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AMCHAM MENA Regional Council

The AmCham MENA Regional Council (AmCham MENA Council) was established
in 2005 and comprises the AmChams of Abu Dhabi-UAE, Bahrain, Egypt,
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine and Tunisia. The objective of the Council

is to work on promoting greater business opportunities between the U.S. and the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) region. The Council works on effectively linking the
various members and institutionalizing their ongoing coordination with the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce. It also works on promoting free trade agreements between
MENA countries and the U.S. and on fostering increased awareness among MENA
region manufacturers and producers of export opportunities to the U.S. through those
agreements.

AmCham Jordan is the current Chair of the Council, and AmCham Egypt is the Vice
Chair. The Council's Secretariat resides at AmCham Egypt.

www.amchammena.org

Mission

Objectives 

To promote trade and investment between the U.S. and the MENA region

• Foster increased awareness among MENA region manufacturers and producers for
potential business opportunities with the U.S.
• Promote closer ties with the U.S. market.
• Support and promote various investment and trade initiatives.
• Coordinate formal programs focusing on the promotion of U.S. business opportunities.
• Foster increased collaboration between members of the Council.
• Effectively link the different organizations and institutionalize their ongoing collaboration
with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.
• Organize regional trade and investment conferences and exhibitions.
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1. THE MENA Landscape

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is a
geographic classification for a group of countries
extending from Morocco in northwest Africa to Iran

in southwest Asia. The diversity of countries makes for a
heterogeneous region, encompassing a variety of income lev-
els, economic landscapes, standards of living, and main
imports and exports. There is also a diversity of definitions for
this region: some, like the World Bank, include Djibouti and
Sudan in northeast Africa, or Turkey and Malta in Europe;
others make a distinction of “the Arab MENA region,”
excluding these countries as well as Iran and Israel. 

No matter how it is defined geographically, MENA is a
strategically important region with several defining economic
and social trends. The region is endowed with a wealth of
natural petroleum resources (51% of world oil reserves and
47% of natural gas reserves) concentrated in the Arabian Gulf
and Maghreb and serving as important growth engines for
these countries. Eight MENA countries are members of the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC),
founded in 1960, and 11 countries make up the Organization
of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC), founded in
1968. The MENA region is also defined, both socially and

politically, by the Arab League and the Greater Arab Free
Trade Area (GAFTA), of which all Arab MENA countries are
members.

For this report, the MENA region refers to the 16 Arab
countries of Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Yemen, plus
West Bank and Gaza. This group is divided into three geopolitical
blocs: the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), comprising the
six oil-driven economies of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and UAE; the Maghreb, comprising Algeria,
Libya, Morocco and Tunisia; and the Mashreq comprising
Lebanon, Syria and the former members of the now-defunct
Arab Cooperation Council (ACC), namely Egypt, Iraq, Jordan
and Yemen. 

The primary focus here will be on recent trends in investment
and trade between the United States and the eight members of
the AmCham MENA Regional Council—Bahrain, Egypt,
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, the UAE, and West Bank and
Gaza. A special section at the end will look at commercialization
of innovation in MENA as a driving force for economic
development and global competitiveness.
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Arab MENA Demographics (2017)

1.1 Economic Outlook

Metric Total/Average
Total population (million) 353
Total land area (million sq. km) 9.6
Average population density (people/sq. km) 266.7
Population growth rate (%) 1.7
Total labor force (million) 118.2 

Top three countries by land area (million sq. km)
Algeria 2.4
Saudi Arabia 2.2
Libya 1.8

Top three countries by population (million)
Egypt 97.6
Algeria 41.3
Iraq 38.3

Top three countries by population density (people/sq. km)
Bahrain 1,936
West Bank and Gaza 778
Lebanon 595

Top three countries by labor force (million)
Egypt 31.1
Saudi Arabia 13.8
Morocco 12.8

Arab MENA covers an area of 9.6 million square kilometers, or
6.5% of the world’s landmass, which makes it the third largest
after Russia and Canada. It is larger in area than China and the
U.S. and more than twice the size of the European Union. The
region’s population comprises 4.7% of the total world population,
equivalent to one quarter of the population of China and larger
than the population of the U.S. The sheer demographics of this
region give it great economic potential. Not only does the region
have the highest share of working-age population among all devel-
oping regions, but the share of working-age population is expected
to continue to grow through 2035, much longer than in several
other emerging and developing regions. 

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), MENA is
the world’s second youngest region with 60% of the population
under the age of 30. As such, the region’s current social and polit-
ical setting has extended effects on the economy. The youth bulge
means MENA countries are both ripe for and in desperate need of
economic growth and development. After the political upheaval of
the Arab Spring, governments have recognized the urgency of
embracing the needs of the younger generations with millennials at
the forefront. IMF data shows that since 2011, youth unemploy-
ment (the 15-24 age bracket) for the region has hovered around
26%—the highest rate of youth unemployment in the world.

That young population is one of MENA’s most promising assets.
Analysts from PNC Capital Advisors noted in August 2018 that
“With rising disposable incomes, and a burgeoning, increasingly
tech-savvy young middle class, the region is in the potential early
stages of an e-commerce boom.” Meanwhile, two high-profile

global events—the 2020 World Expo in Dubai and the 2022 FIFA
World Cup in Qatar—will generate interest in the region as a
tourism and investment destination.

The slump in global oil prices from mid-2014 to mid-2017 was
a wake-up call to the oil-producing countries, with the UAE and
Saudi Arabia both moving to diversify their economies and boost
private sector participation. Egypt is also implementing structural
reforms designed to improve the business climate and expand
opportunities for Egyptians as the country prepares to benefit from
a recently developed natural gas field. It has an improving current
account, low inflation, increased currency reserves, improving fis-
cal conditions and a growing consumer class. 

According to the World Bank, economic growth in MENA
is steadily improving “on the back of a positive global out-
look, stabilizing oil prices at relatively higher levels, economic
stabilization policies, and recovery and reconstruction as con-
flicts recede.” Oil exporters are expected to benefit from
increases in oil prices and spending on infrastructure for major
projects, including the 2020 Expo and 2022 World Cup.
Growth among oil importers is also expected to improve as
business and consumer confidence is boosted by reforms and
the general expansion of the global economy. In the April
2018 MENA Economic Monitor, World Bank analysts noted,
“Stabilization policies, reforms and a surge in foreign receipts
are expected to lower fiscal and external imbalances in 2018
and beyond. In the short term, the outlook for MENA remains
positive, and the growth rebound is expected to hold firm over
the next two years.”

