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About This Report

In this report, we analyze the economic aspirations of Middle Eastern and North African
countries by examining the long-term vision documents that many of the region’s governments have
issued. Despite sustained periods of both high revenues from hydrocarbon production and deepening
global integration, much of the region has experienced economic stagnation over the past decade.
Within this context, we assess how countries might realistically pursue and attain their stated goals of
achieving high economic growth and diversification, as well as generating broader economic
opportunity.

To evaluate these aspirations, we used official vision documents that regional governments
published to generate two competing visions of prosperity: a state-centered vision, emphasizing top-
down economic management and state-led growth, and a citizen-centered vision, emphasizing
inclusivity and broader citizen engagement in economic life. We then identified a set of potentially
high-impact policy options—female labor force participation, property rights reform, infrastructure
investment, regional free trade, and immigration reform—and we simulated their potential
contribution to economic growth under each of the two visions.

Our findings suggest that, even with optimistic policy implementation, the region is unlikely to
meet its ambitious growth targets in either vision without transformative changes. Notably,
integrating more women into the workforce stands out as a key driver of potential economic
transformation for the region. Achieving the region’s visions of the future will require multifaceted
approaches that spur economic progress and necessitate overcoming obstacles that are resistant to
change. Our analysis is intended to inform policymakers in the region, as well as international
stakeholders, about pragmatic pathways for achieving long-term economic transformation.
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Visions to Reality: Achieving the
Middle East and North Africa’s
Economic Ambitions

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has grappled with an economic paradox since
2015. Despite favorable conditions, such as sustained high hydrocarbon prices and increasing
integration into the global economy, the region has been mired in economic stagnation.' This
stagnation is manifested across various dimensions, but it is most acutely apparent in the sluggish
growth of the gross domestic products (GDPs) that has been prevalent across the region. Indeed, the
average GDP per capita (GDPPC) growth across the 13 states we examine in this report was negative
between 2012 and 2022.> Contrasting these dynamics, official planning documents published by
regional countries present a stark divergence from this reality and outline ambitious economic growth
targets.

Given this context, how can some countries in the region realistically attain their future
aspirations?’ In this report, we address this question by employing a simulated policy approach that
examines a set of candidate policies across two potential futures, which we derived from the region’s
own vision documents and related literature. We differentiate these visions of the future, which are
the aspirations of many of the region’s countries, as being either state-centered or citizen-centered. These
two visions provide frameworks for analyzing potential policy impacts and pathways.

The state-centered vision focuses on maximizing economic growth in a manner that will not
disrupt state control and will not substantially change the underlying distribution of wealth within
society. The citizen-centered vision also prioritizes economic growth but does not cede the
commanding heights of the economy to state patrons. The citizen-centered vision relies on policies
that increase economic equality and create employment. By assessing a series of potential high-growth
policies within these contexts, each with its inherent challenges and implementation barriers, we offer
a pragmatic set of policies that align with the region’s long-term goals and its current economic
landscape.

Our analysis finds that, even under optimistic scenarios, achieving the ambitious growth targets
contained in states’ vision documents appears unlikely barring unprecedented and transformative
conditions. However, among the candidate policies we considered to achieve the countries’ targets, the

I Roberta Gatti, Jesica Torres, Nelly Elmallakh, Gianluca Mele, Diego Faurés, Mennatallah Emam Mousa, and Ilias Suvanov,
MENA Economic Update, October 2024: Growth in the Middle East and North Africa, World Bank Group, October 2024.

% Joseph Bahout and Perry Cammack, “Arab Political Economy: Pathways for Equitable Growth,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, October 9, 2018.

3 For this report, we considered the following countries: Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen.



integration of women into the workforce emerged as the most transformative. This policy might not
only provide substantial and sustained economic benefits, but it would also align with both the state-
centered and citizen-centered visions of the future.

Middle East and North Africa Conceptions of Future Prosperity

To define prosperity from the perspective of a sample of MENA countries, we consulted the
various vision and long-term planning documents the states’ governments developed. Ten of the
countries that we considered—Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Oman, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, and the UAE—have issued long-term vision or strategic-planning documents. The
governments of the other three countries considered—Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria—have not,
although civil society organizations in these countries have put forward their own views. The ten
official state vision documents that we consider in this section are broadly similar and thus have the
advantage of being comparable (to a degree). In addition, they represent the official positions of the
sitting governments at the time of this writing in September 2025, and they can serve as a basis for
mapping MENA states’ policy preferences (with the understanding that those preferences might
diverge from the aspirations of the countries’ societies and the regional interests of Western
countries).* Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the vision documents that we consulted.

