the fact that most of the MENA states have not 
joined either of the two existing missile regimes, the Hague Code of Conduct 
(International Code of Conduct Against Ballistic Missile Proliferation, HCoC) or 
the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR). Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Jordan, 
and Iraq are signatories of the HCoC, and Turkey is a party to both (see Table 1).

Delivery vehicles themselves constitute complex categories as they include 
aircraft and missiles, rockets, cruise missiles, ballistic missiles, and so forth. 
Comparing the haves and the have-nots is problematic, as it is difficult to make 
comparative assessments of missiles to aircraft, or to compare the possession 
of missiles with that of missile defense systems, for example. While the HCoC 
and the MTCR, as well as international thinking on non-proliferation, are generally 
focused on missiles, in the specific context of the Middle East rockets have a 
special relevance given their use by Hamas and Hezbollah against Israel, which, 
in spite of its advanced military force and being the only nuclear power in the 
region, is especially vulnerable to rocket attacks.

Although unmanned aerial vehicles and pilotless combat aircraft are becoming 
increasingly available, with as yet unforeseen consequences for the region, the 
MENA region has been the scene of especially frequent use of missiles: nearly 
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91 percent of the 5,025 ballistic and cruise missiles fired in combat since the 
end of the Second World War have been used there (quoted in Kubbig and 
Fikenscher 2012: 39–61). While some regional states have their own indigenous 
missile development and production programs, the region is highly dependent 
on external sources for missile technology, including the USA, Russia (in the Cold 
War the Soviet Union), China, North Korea, and others. For this reason, some 
regional states have pursued missile defense programs. Israel has developed, 
and is further developing, a multi-tier missile defense program (Arrow, Iron Dome, 
Magic Wand) with US support but is increasingly becoming self-reliant. Turkey, 
Egypt, and the Arab Gulf states (Qatar, Kuwait, the UAE) depend on external 
suppliers, first of all the USA, but some Russian missile defense systems are 
also being sold in the region (S-300 to Syria and Iran, S-400 to Turkey and Iran). 
Syria’s own missile defense capabilities are questionable. Iran, in addition to 
cooperating with Russia (S-300 and S-400), is at the same time developing its 
own defense system (Bavar-373) (Rózsa and Péczeli 2013).

In spite of the fact that the MENA region is characterized by complex and 
manifold missile- and rocket-related threats, adding up to a regional arms 
race, there has been no regional arms control initiative related to this category 
of weapons. On the contrary, private sources have revealed that when the idea 
was suggested to the regional states, they all rejected it. The first instance in 
which the international community came forward to control the missile activities 
of a regional state was with UN Security Council Resolution 687 (1991), which 
required Iraq to “accept the destruction, removal, or rendering harmless, under 
international supervision, of […] all ballistic missiles with a range greater than one 
hundred and fifty kilometres, and related major parts and repair and production 
facilities” (UNSC Res 687). Although the 2015 JCPOA does not address the issue 
of missiles, under UN Security Council Resolution 2231 there are “nonbinding 
U.N. restrictions on Iran’s development of nuclear-capable ballistic missiles” 
(Katzman 2018: i). In a rare case of the unilateral adoption of arms 
control measures, Iranian officials and finally Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei announced that Iran will not develop missiles with a range 
exceeding 2,000 kilometers (Davenport 2017). Meanwhile, Iran has so far 
firmly resisted the EU member states’ proposal for negotiations to discuss the 
Iranian missile program.
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Conclusion

The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction threatens the security of the 
entire international community. Not only have efforts at non-proliferation and 
the eventual disarmament of such weapons become the universal norm, but 
the obligation to work for that goal has been enshrined and codified in several 
international treaties. Multilateral arms control treaties related to WMD (the 
NPT, the Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty [CTBT], the CWC and the 
BTWC) ensure the embeddedness of all state parties in the international non-
proliferation order: the shared aim of achieving universality cannot be realized if 
any state, even the smallest and most peripheral, is not included.

The states of the Middle East and North Africa, with very few exceptions, are 
parties to – or have signed but not ratified – all these treaties. (Israel is not party 
to the NPT or the BTWC; it has signed but not ratified the CTBT and the CWC. 
Egypt is not party to the CWC; it has signed but not ratified the CTBT and the 
BTWC. Saudi Arabia, Somalia, and Syria are not parties to the CTBT. Iran and 
Yemen have signed but not ratified the CTBT. Somalia and Syria have signed 
but not ratified the BTWC.) Yet in the recent past it has been the Middle East 
and North Africa that has been the greatest cause of concern, prompting the 
international community to act.

Despite the increasingly complex transformation of the region, the Israeli WMD 
capability is still non-negotiable. Both the controversy over the Iranian nuclear 
program and the dismantlement of the Syrian chemical weapons arsenal 
seemed to have been solved by international cooperative diplomacy, only to 
resurface again on the international agenda. The conference on the more than 
forty-year-old concept of a Middle East free of nuclear weapons/weapons of 
mass destruction has been put off indefinitely. All these regional arms control 
cases prove that WMD arms control and disarmament by nature have to potential 
to “embed” a region in the international order when they require joint action 
by the international community as a whole, the agreement and cooperation 
of the UNSC permanent members in general, and the firm commitment and 
engagement of the USA in particular.

The Trump administration so far has not shown any interest in general arms 
control and disarmament. However, time and again it has focused selective 
attention on specific cases. Yet President Trump’s “agreements” with Russia 
and North Korea, not to mention his ultimatum to Iran, are more reflective of the 
position of a hegemon rather than cooperative security diplomacy, which is at 
the core of arms control.
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Embeddedness of the MENA
in Economic Globalization Processes

Eckart Woertz and Irene Martínez

Abstract

MENA countries’ integration in processes of economic globalization has trailed 
behind many emerging markets in Asia, but also Latin America. This applies 
especially to the “bunker states” and “bully praetorian states” of the Arab 
republics and Iran, less so to Lebanon and the “globalizing monarchies” of the 
GCC, Morocco, and Jordan and even less to the OECD countries of Israel and 
Turkey. Against this heterogeneous backdrop, this paper identifies seven areas 
where some MENA countries show pronounced embeddedness in economic 
globalization processes: (1) petrochemicals and heavy industries, (2) financial 
services, (3) logistics and airlines, (4) light manufacturing, (5) high-tech, (6) arms 
trade, and (7) agriculture and food imports. In sum, MENA countries show 
considerable integration in economic globalization processes in selected 
countries and key areas, such as petrochemicals in the Gulf, high-tech in Israel, 
and light manufacturing in Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia.

Introduction:
The Economic Integration of the MENA Region
and the Peripheralization Story

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries are laggards in terms of trade 
integration and investment flows. Clement M. Henry and Robert Springborg and 
other scholars have pointed out that the MENA region has fallen behind other 
world regions in the age of globalization, especially emerging markets in Asia, 
but also in Latin America (Henry and Springborg 2010, Noland and Pack 2011). 
This assessment chimes in with the resource curse literature. Economies of 
resource abundant countries tend to focus on non-tradables as a result of Dutch 
disease and an effective appreciation of the exchange rate. They also maintain 
political structures and practices that are hampering economic development, 
such as resource capture by elites, corruption, rent seeking, and educational 
shortcomings (Auty 1990, Gelb et al. 1988, Ross 2012).
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An analysis of trade patterns reveals a prevalence of oil and gas exports in 
many countries of the MENA, while manufactured goods dominate the import 
side of their balance sheets (McKee et al. 2017). Yet there are some striking 
differences and also evidence of diversification. Gulf countries such as Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar have built up thriving heavy 
industries in petrochemicals and aluminum (Luciani 2012b). Dubai has pioneered 
diversification into trade, logistics, services, and tourism and has inspired 
copycat projects in other Gulf countries, but also beyond, in such unlikely places 
as the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and Morocco (Hvidt 2009). Morocco has the 
largest global phosphate reserves (Woertz 2014). It has moved up the value 
chain by investing in fertilizer production and other chemical industries, as the 
Gulf countries have done in the case of petrochemicals (Croset 2012). There 
is considerable light manufacturing in Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, and above all 
Turkey, ranging from car manufacturing and car supplies to textiles and food 
processing.

Henry and Springborg observe considerable differences in MENA states’ 
interaction with economic globalization, ranging from “bunker states” that 
concentrate economic prerogatives in the hands of the state (Algeria, Iraq, 
Libya, Syria, Sudan, and Yemen) and “bully praetorian states” that leave some 
room for initiative to the private sector and associated rent seeking activities 
(Egypt, Tunisia, and Iran) to the globalizing monarchies in the Gulf, Morocco, 
and Jordan and precarious democracies in Lebanon, Turkey, and Israel (Henry 
and Springborg 2010, Springborg 2013). The MENA region is more diverse than 
it often seems. A differentiation according to various levels of resource and 
labor endowments is necessary, ranging from the resource abundant/labor 
poor states (Gulf Cooperation Council [GCC], Libya) to the resource abundant/
labor abundant ones (Algeria, Iraq, Iran) and the resource poor labor abundant 
countries (Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, Lebanon). As mineral production in Syria, 
Yemen, and Sudan has been affected by conflict and maturing oil fields, the 
status of these countries increasingly resembles that of resource-poor/labor 
abundant countries, too. Turkey and Israel, the only Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries in the region, are set apart by 
higher incomes and their diversified economic structures (Cammett et al. 2015).

Against this backdrop this article identifies seven areas where MENA countries 
show considerable integration in economic globalization processes: (1) heavy 
industries in the Gulf, Turkey, and Morocco, (2) financial services and banking 
in the Gulf, Lebanon, Turkey, and Morocco, (3) logistics ranging from airlines to 
shipping (Gulf, Egypt, Turkey, and Morocco), (4) light manufacturing in Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Turkey, (5) the high-tech industry of Israel, (6) the arms trade and 
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built-up of local production capacities, especially in the Gulf, Israel, Turkey, Iran, 
and Egypt, and finally (7) agriculture and food trade. Every MENA country is 
a major importer of cereals, while Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia have sizable 
exports of fruit and vegetables.

Embeddedness I:
Heavy Industries (Gulf, Turkey, and Morocco)

In the 1970s the nationalization of oil industries in the MENA heralded the end of 
vertically integrated international oil companies (Yergin 1991). Spot markets for 
oil and petroleum products developed to mediate between formerly integrated 
parts of the supply chain. Gulf countries sought to move beyond the upstream 
sector and enhance the value chain of their oil production by investing in 
downstream industries and distribution networks. They established major 
petrochemical companies such as Saudi Arabia’s SABIC and the UAE’s Borouge 
(Luciani 2012a). Such companies have undertaken foreign acquisitions and joint 
ventures. SABIC’s takeover of British Huntsman Petrochemicals, US GE Plastics, 
and Dutch DSM and investments of the Abu Dhabi-based International Petroleum 
Investment Company (IPIC) in Austrian Borealis and Spanish CEPSA are cases 
in point. Petroleum demand for transport has leveled out or is declining in OECD 
countries. It might suffer further with the proliferation of electric mobility, not 
only in the OECD countries, but also in emerging markets such as China, as 
some interlocutors of the business community pointed out during our interviews 
in Kuwait. In contrast, demand for petrochemicals is projected to grow over the 
coming decades. As their use does not immediately lead to harmful emissions 
they are not as controversial in climate debates as the burning of hydrocarbons 
in transport and industry. Hence the diversification strategy into petrochemicals 
offers longer-term perspectives for the Gulf countries. Saudi Aramco, for 
example, has sought to integrate refining and petrochemical production more 
closely with its Rabigh deep conversion refinery that it has built in a joint venture 
with Japanese Sumitomo.

Since the 1980s there has been a dramatic shift of global petrochemical 
production capacities from OECD countries to emerging markets, especially the 
Gulf countries and Asia. OECD countries had a 75 percent market share in 1980. 
This share declined to 37 percent in 2010, while the share of the Middle East 
and China grew to 13 percent and 17 percent respectively (Kalkman and Keller 
2012: 2). This trend in the Gulf region is buoyed up by access to cheap feedstock, 
but also by increasing demand in the region and the proximity to the booming 
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Asian market. The industry has increasingly moved towards more value added 
and naphtha-based production. Natural gas-based ethane is no longer readily 
available as a result of rising domestic natural gas consumption. This has led to 
natural gas shortages and import needs in every Gulf country except for Qatar. 
So far petrochemical growth rates in the Middle East and Asia continue to be 
stronger than in OECD countries, even after the shale revolution has led to a 
reinvigoration of the US petrochemical industry in the Gulf of Mexico, as a former 
Italian energy executive pointed out in our interviews. The concentration of 
petrochemical industries in the Gulf also offers potential advantages for carbon 
capture and sequestration, as plants are in close vicinity to oil fields where the 
injection of carbon dioxide could be used to maintain reservoir pressure.

Beyond petrochemicals, other energy-intensive heavy industries have also 
contributed to economic diversification. The Gulf countries doubled their 
aluminum production between 2010 and 2017 and are now the second largest 
producer after China, which dominates global markets with a share of 58 percent 
(see Table 1). The UAE, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia are the largest producers, 
followed by Qatar and Oman; only Kuwait has no aluminum production (Kvande 
2012). Together Gulf countries represent over 8 percent of global production. 
They have also reduced their import dependence on steel. The MENA region is 
rich in oil and gas, but poor in iron ore, coal, and other minerals that have played 
crucial roles in industrialization processes (McNeill 2013). To safeguard feedstock 
supplies Gulf countries have acquired access to mining production of alumina 
and iron ore in distant places such as Guinea, India, and Mauritania (Woertz 
2014). Turkey has chosen a different approach. It has become the largest global 
importer of scrap metal to feed its steel industry, which has doubled production 
since 2004.

The MENA region is an important source of global fertilizer production. It (mainly 
Israel and Jordan) produces 10 percent of world potash and nitrogen-based 
ammonia and 25 percent of phosphates, a figure that does not even include 
the recently launched Al-Jalamid project in Saudi Arabia. The dominance of the 
MENA in the phosphate sector is likely to grow. Morocco alone commands three-
quarters of global reserves according to the International Fertilizer Development 
Center and the US Geological Survey (USGS), which have massively upgraded 
their reserve estimates for the country (Van Kauwenbergh 2010, USGS 2011: 119). 
Syria, Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia have also significant reserves, 
and in Iraq’s Al Anbar province phosphates amounting to 9 percent of the global 
reserve base have been discovered (Blair 2011). This makes Iraq the second most 
resource-rich country after Morocco. MENA’s dominance in global phosphate 
reserves is much more pronounced than its well-reported share of global oil and 
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gas reserves. Phosphorus is an essential macronutrient for fertilizers and, as it 
is an element, it cannot be substituted, unlike the production of nitrogen fertilizer 
from natural gas for example. Phosphorus is essential for global food security. 
Hence the MENA dominance of global phosphate reserves carries long-term 
strategic implications. As with Gulf petrochemicals, Morocco and Saudi Arabia 
have sought to enhance the value chain of a primary commodity by moving 
downstream and producing more value-added products such as fertilizers and 
phosphoric acid (Woertz 2014, Croset 2012).

The large energy needs of domestic heavy industries contribute to skyrocketing 
domestic energy consumption in Gulf countries, alongside residential demand. 
Except for Qatar, all Gulf countries have a natural gas shortage. As a remedy 
they have recourse to liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports or burn fuel and crude 
oil in power plants. The domestic demand growth threatens to compromise oil 
exports and revenues. This has led to diversification attempts into renewables 
and nuclear energy, especially in the UAE and Saudi Arabia. The introduction 
of these new sources in the local energy mix entails close cooperation with 
international providers and presents another aspect of integration in economic 
globalization dynamics.

Embeddedness II:
Finance (Gulf, Lebanon, Morocco, Turkey)

Until 1975 Lebanon was a major banking hub in the region, but in the wake of 
Lebanon’s civil war and the oil boom, this distinction has passed on to the Gulf 
countries. Bahrain and the UAE have established bespoke international financial 
centers to attract business. Qatar has tried to do the same and the formerly 
closed stock market of Saudi Arabia was opened to foreign investors in 2015. 
MSCI upgraded the stock markets of the UAE and Qatar in 2013 and included 
them in its emerging market index. This led to increased interest by international 
investors, although some of them chose not to invest and allow for the minimal 
tracking error, given the small share of both countries in the MSCI index, as 
interlocutors of the Kuwaiti stock exchange pointed out in our interviews.

Globally, financial markets have on average a balanced structure of equity, 
bond, and bank financing. In comparison, MENA financial markets are heavily 
skewed towards bank financing, with a share of around 60 percent. Bond markets 
are especially underdeveloped (Woertz 2012a, World Bank 2006). While bank 
financing dominates, access to it depends on political connections. A practice of 
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name lending is widespread. Receiving bank loans can be challenging for small 
and medium sized enterprises (SMEs).

Bond and equity markets have grown, however. Gulf stock markets have opened 
up internationally and bonds from the Gulf countries have enjoyed considerable 
interest from international investors in an environment of low interest rates. 
Despite these examples of disintermediation, bank lending remains prevalent 
across the MENA. In Turkey over 90 percent of financial assets are held by 
banks (IMF 2017). The role of capital markets in Turkey is limited and non-bank 
financial institutions are underdeveloped, notwithstanding the country’s level of 
economic development and its OECD status. However, in recent years, foreign 
banks have gained more access to Turkey’s financial sector as a result of a 
series of acquisitions. This limits the risk of market concentration as market 
power is more evenly distributed between private domestic, foreign-owned, and 
state-owned banks.