Source: World Bank
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MENA GDP, GDP per capita and GDP growth  (2017)

Bubble Size: GDP in USD billion
Source: World Bank World Development Indicators
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*IMF Staff Estimates. Note: No data available for Syria or West Bank and Gaza
Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook, October 2018

Indicator Sub-region 2015 2016 2017 2018* 2019* 2020*

Current Per Capita
GDP (USD at PPP)

GCC 69,077 68,714 68,012 69,822 72,096 74,206
Maghreb 10,114 10,136 11,320 11,934 12,597 12,994
Mashreq and former ACC 11,683 12,107 12,120 12,423 12,995 13,490
Arab MENA Average 34,222 34,224 34,264 35,252 36,529 37,644

Current GDP 
(billion USD at PPP)

GCC 3,205 3,312 3,362 3,523 3,707 3,875
Maghreb 1,029 1,061 1,128 1,191 1,257 1,313
Mashreq and former ACC 1,898 2,032 2,104 2,229 2,409 2,578
Arab MENA Total 6,132 6,405 6,594 6,943 7,372 7,766

Real GDP Growth (%)

GCC 3.2 2.9 0.2 2.5 3.4 2.9
Maghreb -0.9 -0.5 17.9 4.8 4.9 2.6
Mashreq and former ACC -1.4 1.5 -0.1 1.5 6.1 5.4
Arab MENA Average 0.6 1.5 4.8 2.8 4.7 3.6

Total Investment 
(% of GDP) 

GCC 28.2 28.0 26.0 25.4 25.6 25.9
Maghreb 45.6 44.4 37.6 35.4 33.8 32.5
Mashreq and former ACC 11.7 11.8 12.4 13.6 14.5 15.2
Arab MENA Average 29.9 29.4 26.5 25.8 25.6 25.4

Current Account
Balance (% of GDP)

GCC -1.7 -5.6 -0.1 4.3 5.2 4.2
Maghreb -20.5 -13.6 -4.7 -5.3 -4.5 -5.6
Mashreq and former ACC -8.8 -8.8 -9.9 -8.0 -8.3 -8.4
Arab MENA Average -9.0 -9.2 -4.0 -2.3 -1.9 -2.6

Average Consumer
Price Inflation (%)

GCC 2.1 2.3 1.0 2.5 3.1 2.7
Maghreb 5.3 9.4 10.0 11.3 8.4 6.8
Mashreq and former ACC 4.0 -0.7 11.2 15.1 8.4 5
Arab MENA Average 3.6 3.2 6.8 9.1 6.2 4.6
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Growth Forecasts for MENA Countries (2019)
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Light blue denotes AmCham MENA Council countries. 
Note: World Bank data does not include forecasts for Libya, Syria and Yemen.

Source: World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, June 2018

1.2 The Business Environment
The MENA region continues to improve as a location for doing
business but still lags behind other developing countries’ perfor-
mance in 2018. High levels of bureaucracy, weak rule of law,
unclear and sometimes arbitrary laws, and a lack of transparency
continue to hinder business in this region.

In the World Bank’s Doing Business 2018 report, the average
regional ranking for MENA was 114. This puts MENA above the
regions of South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, but below four oth-
ers, including Latin American and the Caribbean, a region also
home to many developing countries. The most common topic for
reforms in MENA was getting credit.

Within MENA, the GCC countries continue to dominate as the
best countries to do business in. These six countries have been
among MENA’s top eight for the past four years, and as a bloc
have an average global ranking of 72. The UAE remains the best
place in MENA to do business and ranks 21st in the world, fol-
lowed by Bahrain with a rank of 66, dropping three places from
last year. Saudi Arabia and the UAE were ranked among the top
10 economies improving the most across three or more areas of
doing business. During the ranking year, the UAE made four
reforms while Saudi Arabia was able to implement six reforms in
the areas of starting a business, registering property, protecting
minority investors, paying taxes, trading across borders and
enforcing contracts. 

Although Morocco and Tunisia are the best places to do
business in MENA outside the GCC bloc, their global rankings

went noticeably down in 2018. Tunisia in particular witnessed the
largest slide in rankings among MENA, by 11 positions. The West
Bank and Gaza saw the largest improvement in rankings, climbing
26 positions globally and making it to the 10th position in the
Arab MENA ranking. Amid a backdrop of political turmoil and
violent conflict, Syria, Yemen and Libya continue to occupy
MENA’s lowest spots, but Libya was able to push through three
positive reforms.

There is still ample room for improvement, as differences in the
business environment across the region are large. Inadequate
access to finance remains the region’s top constraint to private sec-
tor development. This is a key challenge for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs): MENA’s loans-to-SMEs ratio is the lowest in
the world (2% of GDP), even though SMEs account for 60+% of
employment. Many countries are increasing access to finance for
SMEs (Algeria, Egypt, GCC, Jordan, Morocco), expanding mobile
banking (Jordan, Morocco), and developing Islamic finance
(Morocco). Countries are also implementing measures to improve
workers’ skills and boost labor demand in the private sector. Labor
market policies are being pursued to benefit women and youth in
Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Saudi Arabia. Having ensured rela-
tively high levels of access to schools (about 80% for primary edu-
cation), countries are seeking to improve the quality and efficiency
of education as the region performs poorly on international tests.
Finally, several countries have implemented policies to tackle
corruption and improve accountability in the use of public funds.
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Ease of Doing Business Rankings in MENA Countries
Arab MENA
Rank 2018

Global Rank
2018 (1-190)

Number of
Reforms 2018

Change in Global
Ranking

UAE* 1 21 4 5

Bahrain* 2 66 0 -3

Morocco* 3 69 2 -1

Oman 4 71 1 -5

Qatar 5 83 2 0

Tunisia* 6 88 0 -11

Saudi Arabia 7 92 6 2

Kuwait 8 96 2 6

Jordan* 9 103 1 5

West Bank and Gaza* 10 114 1 26

Egypt* 11 128 1 -6

Lebanon* 12 133 0 -7

Algeria 13 166 0 -10

Iraq 14 168 2 -3

Syria 15 174 0 -1

Libya 16 185 0 3

Yemen 17 186 0 -7

MENA Average - 114 22 2

Note: Regional rankings exclude non-Arab MENA countries.
*Member of the AmCham MENA Council 
Source: World Bank Doing Business 2018

The Heritage Foundation’s Index of Economic Freedom ranks 180
countries on 10 factors (dubbed ‘freedoms’) grouped under four
main pillars: Rule of Law, including property rights and freedom
from corruption; Limited Government, including fiscal freedom
and government spending; Regulatory Efficiency, including busi-
ness, labor and monetary freedom; and Open Markets, including
trade, investment and financial freedom. Each of the economic
freedoms are graded on a scale of 0-100, and the average of these
10 grades is the country’s Economic Freedom Rank.

MENA’s tax burden score beats the world average by more than
10 points, a level reached because of the low income tax rates typ-
ically found in the oil kingdoms. The region also scores slightly
above the world average in all three indicators related to the rule
of law and in business freedom, monetary freedom, trade freedom
and financial freedom. 

The region is endowed with the world’s highest concentra-
tion of oil reserves, but that does not automatically translate
into high levels of economic freedom. Even so, the positive
relationship between high levels of economic freedom and

high GDP per capita still holds true in the region
MENA as a region dropped three spots to 88 on the 2018

Economic Freedom Index. Three Arab MENA countries—
UAE, Qatar and Bahrain, respectively—sit among the top 50
countries in the world, and nine of the 12 MENA countries for
which 2018 data was available were classified as “Mostly
free” or “Moderately free.” As with the Ease of Doing
Business rankings, the GCC dominates MENA’s rankings,
occupying six of the top eight spots. However, they fell in the
global rankings, bringing their average placement as a bloc
down from 48 to 66 in 2018. Saudi Arabia alone tumbled 34
places and was downgraded to “Mostly unfree” in its Index of
Economic Freedom. Bahrain, which was 2016’s top-ranked
country in the region, fell 26 places in 2017 and down another
6 places in 2018 in the global positioning.