* Although these vision documents are the best available resources for defining MENA states long-term goals, four main factors
limit their comparability: (1) The visions encompass different time periods—the shortest time horizon remaining and considered
as of this writing is 2025 (Jordan and Iran), and the longest time horizon is 2040 (Oman); (2) the visions vary in specificity in
that some set quantifiable targets—such as annual GDP growth rates or even a future Gini coefficient (a measure of income
inequality)—while others suffice with broad and typically uncontroversial goals, such as sustained economic growth; (3) the
nations’ rulers, who are endowed with considerable authority in the states (e.g., the Saudi monarchy), commissioned some of the
visions, whereas others are more akin to technocratic planning documents drafted at the ministerial level, making it unclear
whether future national leaders will commit to the visions’ implementations; and (4) some visions focus on a single sector,
although the economy is the most commonly discussed sector among all documents we reviewed.



Table 1. Overview of Visions Consulted

Country Vision Name Time Horizon Includes Numerical Targets
Bahrain® Economic Vision 2030 Roughly 20 years; the project began in 2008 No
Egypt® Egypt Vision 2030 Roughly 15 years; the project began in 2016 Yes
Jordan® Jordan 2025 Roughly ten years; the vision was signed by Yes
King Abdullah Il in 2014
Kuwait® Vision 2035 Kuwait 18 years; the vision was released in 2017 Yes
Iran® 20 Year National Vision 20 years; the vision was released in 2005 No
Iraq’ Iraq Vision 2030 Roughly 10 years; the vision was drafted in Yes
2019
Oman? Oman Vision 2040 Roughly 20 years; the vision was launched in Yes
2020
Qatar"  Qatar National Vision 22 years; the vision was drafted in 2008 No
2030
Saudi Vision 2030 Roughly 15 years; the vision was unveiled in Yes
Arabia’ 2016
UAE The Abu Dhabi Economic  Roughly 25 years, the work was initiated in Yes
Vision 2030 2006

SOURCES: Features information from the considered MENA countries’ vision or strategic planning documents, as listed
below.

@ Government of the Kingdom of Bahrain, Our Vision—from Regional Pioneer to Global Contender: The Economic Vision
2030 for Bahrain, undated.

® Ministry of Planning, Economic Development and International Cooperation, 2030 Vision of Egypt—the National
Agenda for Sustainable Development: Egypt’s Updated Vision 2030, Government of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 2023.
¢ Government of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Jordan 2025: A National Vision and Strategy, undated.

¢Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Kuwait Vision 2035: New Kuwait,” webpage, Government of the State of Kuwait, undated.
®Iran Data Portal, “20 Year National Vision,” webpage, Syracuse University, undated.

"Ministry of Planning, Irag Vision 2030, Government of the Republic of Irag, undated.

9Oman Vision 2040 Implementation Follow-Up Unit, Vision Document, Government of the Sultanate of Oman, undated.
" General Secretariat for Development Planning, Qatar National Vision 2030, Government of the State of Qatar, July
2008.

'Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030, undated.

I Government of Abu Dhabi, The Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030, November 2008. Although the Abu Dhabi Economic
Vision 2030 was put out by the government of Abu Dhabi, we believe that the vision represents that of the UAE as a
whole.

Three Features: Growth, Diversification, and Equal Opportunity

The vision documents exhibit three common features. First, the most cited characteristic of future
prosperity is high economic growth. Four states set specific targets for such growth. The most
ambitious plan of those we reviewed, Egypt 2030, envisions annual real GDP growth of 12 percent.’

> Ministry of Planning, Economic Development and International Cooperation, 2023, p. 16.



Oman, Jordan, and the UAE opt for still-strong but more-modest targets of 5 percent to 7.5 percent
annual real GDP growth.® Among states that eschew specific targets, the vision statements offer broad
descriptions, such as securing a “high standard of living,”” building a “thriving economy,” and realizing
“high and sustainable economic growth.” The visions tend to stress improvements in global
competitiveness and market-based approaches to economic development. Qatar’s long-term vision is
notable in suggesting the need to manage growth in ways that mitigate against negative externalities.
Its vision document notes that

growth could deplete [Qatar’s] resources, overstrain its economy and derail it from its
targeted objectives. . . . Qatar must develop at a pace that is consistent with the
realistic expectations of sustainable improvements in livelihoods and in the quality of

life. It must target growth rates that are compatible with its capacity for real economic

expansion.’