Table 2
FDI Inward Stocks, Selected Years (Million USD)

2000 2010 2015
Algeria     3,379*     19,540*   26,232
Egypt 19,955   73,095   94,266
Libya        471*     16,334*     17,762*
Morocco     8,842*     45,082*     48,696*
Tunisia 11,545   31,364   32,911
Bahrain   5,906   15,154   27,660
Iraq -     7,965     26,630*
Jordan   3,135   21,899   29,958
Kuwait      608   11,884   14,604
Lebanon 14,233   44,324   58,608
Oman     2,577*     14,987*   20,027
Qatar     1,912*     30,564*     33,169*
Saudi Arabia 17,577 176,378 224,050
Turkey 18,812 187,151 145,471
UAE     1,069*   63,869 111,139
Yemen      843       4,858*          697*

Note: numbers with asterisks are estimates.
Source: UNCTAD (2016: 200–201).
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Lebanon is a special case, as it relies on capital inflows, mostly from overseas 
Lebanese and Gulf countries to finance its huge current account deficit. 
Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows alone were 5 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP) in 2015 and as high as 12.3 percent in 2005. Lebanon has a very 
substantial stock of FDIs compared with its small population and GDP size (see 
Table 2). The Gulf countries dominate FDI stocks in the region with their capital-
intensive projects in heavy industries. Turkey also has high levels, but its stocks 
have decreased since 2010. This leading group is followed by Egypt, Lebanon, 
and Morocco.

Dubai Islamic Bank was the first modern Islamic bank when it was founded in 
1975. Today Islamic banking has developed into an important niche market in the 
Gulf, which is the largest Islamic banking center in the world, ahead of Malaysia, 
Iran, and Western Europe (Wilson 2012). With around 15 percent annual growth 
Islamic banking is one of the fastest growing sectors of the industry. This growth 
comes from a low statistical base and will probably slow down in the future. 
Yet there is considerable growth momentum today, given the large Muslim 
populations with growing interest in this kind of banking. Internationalization of 
the industry, however, is hampered by different national regulatory standards 
and divergent views on details of Sharia compliance in key markets such as 
Malaysia and the Gulf. The closure of HSBC’s Islamic banking division Amanah 
in six key markets, among them Dubai, to where it had moved its headquarters 
only a few years before, is indicative of limits to growth and profitability in the 
sector (Jenkins and Hall 2012).

The term sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) was first coined by Andrew Rozanov 
in 2005 (Rozanov 2005). Since then this type of investor class has witnessed 
steep growth in the wake of the oil boom of the 2000s and large current account 
surpluses in Asian exporter nations. However, it still trails far behind the assets 
of Western banks, pension funds, and insurance companies. Apart from Libya all 
MENA SWFs are located in the Gulf region. Algeria and Iran manage their more 
modest foreign assets mainly via their respective central banks, as does Saudi 
Arabia with the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency. Older and larger funds such as 
the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority and the Kuwait Investment Authority follow 
a more passive portfolio investment approach, while others such as Mubadala 
and the relatively young Qatar Investment Authority undertake strategic 
investments, can pursue controlling stakes in companies and also invest in 
private equity (Woertz 2012b).

According to Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute data, the Middle East’s SWF 
assets represented 37 percent of global SWF assets in 2014. The main recipient 
of these investments has been the European Union (48 percent), with about half 
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of that share going to the UK. The USA and Asia followed with 16.6 percent and 
10.4 percent respectively. China and Taiwan accounted for over three-quarters 
of the Asian investment share (Obroniecki 2017: 114).

Morocco is an interesting case of financial south–south globalization. It has 
sought to establish itself as an intermediary between Africa and Europe and has 
strengthened business relations with sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) (GMF and OCP 
Policy Center 2014). SSA is the only region of the world with which Morocco 
has a trade surplus. Moroccan companies have established themselves in 
strategic sectors such as telecommunication, pharmaceuticals, and agro-
alimentary industries. Before 2005, Moroccan banks had only a limited presence 
in SSA, focusing on Guinea, Mali, and the Central African Republic. Since then 
there has been rapid expansion, helped by the retrenchment of French banks 
in SSA, the increase of trade flows from Morocco to West Africa and the weak 
activity in the Moroccan domestic market (IMF 2016, Mecagni et al. 2015). The 
overseas expansion of Moroccan banks has relied on the acquisition of local 
banks, whose local deposits largely fund the newly acquired subsidiaries. The 
assets of Moroccan banks in SSA typically range between 3 and 7 percent of 
host countries’ GDP, with the largest concentrations in Senegal, Burkina Faso, 
Mali, Niger, Côte d’Ivoire, Benin, and Gabon. Morocco’s push into SSA has helped 
Casablanca to become a regional financial center. In the MENA it is ranked right 
behind Dubai and Abu Dhabi and ahead of Tel Aviv. Most remarkably, Casablanca 
is also rated first in Africa, unseating Johannesburg (Yeandle 2017: 24, 34).

Embeddedness III:
Logistics (Gulf, Egypt, Morocco, Turkey)

In terms of logistics five developments in the MENA stand out: (1) The rise of 
super-connector airlines in the Gulf and Turkey, (2) Morocco’s interconnections 
with SSA, (3) the rise of container traffic in the Gulf, (4) the lasting importance 
of the Suez Canal and other chokepoints for global trade, and (5) Turkey’s 
importance as a gas and trade transit hub.

Gulf airlines are a mixed bag. Many are only of regional importance and can be 
rather sleepy operations, such as Saudia Airlines, Gulf Air, or Kuwait Airways, but 
the three airlines that have pursued the super-connector business model have 
developed into major players in global aviation: Emirates Airlines, Qatar Airways, 
and Etihad. Their business strategies aim at becoming transit hubs for the long-
haul routes between Europe and Asia. Two billion people live within four hours’ 
flying time from the Gulf and twice as many within seven hours.
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Figure 1
Growth in Passenger Numbers of Gulf Airlines, 2006–2016

Source: Powley and Kerr (2017).

Since 2006, Emirates Airlines has tripled its passenger numbers and Etihad 
and Qatar Airways have seen even steeper growth (see Figure 1). The Middle 
East had a 9.6 percent share of the international passengers market in 2016 
(IATA 2017). Gulf airlines lead global aviation growth, both in terms of new airline 
capacity and revenue passenger kilometers, a measure that reflects how many 
of an airline’s available seats were actually sold. The average age of their fleets 
(5.4–6.4 years) is less than half that of their American and European competitors 
and the three super connector airlines constantly rank among the top ten airlines 
in global rankings. The sector is crucial for economic diversification and feeds 
other related sectors, such as tourism and trade services. A study by Oxford 
Economics in 2014 quantified the direct and indirect contribution of aviation 
to Dubai’s GDP at 26.7 percent of GDP and 21 percent of employment (Oxford 
Economics 2014: 4). Turkish Airlines, too, has adopted the super-connector 
model. Like the Gulf airlines it seeks to conquer market share in transit traffic 
between Europe and Asia. With many exotic destinations in Central Asia and 
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Africa it is now the airline with most destinations globally. Its passenger numbers 
skyrocketed within a decade from 17 million in 2006 to 61 million in 2015 (see 
Table 3).

Table 3
Total Number of Passengers Carried by Turkish Airlines, Selected Years (in 

Millions)
Year 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Passengers 
carried 16.9 19.6 22.5 25.1 29.1 32.6 39 48.3 54.7 61.2 62.7

Source: Turkish Airlines, annual reports.

The regional competition between the super-connector airlines has raised 
questions about their long-term growth prospects. It has been doubted whether 
Qatar Airways is in fact profitable and there have been reports about a possible 
merger between Emirates and the smaller Etihad that the companies denied 
(Britton 2017). Established airlines in the USA and Europe that have been ruffled 
by the Gulf carriers’ success have blamed them for thriving on fuel subsidies, 
low wages and unfair labor practices and have lobbied their governments to 
undertake protectionist and retaliatory measures. The Gulf carriers have 
denied such accusations but clearly feel the political headwinds. More 
danger could come from the economic front: with growth in global aviation it 
becomes increasingly profitable to provide direct connections between smaller 
destinations, making the whole super-connector model potentially superfluous. 
Many of the new plane orders of airlines now encompass planes for such 
medium-sized connections, rather than huge airplanes for super-connections 
such as the Airbus 380 or the Boeing Dreamliner. Airlines that are domiciled in 
countries with large domestic markets in Europe, North America, and Asia also 
have entered a number of alliances that could threaten the Gulf airlines that are 
domiciled in city states without such domestic market advantages (Powley and 
Kerr 2017, Fickling 2017).

Super-connectors apart, Morocco increased its air traffic by 160 percent in 
the wake of the EU–Morocco open skies agreement of 2006 and has become 
a regional hub for air traffic in Africa. The national air carrier, Royal Air Maroc 
(RAM), developed its network of African flight destinations from six in 2003 to 30 
in 2014 and from these 30 cities there are 45 more connections to other countries 
in Africa, making Morocco a hub between Africa and Europe and attracting 
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logistics companies such as DHL. Currently 55 percent of RAM’s destinations 
are to African countries and they provide 25 percent of the company’s turnover 
(Morocco’s Ministry of Economy 2014). Apart from its geographical location 
fertilizer exports are a major reason for Morocco’s interest in Africa as the 
representative of a Moroccan research institute pointed out in one of our 
interviews. African fertilizer usage per hectare trails way behind other world 
regions. The continent will need to use more fertilizer to increase agricultural 
production and feed its rapidly growing population. The state-owned phosphate 
company OCP launched a bespoke subsidiary for Africa in 2016. It hopes to 
replicate the steep growth of its fertilizer exports to other agricultural producers 
such as Brazil and India.

Led by Jebel Ali Port in Dubai, some Gulf countries have developed into major 
shipping hubs, especially for container traffic. Jebel Ali is a primary entry point 
to the Gulf and the wider MENA market. Other significant ports include Jeddah, 
on Saudi Arabia’s Red Sea coast and Khor Fakkan on the UAE’s coast with the 
Indian Ocean. Sharjah, the neighboring emirate of Dubai, also has a large harbor. 
In 2015, Jebel Ali was the world’s ninth busiest container port with 15.6 million 
TEU,1 only surpassed by Singapore and Chinese ports, and ahead of European 
ports such as Rotterdam, Antwerp, Hamburg, and Valencia, which were more 
important operators only a decade ago. With the completion of the East–West 
railway line in Saudi Arabia, over time Jeddah may be able to compete more 
efficiently with Jebel Ali. Currently Jeddah ranks 36th world wide in terms of 
container volume (4.2 million TEU), Port Said in Egypt 41st (3.6 million TEU), and 
Sharjah in the UAE 44th (3.4 million TEU) (World Shipping Council 2018).

When the Suez Canal was completed in 1869 it revolutionized global trade 
by cutting the distance between Europe and Asia by 43 percent. For Egypt it 
is a major source of hard currency revenues and a catalyst for FDI in sectors 
and economic zones that develop around it. Around 10 percent of the world’s 
shipping traffic and 22 percent of its container traffic passes through the canal 
(Abbas and Abd El Halim 2015: 167). The same is true for 5.6 percent of global oil 
and petroleum product supplies, which is equivalent to 9.2 percent of the world’s 
maritime oil traffic (see Table 4).

1 TEU (twenty-foot equivalent unit) is a common measurement for container traffic. A 20-foot-
long (6.1 m) ISO container equals 1 TEU.
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Table 4
Volume of Crude Oil and Petroleum Products Transported Through 

Chokepoints, 2015, (Million b/d)
Chokepoint Oil

Strait of Hormuz 17.0
Strait of Malacca 15.5
Suez Canal and SUMED Pipeline   5.4
Bab el-Mandab   4.7
Danish Straits   3.2
Turkish Straits/Bosporus   2.4
Panama Canal   1.0
Cape of Good Hope   5.1
World maritime oil trade 58.9
World total petroleum and other liquids supply 96.7

Source: EIA (2017).

Due to its strategic location, the Suez Canal has become one of the world’s 
most important chokepoints for food and oil trade. A recent report by Chatham 
House highlights its importance for trade between Europe and several Asian 
economies. One-third of South Korea’s wheat and maize is imported via the 
Suez Canal and MENA wheat imports that pass through the canal grew 
by 120 percent between 2000 and 2015 (Bailey and Wellesley 2017: 54, 17). 
The Suez Canal also forms part of one of China’s One Belt One Road maritime 
routes. There are only limited alternatives as the detour around the Cape of Good 
Hope is time- and fuel-consuming, and thus expensive. The Netherlands and 
the Mediterranean countries of Europe also rely heavily on trade via the canal 
(see Table 5).

The New Suez Canal is expected to increase direct revenues from shipping, 
but world trade figures are still sluggish and falling oil prices have made it more 
attractive for some ships to take the detour via the Cape to avoid the canal’s 
hefty transit fees. To increase the economic impact of the canal, Egyptian 
authorities are initiating new economic zones, factories, and logistics facilities 
around it (Kenawy 2016, Radwan 2015).
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Table 5
Northbound Cargo Through the Suez Canal by Countries, 2017

Country (North of the Canal) Cargo in Thousan Tons %
Netherlands   97,112 10.7
Egypt   87,997   9.7
Greece   68,610   7.6
USA   64,758   7.1
Spain   63,270   7.0
Turkey   62,400   6.9
Italy   59,727   6.6
UK   47,715   5.3
Russia   45,743   5.0
Morocco   45,601   5.0
Other 265,636 29.2

Source: Suez Canal Authority (2018: 17).

With the Blue Stream pipeline Turkey has developed into an important 
destination for Russian gas. The expected completion of the Trans-Adriatic 
pipeline in 2020 and possible future pipeline projects could transform Turkey 
into a gas trading hub between Russia, Central Asia, and Europe. Middle Eastern 
gas from Iran, Iraq, and the Levant could also be fed into the Turkish transit 
system, depending on the development of reservoirs, international agreements, 
and the security situation. If the abandoned South Stream pipeline project via 
the Black Sea to Bulgaria is replaced with a successor project, Russian gas 
transits to Europe via Turkey could also increase. Such a successor project is 
currently being discussed between Turkey and Russia. Via the Strait of Bosporus 
Turkey is also the primary access point for trade from the Black Sea region, most 
notably the substantial wheat and barley exports of Russia and Ukraine that 
have superseded European and US exports in recent years.

Embeddedness IV:
Light Manufacturing (Turkey, Morocco, Tunisia)

Light manufacturing in textiles, cars, and car supplies, food processing and light 
chemicals has developed into an important aspect of some MENA economies, 
most notably Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia, but also Egypt (El-Said and Harrigan 
2014).
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Turkey belongs to the top ten agricultural economies worldwide. Sunflower oil, 
tree nuts, raisins, poultry, flour, and pasta have diversified the already established 
exports of fruit and vegetables. Turkey has become the world’s third-largest 
exporter of pasta after the EU-28 and China. It is also the world’s largest exporter 
of flour. It is the Middle East’s largest food and beverage producer and the 7th 
largest worldwide, a sector that accounts for 19.7 percent of its GDP (ITE Food & 
Drink 2017). In 2011, the most important destinations for its food and beverage 
exports was Iraq (28 percent), followed by Germany (8 percent), Libya (3 percent), 
the USA (2.6 percent), and Saudi Arabia (2.6 percent) (FAO 2012). Turkey seeks 
to diversify its export and product portfolio towards the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean countries, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (as well as 
Asia and Latin America (Tozanli 2014).

The mostly cotton-based textile industry in Turkey remains one of the most 
important sectors for the economy, representing 8 percent of GNP (USDA 
2017: 7). Textiles also play an important role in Morocco, Tunisia, Jordan, and 
Egypt. Tunisia is now the fifth largest supplier of textiles to the European Union, 
after China, Turkey, Bangladesh, and India. The sector is the second most 
important provider of foreign exchange after tourism. Unlike Turkey with its 
cotton production, Tunisia needs to import its feedstock (Kahia 2017). Egypt 
still exports much of its long-staple cotton, and imports lower quality cotton 
for its textile industry, which caters to a market segment with lower prices and 
margins. After China, the EU, India, and the USA, Turkey is the fifth largest textile 
exporter of the world (USDA 2017). Textiles constitute 10 percent of Turkey’s 
exports. They play a crucial role in the exports of other MENA countries, too. The 
respective shares for Morocco, Tunisia, and Jordan are 12, 15, and 18 percent. 
These shares have declined since 2000, signaling greater diversification of the 
export portfolio, but also increased competition from Asian manufacturers such 
as Bangladesh, Cambodia, and Vietnam, whose textiles’ share in total exports is 
much higher (see Table 6).
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Table 6
Clothing Exports as a Percentage of Total Merchandise Exports, 2000–2015

2000 2005 2010 2015
Albania 37 30 18 16
Bangladesh 79 74 77 82
Bulgaria 14 15   7   6
Cambodia 69 71 59 69
India 14   9   5   7
Indonesia   7   6   4   5
Jordan   6 24 13 18
Lesotho 73 68 21 35
Mauritius 61 35 30 29
Morocco 32 25 17 12
Pakistan 24 22 18 23
Sri Lanka 52 45 41 45
Tunisia 38 30 19 15
Turkey 23 16 11 10
Vietnam 13 14 14 14

Source: WTO (2016).

Another major aspect of light manufacturing in the MENA region is the 
automobile industry. Turkey and Iran each produce about a million cars each 
year, which puts them in the same bracket as Italy and Slovakia, and not far 
behind France (OICA 2017). Turkey also produces over half a million commercial 
vehicles annually. While the Iranian industry mainly caters to its domestic market, 
Turkey’s export share is 75 percent. In Morocco the automotive industry has 
created 80,000 jobs, representing about 10 percent of the country’s industrial 
workforce (Bennis 2015). Light vehicle manufacturing will increase from 43,000 
in 2000 to 329,000 in 2020, equivalent to 16 percent of French production (Saleh 
2016). Morocco has positioned itself as a gateway to the emerging markets of 
French-speaking Africa and the MENA region. Tunisia is the second-largest 
manufacturer of auto parts in Africa after Morocco. It has attracted European 
producers such as German Leoni, but saw investments decline in the wake of 
the Arab Spring.