Non-GCC countries have an average ranking of 124 as a
bloc. Top non-GCC performers are Jordan (62) and Morocco
(86). Egypt and Tunisia were the only Arab MENA countries
that saw an improvement in ranking in 2018.
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Index of Economic Freedom Rankings in MENA Countries (2018)

Regional 
Rank 2018

Classification
Global Rank
2018 (1-180)

Change in
Global Ranking

UAE* 1 Mostly Free 10 -2

Qatar 2 Mostly Free 29 0

Bahrain* 3 Moderately Free 50 -6

Jordan* 4 Moderately Free 62 -9

Kuwait 5 Moderately Free 81 -20

Morocco* 6 Moderately Free 86 0

Oman 7 Moderately Free 93 -11

Saudi Arabia 8 Mostly Unfree 98 -34

Tunisia* 9 Mostly Unfree 99 24

Egypt* 10 Mostly Unfree 139 5

Lebanon* 11 Mostly Unfree 140 -3

Algeria 12 Repressed 172 0

MENA Average - - 88 -3

*Member of the AmCham MENA Council
Note: Data for Iraq, Libya, Syria, and the West Bank and Gaza not available. Regional rankings exclude non-Arab MENA countries.

Source: The Heritage Foundation

The Global Competitiveness Report, prepared by the World
Economic Forum (WEF), ranks 137 countries on factors that
determine long-term growth and prosperity. It considers 12
pillars ranked under three subindexes: Basic Requirements,
which includes institutions, infrastructure, macroeconomic
environment, and health and primary education; Efficiency
Enhancers, which covers higher education and training, goods
market efficiency, labor market efficiency, financial market
development, technological readiness and market size; and
Innovation and Sophistication, including business sophistication
and innovation. 

MENA’s average global ranking on the Global
Competitiveness Index (GCI) is 68. GCC countries are again
the top performers, with an average global ranking of 38,
while non-GCC countries lag behind with an average global
ranking of 94. This comes as little surprise given the factors
used for the index: several of the pillars in the Efficiency
Enhancers subindex and all of the pillars in the Innovation and
Sophistication subindex are features of the relatively advanced
innovation-driven economics being promoted by the GCC
countries. Yemen has been included in the rankings since
2016-17, after falling off the 2015-16 rankings.
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Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Oman and Yemen are the only Arab
MENA countries that showed improved rankings. Egypt post-
ed the most notable improvement, shooting up 15 spots to
rank 100.

Of the 12 pillars of the GCI, infrastructure and technologi-
cal readiness are the areas where the Arab world has made the
most significant progress over the past decade relative to
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) countries, a result of heavy investments in transport
and information and communication technologies (ICT).

The gap between the OECD and the Arab world has
widened on two pillars, the macroeconomic environment
and labor market efficiency. While financial market devel-
opment was negatively impacted by the global financial
crises, the region suffered fewer consequences from it than
OECD countries.

On a more regional level, the IFC, World Bank and WEF
released the 2018 Arab World Competitiveness Report in
August 2018. The aim of the report was to “stimulate discus-
sions resulting in government reforms that could unlock the
entrepreneurial potential of the region and its youth and accel-
erate progress toward an innovation-driven economic model

that creates productive jobs and widespread opportunities.”
The report stressed on some interesting findings: 

• Job creation in the context of high global economic
integration and rapid technological change requires both
governments and the private sector to make continued
investments in education, innovation and connectivity. 

• Innovation, technological readiness, higher education and
training, and labor market efficiency are the four areas where
the Arab region is lagging furthest behind advanced
economies.

• Changes needed to encourage more rapid diversification in
the Arab world include regulatory frameworks that ensure
competition and support private sector investment; improve-
ments in the quality of education; openness to trade and for-
eign investment; and a financial sector that better meets the
needs of micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs).

• Government policies need to change their focus from
supporting broad-based entrepreneurship to more targeted
policies aimed at innovation and growth-oriented firms.

In this context, the fourth section of this report will shed more
light on the importance of innovation and its commercialization
within the Arab MENA region. 

Global Competitiveness Rankings in MENA Countries, 2017-18

Regional Rank
2017-18

Global Rank
2017-18 (1-137)

Overall 
Score (1-7)

Change in 
Global Ranking

UAE* 1 17 5.3 -1

Qatar 2 25 5.1 -7

Saudi Arabia 3 30 4.8 -1

Bahrain* 4 44 4.5 4

Kuwait 5 52 4.4 -14

Oman* 6 62 4.3 4

Jordan 7 65 4.3 -2

Morocco* 8 71 4.2 -1

Algeria 9 86 4.1 1

Tunisia* 10 95 3.9 0

Egypt* 11 100 3.9 15

Lebanon* 12 105 3.8 -4

Yemen 13 137 2.87 1

MENA Average - 68 4.3 -1

*Member of the AmCham MENA Council
Note: Data for Iraq, Libya, Syria, and the West Bank and Gaza are not available. Regional rank excludes non-Arab MENA countries.

Source: World Economic Forum
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2. MENA-U.S. Trade Trends

The trade relationship between the United States and
MENA has traditionally followed the pattern of exchang-
ing American manufactured products for crude oil from

MENA. However, as the U.S. increases its domestic production of
oil and gas, it is importing less of these commodities from MENA.
MENA countries have tried to diversify their export offerings,
with all but one of their top 10 non-oil export products increasing
between 2016 and 2017. Increased diversification is key to the
expansion of the MENA-U.S. trade relationship. Trade with
MENA continues to account for only a small share of total U.S.
trade, indicating significant room for a deeper trade relationship.
U.S. exports to MENA totaled USD 60.0 billion in 2017, repre-
senting 3.9% of total U.S. exports and making the region the fifth
most popular destination for U.S. exports after Canada, Mexico,
China and Japan. In the same year, U.S. imports from MENA were
valued at USD 50.4 billion, jumping 24.0% from the previous year
and representing 2.2% of all U.S. imports. MENA was the eighth
most popular source for U.S. imports. The region accounted for
USD 110.5 billion, or 2.8%, of the United States’ USD 3.9 trillion
trade volume. 

New trade policies being implemented by U.S. President Donald
Trump’s administration could affect the MENA region’s trade rela-
tionship with the U.S. In September 2018, it was announced that
the U.S. would levy new import tariffs on USD 200 billion worth
of Chinese goods, a move that could prompt retaliatory tariffs
from China. An ensuring trade war could lead the U.S. to look for
other sources of goods traditionally imported from the Asian pow-
erhouse. On the other hand, the Trump administration in March
2018 imposed new tariffs on steel and aluminum imports from all
countries, a move that might threaten the USD 2.6 billion in alu-
minum exports from the MENA region (the metal was the region’s
largest non-petroleum export in 2017). As the administration con-
tinues to pursue unconventional policies, MENA along with the
rest of the world will have to navigate the changing trade relation-
ship.

U.S exports to MENA have fluctuated but remain at some of
their highest levels in the past two decades, and they have consis-
tently accounted for around 4% of total U.S. exports for the past
10 years. Since 2014, the value of U.S. exports to MENA has
decreased from that year’s peak of USD 71.1 billion, and in 2017
exports to the MENA region fell for the third straight year, even as
total U.S. exports to the world rose. Nevertheless, exports to
MENA have sat at relatively high levels since the mid-2000s. In the
past 10 years, U.S. exports to MENA have averaged almost USD
60 billion per year, compared to an average over the previous 10
years of just under a third of that.

U.S. imports from MENA rebounded in 2017, climbing 24.0%
after falling for four straight years. After peaking in 2008 at USD
116.1 billion, almost 5% of total U.S. imports, they have fallen to
around just 2% of all U.S. imports for the past three years. This
slump is largely due to the cut in oil and gas imports by the U.S.
due to the country’s increased domestic oil and gas production, as
oil and gas imports make up around three quarters of all imports.