In addition to high economic growth rates, a second defining feature of the vision documents is
their association of prosperity with economic diversification. The growth target that Abu Dhabi sets
for its non-oil sector is nearly double the target for its oil sector (8.8 percent compared with 4.5
percent)," whereas Saudi Arabia aims to “raise the share of non-oil exports in non-oil GDP from 16%
to 50%.”"> Oman’s goal is to have non-oil GDP comprise more than 90 percent of its economic output
by 2040, a 30 percentage point increase from today."” Bahrain calls for a transformation away from
resource extraction and “aspire(s] to shift from an economy built on oil wealth to a productive, globally
competitive economy.”™*

The third common feature of how some MENA states define future prosperity is that all citizens
have opportunities to share in and benefit from economic returns. Three vision documents set out
quantifiable metrics related to poverty reduction and/or income inequality. Oman calls for modestly
reducing its Gini coefficient from 0.31 to 0.28 by 2040,'* whereas Egypt plans to reduce its poverty
headcount ratio by more than 10 percent and dramatically reduce its Gini coefficient from 0.31 to
0.10 by 2030." Jordan targets a reduction of its Gini coefficient from 0.376 to 0.28 over its ten-year

® Government of Abu Dhabi, 2008, p. 11; Oman Vision 2040 Implementation Follow-Up Unit, undated, p. 29; Government of
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, undated, p. 75.

7 General Secretariat for Development Planning, 2008, p. 27.

8 Building a thriving economy is the second theme of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 (Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
undated).

K Ministry of Planning, undated, p. 32.

10 General Secretariat for Development Planning, July 2008, p. 6.

1 Government of Abu Dhabi, 2008, p.11.

12 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, undated, p. 61.

13 “Oman Vision 2040 Implementation Follow-Up Unit,” undated, p. 31.
14 Government of the Kingdom of Bahrain, undated, p. 3.

1> Oman Vision 2040 Implementation Follow-Up Unit, undated, p. 27. The Gini coefficient is a measure of income inequality
between 1 and 0. Lower values indicate less inequality. In 2023, the United States’s Gini coefficient was 0.418 (World Bank
Group, “Gini Index—United States,” undated-b).

16 Ministry of Planning, Economic Development and International Cooperation, 2023, p. 24.



plan, and it aims to reduce poverty levels from 14 percent to 8 percent over the same period.”” More
commonly, the vision documents suffice with references to “equal opportunities.” That phrase is used
in each of the vision documents and is often accompanied by a reference to providing a safety net for
the neediest. Illustrative of this sentiment is Bahrain's vision that “Bahraini society in 2030 will be a
meritocracy where hard work and talent are rewarded with success. Basic care will be available
irrespective of abilities, and all Bahrainis will enjoy equal opportunities.”®

Two Competing Visions

After consulting these vision documents, we conducted a broader analysis of government
documents and regional policy reports, and we conducted interviews with regional experts to develop a
more nuanced understanding of the region’s aspirations. These documents included both English-
language and Arabic-language sources (we consulted with bilingual RAND researchers as needed).
Interviews were with MENA policymakers based in Washington, D.C., and with experts who focus
on MENA policymaking or who have relevant industry experience.” Although the analysis and
interviews resulted in us compiling a variety of perspectives, we were able to coherently synthesize
those resulting perspectives into the two distinct visions that we outlined earlier in this report. Both
visions are underpinned by a shared commitment to achieving substantial economic growth, yet they
diverge significantly in their approach to realizing this objective. Tarek Masoud offers the most-
concise articulation of these two visions,” stating that

the Arab world finds itself torn between two visions of progress: One seeks to replace
the regimes that dominate the region; the other seeks to replace the people who
inhabit it. The first vision is embodied in the democratic venture to which the world
thrilled in the opening days of 2011 . .. [and the second vision focusing on] strong

states, developed economies, and modern citizens.*!

The coexistence of these two visions is related to the fundamentals of governance in many Middle
East states. As Fakir and Yerkes observe, “Arab regimes have established a set formula for managing
state-citizen relations: government services in exchange for public consent.. .. [but] changes to the
government-citizen relationship in the Arab world have reshaped citizens’ perceptions of what they
owe their government and what they can expect from it.”** Indeed, this traditional social contract is
increasingly being challenged as citizens demand more than just economic benefits.

Therefore, the state-centered vision delineates a future in which the state continues to play a major
role in shaping society and the economy. This approach sees the government exerting considerable

17 Government of Jordan, undated, p. 116.

'8 Government of the Kingdom of Bahrain, undated, p. 20.

19 We refrain from providing a list of these interviewees to protect their privacy.

0 Tarek Masoud, “The Arab Spring at 10: Kings or People?” Journal of Democracy, Vol. 32, No. 1, January 2021.
2 Masoud, 2021, pp. 139, 149.