The establishment of a factory for electric cars in Tanger by Chinese BYD 
could be particularly important for future growth of the industry in Morocco as 
a French–Lebanese investment banker pointed out during one of our interviews. 
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“The Chinese are the ones who will succeed in electric cars, they are well 
ahead of everyone else and they are trying to go global,” he argued. Electric 
cars fit in neatly with another major economic opportunity in the MENA and 
in Morocco specifically: solar power. As mobile storage devices electric cars 
can significantly ease the integration of intermittent renewable energy sources 
into electricity grids. Morocco has already launched a 160 MW/3.9 billion-dollar 
Concentrated Solar Power Plant in Ouarzazate. As a non-oil producer Morocco 
is not held back by considerations for stranded hydrocarbon assets in pushing 
for renewable energies and so could build on its first mover advantage.

The French–Lebanese investment banker was also optimistic about Turkey’s 
growing economic role in the MENA. The country has made important strides 
in managing construction and engineering projects in the region and is able to 
stand its ground against European and Chinese competition. It is popular with 
tourists and investors from the Gulf and offers a less conservative Islamic way 
of life than countries such as Saudi Arabia that seek to open up culturally. The 
Achilles’ heel of the Turkish economy is its large current account deficit, which 
stems from the import of processed intermediate goods for industries rather 
than plain raw materials (Woertz 2014). To overcome the assembly line character 
of its industries, Turkey would need to move up the value chain and integrate 
its industrial processes more deeply. This will require investments in R&D and 
education. It remains to be seen to what extent the post-coup purges in Turkish 
academia have affected STEM departments at universities and research centers 
that will be crucial for this diversification effort.

Embeddedness V:
High-Tech (Israel)

After early beginnings in the 1960s, Israel’s high-tech sector took off in the 1980s 
buoyed up by the growing importance of software products. A migration wave 
of highly skilled people from the former Soviet Union, research support by the 
government, and the dot.com boom of the late 1990s have helped the sector to 
thrive. Its share in total manufacturing exports rose from 11 percent in 1990 to 
20 percent in 2015 (World Bank 2016).

The Israeli high-tech sector has been closely linked to its military sector in 
terms of R&D and human resources development. The military functioned as an 
incubator for companies that subsequently succeeded in the private sector and 
civilian applications. The connection between military know-how and networks 
with the civilian economy has made Israel a “start-up” nation (Senor and Singer 
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2009). A relevant example is the Unit 8200 of the Israel Defense Forces, which 
gathers intelligence from electronic signals and other communication systems 
(Rousseau 2017). Many Unit alumni enter Israel’s high-tech community to 
start or join entrepreneurial ventures. The alumni of the Unit have created an 
innovation support program (EISP: https://www.eisp.org.il) to provide other 
young Israeli entrepreneurs with their expertise.

Israel has the highest share of venture capital investment per GDP globally, 
ahead of the USA. In absolute terms it ranks number four, after the USA, Europe, 
and Canada and ahead of Japan and South Korea (OECD 2017: 125). The Israeli 
high-tech sector is closely connected internationally. After China and Canada it 
has the largest number of listed companies on Wall Street. There are currently 
94 Israeli companies with an aggregate market cap of 70 billion dollars listed 
on Nasdaq, including 30 biomed companies (Yeshayahou 2017). Foreign 
companies that have an R&D center in the country undertake most of the high-
tech investments. Over many years they have contributed more than three-
quarters of such investments. This is also seen critical. In our interviews an 
Israeli academic pointed out that there are concerns that the economic gains of 
the sector accrue too much to foreign capital and a small part of the population. 
More needs to be done to generate benefits from the high-tech sector for the 
general population, which struggles to keep pace with the inflationary pressures 
on the housing market that this relatively well-paid segment of the workforce 
has generated, he argued.

Israel’s high-tech sector and its international economic integration set it apart 
in the region according to an Egyptian company executive in the Gulf region 
whom we interviewed. For the same reasons he was more circumspect about 
the potential of Turkey and Iran and cautiously optimistic for Saudi Arabia: he 
saw a failure of that country’s current reform agenda as likely as its success. 
Gulf countries have undertaken efforts to create a high-tech sector from scratch 
with real estate projects such as Dubai’s DuBiotech, Silicon Oasis, or the King 
Abdullah University for Science and Technology (KAUST) north of Jeddah. 
However, such projects may not be successful if local talent and business 
ecospheres are not developed and the standards of local education systems are 
improved. As Israel is politically isolated in the MENA and trade with other MENA 
countries is limited, to date economic spillover effects from its high-tech sector 
in the region are limited. It remains to be seen, whether this will change after the 
recent détente with Saudi Arabia over common interests regarding Iran.

https://www.eisp.org.il
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Embeddedness VI:
The Arms Trade (Gulf, Israel, Turkey, Algeria, Egypt)

Military expenditure in the MENA is about double the world average, at almost 
5 percent of GDP (see Figure 2). It is well above the OECD countries where military 
expenditure is mostly below 2 percent of GDP. Saudi Arabia and Oman, but also 
Libya, Algeria, the UAE, and Israel, are above the MENA average. Between 2007 
and 2017, Saudi Arabia was the world’s second largest arms importer, after India; 
the UAE ranked fourth. Other MENA countries also occupied high ranks, such as 
Algeria (8th), Egypt (9th), Turkey (11th), Iraq (13th), Israel (20th), and Morocco 
(21th) (SIPRI 2018a). Arms fairs in the region such as IDEX in Abu Dhabi have 
developed into major events on the agenda of the global defense industry.

Figure 2
Military Expenditure as a Percentage of GDP, 2014

Note: Figures for Iraq, Lebanon, and the UAE are SIPRI estimates. Figures for Libya and Iraq do 
not include spending on paramilitary forces.

Source: SIPRI (2018b).
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Beside imports, some countries in the region have built up capacities for 
domestic arms production, above all Israel, followed by Turkey, Egypt, the 
UAE, and Saudi Arabia (Biscop and Sassel 2017). Iran has sought to build an 
independent arms industry under embargo conditions. But the lack of economic 
openness might seriously hamper its longer-term perspectives. The attempts to 
develop defense technological and industrial bases (DTIBs) have been motivated 
by a wish to diminish dependence on arms imports and generate spillover 
effects in civilian industries. Some of these plans have been overly ambitious. 
With the exception of Israel and possibly Turkey and Iran, a considerable part of 
the DTIB of the region has an assembly line character. They rely on the licenses, 
know-how, and intermediate goods from the respective exporter countries and 
cooperation partners.

MENA countries have diversified their sources of arms imports. The traditional 
suppliers (the USA, Western Europe, and, to a lesser extent, Russia) still account 
for the lion’s share, but emerging actors such as China, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, 
South Africa, Turkey, and Ukraine have gained market share. Occasionally they 
have been more willing to transfer technology than the traditional suppliers. As 
arms imports are also a means to cultivate foreign alliances, such diversification 
has become politically prudent in an increasingly multipolar world with a growing 
role for emerging actors such as China.

In terms of export capacities Israel plays in a league of its own in the MENA. 
It has technological leadership in arms categories that play an increasingly 
important role such as drones and cyber warfare, beside more traditional 
equipment such as small arms and tanks. According to SIPRI (2017: 370), Israel 
was the 10th largest arms exporter in the world in 2012–2016. In 2017 the largest 
share of Israeli defense exports went to the Asia Pacific region, with 2.6 billion 
dollars, followed by Europe with 1.79 billion, North America with 1.27 billion, 
Latin America with 550 million, and Africa with 275 million. Within Asia, India 
has become an essential market. Over the last five years, defense trade between 
the two countries has averaged more than 1 billion dollars (Ahronheim 2017).

Embeddedness VII:
Agriculture and Food Trade (all MENA)

The MENA region is the world’s largest net importer of cereals. Its agricultural 
production cannot be increased substantially for lack of water and arable land, 
while its population growth will only level out after 2050 (Mulligan et al. 2017, 
McKee et al. 2017). The reliance on food imports will persist and even grow, 
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especially for water intensive cereals and fodder products. The widespread 
rhetoric of self-sufficiency and efforts to increase cereal production are not 
sufficient to counter this trend. In many cases such efforts will fall short for lack 
of the necessary natural resource endowments. Saudi Arabia actually phased 
out its wheat production between 2008 and 2015.

This import dependence is perceived as a strategic liability by MENA countries, 
especially at times of conflict or market turbulence. This was the case in the 
wake of the global food crisis of 2007/2008 when agricultural exporter nations 
such as Argentina, India, Vietnam, and Russia declared export restrictions out of 
concern for their own food security (Woertz 2013). Beside the traditional grain 
exporter countries (North America, Eurasia, Argentina, and Australia), tropical 
countries such as Brazil (poultry, corn, and soybeans), Malaysia, and Indonesia 
(palm oil) and rice exporters such as Pakistan, India, and Thailand have gained 
increased prominence over the past two decades (Woertz and Keulertz 2015).

To ameliorate concerns about import dependency the cash-rich oil exporters 
among the MENA countries announced agricultural investments abroad in 
the wake of the global food crisis of 2007/2008. They hoped to gain privileged 
bilateral access to food production, often in food insecure countries such as 
Sudan or Pakistan. Actual implementation of such controversial projects has 
fallen short of the media announcements. Many projects were not launched 
at all or only at a fraction of the announced scale. When the Gulf countries 
actually put money on the table it was rather for established agricultural export 
nations such as Australia or Argentina and in the downstream sectors of food 
processing and distribution. Saudi state-owned SALIC, for example, joined 
forces with international grain trader Bunge in 2015 and took over a majority 
stake in the former Canadian Wheat Board when it was privatized (Keulertz 
and Woertz 2016). The upstream acquisition of farmland was less interesting 
by comparison, as it is politically controversial and economically challenging in 
many developing countries.

Beside the deep integration of MENA countries in global food and cereal 
markets via the import side, some of them are also major exporters of fruit 
and vegetables. Turkey and Morocco are the only MENA countries that have an 
agricultural trade surplus in value terms. Like the other MENA countries they are 
cereal net importers, but export other foodstuffs. Turkey is the seventh largest 
agricultural economy globally. It is the world’s biggest producer of hazelnuts, 
apricots, figs, cherries, quinces, raisins, and poppy seeds, the second largest 
producer of melons, watermelons, strawberries, and leeks and the third largest of 
lentils, apples, cucumbers, green beans, green peppers, chestnuts, and pistachios 
(USDA 2014). Morocco, Tunisia, and Egypt are also substantial exporters of fruit 
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and vegetables to the EU (Compés López et al. 2013). Morocco is also one of 
the world’s largest producers of strawberries. Tunisia increasingly manages to 
develop direct marketing channels for its olives, instead of wholesaling them to 
Italian olive oil producers. Despite considerable trade liberalization with the EU, 
quantitative restrictions for some agricultural products remain in place. MENA 
producers also struggle with EU food safety standards that have to be overcome 
to access European markets (Chaaban et al. 2017). In our interviews a Kuwaiti 
investment official was skeptical whether Morocco and Tunisia would be able to 
grow their agricultural production without better water management because of 
growing water scarcity. He also questioned whether the North African countries 
had benefitted as much from their improved market access to the EU as initially 
expected.

Conclusion

MENA countries’ integration in processes of economic globalization has trailed 
behind many emerging markets in Asia, but also Latin America. This applies 
especially to the “bunker states” and “bully praetorian states” of the Arab 
republics and Iran, less so to Lebanon and the “globalizing monarchies” of the 
GCC, Morocco, and Jordan and even less to the OECD countries of Israel and 
Turkey. Against this heterogeneous backdrop, this article has identified seven 
areas where MENA countries show pronounced embeddedness in economic 
globalization processes.

1) Petrochemicals, aluminum, and fertilizer industries have been successfully 
established in the Gulf countries and Morocco, capitalizing on their 
competitive advantage of cheap feedstock (natural gas, naphtha, and 
phosphates). Turkey has established a large steel industry that uses scrap 
metal as feedstock.

2) In the Gulf countries, Lebanon, Morocco, and Turkey, financial services 
have played important roles in their respective economic development and 
sometimes in their economic penetration of neighboring regions, such as 
sub-Saharan Africa. The Gulf countries are major players in international 
finance via their SWFs, whose assets grew steeply during the oil boom of 
the 2000s.

3) Logistics and airlines have become a major diversification sector in the Gulf 
and Turkey. They have helped these countries to open new geographical 
areas of cooperation in Africa and Asia. The same is true for Morocco, which 
has positioned itself as a bridge and facilitator between Africa, Latin America, 
and Europe. Egypt has also banked on logistics with its enhancement of the 
Suez Canal, which is a major source of foreign exchange and a crucial part 
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of its future development plans. However, the business model of super-
connector airlines in the Gulf and Turkey faces increasing competition from 
direct flight connection between secondary destinations and competition 
from airlines in North America, Asia, and Europe with their large domestic 
markets.

4) Light manufacturing in food processing, textiles, light chemicals, cars, 
and car supplies plays a major role in Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia. These 
industries struggle at times with competition from Asia and need to manage 
their dependence on the import of intermediate goods but in many cases have 
achieved critical mass with considerable growth rates. This is especially true 
for Turkey. In Morocco the scheduled production of electric cars by Chinese 
BYD could give crucial impetus.

5) Israel is the only country in the MENA that has a prominent presence in the 
high-tech sector. The sector has grown since the 1980s when the importance 
of software increasingly superseded that of hardware. The country can 
draw on a unique ecosphere of military alumni networks, venture capital, 
close ties to international capital markets, government-supported R&D and 
research centers of international companies whose share in total high-tech 
investments hovers at and above three-quarters. Because of these unique 
factors, and Israel’s regional isolation, its model cannot be easily replicated 
and regional spillovers are unlikely.

6) Military spending in the MENA is one of the highest in the world considering 
the size of its national economies. Some MENA countries belong to the 
largest arms importers (e.g. Saudi Arabia and the UAE) and have built up 
domestic arms industries that in turn require cooperation with international 
partners. Turkey and Israel have the most advanced DTIBs and also export 
arms.

7) Finally, the MENA is the world’s largest cereal importer and its investments 
in international companies for food trading and processing deepens its 
global integration. Some MENA countries are also major exporters of fruit 
and vegetables, especially Turkey and Morocco.

In sum, MENA countries show considerable integration in economic 
globalization processes in selected countries and key areas, especially the two 
OECD countries of the region, Turkey and Israel. Limited domestic markets 
remain an issue that can deter FDI. Regional trade agreements that could have 
overcome this limitation, such as the Greater Arab Free Trade Area, are few 
and far between, not meaningful enough and difficult to implement because of 
political differences.
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Among Arab states the globalizing monarchies (the GCC, Jordan, and Morocco) 
have been in a better position to reap the benefits of global economic integration 
because of their greater economic openness, but also because of their resource 
endowments. Much of the FDI in the Gulf is related to hydrocarbon production and 
processing. Most large key enterprises such as Emirates, SABIC, or Borouge are 
owned by the state, but they are efficiently run. They form “pockets of efficiency” 
that can react flexibly to market incentives as the state has deliberately isolated 
them from the bureaucratic structures of rent redistribution (Hertog 2010).

Some MENA countries are notably absent, especially the “bunker states” that 
have left limited space for economic activity independent of the state. Large 
enterprises there are mostly state owned, too, but highly politicized and often 
run inefficiently. Algeria, Iraq, Iran, and Libya have failed to build up domestic 
petrochemical industries. Similarly, Egypt, Iran, and Syria have lived below their 
potential in light manufacturing and logistics. All these countries have also 
shown limited integration in terms of financial services, and high-tech remains 
a pronounced blank, pointing to the urgent need for educational reform and 
support for SMEs.
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Technological Trends in the MENA Region:
The Cases of Digitalization and Information
and Communications Technology (ICT)

Edgar Göll and Jakob Zwiers

Abstract

In the MENA region the important technological trends of digitalization and of 
information and communications technologies (ICT) are very diverse due to 
different levels of development both between and within countries. Aspects 
like infrastructure, economic conditions, job market, and social media are 
discussed. Adequate governance for innovation and specifically ICT is severely 
lacking in most of the MENA countries. Hence, most innovations are instigated 
by external actors. Nevertheless, nearly all countries in the region are pursuing 
policies supporting digitalization to further development. But digital options can 
either be used for transparency, education, and empowerment, or for control, 
censorship, and repression. The EU will need to approach the region with greater 
sensitivity, which may involve co-developing “frugal technologies” that are more 
fit for the specific technological, societal, climatic, socio-economic, and cultural 
conditions of countries in the MENA region.