U.S. imports of oil and gas from MENA declined steadily from
2013 to 2016, going from USD 101.7 billion in 2012 to USD 29.6
billion in 2016. They rebounded slightly in 2017, growing 27.8%
to USD 37.8 billion, higher than the previous two years but still
significantly below pre-2012 levels. Non-oil imports from MENA,
however, have grown in all but three of the previous 10 years, and
from 2015 to 2017 made up around a quarter of all U.S. imports
from MENA, compared to around 10% prior to that.

The overall trade balance flipped in favor of the U.S. in 2015,
with MENA countries importing more than they exported for the
first time since the turn of the century. However, the gap halved in
2017, with MENA countries importing USD 9.6 billion more
from the U.S. than they exported, compared to more than USD 20
billion in 2016. The non-oil trade balance has historically been in
favor of the U.S., and it remained that way through 2017. In 2017,
total U.S. exports to MENA were almost five times as much as
non-oil and gas imports. 

The largest MENA exporter to the U.S. is Saudi Arabia, which
accounted for USD 18.9 billion or 37.4% of all MENA exports in
2017. Saudi Arabia is the second largest source of petroleum
imports for the U.S. worldwide after Canada, accounting for 9%
of all U.S. petroleum imports in 2017; oil, gas and petroleum prod-
ucts make up 93.1% of Saudi Arabia’s total exports to the U.S.
Iraq is the second largest MENA exporter to the U.S., nearly dou-
bling its exports from 2016 to reach USD 10.8 billion in 2017,
accounting for 21.3% of MENA exports. Two war-torn MENA
countries also increased their exports to the U.S. in 2017. Libya’s
exports increased fivefold to reach USD 1.4 billion and 8th among
MENA exporters, the result of a huge increase in the petroleum
exports that account for virtually all of its exports to the U.S.
Yemen’s exports increased almost threefold, albeit from a very
small base, to reach USD 9.5 million. Iraq continues to have the
largest trade surplus with the U.S. of any MENA country, valued
at USD 9.5 billion, mostly the result of its oil exports, which make
up 99.9% of its exports to the U.S. Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Libya
and Bahrain also ran small trade surpluses in 2017.

The two largest MENA importers of U.S. products are the UAE
and Saudi Arabia, which together accounted for over 60% of all
MENA imports in 2017, divided almost equally between the two
countries. Kuwait, the next largest MENA importer of U.S. goods,
increased its imports in 2017 by over 50% to reach USD 5.1 bil-
lion. 

Top MENA imports from the U.S. are aerospace products and
parts, vehicles, communications equipment, chemical products,
computers and electronic equipment, and industrial machinery.
The top 10 MENA imports from the U.S. comprise almost 60%
of the import basket. 

The top non-oil MENA exports to the U.S. are aluminum,
apparel, and agricultural chemicals including pesticides and fertil-
izers. Iron and steel exports more than doubled between 2016 and
2017, reaching USD 505.6 million from just USD 139.6 million
the year before. The top 10 non-oil products make up over 80%
of non-oil exports.
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Top Trading Partners with the U.S. (2017)

*Member of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
Source: WISERTRADE
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MENA-U.S. Trade by Country (2017)

MENA Exports to the U.S. (2017) MENA Imports from the U.S. (2017)

Note: Includes oil and gas. * AmCham MENA Council member 
Source: WISERTRADE
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MENA Oil and Gas Exports to the U.S. 

Source: WISERTRADE
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2.1 U.S. Trade with MENA Council Countries
MENA Council countries exported USD 10.4 billion to the
U.S. in 2017, accounting for about one fifth (17.4%) of all
MENA exports. The UAE was the largest MENA Council
exporter, accounting for 41.0% of MENA Council countries’
exports, followed by Jordan and Egypt, which accounted for
16.2% and 15.7%, respectively.

The UAE was also the largest importer of U.S. goods in

2017. MENA Council countries as a whole imported USD
30.8 billion from the U.S., representing 61.1% of MENA’s
imports. The UAE accounted for 65.0% of the MENA
Council countries’ imports, a total of USD 20.0 billion. The
next largest MENA Council importer is Egypt, which
imported USD 3.99 billion, equal to 13.0% of MENA
Council countries’ total imports from the U.S.

2.2 MENA-U.S. Bilateral Free Trade Agreements

Bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) are designed to reduce
trade barriers between two countries and create a more stable and
transparent business climate. These reciprocal agreements promise
to eliminate tariff and non-tariff barriers on trade in goods
and services between the two countries and to establish rules
in trade-related areas such as investment, intellectual property
rights, labor and the environment. 

The U.S. has bilateral FTAs in force with 20 countries, four of

which are Arab MENA countries: Jordan (2001), Morocco
(2006), Bahrain (2006) and Oman (2009). The total value of U.S.
imports from these countries under the FTAs in 2017 was USD 2.9
billion, representing almost 60% of all imports from these coun-
tries and 10% of total imports from all MENA countries. Jordan
exported the most goods to the U.S. under the agreement, with
82.1% of its exports to the U.S. being tariff-free, followed by
Oman (65.8%), Bahrain (58.4%) and finally Morocco (16.6%).

Source: WISERTRADE and World Bank
*Data for the West Bank and Gaza is from 2016 from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics

MENA Exports MENA Imports

Total 
country

exports to
the world

Total 
country

exports to
the U.S. 

Share of U.S.
in country

exports

Total 
country

imports from
the world

Total 
country

imports from
the U.S. 

Share 
of U.S. in

country
imports

Bahrain 17,560 996 5.7% 10,400 898 8.6%

Egypt 25,604 1,637 6.4% 61,627 3,992 6.5%

Jordan 7,458 1,687 22.6% 20,055 1,921 9.6%

Lebanon 4,026 129 3.2% 20,109 1,222 6.1%

Morocco 25,332 1,233 4.9% 44,924 2,220 4.9%

Tunisia 14,204 462 3.2% 20,654 544 2.6%

UAE 360,000 4,269 1.2% 268,000 20,020 7.5%

West Bank and Gaza 926* 6.3 0.7% 5,364* 2.7 0.1%

Total MENA Council 455,109 10,418 2.3% 451,133 30,818 6.8%

MENA Council Trade Flows (2017, USD million)
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Arab MENA Exports to the U.S. 

Source: USITC
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2.3 Preferential Trade Agreements between MENA and the U.S.
In addition to formal bilateral FTAs, the U.S. has established
federal programs to encourage international trade and invest-
ment. For MENA, the most important are the Generalized
System of Preferences (GSP) and the Qualifying Industrial
Zones (QIZ) protocol.

The GSP is the largest and oldest U.S. trade preference program.
Established by the Trade Act of 1974, the GSP promotes economic
development by providing preferential duty-free entry for over
3,500 types of products from 120 beneficiary developing countries
(BDCs) and territories. According to the U.S. International Trade
Commission (USITC), for an imported article to be GSP eligible, it
must be the growth, product or manufacture of a BDC, and the
sum of the cost or value of materials produced in the BDC plus the
direct costs of processing must equal at least 35% of the appraised
value of the article at the time of entry into the U.S. Eight MENA
countries and territories are eligible to export under the GSP:
Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia, West Bank and
Gaza, and Yemen.

Certain articles are prohibited by law from receiving GSP
treatment, including most textile and apparel articles. As an
exception, the U.S. has entered into agreements providing for
the certification and GSP eligibility of handmade folkloric
products with 13 countries including Egypt, Jordan and Tunisia.
This agreement allows certain wall hangings and pillow covers

to be eligible for GSP treatment. No goods were exported by
MENA countries under the agreement in 2017.