22 Intissar Fakir and Sarah Yerkes, “Governance and the Future of the Arab World,” Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, October 16, 2018.



influence over economic development and is the status quo for the region at large.” In this vision of
the future, the state uses its power to diversify the economy and reduce dependency on oil (for those
MENA states that are imbued with these resources). This vision accounts for existing ethno-sectarian
divisions but does not prioritize their resolution, instead focusing on economic growth as a mechanism
to improve living standards. It relies on there being a social contract aimed at reducing poverty, but the
vision does not fundamentally address the prevalent high inequality. Political expression under this
vision would be limited; the state would be seen as the primary provider of stability, services, and
goods. Security would be maintained through robust law enforcement and surveillance.

The citizen-centered vision emphasizes the dissolution of ethno-sectarian divisions and the
promotion of a more inclusive society.”* As with the first vision, the citizen-centered vision shares the
economic goal of diversification but places significant emphasis on both reducing poverty and
minimizing inequality. This vision advocates societal transformation characterized by equitable
distribution of wealth and opportunities. Political liberalization would be key: Citizen participation in
governance would ensure that government actions reflect the populace’s will. The rule of law would be
paramount.

These two visions offer contrasting perspectives on the region’s future. The state-centered vision
prioritizes economic growth and stability with the government as the central figure, while the citizen-
centered vision intertwines economic prosperity with equality and political empowerment. Both
visions represent potential pathways for the MENA region, each with its unique challenges and
opportunities.”

Progress toward both visions is ongoing across the region. Saudi Arabia, for example, is actively
pursuing economic diversification through Vision 2030, a state-led initiative to reduce reliance on oil
while preserving state authority over key sectors. This direction illustrates the state-centered vision, as
does the UAE's drive toward rapid centrally planned economic development and diversification with
limited political liberalization. These cases epitomize the majority of the vision documents that we
examined. However, certain MENA states are actively pursuing the citizen-centered vision. Reforms
implemented across the region following the Arab Spring in 2011, which enshrined democratic
principles into constitutions and focused on more equitably distributing economic gains, exemplify the
citizen-centered vision.

Candidate Policies

To examine how MENA states might achieve the goals that these visions outline, we identified a
set of policies that can potentially drive significant economic growth in the region over the coming
decades. These policies, although not exhaustive in addressing every aspect of the region’s complex
economies, encapsulate potentially impactful tools that regional governments can use to pursue their

23 Masoud, 2021.
2* See Fakir and Yerkes, 2018.

%> Although we employ these two visions to characterize the potential effects of economic policies, it is important to acknowledge
that they are neither exhaustive nor complete representations of the region’s ambitions. Rather, they serve as illustrative
archetypes, which we find useful in demonstrating how different futures might unfold and are conditional on varying priorities
and policies.



ambitious visions of the future. We employed a variety of reports and publications to populate this
list; in doing so, the policies represent actual options being discussed publicly that might offer the
ability to meaningfully increase economic growth.*® Because there are far too many potential policies in
the marketplace of ideas to evaluate within the context of this report, our intent is to focus on this
subset of policies that represents a single mix of tools that policymakers in the region might use
concurrently to spur growth and illustrate their potential effects on growth across the region. We
illustrate growth under a set of assumptions and within a reasonable scenario in the “Assessing the
Impact on Economic Growth” section of this report.

These policies, despite their potential to drive growth, are not without their implementation
challenges. The successful realization of the growth they promise will require navigating numerous
obstacles and necessitate coordinated efforts across various sectors and levels of governance; it might
also require overcoming opposition to policies that support one goal at the expense of another. For
example, state governments that diversify their economies away from a reliance on the energy sector
might spur more-sustainable growth but could also challenge often generous social contracts with
their citizens that are predicated on the distribution of oil wealth. Including women in the workforce
will boost economic productivity but will challenge conservative social mores and will subject men in
the workforce to greater competition in labor markets. The policies we present, therefore, should be
viewed not as definitive solutions but as representative models to demonstrate how strategic planning
and targeted policy interventions could guide policymaking. We review five potential policies and
outline them below. The policies are enhancing female labor force participation, property rights reform,
supporting physical infrastructure (that is, development), regional free trade, and immigration reform.

Enhancing Female Labor Force Participation

MENA countries continue to lag behind much of the world in the pursuit of gender equality,
according to the United Nations (UN) Development Programme’s Gender Inequality Index.”” Of
particular note, women in MENA countries have the lowest rate of participation in the workforce of
any region in the world, at 22 percent, “compared to the global average of 50 percent. Political
participation, similarly, is lower in Arab countries than in most other regions, according to UN
data.””® The integration of more women into the workforce across MENA countries could result in
significant economic growth and productivity gains. Substantially increasing women’s participation in
the workforce would necessitate addressing both supply and demand factors in the labor market.