Executive Summary

In all modern societies the megatrend towards technologization, specifically 
digitalization and the development and dissemination of information and 
communications technologies (ICT), seems to be an important ingredient 
for further economic, social, and cultural advancement in a context of ever 
greater competition on the world market. In the countries of the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region, the trajectories of those technological trends 
are very diverse, because the levels of development differ both between and 
within countries. This working paper describes and discusses selected aspects 
of these complicated trends. After the introduction, it presents an overview of 
technology trends in infrastructure and innovation in the MENA region. Next, 
it briefly describes the economic conditions needed for the development and 
dissemination of such technologies. In order to connect the various forms 
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of technologization to the specific societal context and its social effects, the 
relationship between automatization and the job market is examined, as well as 
some characteristics of ICT with regard to the political situation in the region. 
Special attention is devoted to social media and its conditions and impacts in 
several MENA countries. Furthermore, the digital infrastructure is considered 
as it is of utmost importance for developing and using ICT and other new 
technological developments. Finally, the paper discusses the opportunities 
for ICT to support policies to promote renewable energy sources, as well as 
how climate change and natural resources are related to the development and 
dissemination of digitalization and ICT. Adequate governance for innovation and 
specifically ICT is severely lacking in most of the countries in the MENA region. 
In the technological realm and despite several technological flagship projects, 
most parts of the region are on the periphery of such developments compared 
with other regions. Most of the technological trends and related developments 
discussed in this paper have been, and still are, instigated most often, either 
indirectly or directly, by external actors. At the same time, nearly all the countries 
in the region are pursuing new policies to improve their ability to utilize new 
technologies, and especially to open them up for digitalization – not least to 
meet the needs and develop the potential of the younger generation. Digital 
options and ICT can be used for communication, transparency, education, and 
empowerment, but they can also be used for control, censorship, and repression. 
The European Union (EU) will need to approach the region with greater sensitivity, 
which in the field of new technologies and ICT will involve providing, developing 
or, even better, co-developing “frugal technologies” that are more fit for purpose 
for the technological, societal, climatic, socio-economic, and cultural conditions 
of countries in the MENA region.

Introduction

An adequate level of development, introduction, and dissemination of new 
technologies is essential not only for the economic advancement of a society, 
but also for its social, cultural, and political development. Several reports and 
studies have shown that most countries in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region and many segments of their societies are not well equipped to 
utilize new technologies for further development (i.e. UNDP 2016, ESCWA 2015, 
WEF 2017, Baller et al. 2016). Starting with a brief overview of technological 
trends in several fields and the infrastructural conditions required for them, 
the main focus of this paper is on digitalization and the use of information and 
communications technologies (ICT) in the MENA countries. Most recent studies 
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of technology trends in the region address this issue (e.g. Guetat and Drine 2009, 
ESCWA 2015, Chambers 2015, UNDP 2012, Thunert 2009). ICT and digitalization 
can be considered the cutting edge and as the crystallization topic for most other 
technological trends and fields, the way ICT and digitalization advance in a given 
country might indicate its potential and preparedness to uptake of technology 
and innovation more generally. There are certain preconditions for further 
development with regards to technology, especially ICT and digitalization, that 
are not equally distributed along the region. The trends in, utilization of, as well 
as research, education, and training for new technologies in the MENA region 
are characterized by a broad spectrum of very unevenly developed countries 
and sub-regions. With these significant differences in levels of technological 
and digital development, the MENA region encompasses a wide variety of 
trajectories and cases of application, which are discussed in the following.

Describing ICT and digitalization in the MENA region will encompass a 
consideration of: various trends and their relevance within the economy (i.e. 
general preconditions, differences between oil exporting countries and oil 
importing countries, outsourcing, startup cultures, e-commerce, and FinTech 
(financial technology), as well as mobile gaming); the effects and relevance of 
demography, education, and the labor market in the different political arenas (i.e. 
Arab uprisings, filtering and censorship, cybercrime); as well as social media, 
the relevance of digital infrastructure, the potential for strengthening renewable 
energy provision, and for adapting to climate change and conserving natural 
resources.1 Most of these technological trends and related developments are 
induced by external actors, be it indirectly via competition and other similar 
structural mechanisms, or directly by multinational corporations (such as 
Samsung, Google, Facebook) or supranational institutions (for instance, World 
Bank, United Nations, Food and Agriculture Organization, European Union). But in 
the MENA region only a few countries are intensively linked to other regions and 
to OECD countries within the technological realm, and therefore impulses and 
from external technology leaders might be less intense, broad, and successful.

1 For these topics, see also related publications of the MENARA project, especially McKee et 
al. (2017), with its focus on economic and demographic conditions and developments.
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Technology Trends in Infrastructure and Innovation
in the MENA Region

Basic infrastructure is an important prerequisite for socio-economic 
development in modern societies, both in terms of overall advancement and 
for innovation – particularly in the context of international market pressures 
and global competition, including around access to scarce and limited 
resources. Due to demographic trends, social challenges, and the rapid pace of 
urbanization, there is huge pressure on existing general infrastructure and an 
increased demand for new infrastructure (i.e. public buildings, roads, bridges, as 
well as fast Internet, broadband etc.).2 The MENA region is expected to become 
the fastest growing region globally in this regard, overtaking the 2016 leader 
Asia (BMI 2017). MENA countries have invested 3–5 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP) in infrastructure in the last decade, which is higher than in Latin 
America, Europe, and Central Asia but lower than in South Asia and East Asia. 
But MENA’s infrastructure investment and maintenance needs up to 2020 are 
estimated at about 106 billion US dollars per year, or 6.9 percent of the annual 
regional GDP (BMI 2017).

These overall trends and numbers have to be broken down. The estimated 
differences in needs and abilities for investing across sub-regions are very high. 
The countries with the greatest investments in basic infrastructure in MENA are 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. Since 2007 Oman has 
completed fifty-four infrastructure projects, which is the highest number of any 
MENA country (Preqin 2016). Developing oil exporting countries are expected to 
commit almost 11 percent of their GDP annually (48 billion US dollars) to improving 
and maintaining their infrastructure endowments. Oil importing countries will 
need to invest approximately 6 percent of their GDP to ensure the provision of 
infrastructure on a sufficient scale to meet their growth as well as their poverty 
reduction targets. Investments are likely to be especially high in the electricity and 
transport sectors, particularly road construction. Electricity and transport are 
each estimated to account for about 43 percent of total infrastructure needs in 
MENA, followed by ICT (9 percent) and water and sanitation (5 percent) (Estache 
et al. 2013: xxi). Fulfilling the electricity needs alone would require approximately 
3 percent of the annual regional GDP, or 46 billion US dollars, of which 10 billion 
would be spent in oil importing countries and around 36 billion in oil exporting 

2 For this reason, the likes of the Union for the Mediterranean support sustainable development 
of the region, including projects for infrastructure such as the trans-Maghreb highway. And 
digitalization has been a topic at several ministerial meetings. See the official website: Union 
for the Mediterranean, http://ufmsecretariat.org.

http://ufmsecretariat.org
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countries (Estache et al. 2013: xxi). So, when it comes to infrastructure the focus 
is on the increasing need for energy and electricity supply. Entrepreneurs and 
the business community see infrastructure issues as a “serious problem” in 
MENA countries (Morris and Carey 2009).

This deficit is underlined by international comparisons:
In contrast to other fast growing countries in the world, the Arab region has 
suffered in the last decades from substantial barriers to sustainable growth, 
which greatly affected the youth population and their integration in productive, 
growth-driven economies. Gauged by the level of industrialization, the level and 
sectoral composition of private investment or the productivity and technological 
innovation of firms, no Arab country, especially the non-resource rich, is on 
the path of the structural transformation that has led the rise of fast-growing 
economies such as China, Turkey, Poland, Malaysia and Korea. (Chaaban 2013: 6)

More specifically apropos innovation processes and economic clusters, again 
empirical evidence proves the deficits in adoption of new technologies in the 
region vis-à-vis the major factors for success.

Statistical and econometric results […] suggest that cluster performance, brought 
about by the adoption of new technologies by firms within it, depends on two sets 
of factors. One set are the firm-specific characteristics: academic qualification 
and knowledge of MDs, skill intensity of the workforce, motivation of MDs to 
provide workers with regular training for effective use of new technologies, sales 
turnover and profit margins. The second set of factors consists of cluster-specific 
variables: the presence of training and collective internal technological support 
institutions and the benefits of inter-firm sharing of facilities. The adoption of 
ICTs depends indirectly on the local and national ICT infrastructure since these 
provide the backbone for firm and individual ICT use. (Oyelaran-Oyeyinka et al. 
2007: 287–288)

A similar assessment has been published recently on approaches to supporting 
startups and problems in the MENA region from a business perspective. From 
a distance, it seems as if the Middle East is in the middle of a startup boom 
(McKenna 2017). New investments are increasing and approaching 1 billion 
US dollars. But closer investigation reveals that the biggest part of this rise in 
investments is related to just two companies (see below) and to a single country 
(UAE). Referring to recent data from Magnitt (2016), John McKenna reports that 
in 2016 the amount of cash being invested into tech firms more than quadrupled, 
reaching 870 million US dollars.

However, the vast majority of this – $625 million – flowed into just two firms: 
online retailer Souq; and Careem, the Dubai-based rival to Uber which operates 
in 53 cities across MENA and South Asia. Amazon’s acquisition of Souq.com, 
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reported to be in the region of $650–750 million, put the region’s start-up 
scene on the global map this year. Souq is arguably MENA’s top online retailer, 
and competes with Amazon in several key markets in the region. Most of the 
investment in MENA start-ups is concentrated in just one country. According to 
Magnitt, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has secured half of all tech funding in 
the region over the past three years. (McKenna 2017)

Innovations need specific investments, including know-how and capital, which 
very often have to come from international corporations, banks, or institutions. 
How to become attractive for such investments is a major challenge for politics 
and business networks. The attractiveness of investing in most countries 
in the MENA region is low compared to East Asia or parts of Latin America. 
World Bank data compiled by The Economist in 2017 show how negatively the 
situation in MENA countries has been assessed in recent times (see Figure 1). 
The main reasons for this situation are that bureaucracy, combined with the 
lack of government support in many MENA countries, has led to a situation that 
seems less open to startups than in many other parts of the world. But there 
some governments that seem to have changed their attitude in order to become 
globally competitive. For example, Egypt recently introduced a new bankruptcy 
bill that abolishes imprisonment for company founders whose businesses fail 
(McKenna 2017).

Despite this largely negative situation, McKenna formulates an optimistic 
outlook: “The good news is there is plenty of room for growth: just 8% of 
businesses in MENA have a digital presence (in the US it is 80%), and only 1.5% 
of MENA’s retail sales are online. The digital market is estimated to add $95 
billion in annual GDP by 2020” (McKenna 2017). Whether or not and how far it 
will catch up depends on the activities of many different actors and institutions in 
the MENA countries. A specific feature often cited as being a major factor in the 
underdevelopment of technological innovation in the region is the widespread 
corruption. In a comparative study on this topic, the results are obvious for 
MENA countries. The perception among firms that corruption is a major or 
severe constraint to doing business in these countries is quite high – and the 
differences between countries are also high (see Figure 2).

http://uk.reuters.com/article/egypt-economy-bankruptcy-idUKL5N1EU27U
http://uk.reuters.com/article/egypt-economy-bankruptcy-idUKL5N1EU27U
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Figure 1
Rankings and Ease of Doing Business Score, 2016

Source: The Economist (2017).

Figure 2
Percentage of Firms That Perceive Corruption

as a Major or Severe Constraint to Doing Business

Source: Chaaban (2013: 23).
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Many of the above-described technological characteristics in the MENA 
region will have a decisive influence on the future, and therefore also on future 
generations. As is the case with any technological development or innovation, 
the implementation of, for instance, ICT into the culture and economy of a 
country depends on a broad spectrum of preconditions in the sense of required 
innovation systems. In this respect, one consideration is related to the different 
socio-cultural milieus of a given society, including – in the context of new 
technologies – generational differentiation. Figure 3, taken from the “Arab 
Knowledge Report 2010/2011” (UNDP 2012) shows some of the prerequisites, 
and the axes of action necessary for achieving a knowledge society. With regard 
to this outcome in the MENA region, the situation in the different countries 
is very diverse within and between countries. Innovation is related to human 
development, education, and qualifications. According to the findings of the 
UNDP (2012: 144) there are several tasks that have to be managed in order to 
advance these societies:
• Reviewing management institutions and their readiness to use and absorb 

technology, particularly in the field of education and training.
• Emphasizing intellectual property rights and reviewing the legislation and 

laws governing the use of technology in a way that achieves its deployment 
and supports the freedom of using it.

• Training on quality systems and enabling individuals to use technology 
efficiently.

• Encouraging foreign investment to achieve a quantum leap [in terms of 
technological and ICT advancement], especially in the areas needing highly-
qualified cadres.

• Developing major projects to create a critical mass to deploy, employ, and 
produce technology in schools, universities, homes, productive institutions, 
government, and public life in all areas.
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Figure 3
Sustainable Human Development: Knowledge Society

Source: UNDP (2012: 140).

New technologies are used for building up hopes for a better future. For 
instance, a paper from the business community (Annunziata and Rostom 
2015) mentions several areas of potential for the MENA region and refers to 
three catalysts that might unleash those potentials: (1) the industrial Internet 
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can boost productivity and efficiency to help deliver lower and more affordable 
costs through use of wireless access to cloud data and sensors; (2) advanced 
manufacturing techniques are expected to bring greater speed, flexibility, and 
innovation to the shop floor, enabling the rise of micro-factories and high-value 
artisanal workshops; (3) the “global brain” is able to enhance industrial capacity 
by bringing technologies and workforces together between different countries 
to collaborate on ideas (Rostom 2015). These three potentials are all based on 
intensive collaboration and connectivity, which are therefore key prerequisites 
for such change. In this optimistic view, such an innovation process will unlock

tremendous opportunities for everyone in the region, especially for those with 
skills in areas such as engineering, design and code writing. For small and medium 
enterprises, and entrepreneurs, the global brain not only increases access to 
potential workers, but to increased problem solving by issuing open innovation 
challenges to source creative solutions. For smaller firms, advanced engineering 
“democratizes manufacturing” through technologies such as 3D printing and 
other small-scale manufacturing that lowers barriers to entry, allowing small 
firms and even individuals to launch products, parts and components. This 
“maker movement” is already a growing phenomenon in Turkey, where the 
region’s first store selling 3D printers has opened, as well as in Egypt, Tunisia, 
Lebanon, Iraq and Morocco. (Rostom 2015)

Nevertheless, these sorts of prognoses have to be taken with caution, since 
such sanguine narratives are being voiced in almost all countries but serious 
studies and analyses of the expected positive effects are very weak, and often 
countered with predictions of major job losses because of further automation 
and concepts such as robotics, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, or the Internet 
of things.3

As mentioned above, the differences within the MENA region with regard to ICT 
dissemination and digitalization are very high. This was underlined once more in 
a recent comparative empirical study. Asking “Which nation in North Africa and 
the Middle East is top for digital?,” the 2015 Networked Readiness Index (NRI) 
from the World Economic Forum (WEF) found the UAE to be the leader in this 
regard. The UAE even comes second of all the 143 countries surveyed worldwide 
in three key areas: business and innovation environment, government usage, 
and social impact.4 The NRI is part of the WEF’s “Global Information Technology 

3 For an extreme forecast, see Frey and Osborne (2013) and Odenbach et al. (2017).
4 In 2016, the UAE comes second of the 139 countries surveyed in two key areas: government 

usage and social impacts. See the UAE country profile in the Networked Readiness Index 
website: “United Arab Emirates,” World Economic Forum, http://reports.weforum.org/global-
information-technology-report-2016/economies/#economy=ARE.

http://reports.weforum.org/global-information-technology-report-2016/economies/#economy=ARE
http://reports.weforum.org/global-information-technology-report-2016/economies/#economy=ARE
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Report” (see Dutta et al. 2015, Baller et al. 2016). It evaluates the studied nations 
on four indicators of their readiness to exploit new digital technologies: (1) the 
regulatory and business environment; (2) infrastructure, affordability, and skills; 
(3) usage by businesses, individuals, and government; 4) social and economic 
impact (Geiger 2015).

In addition to such factors pertaining to the utilization of new technologies, 
the experience of most countries in history shows the relevance of social and 
cultural conditions and circumstances in this regard, specifically the dynamic 
relationship between social and technological innovation – in other words, 
technological modernization and social modernization. Within development 
patterns there are manifold challenges involved for all people on an individual 
level, as well as on a family and collective level. One example connected to the 
speedy changes in urban areas and within families living and working there 
comes in the form of the generation gap. The main feature of this is increasing 
acceleration in the appearance of new circumstances, new information, and 
new knowledge, whereas old knowledge and such like becomes devaluated 
and the older generations lack the ability and motivation to adapt to the new 
circumstances and challenges. For traditional family patterns, division of labor 
and roles as well as established hierarchies, such changes are often a source of 
tension and conflict in communities.

Aside from the above-mentioned “Global Information Technology Report,” the 
NRI measures, on a scale from 1 (worst) to 7 (best), the performance of around 
140 economies in leveraging information and communications technologies to 
boost competitiveness and well-being. In Figure 4 are listed the top ten digital 
nations in the Middle East and North Africa harnessing ICT in 2015 (Geiger 2015).
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Figure 4
Top Ten MENA Countries Harnessing Information Technology, 2015

Source: Geiger (2015).

Economic Conditions for Technologies

Economic growth in the MENA region has changed again lately, due to the 
influence of various factors.