The GSP program, which must be renewed periodically, was
renewed by the Trump administration on March 23, 2018,
through the end of 2020 (and was applied retroactively to
January 1, 2018). The administration also announced it would
increase efforts to ensure that GSP-eligible countries are fulfill-
ing the 15 requirements for participation in the program,
which include maintaining standards of intellectual property
rights and workers’ rights, respecting arbitral awards in favor
of U.S. citizens or corporations, and providing the U.S. with
equitable and reasonable market access. Over the next three
years, the government will conduct assessments of all GSP-eli-
gible countries and investigate any possible violations of the
criteria. Thailand has already been reviewed over concerns
about market access for U.S. pork, and Rwanda, Tanzania and
Uganda were all reviewed over their implementation of a ban
on used clothing and footwear. Rwanda’s GSP eligibility was
revoked after its review.

In 2017, the total value of GSP-eligible goods imported by the
U.S. from MENA countries was USD 275.1 million, less than 1%
of all U.S. imports from MENA. Out of around 100 countries that
exported goods to the U.S. through the GSP program, Tunisia
ranked 14th, Egypt 17th, Lebanon 19th and Jordan 40th.
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Tunisia
USD 102.4 million

37.2%

Egypt
USD 88.4 million

32.1%

Lebanon
USD 74.0 million

26.9%

Jordan
USD 5.3 million

1.9%

Algeria
USD 3.5 million

1.3%

Iraq, West Bank and Yemen
USD 1.4 million

0.5%

MENA GSP Exports (2017)

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce and USITC

Total value: 
USD 275.1 million

Egypt's top GSP exports 
(% of country’s GSP exports)

Fruits and Vegetables, Preserved
23%

Plastic Products 10.3%
Frozen Fruits, Juices and

Vegetables 9.9%

Tunisia's top GSP exports 
(% of country’s GSP

exports)

Soybean Oil, Other Oilseed
and Other Oilseed Products

60%
Other Non-Citrus Fruit 11%
Speed Changers/Industrial 

High-Speed Drives/Gears 6%

Lebanon's top GSP exports 
(% of country’s GSP exports)

Jewelry and Silverware 54%
Roasted Nuts and 
Peanut Butter 11%
Soybean Oil and 
Other Oilseed 8%

QIZs are a trade program unique to the Middle East. The protocol
was established by Congress in 1996 to support the Middle East
Peace Process and build economic ties between Israel and its neigh-
bors. It allows the West Bank and Gaza, as well as specific zones
in Egypt and Jordan, to export certain products to the U.S. duty-
free. Eligible products must be manufactured in the designated
zones and contain a specified percentage of inputs from Israel. As
of Q3 2018, there were 991 companies in Egypt participating in
the QIZ program, in more than 20 industrial zones. Jordan hosts
13 industrial zones.

For products to be eligible for duty-free entry into the U.S.,
QIZ factories must add at least 35% to the value of the article.
In Jordan, the 35% content must include at least 11.7% from
a Jordanian QIZ and 8% from Israel (7% for high-tech
goods); the remainder may be fulfilled by content from a
Jordanian QIZ, Israel, the U.S. or West Bank and Gaza. For
Egypt, the 35% minimum content can include inputs from
Israel, Egypt or the U.S. Egypt must contribute at least one-
third (11.7%) of the minimum content requirement, while
Israel must contribute 10.5%. Since February 2017, Egypt and
Israeli officials have held talks to lower the Israeli input

requirement to 8% and to expand the program to encompass
more products including tech products and leather-made
goods; according to media reports, a summit with representa-
tives from both countries as well as from the U.S. is planned
before the end of 2018.

In 2017, the total value of goods exported by MENA coun-
tries under the QIZ protocol was USD 771.7 million, a slight
drop from the USD 778.0 million exported the previous year,
and accounted for 6.1% of all non-oil exports from MENA to
the U.S. Of the 2017 volume, 97.4% was exported by Egypt,
2.1% by Jordan and less than 1% by the West Bank (the Gaza
Strip, as in the previous year, did not contribute any exports in
2017). Almost 90% of Egypt’s exports were apparel products
and another 8% were textile products, whose relatively high
tariffs in the U.S. make their production in QIZs particularly
attractive. Jordan’s overall QIZ exports fell by 51.2% in 2017,
with exports of apparel and textile products falling significantly
as a percentage of total exports from over 90% in 2016 to just
over 50% in 2017. The decrease in those exports was partly
offset by increases in other sectors including tobacco products,
bread and bakery products, and some chemicals.
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QIZ Export Trends

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce and USITC 
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Apparel Products 56.7%
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West Bank and Gaza's Top QIZ exports (% of country's QIZ exports)
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MENA QIZ Exports (2017)

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce and USITC
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3. MENA-U.S. Investment Trends

Foreign direct investment (FDI) dropped around the world in
2017, with global flows falling by nearly a quarter.
Investment in the MENA region was no exception, with

total inflows dropping as foreign investors carefully evaluated
overseas investment environments and opportunities. Many
MENA countries have renewed their efforts to improve their
business and investment climates in order to compete with
other developing regions for international investment.
Total FDI inflows to MENA have declined over the past decade,

dropping from a peak of USD 86.2 billion in 2008 to USD 26.8
billion in 2017; during that period, annual inflow dropped in all
but two years. Although global FDI inflows also declined over the
past decade, they did so at a slower rate, causing FDI inflows to
MENA as a share of global FDI inflows to fall from 6.5% at their
peak in 2009 to less than 2% for each of the past two years.
Despite these figures, in 2017 most MENA countries held steady
at similar investment levels as in 2016, with the exceptions of
Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Yemen.
North Africa saw FDI inflows drop 5% in 2017 to USD

12.1 billion. Egypt remained the most popular destination for
FDI in Africa, taking in USD 7.4 billion, a slight decrease from
the previous year. Morocco had the fifth-highest inflows on
the continent in 2017, observing a 22.9% increase in FDI to
reach USD 2.7 billion, due to investments in the country’s auto
industry. Investments in Algeria fell 26.4% to USD 1.2 billion,
despite new investments by South Korea’s Samsung, which
opened a smartphone assembly plant in the country; amend-
ments to Algeria’s energy law could increase foreign participa-
tion in that sector going forward. Finally, investment in
Tunisia has remained flat at USD 0.9 billion for the past two
years. Macroeconomic and legislative reforms underway
across the region, including new investment laws in Tunisia,
Egypt and Algeria, will hopefully cause a spike in FDI to
North Africa.
Outside of North Africa, six of the remaining 11 MENA

countries saw small increases in FDI inflows in 2017 (no data
was available for Syria). However, this modest regional
growth was offset by an 80% drop in FDI in Saudi Arabia.
Investment in the kingdom dropped to just USD 1.4 billion,
the result of divestments and intracountry sales, such as Shell’s
sale of its 50% stake in a petrochemical joint venture company
to its Saudi partner for USD 820 million. The UAE remained
the largest destination for FDI in the region, with inflows ris-
ing 7.8% to reach USD 10.4 billion, while Iraq and Yemen
continued to see net outflows of foreign investment.
U.S. investment in MENA continues to account for just over

1% of all U.S. foreign investment stock abroad. (Stock refers to
total FDI, while flows refer to the movement of FDI in a given
year.) In 2017, U.S. investment stock in MENA was USD 56.0
billion, a 1.4% increase from the previous year. U.S. investment
flows to MENA peaked in 2014 before falling for two straight
years and registering a net outflow of USD 1.4 billion in 2016.