On the supply side, for countries in which adequate labor participation by women is not already
the case, educational reforms could ensure that women have equal access to quality education and
vocational training that align with market demands. Increasing participation would also require

26 Eor example, see Gatti et al., 2024; Bahout and Cammack, 2018; International Monetary Fund, Regional Economic Outlook—
Middle East and Central Asia: Building Resilience and Fostering Sustainable Growth, October 2023; and International Monetary
Fund, Regional Economic Outlook—Middle East and Central Asia: Navigating the Evolving Geoeconomic Landscape, October 2024.

27 National Intelligence Council, The Future of Women’s Rights, Office of the Director of National Intelligence, NIC-2021-
02488, June 2021.

28 Perry Cammack, Michele Dunne, Amr Hamzawy, Marc Lynch, Marwan Muasher, Yezid Sayigh, and Maha Yahya, Arab
Fractures: Citizens, States, and Social Contracts, Carnegie Endowment for Peace, 2017, p. 8.



removing systemic barriers that limit women’s entry into and retention in the workforce, such as
inadequate maternity leave policies, cultural norms around women working (particularly after they are
married), and a lack of child care support. On the demand side, regulatory frameworks and incentives
might be instituted to encourage businesses to hire and retain more women. These might include tax
incentives for companies that achieve certain thresholds of female employment or compliance with
gender-equality standards. Additionally, labor laws could be reformed to enforce antidiscrimination in
hiring practices. Indeed, some countries in the region (e.g., Egypt, Kuwait, Iraq) actively prohibit
women from working under certain circumstances, such as at night or in dangerous jobs.”

The broader economic impacts of such a policy would likely include an expansion of the labor
supply, a diversification of skills and perspectives in the workplace, and enhanced aggregate
productivity. Achieving this policy might require societal initiatives that are aimed at shifting cultural
perceptions about women'’s roles in the economy and the home, and it would necessitate a concerted
effort across different sectors and levels of government, each sharing the objective of creating an
enabling environment that empowers women to participate fully and equitably in their countries’
economic development.

Property Rights Reform

The establishment and enforcement of robust property rights is a fundamental policy lever for
catalyzing economic growth in developing economies. In MENA countries, a push to reinforce
property rights would entail codifying legal protections for land and intellectual property, enhancing
the transparency and efficiency of property registries, and streamlining the processes of property
acquisition and transfer. Secure property rights provide individuals and businesses with the confidence
to invest in land, capital improvements, and innovation because they would know that their
investments are protected by law.”® This security fosters a stable investment climate that is conducive
to long-term planning and capital accumulation.’® Well-defined property rights also facilitate market
transactions by reducing transaction costs and information asymmetries, thus enabling more-efficient
allocations of resources within the economy.’® Property rights are also linked to the credit market.”> By
providing assets that can be used as collateral, they expand access to finances for both consumers and
entrepreneurs, thus spurring entrepreneurial activities and the expansion of credit throughout the
economy.’*

22 World Bank Group, “Women, Business and the Law: Pay,” webpage, undated-c.

30 Steven Lawry, Cyrus Samii, Ruth Hall, Aaron Leopold, Donna Hornby, Farai Mtero, “The Impact of Land Property Rights
Interventions on Investment and Agricultural Productivity in Developing Countries: A Systematic Review,” Campbell Systematic
Reviews, Vol. 10, No. 1, January 2014.

31 Anna Locke, Giles Henley, Michael Mattingly, Chiara Selvetti, Stefan Dercon, Matthew Harvey, Rubbina Karruna,
Anuradha Joshi, William Evans, Iris Krebber, et al., Secure Property Rights and Development: Economic Growth and Household
Welfare, United Kingdom Department for International Development, April 2014.

32 Maitreesh Ghatak, “Property Rights and Productivity of Resource Allocation in Developing Countries,” London School of
Economics, February 5, 2020.

33 Lawry et al., 2014.
3% Ghatak, 2020.



In practical terms, enhancing this policy within the MENA region would involve legislating
reforms to create a robust legal framework for property rights, investing in the institutional capacity to
administer property records and adjudicate disputes, and administering programs to educate citizens
about their rights and the resulting economic benefits. However, codifying and enforcing property
rights will also require substantial short-term costs. These include an increase in local title disputes
that would likely need to be mitigated through mechanisms of compensation for those who “lose”
adjudications of property rights.