Economic growth in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is expected 
to rebound to an average 2 percent in 2018 from an average 1.4 percent in 2017. 
[…] The mild rebound in regional growth reflects the positive impact of reforms 
and stabilization policies undertaken in many countries in tandem with the recent 
pick up in oil prices and oil production and rising external demand. (Arezki et al. 
2018b: 75)
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Although the outlook for MENA remains positive, there are still geopolitical 
tensions, challenges due to the displacement of people, including refugees, and 
the rising level of debt in the region that urgently have to be addressed. There 
will also be an increase of young people entering the labor market in the coming 
decades. Hi-tech jobs in the services sector are especially likely to emerge 
due to rapid technological change. Therefore, several MENA countries have 
already developed economic strategies to benefit from this new, disruptive 
technology. A fast-growing pool of university graduates in combination with 
heavy penetration of social media and smartphones can serve as a basis for 
the development of a digital sector wherein new jobs can be created (Arezki et 
al. 2018a: 1).5

According to the World Bank, the key factors in several MENA countries 
(Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Libya, Tunisia, and Jordan) limiting development are a 
lack of effective competition and appropriate regulation. The report recommends 
promoting facilities-based competition, addressing underserved areas of 
the country, applying new models of infrastructure supply, and implementing 
measures to lower deployment costs (Gelvanovska et al. 2014). Nevertheless, 
this paper suggests that the governmental use and control over the extension 
and maintenance of ICT infrastructure need to be assessed separately. A number 
of governments of the MENA region have already taken steps to encourage 
Internet proliferation and accessibility, mainly in order to boost economic 
development. But large investments for (digital) infrastructure development as 
well as investments in the ICT sector are still necessary.

In terms of economic development MENA countries can be split into two 
sub-groups: oil and non-oil countries show strong differences in regard to ICT 
impact on regional growth. The different sub-regions reveal a high positive 
effect of ICT on growth for the oil-MENA countries (Gulf states). Therefore, a 
significant growth payoff from ICT can be acknowledged only for the oil-MENA 
countries. This is mainly because these countries succeed in their investment 
categories and quality choices as well as in capturing and forming the required 
qualifications for human capital that together form an essential background to 
benefitting from ICT (Guetat and Drine 2009).

5 Zuazua (2017) captures the ambivalence that comes with developments being framed 
with the term “Fourth Industrial Revolution.” With the opportunities of localized production, 
communities could be developed because factories of all sizes are supposed to boost 
the productivity level. But due to the potential of new levels of automation, a loss of jobs 
could also occur once human workers are substituted by robots and artificial intelligence. 
Therefore, it will be critical how MENA countries define their role in adopting and leveraging 
new technologies.
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A number of countries in the MENA region – including Egypt, Turkey, Morocco, 
Jordan, the UAE, and Tunisia – have successfully positioned themselves in the 
market of global ICT-enabled services and ICT outsourcing. For example, Egypt, 
as a popular destination for ICT outsourcing, currently supports 90,000 directly 
related jobs and is growing at 7.5 percent annually, partly driven by business 
from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf.6 Meanwhile, in Turkey more than 80,000 workers 
are employed in the ICT sector, which produces assets of 1.6 billion US dollars 
(Sethi and Gott 2016: 9).

In some regions and countries, for example in Palestine, a vibrant startup culture 
has been shaped by vanguard persons and groups. Startups appear where there 
are innovative business opportunities for achieving economic development, 
despite impediments such as power cuts, poor Internet infrastructure, and 
political restrictions (Innovation Group 2017: 24). Nevertheless, significant 
external conditions such as the blockade of Gaza by the government of Israel 
hinder and obstruct overall economic development (i.e. the manufacturing sector) 
in this case. “Due to the blockade in place since 2007, Gaza’s exports, according 
to World Bank’s Country Director for West Bank and Gaza, Steen Lau Jorgensen, 
‘virtually disappeared’ and the manufacturing sector has shrunk by as much as 
60%” (Innovation Group 2017: 24). With new business models focusing on digital 
solutions and hardware development, young Palestinian entrepreneurs fill the 
gap that the government is unable to deal with and provide a sense of economic 
independence – from Israeli influence as well as dependency on foreign aid 
(Innovation Group 2017: 24).7 The startup boom in Palestine has been catalyzed 
by an abundance of accelerators, incubators, and venture capital funds through 
which new forms of economic progress are fostered via the means of innovation 
within ICT and digital development.8

6 This has been in part the result of strategic activities of the Information and Decision Support 
Center (IDSC) of the Egyptian government. For some time, this think tank has given boosts to 
ICT dissemination in different areas of society and the administration.

7 Some examples: “Mashvisor, a real estate platform that optimizes the rental performance of 
investment properties. Fadfid, a virtual platform for connecting with licensed psychologists 
across the Arab world and Wirez, a marketplace that connects talented video storytellers 
with media broadcasters and publishers. […] There are also startups investing in hardware; 
Insolito, a multi-purpose fitness tracker that also makes emergency calls using a sneaker 
insole and BoldKnot, a stylish top-up battery pack, described as ‘the world’s fastest iPhone 
charger… in a keychain’” (Innovation Group 2017: 24).

8 An example is the Fast Forward accelerator in Ramallah, Gaza Sky Geeks in Gaza or the 
Ibtikar Fund – Palestine’s biggest startup investment fund, aiming to build up a startup 
ecosystem and its stakeholders (Innovation Group 2017: 25).
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In the Middle East, online shopping seems to be reaching a whole new 
level. “Websites in Egypt, Jordan, and throughout the Gulf are making online 
ordering faster and easier than ever – allowing customers to use centralized 
websites to order from their favorite restaurant menus and product catalogs” 
(CSIS 2009).9 Alongside website ordering, bilingual websites assist expatriates 
in using e-commerce. With the aid of virtual and augmented reality technology, 
fully immersive retail experiences could soon be possible – allowing consumers 
to navigate around a virtual store (Innovation Group 2017: 53).

In many African countries, FinTech has gained high economic relevance in 
various respects and can even become an economic game-changer under 
certain conditions and in particular areas – especially in bringing digital, mobile 
financial infrastructure into rural areas and promoting progress of the digital 
industry, creating new jobs as a result. Online payments facilitate transactions 
fluidly across geographic borders (TrendWatching 2017). At this point, the 
situation is not clear enough to assess the potentials and resonance of such 
developments within the MENA region.

Another growing sector in the Middle East is mobile gaming. Between 2015 and 
2022, the mobile game development industry in the Middle East “is predicted to 
grow from $680 million to $2.3 billion” (CSIS 2016). Currently, just 1 percent of the 
content in local app stores is available in Arabic. Therefore, private investors as 
well as governments, including Iran, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, “are sponsoring 
hubs to create mobile games tailored to local language and culture” (CSIS 2016).

Automatization and the Job Market

Due to the high levels of unemployment in the MENA region, as well as the 
deficits in the education systems and social security in combination with the 
state of demographic development, the MENA states are under considerable 
social pressure. Among the 100 million young men and women in the region, 
unemployment and under-employment are very high: almost a third of active 
youth in the Arab world are unemployed.

Young Arab women are especially excluded from labor markets, as more than 
two-thirds of women between the ages of 15 and 29 are outside the labor market, 
the highest rate in the world. Lack of jobs especially for the young has been a 
characteristic of the region’s economic growth performance in the past fifty 
years. (Chaaban 2013: 5)

9 As an example: “Wheels Express, a Jordanian firm, offers a portable party. In addition to 
delivering movies, videogames and snacks in West Amman, Wheels Express promises to 
deliver a waterpipe with any of 19 flavors of tobacco within sixty minutes; the delivery comes 
with lit coals for the pipe” (CSIS 2009).
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Economic growth in the Arab region in recent decades has not been able to 
absorb the growing needs and expectations from the surging numbers of youth. 
“The frustration among Arab youth entering the job market is compounded by 
social exclusion, as the lack of job opportunities results in lack of access to 
housing and marriage, which hinders the transition to independent adulthood” 
(Chaaban 2013: 5).

The region’s population, currently estimated at about 400 million, is expected 
to reach 600 million by 2050 (FAO 2016). More than half of the population is 
under 30 years old (Lüders 2017). Thus, the social and job pressure is ever 
increasing while education, unemployment, and food prices are still rising. The 
latest labor market data show that the unemployment rate remained stubbornly 
high in Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia in 2016. Forty percent 
of the region’s unemployed are young jobseekers (Devarajan et al. 2016: 4). 
Real GDP growth in MENA is projected to stay at its lowest level for the second 
consecutive year, at around 2 percent in 2018, a percentage point less than that 
predicted in April 2018 (Arezki et al. 2018b: 79). “Youth unemployment in the 
MENA region stands at 31% and university graduates are making up nearly 30% 
of the total unemployed pool” (WEF 2017: iii).

The WEF’s “Future of Jobs” analysis found that, by 2020, 21 percent of core 
skills in the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council and 41 percent of those 
in Turkey will be different compared to skills that were needed in 2015 (WEF 
2017: iii). With regards to the continuous automatization and digitalization in 
most economies of the MENA region, it has been estimated that “41% of all work 
activities in Kuwait are susceptible to automation, as are 46% in Bahrain and 
Saudi Arabia, 47% in the UAE, 49% in Egypt, 50% in Morocco and Turkey and 52% 
in Qatar” (WEF 2017: 7). Furthermore, “[s]ome of the most common types of high-
skilled employment in the MENA region include commercial bankers, corporate 
finance specialists and accountants, schoolteachers and academics, engineers, 
quality assurance professionals and information technology consultants” (WEF 
2017: 3).

With increasing Internet access there will be growing opportunities for specific 
business models, including for women working from home via the Internet, who 
otherwise might have difficulty in finding adequate jobs. Nevertheless, this kind 
of option needs specific cultural conditions. With regards to the requisite cultural 
conditions for employment and job creation, there are countries and sub-regions 
where the attraction of employment within state institutions is still much higher 
among the young generation as compared to employment in the private sector 
(one example being Saudi Arabia).
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But most highly educated young people try to escape abroad or they give up 
on finding the right employment because of the lack of potential for personal 
career, change, and development. Possible reactions to this scenario can be 
migration or aggression against a corrupt establishment. Karake Shalhoub and 
Al Qasimi (2010) argue that, by simplifying business procedures, cyber activities 
reduce the cost for businesses of complying with domestic and international 
trade regulations and reduce the cost of corruption.10

New technologies are being selectively integrated in more and more educational 
institutions.

Educators are increasingly turning to tech to make learning both accessible and 
relevant to young mindsets, in preparation for a globally competitive workforce 
ready to take on tomorrow’s challenges. The rise of new media is changing how we 
learn and communicate. Gaming, animation, and virtual networks demand a new 
style of literacy and promote new models for collaboration and communication. 
(Innovation Group 2017: 27)

New digital formats could engage audiences of all ages, helping them gain 
new knowledge and augmenting skills – even in difficult socio-political states 
such as Syria (Innovation Group 2017: 28). These digital formats are particularly 
needed in the MENA region because of its unemployment rate, which is the 
highest of any region in the world due to insufficient education systems. There 
is especially a rising demand for “higher-order analytical skills and advanced 
digital literacy, as well as strengths in science, technology, engineering, and 
math (STEM) subjects, in particular computer programming” (Innovation Group 
2017: 27). MENA countries graduate fewer students in STEM per year compared 
to other regions. Therefore, investments in the sector of “techucation” are to be 
expected. Within the MENARA project, one conclusion is: “MENA economies need 
greater investment in STEM subject skills (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) to prepare the younger generation for labour market demands” 
(McKee et al. 2017: 4). In particular, the problem of Internet access has to be 
approached more systematically in order to proliferate digital opportunities and 
to prevent a digital divide in society. Today, one in three Internet users worldwide 
is younger than 18 years old. However, at the same time 29 percent of young 
people between the ages of 15 and 24 – especially in Africa and in Arab 
states – do not have Internet access (UNICEF 2017).

10 Because of the unsteady economic and political state of some regions, there is a problem 
with corruption that negatively influences the development of the job market and reduces 
the carrier opportunities and inhibits planning within a long-term perspective. Corruption, 
severe impediments for trading and unclear and non-transparent regulations are detrimental 
to growth and development (Ionescu 2013).
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ICT in the Political Arena

General developments in ICT (primarily the use of smartphones in everyday 
life) as well as within digitalization have changed political culture. An example 
in the MENA region mentioned very often by the media is the so-called “Arab 
uprisings.” Within these upheavals, social media were explicitly used as a new 
form of political communication and coordination. But in the same contexts, the 
possibilities of the Internet and social media have also been shown not only to 
be an empowering tool for civic society but rather as a power instrument used 
by authoritarian regimes and dictatorships, once they have been deployed for 
censorship or as a strategy for disinformation.

The number of Internet activists, blogs, and online forums involved in the 
overthrow of the Ben Ali regime in Tunisia is considered to have been huge. 
These activists hacked government websites and paralyzed them with overload 
attacks. They also managed to deactivate the government’s espionage and 
censorship programs (El Difraoui 2011). Philip N. Howard (2011: 12) states that 
technology does not cause political change, but it does “provide new capacities 
and impose new constraints on political actors.” Zeynep Tufekci (2011) points 
out that repressive regimes face a “dictator’s dilemma” – meaning that allowing 
Internet access for their citizens poses a threat to their regime, but limiting or 
banning the Internet can lead to isolation that can harm the country and its 
economic as well as social development.

The OpenNet Initiative reports that Bahrain, the UAE, Qatar, Oman, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, Yemen, Sudan, and Tunisia use Western technologies (e.g. from 
Siemens) to block selected Internet content.11 In Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya there 
have been state crackdowns on user-generated content (UGC) and the Internet 
in general through blackouts, slowdowns, and filtering. There were also arrests, 
detentions, and harassment of those involved in the creation and dissemination 
of UGC in the Arab uprisings. Twitter and Facebook, as well as being possible 
instruments of protest, can also render users vulnerable to state surveillance. 
These platforms have been employed by security and intelligence agencies to 
identify and locate activists and protesters (in North Sudan, Saudi Arabia, and 
Tunisia). The military, too, has been using social media – in the form of SMS 
messages – to update the people/citizens on its view of events (Brisson and Lee 
2011: 29–30). The military has lately even created its own Facebook page as well 
(Khamis and Vaughn 2011).

11 See the official website: “Home,” OpenNet Initiative, https://opennet.net.

https://opennet.net
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ICT impacts on the political field can be summarized as follows. First, ICT 
provides a mobile, flexible, and cross-border method of communication and 
information exchange through mobile communication and social media 
applications. Thus, information about the protests was distributed by phone or 
by collective texts (SMS). In addition, smartphones (in particular through their 
camera function and via Twitter) helped to disseminate information and images 
in a timely and far-reaching manner that mobilized crowds. This was crucial for 
the protest movement – especially in smaller cities and in the countryside. In 
the case of Egypt, only a quarter of the population had Internet access before 
the upheaval; more than two-thirds of all Egyptians owned a mobile phone after. 
Second, ICT supplies new tools for attacking the state through cyberwarfare. 
For example, together with the international hacker movement Anonymous, 
Tunisian activists led a kind of cyberwar against the government, as mentioned 
above (El Difraoui 2011).

Alongside new forms of political participation through the digital means of 
the Internet, there are also new forms of cybercrime and the distribution of 
“crimeware” regarding credit card dumps, online accounts, stolen credentials, 
and malware that have emerged in the MENA region (Trend Micro 2017). “Stolen 
identities abound here, in bundles that include passport scans and copies of 
driver’s license and local utility bills. The marketplaces are also rife with do-it-
yourself kits that provide the resources that even beginners can use to launch 
their own cybercriminal business” (Trend Micro 2017).

Social Media

Social media in its different forms is an important feature not only of societal 
communication, for private purposes and such like, particularly among the young 
generation, but also more and more for businesses, educational purposes, news, 
and advertising as well.

Out of a global population about 7.5 billion people, approximately 3.1 billion 
people are active social media users (42 percent of the total population) which 
also have increased by 13 percent (362 million people) since January 2017. In 
the Middle East, 130 million people are active social media users (52 percent) 
in 2018. In total, there has been an increase of active social media users of 
39 percent (37 million people) in the Middle East since January 2017. Northern 
Africa’s social media penetration amounts to 38 percent (90 million people). 
Regarding the average social media penetration worldwide of 40 percent, there 
are significant differences within the MENA region. Countries with a high rate of 
social media penetration are Qatar (99 percent), the UAE (99 percent), Kuwait 
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(98 percent), Bahrain (92 percent), Saudi Arabia (75 percent), Morocco 
(44 percent), Egypt (40 percent) in the year 2018 (We Are Social and Hootsuite 
2018: 54–55). In comparison to a worldwide year-to-year increase in the 
number of people using social media users of 13 percent, there is an increase 
of 135 percent in Iran, 32 percent in Saudi Arabia, 14 percent in Morocco, 
11 percent in Egypt, and 2 percent in the UAE since January 2017 (We Are 
Social and Hootsuite 2018: 56–57).

Despite the differences between the countries, the use of social media in most 
MENA countries is relatively quite high. “93% of MENA consumers access the 
Internet via mobile, spending 26 hours a week online – compared to just 19 hours 
for TV” (Innovation Group 2017: 55). There are differences in regard to the 
preferences and usage of platforms across the Middle East, especially between 
the Gulf countries and North Africa. Of all social media platforms, Facebook 
is used most often, with 94 percent and 56 million active users in the MENA 
region. For example, in the period shortly after the revolution in 2011 more than 
2 million new Facebook accounts were created in Egypt (Khamis and Vaughn 
2011). Today, in Egypt there are 27 million active daily Facebook users (Al-Dosari 
2016). Twitter, the second-most popular social network, has over 3.7 million 
active users in the region, tweeting around 10 million tweets per day. In this 
respect, the Middle East has the second highest rate of any region worldwide 
(Thottathil 2014). People in the MENA region use social media far more than 
they watch news (55 percent per day) or download or stream videos (40 percent 
per day) (Dennis et al. 2015).

The following case provides an example of how social media can have an 
impact on cultural change, and how the effects are interpreted very differently. In 
Saudi Arabia, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca has become a major social media 
event which has led to a heated debate about the state of worship. Whereas 
the use of phones and cameras in the Grand Mosque was banned by Saudi 
authorities until just a few years ago, today many believers use smartphones 
and social media to share their spiritual journey (CSIS 2015).