In 2017, however, they were again positive, reaching USD 2.5
billion and making up just 0.8% of U.S. investment flows abroad. 
The U.S. accounted for 9.2% of all FDI inflows in MENA in

2017 and 6.7% of total FDI stock. The MENA region continues
to attract investments in the energy sector, finance and manufac-
turing as well as professional, scientific and technical services. The
region also has great potential in sectors such as renewable energy,
tourism and business development services. 
MENA Council countries receive a large percentage of the U.S.

FDI flows to MENA. In 2017, seven MENA Council members
(excluding the West Bank and Gaza, for which investment figures
from the U.S. are not available) received 59.1% of U.S. FDI flows
to MENA. They accounted for half of U.S. investment stock in the
region and 54.9% of all investment stock in the region. U.S. direct
investment made up 5.6% of the FDI inflows to MENA Council
countries in 2017, for a total of USD 1.5 billion; it also accounted
for 6.1% (USD 27.9 billion) of the FDI stock in these countries in
the same year. The UAE and Egypt have the highest shares of USDI
in their FDI stock, with U.S. investment accounting for 13% and
9%, respectively.
The U.S. continues to explore areas for cooperation in order

to improve its trade and investment relationship with MENA.
In 2017, it worked with Jordan and Bahrain to improve labor
standards, met with Morocco’s Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
Joint Committee to discuss ways to increase agricultural trade,
and held Trade and Investment Framework Agreement (TIFA)
consultations with Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Tunisia.
It also has pursued further engagement with the Gulf through
the U.S.-GCC Framework Agreement for Trade, Economic,
Investment and Technical Cooperation, consulting with the
Gulf countries as they establish standards, import regulations
and assessment systems. In addition, the U.S. is working
through the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) to implement the MENA Investment
Initiative (MENA II), a 20-year project to help businesses
across the region gain access to finance. In Morocco, USAID
has partnered with the Small Enterprise Assistance Fund to
establish an investment management company that will work
with local players to secure capital for early-stage businesses
and to help build capacity among entrepreneurs.
Finally, the U.S. promotes trade and investment in MENA

through intergovernmental agencies. Since 2005, it has worked
through the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) to help the region boost its potential as a
destination for investment through the MENA-OECD
Competitiveness Program. In September 2018 the MENA-OECD
Business Advisory Board was launched, chaired by organizations
from Spain and Tunisia, as a platform to facilitate and elevate the
public-private dialogue in the region. The OECD has also orga-
nized a working group on SME policy and entrepreneurship and
in September 2018 produced an interim assessment of key SME
reforms in the region over the previous four years.
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World FDI Flows to MENA (2011-2017)

Source: UNCTAD
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3.1 MENA-U.S. International Investment Agreements
Bilateral investment treaties (BITs) are agreements between two
countries that establish rules to govern foreign investment in each
other’s countries. Designed to give investors better access to foreign
markets, BITs are mutually beneficial for investors, who are often
developed countries, and investees, who are often developing
countries such as those in the MENA region. A BIT’s terms facili-
tate and protect foreign investments by the developed countries; in
turn, they help developing countries improve their policy frame-
work to attract more FDI. 
The U.S. has established five BITs with MENA countries, all of

whom are MENA Council members: Morocco (1991), Egypt
(1992), Tunisia (1993), Bahrain (2001) and Jordan (2003). Total
U.S. investment in these countries in 2017 was USD 10.7 billion,
representing about 20% of total U.S. investment in MENA.

The U.S. also has a number of TIFAs with MENA countries.
Sometimes seen as an initial step toward an FTA, TIFAs establish
the strategic framework and principles upon which to base
dialogue for expanding and strengthening trade and investment.
Since 1999, the U.S. has signed TIFAs with 13 MENA countries,
as well as the GCC. 
Many MENA countries are working to create more invest-

ment-friendly environments outside of the formal BIT or TIFA
structures. Several, including Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria, have
made changes to their investment laws. The UAE has reformed
its bankruptcy law, and Saudi Arabia has promised reforms to
make the economy more accessible for foreign investors.
These efforts will make countries across the region more
attractive to American and other international investors.

Investment and Trade Agreements between the U.S. and MENA Countries
FTA BIT TIFA

Algeria - 3

Bahrain* 3 3 3

Egypt* 3 3

Iraq 3

Jordan* 3 3

Kuwait 3

Lebanon* 3

Libya 3

Morocco* 3 3

Oman 3 3

Qatar 3

Saudi Arabia 3

Syria
Tunisia* 3 3

UAE* 3

West Bank and Gaza*
Yemen 3

Source: United States Trade Representative
*Member of the AmCham MENA Regional Council

Sources: UNCTAD, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
Note: Data for West Bank and Gaza not available

U.S. Investment (USD million) Share of the U.S. in Country Total
Stock Net Inflows Stock Net Inflows

Bahrain 423 23 1.59% 4.43%
Egypt 9,352 -1,705 8.53% --
Jordan 232 N/A 0.68% Not available
Lebanon 448 72 0.70% 2.74%
Morocco 412 -14 0.66% --
Tunisia 279 -36 0.97% --
UAE 16,785 3,117 12.92% 30.10%
Total MENA Council 27,931 1,457 6.14% 5.58%

U.S. Direct Investment in MENA Council Countries (2017)



MENA-U.S. Investment Trends

MENA-U.S.20•

3.2 Leading Sectors for U.S. Business in MENA Council Countries
There is a broad range of sectors attracting investment within
the MENA Council countries, including the traditional sectors
of agriculture, medical equipment, automotives, and oil and

gas. New segments are also opening up to investment such
as renewable energy, telecommunications, cyber security,
e-health and medical software.

Agriculture
Healthcare

and Medicine
Infrastructure
and Utilities

Oil, Gas and
Renewable
Energy

Safety and
Security

Other

Bahrain

Dairy; Frozen
poultry meat
and products;
Beef and beef
products: Snack
foods; Processed
and fresh fruits
and vegetables;
Tree nuts;
Seafood;

Condiments

Drug 
packaging and
distribution;

Health 
education; 
E-health;
Medical
research 
centers;

Biotechnology

Small housing
units;

Elevators;
Power plant
spare parts

Renewable
energy 

technologies

Fire 
suppression
systems

Passenger cars,
mini-vans,
trucks and

SUVs

Egypt

Soybeans and
soybean meal;
Wheat; Corn;
Cotton; Beef
and beef 
products;

Animal feed;
Dairy products;
Vegetable oils

Medical
devices;

Surgical and
medical 

equipment;
Diagnostic
imaging;

Oncology and
radiology
equipment;
Disposables 

Smart metering
and smart grid
technologies;
Transmission
lines and other

electrical 
distribution
products;
Energy 
efficiency 

technologies

Extraction
equipment;

CNG and LNG
equipment;
Natural gas

vehicle technol-
ogy;

Petrochemicals; 
Renewable
energy 

technologies
(wind turbines
and towers,
photovoltaic

panels) 

Armored 
vehicles; Bomb

detection
equipment;
Border 
security;

Surveillance
equipment, IED
detectors and
diffusers. 

