
The Future of the Arab 
World

The Challenge

In December 2010, as its outset, the Arab Spring was 
non-ideological and leaderless. In many respects, it 

seemed to be the product of a “generational 
revolution”: 100 million young Arabs were rising 

against stifling economic and political structures that 
had stripped them of their freedoms while giving 

them in return one of the poorest education systems 
in the world, the highest unemployment rate together 
with a yawning income gap. Both Tunisia and Egypt 
demonstrated that rapid economic growth does not 

buy political stability unless political institutions and 
public governance are allowed to mature equally 

rapidly.
The 22 countries that compose the Arab world are far 

from being homogeneous, but more than two years 
after the revolution began, the whole region is in an 
increasing state of flux. There are growing signs of 

social discord, sectarian violence and economic 
pressure engulfing most of the Arab world. Is the 

region in for much tougher times? What are the most 
likely scenarios in the next 2–3 years? Might turmoil 

in Egypt – regarded as the vital pillar of regional 
stability – spread to the entire region? Might the civil 
wars caused by divisions between Shiites and Sunnis 

that currently affect Iraq and Syria spread to other 
countries such as Bahrain and Lebanon? In countries 

that look relatively calm (Morocco, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, the Gulf Emirates), is social unrest 

festering below the surface? If youth unemployment is 
the main stumbling block on the road to stability, what 

are the policies susceptible to alleviate it?



SOLUTIONS

 Create 'national dialogue tables' between opposing religious and 
political factions in the Arab world

Political instability, sometimes based on religion, compromises the economic 
development of the Arab region. The 90 former heads of state and government 

of the Club de Madrid can act as powerful and neutral facilitators for 
squabbling factions to reach accommodation. This can be combined with a 
campaign to use inclusive passages of the Koran to build bridges between 

Islamic sects and other religions. In all cases, outsiders should facilitate and 
demonstrate models from other regions but not dictate. Civil society 

organizations should also play a major role.

 Create a regional structural adjustment fund (a Marshall Plan for the 
Arab world) with reform requirements to restructure centralized 

economies
A regional structural adjustment fund for the Arab world could be funded in 

part by the Gulf Cooperation Council, which should be urged to pool its money 
rather than using it for defined political ends. Other sources of funding could 

be the Muslim zakat (giving 2.5% of income to charity), as well as funding from 
the European Union, the G-8 and economically successful and predominantly 

Muslim countries, such as Turkey and Malaysia. Among the priorities should be 
reforms to spur employment, including for women, reforms of the education 
system to prepare graduates for the job market, and increased infrastructure 

investment.

 Promote regional economic integration in the Middle East through a 
Pan-Arab free trade area

Regional economic integration and trade in the Arab world are the lowest of 
any region. Integration was far greater before the present borders were created 
after the First World War. Increased regional integration, including with Israel 

if an entente is ever reached, would increase economic growth and reduce 
regional political tensions. A Pan-Arab free trade area could be promoted by 
eliminating unnecessary non-tariff measures, liberalizing services trade and 

strengthening the institutional rules applicable to regional trade.

 Improve the entrepreneurial ecosystem in the Arab world by creating 
business incubators

Building an entrepreneurial ecosystem should not wait for politics, given the 
pressing needs to increase employment. Several countries, with Jordan the 

most advanced, are already doing well and they provide good models for other 
countries.