Supporting Physical Infrastructure

Strategic infrastructure investments across such critical sectors as transportation, energy, and
telecommunications represent another pathway to economic expansion in the region. This policy
could be operationalized through two complementary mechanisms: public-private partnerships
(PPPs) and traditional public investments. PPPs offer a collaborative model in which the government
aligns with the private sector to deliver public goods more efficiently. This approach can mitigate
public-sector budget constraints, distribute risks more effectively, and leverage private-sector
innovation. The contractual nature of PPPs, when supported by strong legal frameworks and
transparent bidding processes, can also provide long-term investment stability, which is conducive to
fostering foreign direct investment and bolstering economic growth.”” The economic rationale for
public investment lies in its multiplier effect; by increasing public capital stock, these investments can
stimulate aggregate demand, enhance productivity, and generate employment.’* However,
infrastructure investment can impose a substantial fiscal burden on government budgets, particularly
in cases in which PPPs fail to attract sufficient private investment or in which cost overruns occur.

Regional Free Trade

The establishment of a free trade association (FT'A) also offers an opportunity to accelerate
economic growth. This would involve eliminating or reducing tariffs, trade barriers, and import quotas
among member countries to foster increased trade and economic cooperation. An aim of the policy
would be to catalyze intraregional trade, which is historically low in the MENA region relative to
other regions.”” This underuse of regional trade potential can be attributed to a variety of factors,
including high tariff walls, nontariff barriers, and a lack of complementary trade structures. The
establishment of an FT A addresses these factors directly, facilitating easier movement of goods,
services, and capital across borders. This increased trade connectivity can lead to economies of scale,
greater market access for domestic producers, and the stimulation of regional supply chains.

3> World Bank Group, Guidance on PPP Legal Frameworks, 2022 Edition, 2022.

36 Alejandro Izquierdo, Ruy E. Lama, Juan Pablo Medina, Jorge P. Puig, Daniel Riera-Crichton, Carlos A. Vegh, and Guillermo
Vuletin, Is the Public Investment Multiplier Higher in Developing Countries? An Empirical Investigation, National Bureau of
Economic Research, November 2019.

37 Alberto Behar and Caroline Freund, “The Trade Performance of the Middle East and North Africa,” Middle East and North
Africa Working Paper Series, No. 53, July 2011.



Furthermore, a regional FT'A in the MENA region could also result in economic diversification.
By opening new markets and introducing competitive pressures, member countries would be
incentivized to innovate and move away from an overreliance on a limited number of commodities.
Implementation of such an FT'A would require the difficult tasks of harmonizing trade policies,
standardizing customs procedures, and potentially establishing supranational regulatory bodies to
oversee and enforce trade agreements.

Immigration Reform

Implementing immigration reform to attract skilled labor could contribute to economic growth in
the region. This would involve revising immigration laws and processes to create an environment that
is conducive to attracting, retaining, and integrating skilled workers from around the world. It could
also involve creating visa categories specifically for skilled workers, establishing fast-track processes for
residency permits, and using incentives, such as tax benefits.

Skilled immigrants bring specialized knowledge and competencies that can fill critical gaps in an
economy. The influx of skilled labor can lead to increased productivity, innovation, and
entrepreneurship. Furthermore, skilled immigrants can play a role in transferring knowledge and skills
to the domestic workforce, thus improving the host country’s overall human capital and its firms’
efficiencies. Attracting skilled labor through immigration reform can also have broader
macroeconomic benefits. Skilled workers typically have higher earning potentials, which translates to
increased consumer spending and tax revenues for the host country. Additionally, their presence can
make the region more attractive to foreign direct investment because multinational corporations often
seek locations with a skilled and diverse labor pool.

Incentivizing expatriate labor in economies with already-high unemployment rates among its
most-educated cohorts must be balanced against further alienating local labor. Immigration reform
could slow existing programs, such as “Saudization” and “Qatarization” programs that exist in those
respective countries, that mandate local hires within the private sector. Such immigration policies run
against a current of nationalism that can be seen in many states, particularly those in the MENA

region.”®

Assessing the Impact on Economic Growth

After delineating the policies that governments in the MENA region could use to pursue their
ambitious visions of the future, we conducted an assessment to estimate the policies’ effects on growth
across countries. To do this, we identified published academic studies that assess the impact of each of
these policies in the present context, which then allowed us to use the estimated effects shown in those

%8 Jon B. Alterman, “Little Sparta’ and the Gulfs New Nationalism,” Citizens in Training podcast, March 27, 2018.
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studies to quantify each policy’s potential “uplift” on the future economies of the countries that we
studied, given reasonable assumptions.”