English-
language 
programs;
Schools and
universities 

Jordan

Rice; Poultry;
Beef; Fish;

Processed and
canned foods;
Condiments;
Vegetable oil;
Almonds

Medical and
surgical 

supplies and
equipment;

Orthopedic and
prosthetics;
Healthcare
management
systems; 
E-health 
services

Water pollution
and scarcity
solutions

Renewable
energy 

technologies
and consultancy

Property 
security systems
including fire
protection 

systems and bur-
glary systems;
Bank fraud and 

electronic
security; Public
safety equip-
ment including 
ambulances,

metal detectors
and electronic
traffic signaling

systems

Computer
hardware and
networking

equipment; ICT
solutions

Lebanon

Edible fruits
and nuts;

Cereals; Animal
or vegetable
fats and oils;

Meat;
Beverages and
spirits; Dairy
products 

Medical 
equipment;

Pharmaceuticals 

Surveillance
systems; Metal

detectors;
Firefighting

and fire protec-
tion systems;
Electronic 
security

technologies

Franchising;
Apparel; Motor
vehicles, espe-
cially SUVs;
Automotive
parts such as
brakes and

safety 
accessories
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Agriculture
Healthcare

and Medicine
Infrastructure
and Utilities

Oil, Gas and
Renewable
Energy

Safety and
Security

Other

Morocco

Wheat, feed
grains;

Soybeans, 
soybean meal
and oil; Dairy 
products; 
Dried fruits
and nuts

MRI and x-ray
equipment;
Cancer 

treatment;
Hospital 

infrastructure;
E-health 
services;
Medical 
software

Construction
equipment;

Building materi-
als including

glass, aluminum
and steel;

Luxury home
accessories;
Heating and
A/C systems,

Architecture and
EPC 

services

Solar water
heaters; PV
cells; Other

renewable ener-
gy 

technologies;
Training for
services and

repairs

Military 
equipment and

supplies;
Seaport and
container
inspection
equipment

Data center 
services; Cloud 
computing; 
Big Data;

Communication
technologies

Tunisia

Tree nuts;
Dried fruits;
Sauces; 

Condiments;
Cereals;
Pesticides;
Agricultural
equipment

and irrigation 
systems;

Grain storage

Medical 
equipment

Engineering 
services; Heavy
equipment; 
Pollution 
control 
solutions;
Recycling 
technologies

Renewable
energy 

technologies

Firefighting
equipment and

vehicles;
Surveillance
equipment;

Metal detectors;
Armored 
vehicles;

Scanning and
communications

equipment

Insurance;
Telecoms 

infrastructure;
Manufacturing of
airplane and auto-

motive parts

UAE

Medical
devices;
Hospital 

construction;
Pharmaceuticals

Wastewater
treatment 
solutions;

Construction
contracting;
Theme park
and museum

specialists; Rail
specialists;
Facilities 

management

Oil and gas
machinery, 
services and
chemicals;
Renewable
energy 

technologies

Airport and 
critical 

infrastructure
security;

Surveillance 
systems;

Cybersecurity 

Aviation services
including ground

services, 
maintenance and
repairs, airport
infrastructure
development, 

aircraft recycling
services, training
and development,
and environmental

solutions;
Commercial 

vehicles, motorcy-
cles, alternative
fuel/electric 

vehicles, used vehi-
cles and 

vehicle parts;
Consumer 
electronics;
Education

West Bank
Medical 

equipment and
supplies

Construction
material and
equipment;
Elevators;

Electricity grid
upgrade; Water
scarcity solu-

tions

Solar energy
generation

CCTV; Fire
alarm and 
suppression

systems; Metal
detectors

Automotive parts
and 

lubricants;
Educational 
services

Source: Country Commercial Guides, 2016-18
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4. COMMERCIALIZATION OF INNOVATION
IN THE ARAB MENA Countries

4.1 Innovation and its Importance 
Amidst the economic circumstances of the Arab MENA coun-
tries described in Section 1, the solutions to some of the
region’s economic challenges can be found in a process that is
already taking place in classrooms, labs and boardrooms
across the region. Innovation across MENA is leading to
digitalization, technological development and entrepreneurship.
By concentrating its efforts to promote, focus and ultimately
commercialize these new trends, the MENA region can increase
economic growth and development that is competitive and
sustainable in today’s economy.
Innovation is one of the four pillars of the knowledge economy,

which is defined by the Organization for Economic Cooperation

and Development (OECD) as an economy directly based on the
production, distribution and use of knowledge and information.
Innovation is the production and application of new ideas in a way
that provides the innovator with a competitive edge. Innovation
can be radical, as with the invention of new ideas that are totally
different than past ideas, or incremental, as with those that expand
upon or build on previous ideas or products. The knowledge pro-
duced by innovation can result in new services, processes or prod-
ucts, and the application of this new knowledge—through
research and development, production and entrepreneurship—is
one of the key sources of growth in the global economy and an
essential component of a modern and competitive economy.

Innovation is important because it drives economic growth. At the
firm level, companies that are able to produce and monetize
innovations can open new markets and/or expand within existing
ones. On the macro level, innovation serves much the same pur-
pose, driving increases in productivity by creating newer, more
efficient ways of completing tasks. It creates jobs by adding new
activity to the economy and serves as a driver for investment by
creating new areas to which money can flow. Finally, innovation
can also help solve social challenges including healthcare,
environmental sustainability and poverty alleviation.
There are many factors that affect the level of innovation in a

national economy and the extent to which that innovation makes
an impact. An essential engine for innovation is research and
development (R&D). In a national economy, R&D might take
place at private firms, universities, research centers, think tanks,
government research bodies or other organizations. Jordan
University for Science and Technology and King Abdullah

University of Science and Technology are two successful examples
of major research universities. These organizations must not only
exist, however, but must also be adequately funded. R&D
expenditures in the MENA region have historically been low
as a percentage of GDP, limiting innovation.
Collaboration is also key. Technology clusters in the form of

technology parks, science parks and incubators can help multiply
the effects of innovation through knowledge sharing and by
creating a mass of companies that attract additional talent. Also,
by collaborating with more technologically advanced countries,
developing nations like those in the MENA region can import
foreign technology and expertise, which can then be adapted
to local needs. Cooperation between MENA countries and the
European Union through the PRIMA and Horizon 2020
programs are examples of this type of collaboration.
Education in a variety of forms is yet another essential com-

ponent of innovation creation. Primary, secondary and higher

Pillar 1: 
Economic and
Institutional
Regime

Provides incentives for
the efficient use of
knowledge and its
commercialization

Pillar 2: 
Education and

Skills

Enables the country’s 
citizens to create and
share knowledge

Pillar 3: 
Information and
Communication
Infrastructure

Facilitates the effective
communication and
dissemination of 
information

Pillar 4: 
Innovation
System

Taps into the stock
of global knowledge
to adapt it to local

needs

The Knowledge Economy
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education systems must all be equipping citizens with the skills
that allow them to create and contribute knowledge. As inno-
vation increasingly means technological advancement, STEM
skills (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) will
be more important. Vocational training, too, can help increase
knowledge and promote innovation. Finally, entrepreneurship-
specific education can help spur innovation and the subsequent
creation of businesses by giving students relevant skills such as
management, budgeting and projects feasibility analysis.
While business students are the traditional audience for these
types of classes, expanding this group to include STEM
students might encourage more tech-focused entrepreneurship.
Several successful business plan competitions have been
launched in the MENA region, including Intelaq in the UAE
and Injaz in Lebanon, Kuwait and Egypt.
Regulations and bureaucracy can in some cases serve as a

deterrent for innovation. In MENA, the lasting effects of heavily
state-run economies continue to weigh down on the regulatory
environment and climate for innovation. Sluggish bureaucracies
can slow down or disincentivize the innovation process. 
Finally, intellectual property rights are a key factor in

incentivizing innovation. Private firms are less likely to invest in
R&D when they can’t protect their inventions or innovations: not
being able to secure patents or trademarks for their work will

make it more difficult to recover R&D costs. Underdeveloped
intellectual property rights across the region—four MENA
countries (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, UAE and Lebanon) are on the
U.S. Trade Representative’s 2018 Watch List for violations of
intellectual property rights, while Algeria and Kuwait are on the
Priority Watch List—have limited R&D investment.
Even having all of the right factors available for innovation does

not guarantee it will happen. For example, even with sufficient
funding for R&D, that research must be targeted towards the
areas needed by industry. Similarly, educational programs and
vocational training must focus on developing the skills most
needed by firms. A lack of communication and alignment between
private research organizations or universities and the private sector
will limit the impact of R&D investments on innovation. For this
reason, national systems of innovations (NSIs) are helpful. Instead
of just analyzing inputs (investments in R&D, for example)
and outputs (such as patents or research articles), an NSI helps
policymakers understand and coordinate the linkages among
all the parties involved in innovation in order to improve
performance. In October 2014, the UAE launched its National
Innovation Strategy, which focuses on innovation in seven
sectors—transportation, technology, education, health, water,
space, and renewable and clean energy—over the next seven years,
in line with the country’s UAE Vision 2021.