The trend could not only change the way outsiders view Islam’s most sacred 
spaces, but also the way that Muslims experience them. Certain religious scholars 
insist that social media use distracts from prayer, in defiance of a saying by the 
Prophet Muhammad. Others decry the narcissism of it all, turning the religion’s 
holiest sites into mere backdrops for self-portraits. Proponents argue that the 
images celebrate faith and provide a powerful antidote to negative stereotypes 
of Islam. (CSIS 2015)
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Digital Infrastructure

Innovation of new ICT-based services “has become one of the most important 
arenas for global competition, with outstanding examples in many [sectors] 
such as search engines (Google), auctions (eBay), gaming (World of Warcraft), 
music (Spotify), film streaming (Netflix) and travel services” (Airbnb) (Bygstad 
and Aanby 2010: 257). Although the digital use of all these services appears to 
be dematerialized, they do, however, need an infrastructure to innovate within.

A fascinating example is the success of Google. As documented by Iyer and 
Davenport, Google’s innovation strategy depends heavily on their infrastructure. 
Google is “built to build”, with a scalable infrastructure [that] enables an accelerated 
product development cycle – with support for third-party development (Iyer 
and Davenport 2008). Such infrastructures are large networks […] of technical 
and business components […]. For a successful corporation, an effective digital 
infrastructure is [a crucial] resource. (Bygstad and Aanby 2010: 257)

Furthermore, there is a dynamic between infrastructure and innovation: 
businesses “urge rapid innovations while the infrastructure supports incremental 
change” (Bygstad and Aanby 2010: 257). Nevertheless, there always has to be a 
digital infrastructure to facilitate innovation and economic development within a 
digital economy. In turn, in order to establish such infrastructure, resources (e.g. 
for broadband Internet, glass fiber, sensors) have to be deployed on a significant 
scale.12

This development is quite advanced in Israel. One of the major promoters 
is the Weizmann Institute of Science, while Technion – Israel Institute of 
Technology – is ranked among the top 75 academic institutions in the world for 
computer science.13 In most other countries of the MENA region, the situation is 
quite different. This holds for the dissemination of broadband infrastructure in 
MENA, which is very important but seems underdeveloped in most countries. 
“Just as the steam engine was the driving force behind the Industrial Revolution,” 
broadband Internet is today seen as “critical to the transition to knowledge-
intensive economies across the world” (Gelvanovska et al. 2014: 219). In that 

12 When it comes to digital infrastructure, it has to be pointed out that even the digital is basically 
material due to a general deployment of natural resources. The Internet in this respect is 
essentially based on physical operations.

13 See the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) website: “ShanghaiRanking’s 
Global Ranking of Academic Subjects 2018 – Computer Science & Engineering,” Academic 
Ranking of World Universities, http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-
Rankings/computer-science-engineering.html.

http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/computer-science-engineering.html
http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/computer-science-engineering.html
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sense, broadband Internet is seen as an essential driver of economic growth 
and social development (Gelvanovska et al. 2014: 219). Although broadband 
is crucial to reduce poverty and create job opportunities, especially for young 
people and for women, penetration has been slow and the price of broadband 
service has been quite high in many countries. Regionally, gaps in infrastructure 
can be encountered, so that there is often poor connectivity between and within 
countries, between rural and urban areas (Gelvanovska et al. 2014: 219).

Some experts (such as Chambers 2015) are rather optimistic apropos to the 
labor market effects of ICT dissemination. Referring to earlier technological 
developments, they expect that strategic investments in the likes of ICT will be 
crucial to create new jobs, may foster peace and prosperity and map out a new 
path for the future for the MENA. For instance, with the National Broadband 
Network project, Jordan’s government has established the foundation for a 
digital transformation, which will provide high-speed connectivity between 
public facilities, hospitals, schools, and agencies. Such infrastructure will 
be necessary to capture the socio-economic benefits from the Internet of 
everything (and the Fourth Industrial Revolution) which promises a new era of 
growth. With 1,500 ICT-related companies employing more than 19,000 people, 
Jordan – which has already become a technology hub – can be seen as a 
potential model for the whole MENA region. Since ICT jobs require higher or at 
least new qualifications, there is the need to create educational programs such 
as the International Labour Organization’s Auto Technology Academy or Cisco’s 
Networking Academy (Chambers 2015).

As well as possibilities for job creation, ICT and digitalization carry the potential 
to enhance healthcare infrastructure.

Telehealth technology, powered by the internet, can help fix this problem by 
enabling rural patients to have face-to-face video consultations with specialists 
and to have their treatment plans monitored from a distance. Cloud-based 
platforms also enable access to picture archiving and communication systems 
and collaboration software “as a service” to help improve the quality of care 
for patients by having radiology studies read remotely by qualified radiologists. 
(Chambers 2015)

ICT and Renewable Energy

In general, energy access is a key requirement for development. Many modern 
economic activities depend on ample and reliable electricity access. Similarly, at 
the individual and household level, electricity access enables income-generating 
activities, increases safety and contributes to human development. “In order 
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for the countries in the region to fulfil their economic growth aspirations and 
move quickly to a more sustainable energy system, efforts should be intensified 
to diversify their energy mixes, especially through developing and deploying 
renewable energy on a wider scale” (Menichetti et al. 2017: 2).

Energy access is also a precondition for establishing a digital economy. In the 
MENA, almost all the population has access to electricity in both rural and urban 
areas – the electricity access deficit is 3 percent, the improvement in access 
to electricity in the period 2000–2014 was 91–96 percent (World Bank 2017: 4).

Although the region continues to hold the world’s largest oil and gas reserves 
and has been able to maintain electricity access rates of close to 100 percent in 
most of its economies, it may not be in a position to cater to the future electricity 
needs of its fast-growing population and their business activities. Primary 
energy demand in the region is expected to continue to rise at an annual rate of 
1.9 percent through 2035, requiring a significant increase in generating capacity. 
(Camos et al. 2018: 1)

In particular, challenges for the quality function deployment (QFD) exist 
regarding technical and commercial inefficiencies as well as underpricing.14 
Hence, energy efficiency is an important sector for economic and social 
development and policies. For instance, the energy efficiency sector is expected 
to be the single largest generator of new jobs within the UAE, and is projected 
to create more than 65,000 jobs by 2030. The UAE’s broader Green Growth 
Strategy aims to create 160,000 new jobs and boost GDP by 4–5 percent by 
2030 (D’Amato 2015). At this point, it is an open question as to when and where 
from such workers will be recruited.

In order to achieve greater energy efficiency, the advantages of ICT (e.g. 
personalized data-driven applications, gaming, and social networking) may 
be instrumentalized to motivate citizens’ behavior change. Therefore, with the 
means of ICT a greater consumer understanding and engagement in energy 
efficiency could be fostered (European Commission 2015).

Nevertheless, dealing with future energy demand is not only about energy 
efficiency, but also concerns a transformation of the energy system itself 
towards renewable energy. “Once a global leader in the production of fossil 

14 “Technical inefficiencies (represented by T&D losses) are an important part of some 
economies’ QFDs: they represent more than one-fifth of the total QFDs in Iraq, Morocco, 
Tunisia, the West Bank, and the Republic of Yemen. Commercial inefficiencies (represented 
by bill collection losses) represent as much as two-thirds of the QFD in Djibouti, more than 
one-third in Tunisia, and a substantial share in Morocco and the West Bank.” “The median 
QFD value in the 14 MENA economies analyzed here is about 4 percent of GDP” (Camos et al. 
2018: 14, 25).
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fuels, the Middle East is gearing up to become the world’s next solar energy 
giant. As cleantech gains momentum, more startups are taking the plunge 
towards green energy and low-carbon growth” (Innovation Group 2017: 23). 
Dubai undertakes to deliver a quarter of the city’s energy needs via solar 
energy by 2020 and has tripled its renewable energy target to 15 percent of 
the energy mix by 2030 (Innovation Group 2017: 23). By 2050, Dubai wants to 
become 75 percent renewable (Innovation Group 2017: 23). Morocco is in the 
first phase of creating its 765-million-US-dollar Noor-Ouarzazate solar plant. 
In Saudi Arabia, the target of 9.5 GW in renewable energy generation will be 
achieved by 2023. Moreover, Lebanon plans to build twelve solar farms across 
the country (Innovation Group 2017: 23). All these developments towards an 
energy-efficient future and investments in solar energy are anticipated to hit 
50 billion US dollars in the next five years and especially arouse interest among 
green startups already innovating in this space (Innovation Group 2017: 23).15 It 
is also anticipated that by 2030 Morocco will source half of its electricity from 
solar, wind, and biomass. However, a major problem for all this development is 
a shortage of skilled workers for the new technologies. And in Morocco in 2017 
more than 20 percent of young people are unemployed (GIZ 2017).

The transformation of the energy system encompasses various dimensions, 
including the production, transportation, storage, and consumption of energy. It 
also involves all levels and scales,

from gigawatts in large power plants, high voltage grids and large consumers 
(such as aluminum plants) over megawatts in generation sites for municipalities 
and industrial plants down to the kilowatt scale in distribution grids, domestic 
cogeneration of heat and power, and photovoltaic systems. (Appelrath et al. 2012: 1)

Within this comprehensive transformation, ICT is applied in order to “technically 
operate these systems, to control the equipment, to monitor the technical status 
and for automated or manual intervention in emergency situations” (Appelrath 
et al. 2012: 1). Therefore, the economic and ecological results of future energy 
systems in the MENA region depend on the quality of the established ICT 
infrastructure that will very likely be more open and integrative (like smart grids), 

15 For example: “Nawart, an incubation project for small scale renewable startups in Egypt, 
supports several solar-powered projects from solar street lighting to solar-powered bikes. 
And Glean, is a solar-powered washing machine created by 22-year old Syrian entrepreneur 
and solar scientist Yaman Abou Jaib, that operates on a thermal system instead of an electric 
water heater, saving up to 30% of water energy. On a larger scale, Dubai is set to host the 
region’s first 100% solar powered hotel in 2017, Hotel Indigo. And backed by investment from 
Abu Dhabi’s Masdar, ‘Solar Impulse 2’ is the only aircraft of perpetual endurance, able to fly 
day and night on solar power, without a drop of fuel” (Innovation Group 2017: 23).
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in the sense of the metaphor of the “Internet of Energy”: “just as the Internet 
joins together all computers based on a set of open standards and protocols, 
all components of the future energy system (producers, grids, storage, and 
consumers) can be connected on the basis of standardized open architectures” 
(Appelrath et al. 2012: 1). Hence, an energy system that is based on renewables 
will probably be a decentralized system, and so a transition from generation to 
transmission has to be carried out.

The 2008 International Energy Agency Reference Scenario for Europe quotes 
investments in excess of EUR 1.5 trillion in the period from 2007 to 2030 in order 
to revamp the electrical system from generation (two thirds of the investment) to 
transmission and distribution (one third). In turn, distribution needs account for 
75%, against 25% for transmission of the expected investment in electricity grids 
according to the SET Plan technology map. (Faas et al. 2011: 19)

Such structural changes are supposed to be facilitated by a pervasive 
deployment of ICT for upgraded monitoring, control, and protection functionalities. 
Due to the enhancements in monitoring and (remote) controlling of energy 
networks through the deployment of metering, more secure and reliable energy 
grids with an increased share of distributed energy resources can be put into 
action (Faas et al. 2011: 19).

From institutions outside MENA, there have been several attempts to 
support, specifically, the advancement of renewable energy sources in several 
countries. There have been programs by the EU, such as the Plan Solaire and 
the comprehensive Union for the Mediterranean, which supports the overall 
sustainable development of the region, including infrastructure projects.16 An 
ambitious project, started by experts and boosted by the Desertec Industrial 
Initiative (Dii), was a network of almost sixty big corporations and associate 
partners from EU countries who were interested in desert power generation 
in MENA countries – among them Deutsche Bank, Munich Re, Siemens, the 
Swiss ABB Group (Erdle 2010). One of the basic intentions of this initiative 
has been to produce electrical power with huge solar and wind power plants 
located in North Africa’s deserts, primarily through gigantic CSP (concentrated 
solar power) farms, and to transfer this renewable electricity to EU countries. 
Yet due to several factors, among them disagreements and competition within 
the network, Dii seems to have stepped away from this ambitious plan and 
several partners have left the network.17 Meanwhile, Dii continues its work as a 
16 See the official website: “Projects and Initiatives with Regional Impact,” Union for the 

Mediterranean, https://ufmsecretariat.org/what-we-do/projects.
17 Another reason was that neutral energy experts have calculated that producing electricity in 

North Africa and transporting it via huge pipelines to Central Europe will cost twice as much 

https://ufmsecretariat.org/what-we-do/projects
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consultant to local partners in Dubai and the UAE. Since 2009 the expansion of 
renewable energies has noticeably taken place, with many projects having been 
realized or being implemented. Nevertheless, the concept of “desert power” 
– building, for instance, large CSP plants in desert areas and using the strong 
solar radiation there for neighboring cities – has actually become “acceptable” 
in the meantime as a long-term economic option for energy supply in many 
countries of the region and other regions with desert areas.

Reliance on and use of ICT is increasing in most countries, and therefore 
ICT will also have (unintended) ecological effects. For instance, in 2014 it was 
estimated that 2 percent of all energy consumption was the result of ICT use. 
This rising energy consumption is likely to cause an increase of carbon dioxide 
emissions which could lead to an unsustainable scenario, heavily impacting 
future climate change. Therefore, not only are methods to make ICT technology 
more energy efficient required (especially through smart metering), but also the 
development of new self-powered, energy-harvesting technologies in order to 
facilitate micro- and nano-scale energy systems that consume no power (Berini 
et al. 2014: 1). Finally, it must be noted that achieving higher energy efficiency 
can improve resilience against a variety of risks, such as increases in energy 
prices, volatility, stress on energy infrastructure, and disruptions to energy supply 
systems. By fostering resilience, energy efficiency “has the unique potential to 
simultaneously contribute to long-term energy security, economic growth, and 
even improved health and well-being; in particular, it is a key means to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions” (IEA 2013: 3).

As mentioned above, for the coming years it will be a major challenge for most 
MENA countries to increase renewable energy production capacities:

The region is characterized by very sharp differences in degree of energy 
dependence, with some countries exporting more than half of their domestic 
production and others dependent on foreign sources for more than 90 percent 
of their energy. Many countries will be able to lessen their dependence mainly by 
exploiting locally available resources of renewable energy. (Menichetti et al. 2017: 22)

Climate Change and Natural Resources

The MENA region will be one of those most severely affected by ongoing climate 
change. This will be caused by increased average temperatures, less and more 
erratic precipitation, continuing sea-level rise, and shifts in water supply. All 
this will happen in a region that already suffers from aridity, recurrent drought, 

as generating it, for instance, in Germany via solar systems, hydropower, wind turbines, or 
biogas plants. “It was an expression of neo-colonial megalomania” (Alt 2014).
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and water scarcity. Climate change in the MENA region is expected to affect 
water resources, sea level, biodiversity, human health, food production, land use 
and urban planning, and tourism. Each of these threats poses extraordinary 
challenges for governance and development and calls for major efforts to lessen 
their negative and dangerous effects (Göll 2017).

The Middle East and North Africa region is one of the most diverse in the world 
in economic terms, with per-capita annual GDP ranging from $1,000 in Yemen to 
more than $20,000 in the Arab Gulf States. As a consequence, adaptive capacity 
and vulnerability to climate risks varies enormously within the region. (World 
Bank 2014: 113)

The vulnerability of the MENA region will intensify in various aspects. It is highly 
dependent on food imports: approximately 50 percent of regional wheat and 
barley consumption, 40 percent of rice consumption and nearly 70 percent of 
maize consumption has been met through imports. A variety of means has been 
applied to cope with water scarcity: abstraction of groundwater, desalinization, 
and local community coping strategies (World Bank 2014: 113). “Despite its 
extreme water scarcity, the Gulf countries use more water per capita than the 
global average, with Arab residential water and energy markets among the most 
heavily subsidized in the world” (World Bank 2014: 113).

The MENA countries are heavily dependent on functioning agriculture, although 
the region is largely covered by arid land and deserts. Around 70 percent of the 
region’s agricultural production is “rain fed,” and therefore highly vulnerable to 
temperature and precipitation changes, which are expected with increasing 
climate change (Göll 2017). This has tremendous implications for food security, 
social security, and rural livelihoods.

In combination with social changes and strong urbanization rates, [these issues 
indicate] a very vulnerable future for the Middle East and North Africa, particularly 
for the urban and rural poor. All countries in the region face a severe and fast 
growing resource squeeze, especially relating to severe water and land scarcity. 
(World Bank 2014: 113)

Agriculture is still a major source of income, since more than 35 percent of 
the MENA population is employed in this sector, and it contributes 13 percent to 
the region’s GDP, whereas the global average is 3.2 percent (World Bank 2014: 
117). At the same time, the number of undernourished people in the region in 
2011–2013 reached 4 million in Northern Africa (World Bank 2014: 120).