However, it is unlikely that the countries we considered could realize the full benefits of these
policies by 2050, a time frame beyond the longest planning document we reviewed, because of the
inherent challenges in policy implementation and execution. These factors range from bureaucratic
inefficiencies to the complexities of policy adaptation within diverse socioeconomic contexts. For
example, the potential benefits of increasing female labor force participation are enormous, but
effectively closing the labor force gender gap is a unique challenge and remains elusive even in
developed economies that implemented policies decades ago to address the issue. Similarly,
adjudicating property title disputes and other complexities that arise from establishing property rights
will necessarily require a web of policies and overcoming governance challenges. Furthermore,
variation in institutional capacities across the region suggests that the efficacy of policy
implementation will likely be uneven because of states’ limitations of controlling the market and
enforcing policy changes. Given these dynamics, we suggest that implementing these policies might
result in only a partial realization of the vision documents’ overall projected economic growth (we
integrate this potential partial realization into our estimates of policy outcomes).

To address this possibility of unevenly implementing policies and partially realizing goals, we
introduced two factors in our analysis that were beyond each policy’s potential direct effect. First, we
gathered data regarding each country’s current status in relation to each policy. For example, for
women in the workplace, we collected information regarding the rate at which women are involved in
the labor market relative to men. These values vary across each country and indicate the extent to
which each country might benefit from enacting these policies.* Second, we subjectively chose how
effective the countries might be in “closing the policy gaps.” That is, we set the difference of each
country’s trend as a result of that country’s government focusing on these policies. For example,
although each country has a trend for female labor force participation, we can assume that the trend
would increase positively if a policy decision were made to specifically increase such participation.

39T assess the regional free trade policy, we used the estimated effect from a RAND report when generating our estimates of
economic growth (see Daniel Egel, Andrew Parasiliti, Charles P. Ries, and Dori Walker, Estimating the Economic Benefits of
Levant Integration, RAND Corporation, RR-2375-NLI, 2019).

To assess the immigration reform policy, we used the estimated effect from Ekrame Boubtane, Jean-Christophe Dumont, and
Christophe Rault, “Immigration and Economic Growth in the OECD Countries 1986-2006,” Oxford Economic Papers, Vol. 68,
No. 2, February 9, 2016.

To assess the supporting physical infrastructure policy, we used data from the World Bank’s Benchmarking Infrastructure
Development 2020 report to create an estimate of policy impact (see World Bank Group, Benchmarking Infrastructure
Development 2020: Assessing Regulatory Quality to Prepare, Procure and Manage PPPs and Traditional Public Investment in
Infrastructure Projects, 2020). The report measures the “the quality of regulatory frameworks for preparation, procurement, and
management of large infrastructure projects” (Word Bank Group, 2020, p. 14).

To assess the female labor force participation policy, we used a PwC report to create an estimate of policy impact (see PwC,
“MENA Women in Work Survey 2022: Young Women, Powerful Ambitions, 2022).

To assess the property rights reform policy, we used Charles Gottlieb and Jan Grobovsek, “Communal Land and Agricultural
Productivity,” Journal of Development Economics, Vol. 138, May 2019.

0T calculate estimates of migration and female labor force participation, we used linear regression to extrapolate each country’s
trends over the past decade.
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Although these are subjective choices, we kept them constant across countries to prioritize parsimony
and comparability.*

Our approach consequently varies the extent of each policy’s benefit across countries using two
factors: the degree to which countries might reasonably be able to implement the policy within the
next few decades and country-specific factors associated with the extent of likely implementation.
Finally, to exemplify the differential effect of a state-centered versus citizen-centered vision on
economic growth, we used historical economic growth data for countries that implemented visions
that resemble the two visions we considered.*” This approach enabled us to illustrate the potential
economic outcomes of these policies while accounting for both their theoretical effectiveness and the
practical realities of their implementation across countries and within the two visions of the future.

Figures 1 and 2 contain the results of our analysis of the state-centered and citizen-centered
visions in the 2050 time frame. The vertical axis displays average yearly GDPPC growth, and the
horizontal axis contains the countries in our sample.” The white dots display the average GDPPC
growth between 2010 and 2021, and the colored blocks above them illustrate the potential added
effect of each of the five policies. Several trends emerge. First, out of the 13 countries in the sample,
only five average positive GDPPC growth. More so, each country averages growth of less than
2 percent except for the UAE and Egypt, which are hovering close to 2 percent. Second, although each
of the policies we identified contributes meaningful growth, they are not sufficient to empower these
countries to achieve their ambitious growth targets. This is the case even if all policies are
implemented collectively. Third, enhancing female labor force participation is clearly the most
impactful policy and, across most countries, represents approximately half of the potential growth
from these efforts.