Scarcity of fresh water is a dangerous limitation, which will become an 
increasing problem:
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Most of the land area of the MENA region receives less than 300 mm annual 
rainfall (and 200–300 mm per year roughly represents the lower limit for rain-fed 
agriculture). Semi-arid belts along the coasts and mountains are the only water 
sources and provide productive land for rain-fed agriculture […]. The availability 
of renewable water resources is generally below 1000 m3 per capita per year 
(except for Iraq, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Lebanon), and as low as 50 m3 
per capita for most countries on the Arab peninsula. (World Bank 2014: 130)18

In order to change the patterns of water use and introduce a sustainable 
water policy would mean to educate and communicate with different audiences 
and target groups. The challenge of communicating climate change to non-
scientific audiences is a key concern in climate science and policy (UNEP 2008). 
In recent years, there is a shift in “climate change communication literature” that 
tries to better “communicate the scientific basis of climate change, as well as 
its implications and relevant action strategies, in ways that encourage learning 
and engagement among various audiences” (Wibeck et al. 2013: 4761). One 
of those new approaches is to use advances in ICT to communicate complex 
sustainability issues, such as through visual representations of both geospatial 
and abstract data. In particular, there is hope that the “interactive potentials of 
new and emerging ICT may hold a potential to facilitate communication beyond 
the deficit model of climate communication and engage audiences in climate-
related issues” (Wibeck et al. 2013: 4761).19

Conclusion

The overall picture of technological trends in the MENA region is very diverse and 
colorful. This is because in many respects the levels of development between 
as well as within most countries are highly uneven. Some of the differences are 
still growing – for instance between urban areas with sufficient infrastructure 
and good dynamism at one end of the spectrum, and rural areas at the other 

18 “The major farming systems have been identified based on the available natural resource 
base (water, land, grazing areas, slope, farm size, tenure, and organization) and the dominant 
pattern of farm activities and household livelihoods, broadly grouped and mapped.” 
“Accordingly, withdrawal-to-availability ratios exceed the critical threshold of 40 percent in 
all MENA countries except Lebanon; they exceed 100 percent in Jordan, Yemen, Libya, and 
most of the Arab peninsula countries […], leading to groundwater resource depletion” (World 
Bank 2014: 130).

19 For an example of such an ICT-related tool developed within the MENARA project please see 
the MENARA Policy Support System (PSS) webpage: “MENARA,” Policy Support Systems, 
http://www.policysupport.org/menara.

http://www.policysupport.org/menara
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with poor infrastructure and very static technological development. Factors 
such as the distribution of basic infrastructure, an enabling business culture, 
and supportive economic and education policies are very different across the 
region and in its sub-regions as well.

Within the megatrend of technologization and ICT specifically, contacts and 
business relations with external actors beyond the MENA countries are of utmost 
relevance. Most of the selected technological trends and related developments 
discussed in this paper are induced most often by external actors. This happens 
either indirectly via competition and similar types of structural mechanisms, or 
directly by multinational corporations (such as Samsung, Google, Facebook) or 
supranational institutions (for instance World Bank, UN, FAO, EU). In addition, 
foreign development organizations (i.e. the German GIZ) have for several years 
now tried to support the development of innovation and ICT infrastructure in 
MENA countries. Nevertheless, not all countries of the region are intensively linked 
to institutions from other regions and to OECD countries in the technological 
realm. Here again we have to remind ourselves that technological innovations 
and options are, for many problems, needs, and tasks, just a necessary part of 
dealing with the challenge but by no means a sufficient solution on their own. 
Rather, as with other types of “tools” or potentials, it is precisely the way of using 
them which makes the difference. Therefore, governance and management 
in a broad sense are most important. Additionally, adequate governance for 
innovation and specifically ICT is to a high degree lacking in most of the countries 
in the MENA region. In the technological realm, and despite several technological 
flagship objects, most parts of the MENA region are on the periphery compared 
to other regions.

As underlined by statistics and reports, several MENA countries – such as some 
of the Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and parts of Turkey – are well equipped with 
the right preconditions and capacities for further technological development, 
especially in the field of digitalization and ICT (WEF 2017). There are factors such 
as organizational capacities, regulatory procedures, labor markets and qualified 
staff, and economic conditions favorable for further technological development, 
that is, digitalization and ICT. At the same time, in many other countries and sub-
regions such conditions are not yet existent. And due to cultural and political 
factors, the probability of such conditions emerging does not seem very high in 
the near future, since some of the basic needs of the citizens are not met. Thus, 
improving educational systems is an urgent necessity in order to prepare for a 
better future.

There are several major aspects that are blocking rapid improvement. To 
mention some of them: in most of the countries and sub-regions of the MENA, 
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population growth is relatively high, leading to needs for growing infrastructure 
and technological investments, as well as pressure on the labor market and 
education systems. In order to receive foreign investment, some of the MENA 
countries are in the position to offer incentives for foreign corporations to do 
business there, but their attractiveness in this regard is often not as high as in 
some East Asian countries, for example. Investment as well as foreign investment 
then is very often concentrated in specific locations and sectors.

Therefore, with reference to the NRI from the WEF there are four indicators 
that seem to influence the readiness to exploit new digital technologies: 
(1) the regulatory and business environment; (2) infrastructure, affordability 
and skills; (3) usage by businesses, individuals, and government; (4) social and 
economic impact (Geiger 2015). Combined with social and cultural conditions 
and circumstances, specifically the dynamic relationship between social and 
technological innovations in the MENA region, it has been shown above that 
these factors have to be strengthened and further developed in many of the sub-
regions and countries. Here again, uneven development between and within 
many of the countries is still a challenge (i.e. between urban and rural areas). 
Overall,

MENA economies need greater investment in STEM subject skills (science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics) to prepare the younger generation 
for labour market demands. […] The demographic and economic perspective of 
MENA is challenging, but there is also a “demographic dividend” if policies are 
steered towards economic inclusion of the younger generation. (McKee et al. 
2017: 4)

At the same time, new policies in nearly all countries are underway in order 
to increase the ability to utilize new technologies, and especially to open up for 
digitalization, not least to meet and develop potentials of at least parts of the 
younger generation, who are more easily and most often familiar with the Internet 
and social media. One example given above is the transformation of the energy 
system in these countries. It is a major challenge because it encompasses many 
dimensions: the production, transportation, storage, and consumption of energy 
and also involves many levels and scales: large power plants, a high-voltage 
grid, large industrial consumers, municipalities’ cooperation, and photovoltaic 
systems. Within such a transformation, ICT can be applied in order to enable a 
more efficient and effective management of this complicated process (“Internet 
of Energy”). The same can be said about other future developments.

Taking into account increasing challenges from megatrends such as climate 
change – especially for agriculture and water supply, population growth and 
social structure changes, and limitations for energy supply – governance in the 
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MENA region will increasingly be under pressure to deliver solutions with regard 
to conditions and support for adequate modernization and innovation. It seems 
that some solutions can involve using ICT and other new technologies. Under 
certain circumstances even something like “leapfrogging” (where outmoded 
technologies are skipped past, favoring innovative solutions instead) might be 
possible. This would mean for the decision-makers of today not to follow the 
same developmental patterns of Western countries (i.e. the destructive and 
non-sustainable “American Way of Life”) and not making the same mistakes, 
not producing the same unintended negative effects, but adapting to future 
circumstances and using novel technological opportunities – an approach that 
needs to be accompanied by social innovation and some cultural changes. 
Because of some of the dynamics involved in such developments, the balancing 
of traditional and new cultural patterns is of central importance, and all the more 
so because of the acceleration of such changes and developments in the MENA 
region. Furthermore, in the EU more sensitive policies and activities should be 
put in place, which in the field of new technologies and ICT means offering, 
developing, or – even better – co-developing “frugal technologies” that would 
better match the technological, societal, climatic, and socio-economic conditions 
of countries in the MENA region. But overall, the adoption of digital options 
and ICT is extremely ambivalent: they can be used for more communication, 
transparency, education, empowerment, but they can also be used for greater 
control, censorship, and repression. In general terms, digitalization and ICT open 
up new opportunities for very different types of activities in all areas of a society.
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The Crisis of the GCC
and the Role of the European Union

Máté Szalai

Abstract

The dispute that erupted in 2017 between the members of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) has been the gravest crisis in the history of the institution. In the 
course of 2017–2018, the rupture between the GCC states was consolidated 
and became a lasting reality to which each regional and global power must 
accommodate its strategy.

Introduction

Most of the international community was caught by surprise on June 5, 2017 when 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, and Egypt announced 
that they had cut their diplomatic ties with Qatar and were putting it under an 
effective embargo. The existence of tensions in the Gulf was well known, but a 
rupture of this magnitude among the members of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) was not foreseeable. Nonetheless, a divided Gulf became a lasting reality 
to which each regional and global power, including the European Union, must 
accommodate its strategy.

Interpreting the First Year of the GCC Crisis

The rift between the Gulf states is the result of a decades-long systemic process 
of foreign and security perceptions in the region becoming more and more 
individualized (Kausch 2014, Malvig, Quero, and Soler i Lecha 2014: 38). Despite 
sharing similar geopolitical considerations, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates have been annoyed for years by the network of Qatari allies (including 
the Muslim Brotherhood) which has constituted the basis of Qatari influence in 
the region. Moreover, the UAE saw Qatar as its main competitor in the race to 
become the region’s economic hub. These developments put pressure on the 
GCC as a long-lasting political and security alliance, which became tangible in a 
diplomatic crisis that occurred in 2013–2014. At that time, the so-called Riyadh 
agreement seemed to put an end to the dispute; however, two years later the 
Saudi–Emirati tandem, accompanied by their partners, announced the blockade, 
presumably with a green light from US President Donald Trump.



Máté Szalai246 

Fi
gu

re
 1

Q
ua

ta
r B

yc
ot

t –
 O

ne
 Y

ea
r A

fte
r



Foreign Policy Review

The Crisis of the GCC 247

So
ur

ce
: C

ID
O

B 
(2

01
8)

.



Máté Szalai248 

More than one year after the crisis, several questions remain unanswered.1 
Besides the exact source of the initiative (many suspect that it came from the UAE 
and not Saudi Arabia), the coalition’s desired outcome also remains unknown. 
Some argue that, given the fact that in 2016 trade constituted 89 percent of 
Qatar’s GDP (World Bank 2018), the alliance calculated that Qatar would not be 
able to handle the consequences of the crisis. Almost all of the sectors of the 
Qatari economy relied on foreign trade – especially the construction sector, which 
needed huge amounts of raw materials to develop the necessary infrastructure 
to host the 2022 World Cup. An economic collapse could have led to the political 
surrender of the government or, in the “best case scenario,” the removal of the 
branch of the Al Thani family that has ruled in Doha since the mid-1990s.

Nonetheless, after fifteen months, there is no indication that the plan was 
successful. Following a few months of accommodation (which caused 
downsizing and salary reductions in some companies), Qatar has been able to 
withstand the consequences of the embargo. While some sectors – especially 
tourism, retail, and construction – suffered and are still feeling the effects of the 
measures imposed by its neighbors, the Qatari economy is stable on the macro 
level. Turkey and Iran have helped the country economically, while the USA did 
not remove its military facilities from the country as the coalition had hoped. At 
the same time, Turkey secured the gradual increase of its military presence there 
as well, making Saudi military intervention less likely. It is safe to say that Qatar 
is winning the crisis by surviving, and there are no signs that the tables could 
turn. Even the idea of preventing Qatar from hosting the 2022 World Cup seems 
unreachable.2

Despite their seemingly failed strategy, the Saudi–Emirati coalition looks 
unwilling to change its course. Neither Kuwait’s mediation attempts, nor the 
alleged phone call that took place between Tamim bin Hamad and Mohamed 
bin Salman in September 2017,3 managed to end the stalemate. It was symbolic 
that the Saudis and the Emiratis announced the establishment of a bilateral 
coordination council on the day of the annual GCC summit at the end of 2017, 
which went down in Kuwait for only a couple of hours, without any meaningful 
dialogue.

1 For further information on the Qatar boycott one year after its beginning, see Figure 1.
2 That being said, a new initiative by FIFA (allegedly supported by Saudi Arabia) to raise the 

number of teams participating in the tournament from 33 to 48 might cause additional 
problems (Dunbar 2018).

3 Some suspect the intervention of Mohammad bin Zayed after the phone call, although no 
proof is available in this regard.
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All in all, we can expect the embargo to remain in place, at least for the medium 
term. The risk of appearing weak carries a higher political price than accepting 
the status quo for both sides. Without any major unforeseen developments in 
the region, the only thing that could predictably alter the situation is a change 
in the leadership of the Gulf monarchies. Succession is possible in the near 
future in Kuwait, Oman, and Saudi Arabia, and such a development might 
represent a possibility for the Gulf rulers to sit at the same table without political 
embarrassment.

Meanwhile, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) has started a hearing 
procedure on the basis of an application filed by the Qatari government against 
the UAE. In the document Qatar claims that the measures taken by the United 
Arab Emirates since the beginning of the embargo – for example, the expulsion 
of Qatari nationals – constitute a violation of the International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICJ 2018). Independent of 
the actual decision by the ICJ, the case will not alter the status quo in a radical 
manner, though it might not help the anti-Qatar coalition and might even force 
them to rethink their strategy.

Implications of the Disintegration
of the Gulf Cooperation Council

The inability of the Gulf states to handle the crisis of the GCC has had wide-
ranging consequences. Firstly and most importantly, the Gulf Cooperation 
Council has ceased performing its function as a forum for high-level political and 
security coordination. While the institutional framework itself probably will not 
be officially dissolved (in part due to the large number of GCC-level agreements 
with outside actors, including the EU, which would no longer be valid), it becomes 
increasingly less likely as time passes that the disintegration of the GCC can be 
turned back.4 The embargo has led Doha to restructure its foreign economic 
relations and to put more emphasis on cooperating with extra-regional actors. 
This development translates into less predictability and more bilateralism.

Secondly, as a rather unexpected consequence, the crisis has caused a 
massive identity shift in the region in different ways. While national identities in 
the Gulf region are considered to be artificially constructed, the embargo created 
an opportunity for a Qatari identity to develop at least partly organically. On the 
streets of Doha, one can see many manifestations of national pride and loyalty 
to Tamim Emir, including slogans such as “We are all Qatar,” “Qatar deserves 

4 As the Secretariat of the GCC is still operational.
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the best,” and “Tamim the Mighty.” Naturally, the government has supported 
this development and capitalized on the campaign, but it seems to have started 
spontaneously.

This process did not affect Qatari society alone. According to many accounts, 
the “Khaleeji” (Gulf) identity has been widely questioned among the population 
of the Arabian Peninsula as a result of the very hostile political rhetoric and the 
transformation of the transnational lifestyle of the families and tribes with cross-
border relations. This represents a challenge but also an opportunity for the GCC 
states as well to define their national communities vis-à-vis each other.

Thirdly, the Qatari crisis has affected the position of non-GCC regional actors. 
Iran can be seen as the biggest winner, with its main competitor, Saudi Arabia, 
losing its perceived dominance in the Arabian Peninsula. Nonetheless, the 
narrative about Qatar turning to the “Iranian side” is largely misleading – it is 
true that the Islamic Republic has helped the emirate economically, but Doha 
keeps its distance from Iran in political terms. The Qatari leadership knows that 
allying with Iran could trigger harsh reactions not just from the coalition, but 
from the United States as well. Moreover, severe differences still exist between 
the two countries, especially in the case of Syria. In this light, an over-reliance on 
Iran (and especially on Iranian airspace) might cause problems for Qatar – so far 
there are no indications that Doha has had to pay a political price for Iran’s help, 
but Tehran’s leverage is tangible.

The crisis of the GCC also complicates the situation for Turkey. While it is 
clearly taking Qatar’s side in the dispute, Ankara does not want to sever ties 
with Saudi Arabia and the Emirates due to their aligned interests in regional 
battlefields. The Turkish–Qatari relationship is a strategic one, at least since the 
Arab uprisings; nonetheless, it is dependent on the strong personal ties between 
the leaders of the two countries (Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on the one hand and 
Hamad and Tamim emirs on the other). Therefore the cooperation is vulnerable 
to any domestic political change, especially in Turkey.

Fourthly, the GCC crisis has had ramifications for the presence of global 
powers in the Middle East as well, revealing the limitations of their influence. The 
dispute has shown that the United States lacks the ability to mediate between 
its own allies and even to form a coherent foreign policy in the Gulf region. While 
rhetorically President Trump seems more inclined to support the Saudi–Emirati 
side, the strategic importance of the regional CENTCOM forward headquarters 
at the Al Udeid air base located on Qatari soil (which can now be used by NATO) 
(Kelly 2018), as well as the strategic dialogue between the Qatari and American 
governments that began in early 2018 (Henderson 2018), signal deep institutional 
ties between the two countries. Moreover, the rift among the conservative Arab 
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monarchies undercuts the American endeavor to build a unified stance against 
Iran – a country with which the UAE trades more than does Qatar, even after the 
embargo was set up.

To keep the possibility of negotiations alive, the USA plans to hold a meeting 
in 2019 in Washington in which all the Gulf states – alongside Egypt and 
Jordan – are expected to participate. The summit aims at facilitating deeper 
security cooperation between the parties (an initiative called the Middle East 
Strategic Alliance, or MESA), which is only a distant possibility under the current 
circumstances.

While Russia might be seen as a winner in the situation, Moscow is unable to 
wield any sort of influence on the two sides to deal with each other. In this way, 
the GCC crisis clearly shows the current state of the international and regional 
order, in which traditional players cannot exert their influence in a decisive 
manner while newcomers still lack the toolkit and the necessary strategy to 
affect political outcomes.

The Possible Role of the European Union

To evaluate the consequences of the situation for global actors such as the EU, 
two questions should be addressed: firstly, what can it do to solve the crisis; and 
secondly, how can it accommodate itself to the new reality.

Member states of the EU are economically (e.g., German and French companies) 
or militarily (e.g., the British naval base in Bahrain and the French one in Abu 
Dhabi) heavily present in the GCC, but unlike the USA or Turkey, they did not play 
a significant role in the eruption and evolution of the GCC crisis. In the first weeks 
of the rift, several European politicians – including the High Representative 
of the EU for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini, German 
Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel, and British Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson 
– proclaimed their support for a quick diplomatic resolution of the dispute both 
on the national and the European level. Their declared neutrality and their call 
for the Gulf states to resolve their internal disputes has been perceived as a 
pro-Qatari stance by both sides, an impression that has been strengthened over 
time, especially due to the signing of a cooperation agreement between the EU 
and Qatar in March 2018 (EEAS 2018).

Therefore, it is clear that the European Union by itself cannot solve the crisis; 
nonetheless, it can contribute to the settlement process in at least two ways. 
Firstly, it can put positive (and negative) incentives in place for the GCC to come 
to the table. One instrument could be trade and investment policy, about which 
the two sides started an official dialogue in May 2017; another could be visa 
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policy. While negotiations on a free trade agreement have been stalled since 
2008, concessions in this field could be used to persuade GCC leaders that they 
have a better bargaining position collectively than separately.

Secondly, the EU can also help other global players find common ground and 
take a cohesive multilateral approach to the Gulf crisis. It is in the shared interest 
of the United States, Russia, China, and Turkey as well to stabilize the micro-
region. While it lacks security ties with the GCC states, the EU is and will remain 
the primary economic partner of the GCC countries, at least in the medium term, 
which puts it in a central position when it comes to negotiating with the bloc.

On the other hand, the EU and European states should accommodate 
themselves to the new status quo. The conflict between Qatar and its neighbors 
might affect the EU directly in terms of security policy and economic relations, 
as both sides have high levels of investment in the European Union. Therefore 
the EU should make greater efforts to monitor the economic activities of the GCC 
state-owned funds with a view to avoiding the exposure of European markets to 
intra-Gulf economic competition.

Finally, the EU can help Qatar avoid over-reliance on Iran. Regardless 
of perceptions of the role of Iran in the region and the future of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (the “nuclear deal”), the structural dependency 
of Qatar on Iran is not in the interest of any of the stakeholders in the crisis 
(except Tehran). While Qatar’s geographical exposure to the Islamic Republic 
is unavoidable due to the embargo, the EU and its member states could try 
to avoid or minimize its economic reliance by presenting the Qatari state and 
private sector with alternative options.
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The EU and the Iran Nuclear Deal:
How to Proceed?

Erzsébet N. Rózsa

Abstract

Donald Trump steered the United States of America away from the diplomatic 
framework of the nuclear deal in yet an other blow to the transatlantic alliance. 
Indeed the JCPOA represents a landmark achievement for the European Union, 
a sign of its ability to affect the global stage as a complementary as well as 
autonomous voice vis-à-vis the USA. So far, the deal has been successful in 
strengthening EU–Iran ties on different levels: the EU could assert essential 
moral standards and tame vital security issues while Iran was able to preserve 
the regime and emerge as a credible regional partner. Economically, cooperation 
has not moved as fast as expected but the JCPOA remains the most promising 
launch pad for a growing exchange. Even though the EU stood firmly on the 
legitimacy of the JCPOA, much uncertainty surrounds the kickback of American 
secondary sanctions and the possibility to keep delivering the terms of the deal.

Introduction

The European Union has played a complementary role to that of the United 
States over many issues in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), including 
the relationship with the Islamic Republic and the Iranian nuclear program. The 
2015 nuclear deal, which would not have been possible without US support, 
has so far been the main foreign policy success for the EU. Beyond the deal’s 
economic and security benefits and the moral obligations involved, therefore, 
the EU has vital political interests in keeping the deal alive and ensuring it is 
implemented.

For Iran, the nuclear deal means that it could avoid war and preserve the 
regime – despite domestic economic and public concerns – while maintaining 
its right to use nuclear energy for civilian purposes, a symbol of modernity and 
regional power status. With the deal, the EU and its UN Security Council (UNSC) 
permanent members (the United Kingdom and France), plus Germany, have 
been – successfully from the Iranian point of view – distanced from the United 
States.
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The EU–Iran Context – The Historical Background

At the beginning of the 20th century, Iran introduced a constitution, a parliament, 
and the separation of the three branches of power – similar to the Western/
European model – whose existence has been taken for granted, although they may 
have been “reframed” after the Islamic revolution. Modernity and modernization 
have remained key elements in the Iranian narrative all through and well into 
the 21st century, not only in economic and industrial terms, but socially and 
politically as well. Even the Islamic Republic can be considered a modernization 
experiment, accommodating the traditional Shiite ideology with the European 
nation-state ideal (including the memory of the overthrow of the democratically 
elected Mosaddeq government) and the anti-imperialist axis of resistance (and 
a resistance economy, i.e. an import substitution industrialization).

Following the Islamic revolution, European states – both in the Western and in 
the Eastern bloc – maintained their embassies and representations in the Islamic 
Republic (with the British embassy being closed twice for other reasons). The 
regime changes in Central and Eastern Europe and the consequent expansion 
of the European Union may have contributed to the image of the EU as a global 
actor; however, in the eyes of the Iranians, the EU and its member states played 
a vital, albeit secondary role to that of the United States, which was off limits for 
decades. And it did not depend on the EU, that to this day no EU representation 
has been opened in Tehran.

In 2002, when the previously unannounced nuclear constructions at Natanz and 
Arak were disclosed, the UK, France, and Germany (the E3) started negotiations 
with Iran in order to find a resolution to the Iranian nuclear developments 
– basically to prevent Iran from mastering uranium enrichment – on the one 
hand, and to ensure that Iran kept out of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars on the 
other. This European presence and readiness to engage proved to be a reliable 
source of continuity throughout the negotiations on the Iranian nuclear program 
and led eventually to the involvement of the EU as such. While the EU and “the 
Europeans” have not been considered as substitutes for the United States, from 
the Iranian perspective they have proved to be a credible complementary actor 
belonging to the same Western cultural-technical sphere, offering at the least 
some similar high-level technologies, for example. This was in spite of the fact 
that the EU and its member states not only voted for the sanctions against Iran 
in the UNSC, but also set further unilateral sanctions.

For the EU, shared values and being a credible partner served as the basis 
for the alliance with the United States, but also part of the stance it has taken 
in the international community as well. The EU commitment to maintaining 
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international peace and security, even to the detriment of some EU members, as 
the “grace period” in the implementation of the January 2012 EU sanctions has 
proved, strengthened the EU’s standing with the international community and 
also in the eyes of Iran.

This commitment, however, has further consequences as it fits into the 
broader picture of Europe’s commitments and moral standards regarding peace 
and security, as well as Europe’s basic security interests when it comes to its 
neighborhood, especially the Middle East. However, its activities there have been 
complementary to those of the United States, especially following the end of the 
Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

Further, it is within the Mediterranean region where the EU is still considered 
a global actor, in spite of the fact that expectations have been running high 
that it will take on a bigger role, especially in the Palestinian–Israeli conflict. 
Nevertheless, this region also poses several interrelated challenges, including 
migration and the eventual spillover of conflicts to the EU. This is clearly reflected 
in the expansion of EU strategic thinking first of the Mediterranean including 
the Middle East, manifest in the complex set of relations with the region (Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership, European Neighbourhood Policy, Union for the 
Mediterranean), followed by the Global Strategy of 2016, which expands Europe’s 
geopolitical and security neighborhood beyond the MENA region.

There are not many issues on which the EU is considered a global actor. The 
Iranian nuclear deal, however, as we have seen, gives the EU such a status. The 
fact that the other great powers allowed the EU to negotiate on their behalf gave 
renewed hope to the southern/eastern Mediterranean states that the EU (1) is 
able to take a leading role, (2) can gain the support of the global powers and 
(3) may even stand up against the others, first of all the USA, in the defense 
and protection of the “common good” (i.e. in arms control and nuclear non-
proliferation, as spelled out in the 2016 Global Strategy: “The EU will strongly 
support the expanding membership, universalisation, full implementation and 
enforcement of multilateral disarmament, non-proliferation and arms control 
treaties and regimes. We will use every means at our disposal to assist in 
resolving proliferation crises, as we successfully did on the Iranian nuclear 
programme” (European External Action Service 2016).

Nevertheless, besides moral values, political commitments, and security 
considerations, the EU has serious economic interests in the region. The 
suspension of the nuclear-related Iran sanctions opened the way for European 
investments and trade relations, however cautious.
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President Trump’s Withdrawal of the United States
from the JCPOA

In spite of the fact that US President Donald Trump had made Iran the object of his 
enmity, ordered the review of US Iran policy and declared his intention to withdraw 
from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the announcement on 
May 8 still left the EU unprepared. On the one hand, EU High Commissioner 
Federica Mogherini and the leaders of the three EU member states involved 
in the negotiations of the nuclear deal from the start (British Prime Minister 
Theresa May, French President Emmanuel Macron, and German Chancellor 
Angela Markel) tried to convince President Trump before the withdrawal was 
announced to stay in the deal and even to satisfy his concerns and demands 
– but in vain. On the other hand, following the US withdrawal, they stood very 
firmly by the deal, while at the same time indicating that they would be ready to 
negotiate with Iran on other contentious issues, especially the Iranian missile 
program and Iran’s regional policies.

There have been two closely related questions for the European Union to 
answer: (1) would the EU be ready to risk a transatlantic split, and (2) would the 
EU be able to withstand secondary US sanctions hitting European banks and 
firms (and if so, for how long). Politically, the EU stands united (for now), while 
US and EU interests are diverging further in the region, especially in the context 
of the strengthening of cooperation between the USA, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

Transatlantic differences are not new. But while in 2003 the transatlantic 
rift was within the European Union, following the limited success of the Euro-
Mediterranean institutions, the financial crisis, the Arab uprisings, and the 
challenge posed by the Islamic State, the MENA region poses much more direct 
challenges for Europe than for the United States. The EU still thinks of the region 
in a complex way, while the US understanding is much more selective, limited 
to a relatively small number of issues and the enhanced reliance on the already 
mentioned allies – Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. It is also important to note 
that the Iranian nuclear deal is a foreign policy issue where the EU has a joint 
position, as yet strengthened by the British, which is not in line with that of the 
Trump administration. (Another such issue is the relocation of the US embassy 
to Jerusalem.) It is crucial for the EU to have one crisis less to deal with and to 
be able to engage with a country that is on the route of Asian (mostly Afghan) 
migration to Europe, especially since Iran has so far abided by its commitments 
under the deal. The eventual Brexit, however, is likely to weaken the EU’s standing 
in the MENA region and its ability to stand up to the USA on the global level.
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While the political unity and firmness of opinion in the EU over the Iran nuclear 
deal has to be noted, the very fact that European banks and firms have been 
hesitant to engage with Iran shows that even before the US withdrawal, the 
secondary sanctions in force within the United States (under the Iran and Libya 
Sanctions Act of 1996 and its amendments) had a restraining effect on trade and 
financial activities with Iran. (However, another reason for their hesitation was 
the opacity of the Iranian financial system.) The US withdrawal and President 
Trump’s confirmation of such sanctions – as well as the fact that the sale of 
many products that include US components/technology would require US 
approval – have already led some European (and other) firms to suspend their 
Iranian trade agreements (e.g. the Airbus sale of passenger airplanes). In spite of 
EU attempts to circumvent US secondary sanctions – such as the introduction 
of the Blocking Statute and the request to the European Investment Bank (EIB) 
to support European companies in their trade transactions with Iran – the EU’s 
positions seem rather weak.

For Iran, the continuing support for the agreement by the European 
Union – together with Russia and China, and most recently India – signals 
confirmation of the legitimacy of the nuclear deal and the acknowledgement 
of the Islamic Republic as a responsible and credible regional power. As long 
as the EU is convinced that Iran is fulfilling its commitments, Iran’s right to 
a civilian nuclear program – including uranium enrichment – is guaranteed, 
and regime change is not on the international agenda. Since the first and 
foremost aim of any Iranian policy is the protection and maintenance of the 
regime, even the sanctions passed by the EU over the Iranian missile program 
can be tolerated – especially as they may keep the EU and the other great 
powers engaged in negotiations with Iran as an equal actor.

Nevertheless, economic incentives feature very strongly on the Iranian side as 
well, since in the absence of access to American technology, Europe could serve 
as a substitute in many cases. For this reason, even before the nuclear deal 
was concluded Iran had initiated major changes in its business and investment 
environment (the “new contract” for oil excavation, and new rules for establishing 
a joint bank in Iran). Nevertheless, the Iranian economy is weak, the Iranian 
currency has lost much of its value at various times (e.g. just since December 
2017 it has fallen by one-third), and although the model of the “resistance 
economy” did serve to prove that Iran was able to develop indigenous technical 
products, they have been mostly limited to either showcase items (e.g. in the 
defense industry) or based on equipment/technology from China, South Korea, 
or Japan.
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Attracting European capital and technology into the country has always been 
very high on the agenda. However, although EU–Iran trade increased by 
30 percent in 2017 (to 12.8 billion dollars), the EU is only Iran’s third largest trading 
partner, after China and the UAE. (Before the sanctions were put in place, it ranked 
first.) Currently, the EU represents 16.3 percent of Iran’s trade, while for the EU 
trade with Iran stands at 0.6 percent of its total, with 10.8 billion euros in exports 
to Iran and 10.1 billion euros of imports from Iran in 2017 (European Commission 
Directorate-General for Trade 2018). This is manifest in the relatively poor results 
of EU–Iran trade deals: while Airbus concluded a contract to supply 100 planes 
to Iran, only three have been delivered. The Daimler–Iran Khodro agreement for 
Fuso trucks so far has shown very limited results. And it is still unclear whether 
the French company Total will participate in the excavation of the South Pars 
oilfield or leave it to its Chinese partner (CNPC) (Ewing and Reed 2018).

Whither from Here?

As President Trump maintains his position on the Iranian nuclear deal, the EU 
will sooner or later have to choose sides. And even if European leaders abide by 
their political decision and reintroduce the 1996 Blocking Statute, the economic 
actors most probably will still consider the US market more important than Iran. 
There have already been signals that major European companies will pull out of 
Iran, as was clearly reflected by the EIB’s rejection of the European Commission’s 
request. This will probably enhance European efforts to move forward on other 
contentious Iran-related topics and try to find solutions that will obviate the need 
to choose – meaning, in practical terms, entering negotiations with Iran on a 
broader set of controversial issues. However, the unpredictability of President 
Trump’s moves and the question of whether he would accept anything achieved 
by someone other than himself/the USA limits Europe’s room for maneuver. This, 
in turn, may put the capability of the EU as an autonomous actor into question.

Nevertheless, siding with the increasingly bellicose rhetoric and even 
warmongering by the Trump administration against Iran would not be an option 
for the EU. Although National Security Advisor John Bolton and Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo, together with the Trump administration’s two important Middle 
East allies, Israel and Saudi Arabia, have openly pushed for war, the plan received 
a rather unexpected blow from the US Congress, which unanimously passed 
an amendment to the 2018–2019 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) 
“explicitly stating that the administration does not now have congressional 
authorization for initiating military action against Iran” (J Street 2018).
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At the moment, Iran is waiting to see how the relationship between the EU 
and the USA will evolve, and whether Russia, China, and even India are ready 
and able to withstand the US threat of sanctions. For Iran, the 2018 Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) summit was an important show of support, 
even if the US withdrawal from the JCPOA has made Iran’s full membership in 
the SCO less likely for now.

President Hassan Rouhani’s participation in the SCO summit and the recent 
travels by Foreign Minister Jawad Zarif to ensure support for the JCPOA by the 
parties – and India – demonstrate that the fate of the Rouhani administration is 
closely linked to the JCPOA. Although the Iranian economy improved following 
the signing of the JCPOA, its progress was neither as fast nor as extensive as 
expected. In the 2017 elections, President Rouhani was elected to a second term 
in the expectation that the JCPOA would hold and sanctions would be (further) 
lifted. Consequently, the Iranian domestic political scene is shifting again. While 
the political forces have been moving gradually towards the center in the past few 
years, President Trump’s decision threatens to strengthen the more conservative 
circles again, especially as Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei has again expressed 
his distrust of the USA and warned that uranium enrichment capacity-building 
would eventually be restarted should the JCPOA be terminated.

While in a worst-case scenario Iran could leave the JCPOA and stop 
cooperating with (some of) the international community, an option that hardliner 
groups within the country seem to prefer, a substantial breach of the technical 
terms put down in the JCPOA, but especially the perception that Iran might opt 
to develop nuclear weapons, would put the model of the Islamic Republic in 
danger. Consequently, although the EU may still be perceived as weak by Iran, it 
has a large role to play in preventing the reimposition of UNSC sanctions. Thus, 
the EU and Iran may soon find themselves back at the negotiating table.

References
European Commission Directorate-General for Trade (2018), “European Union, Trade in 

Goods with Iran,” European Commission, April 16, http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/
html/113392.htm.

European External Action Service (2016), “Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger 
Europe,” European Union, June 28, pp. 41–42, https://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/
node/339.

Ewing, Jack and Stanley Reed (2018), “European Companies Rushed to Invest in Iran. 
What Now?,” The New York Times, May 9, https://nyti.ms/2FXBLM5.

J Street (2018) “House Sends Clear Message: Trump Not Authorized to Use Military 
Force Against Iran,” J Street, May 24, https://jstreet.org/?p=20780.

http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/html/113392.htm
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/html/113392.htm
https://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/node/339
https://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/node/339
https://nyti.ms/2FXBLM5
https://jstreet.org/?p=20780

	MENARA_cover_v2
	FPR_2019_Special Issue_Contents
	FPR_2019_Special Issue
	MENARA_cover_v2