As illustrated in the figures, the state-centered vision might provide higher economic growth than
the citizen-centered vision. This is because of the state-centered vision's emphasis on direct
government intervention in economic activities and resource mobilization. Historically, this model has
facilitated swift economic growth in some countries because the government’s central role often allows
more-streamlined policy implementation compared with pluralistic systems. However, although this
vision could accelerate growth in the short to medium terms, this approach might not address such
issues as income inequality or social welfare. In contrast, the citizen-centered vision, focusing on
inclusivity and equitable growth, might lead to slower growth rates because of the broader stakeholder
engagement required in policy decisions, which can extend the time frames for consensus-building and
implementation.

1 We assumed a 25-percent improvement for female labor participation, a 10-percent increase in immigration, a 25-percent
improvement in the property rights score, a 10-percent increase in infrastructure development risk, and a 40-percent
implementation of the regional free trade association.

2 Specifically, we compared historic GDPPC growth rates between countries using their Polity score—a standard measurement
of the authority of each country’s regime that ranges from hereditary monarchy to consolidated democracy—as a proxy measure
of the state-centered versus citizen-centered visions. Using 0 as the cutoff between the visions, and after excluding the United
States and Europe, we found that citizen-centered countries’ GDPPC grew at 1.42 times the rate of state-centered countries’
GDPCC since 2012. See Monty G. Marshall and Ted Robert Gurr, “Polity5: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions,
1800-2018,” dataset, Center for Systemic Peace, 2020.

* World Bank Group, “GDP per Capita Growth (Annual %),” webpage, undated-a.

12



Figure 1. Policy Impact: State-Centered Vision

® Immigration ® Infrastructure = Prop. Rights ® Reg. FTA mWorkforce Growth
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NOTE: The vertical axis displays average change in GDPPC from 2010 to 2021. The dots represent the actual average
GDPPC change for each country we considered, and the colored blocks above them illustrate the potential added (in
this case, positive) effect of each of the five policies. BHR = Bahrain; EGY = Egypt; IRN = Iran; IRQ = Iraq; JOR = Jordan;
KWT = Kuwait; LBN = Lebanon; OMN = Oman; Prop. = property; QAT = Qatar; Reg. = regional; SAU = Saudi Arabia;
SYR = Syria; YEM = Yemen.
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Figure 2. Policy Impact: Citizen-Centered Vision
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NOTE: The y-axis displays average change in GDPPC from 2010 to 2021. The dots represent the actual average
GDPPC change for each country we considered, and the colored blocks above them illustrate the potential added (in
this case, positive) effect of each of the five policies.

Conclusion

Most economies in the MENA region have stagnated or contracted during the past decade. This
occurred despite favorable macroeconomic conditions, such as sustained elevated hydrocarbon prices
and increased global economic integration. Concurrent with these trends, some of the region’s
countries published official planning documents that outline ambitious economic growth targets for
the near future and envision transformed societies. We examined these future aspirations and
synthesized them into two visions: a state-centered vision and a citizen-centered vision. Each vision
proposes divergent trajectories toward achieving economic prosperity: The former emphasizes
government-led economic initiatives and the latter advocates growth strategies that prioritize
inclusivity.

We then simulated the implementation of candidate policies within each vision, which underscore
a collective aim for high economic growth, economic diversification, and equal opportunity. Yet
realizing these goals is contingent on implementing strategic policies that address the inherent
challenges and complexities of the region’s economic landscape. Each policy we examined—enhancing
female labor force participation, strengthening property rights, investing in infrastructure, establishing
aregional FTA, and reforming immigration policies—holds the potential to spur significant economic
growth. Nevertheless, these policies’ successful implementation is fraught with challenges, including
navigating institutional obstacles and managing fiscal considerations.

Our findings suggest that, even with optimistic policy implementation, neither vision is likely to
meet the region’s ambitious growth targets without transformative changes. Notably, integrating more
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women into the workforce stands out as a key driver of potential economic transformation for
countries in the region. This policy not only offers significant economic benefits but also aligns with
the objectives of both envisioned futures. Achieving the region’s visions of the future will require

multifaceted approaches that spur economic progress and overcoming obstacles that are resistant to
change.
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Abbreviations

FTA
GDP
GDPPC
MENA
2%
UAE

free trade association

gross domestic product

gross domestic product per capita
Middle East and North Africa
public-private partnership
United Arab Emirates
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