Factors Affecting Innovation

Innovation Enablers Innovation Inhibitors
Regulations and
bureaucracy

Research and
Development
-Private firms
-Universities
-Research institutions

Collaboration
-Technology clusters and

science parks
-Agreements with
other countries

Intellectual
property rights

Education
-STEM skills

-Vocational training
-Business/entrepre-
neurship training

National system
of innovation

4.2 Measuring Innovation
There are several reports compiled by intergovernmental organiza-
tions that measure innovation. Perhaps the most popular is the
Global Innovation Index (GII), dividing 82 indicators into
seven main groups and 21 sub-groups. The indicators are divided
into innovation inputs, which are features of the country that
enable innovation, and innovation outputs, which are the
results of innovative activities. The Input and Output indexes
are then compared to produce the Efficiency Ratio, which shows
how much innovation output a country is getting for its inputs.
The GII gives MENA an average regional ranking of 76.

GCC countries continue to perform well, holding six of the
top seven spots in the region. Egypt showed the most improve-
ment, rising 10 ranks, while Oman and Tunisia jumped up 8
ranks. Kuwait has the highest Efficiency Ratio in the region,
meaning that innovation in the country is high given the
country’s economic environment. Relatively high efficiency
ratios in Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia and Morocco indicate that if
these countries could improve their innovation inputs and create
an environment that better enables innovation, they would see
a significant rise in innovation output.
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GLOBAL 
INNOVATION

INDEX

Human Capital 
and Research
Education

Tertiary education
Research & development

Market Sophistication
Credit

Investment
Trade, competition and

market scale

Business Sophistication
Knowledge workers
Innovation linkages

Knowledge absorption

Knowledge and
Technology Outputs
Knowledge creation
Knowledge impact
Knowledge diffusion

Creative Outputs
Intangible assets

Creative goods and 
services

Online creativity

Infrastructure
Information and communi-
cation technologies General

infrastructure
Ecological sustainability

Institutions
Political environment

Regulatory environment
Business environment

Innovation
Input

Innovation
Output

Regional
Rank
2018

Global Rank
2018

(1-126)

Overall Score
(1-100)

Change in
Global

Ranking

Innovation
Input Index

Rank (1-126)

Innovation
Output Index
Rank (1-126)

Efficiency
Ratio ^

UAE* 1 38 42.6 -3 24 54 0.50
Qatar 2 51 36.6 -2 47 60 0.57
Kuwait 3 60 34.4 -4 81 49 0.74
Saudi
Arabia 4 61 34.3 -6 46 78 0.47

Tunisia* 5 66 32.9 +8 77 63 0.63
Oman 6 69 32.8 +8 57 75 0.51
Bahrain* 7 72 31.7 -6 70 74 0.55
Morocco* 8 76 31.1 -4 84 69 0.61
Jordan* 9 79 30.8 +4 88 67 0.65
Lebanon* 10 90 28.2 -9 87 94 0.50
Egypt* 11 95 27.2 +10 105 79 0.66
Algeria 12 110 23.9 -2 100 116 0.42
Yemen 13 126 15.0 +1 126 124 0.36
MENA
Average - 76 30.9 - 76 77 0.55

*Member of the AmCham MENA Council.
^The Efficiency Ratio is the Output Index score over the Input Index score.
Note: Data for Iraq, Libya, Syria, and the West Bank and Gaza not available.

Source: The Global Innovation Index 2018

*Member of the AmCham MENA Council.
^The Efficiency Ratio is the Output Index score over the Input Index score.
Note: Data for Iraq, Libya, Syria, and the West Bank and Gaza not available.

Source: The Global Innovation Index 2018

GII Rankings for MENA Countries (2018)
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Pillar 12: Innovation
Quality of Scientific
Research Institutions

Company Spending on
R&D

University-Industry 
Collaboration in R&D

Ranking Score Ranking Score Ranking Score Ranking Score
Qatar 21 4.7 20 5.3 13 5.1 12 5.1 
UAE* 25 4.6 30 4.9 22 4.5 25 4.5
Saudi Arabia 40 3.7 54 4.0 45 3.6 46 3.7
Bahrain* 45 3.6 73 3.7 56 3.4 45 3.7
Jordan* 46 3.6 58 3.9 64 3.4 64 3.5
Lebanon* 58 3.4 81 3.6 75 3.2 48 3.6
Oman 76 3.3 104 3.2 106 2.9 51 3.6
Morocco* 94 3.1 111 3.0 93 3.0 105 3.0
Tunisia* 99 3.1 96 3.3 100 2.9 106 3.0
Kuwait 103 3.0 97 3.3 116 2.8 108 2.9
Algeria 104 2.9 99 3.3 104 2.9 125 2.6
Egypt* 109 2.9 121 2.8 103 2.9 117 2.8
Yemen 134 2.4 136 2.1 127 2.6 134 2.3
MENA Average 73 3.4 83 3.6 79 3.3 76 3.4

Note: Rankings are out of 137 and scores are out of 7.
Data not available for Iraq, Libya, Syria, and the West Bank and Gaza.

Source: WEF Global Competitiveness Report 2017-18

The Global Competitiveness Report, produced annually
by the World Economic Forum (WEF) and discussed
more in depth in Section 1, includes Innovation as one of
the 12 pillars that determine the prosperity and produc-
tivity of a country. Innovation, the report recognizes,
allows firms “to maintain a competitive edge and move
toward even higher value-added activities.” The report
recognizes the importance of eight factors that reflect
what it views as the four main enablers of innovation:
investment in R&D, the presence of high-quality
research institutions, collaboration in R&D between uni-
versities and industry, and the protection of intellectual
property rights. Qatar and the UAE are the top-
performing MENA countries in the Innovation pillar.
The WEF is revising the makeup of the Global

Competitiveness Report to include, among other
changes, a greater emphasis on innovation, recognizing it
as an essential driver of “productivity growth and value
creation” and a complex process stretching from the gen-
eration of new ideas to their commercialization. In future
years, the report will measure a country’s innovation
ecosystem through traditional factors as well as newer
ones (such as flexibility, openness to ideas and risk tak-
ing), and will seek to reflect new understanding about the
diversity of what constitutes innovation, where it might
take place and what outcomes it might produce.

Select Global Competitiveness Rankings for MENA Countries (2018)

12TH PILLAR:
INNOVATION

Gov. 
procurement of
advanced tech-
nology products 
collaboration in

R&D

Availability of 
scientists and
engineers

Patent
Cooperation
Treaty (PCT)
patents

Intellectual 
property 
protection

Capacity for 
innovation

University-
industry 

collaboration 
in R&D

Company
spending 
on R&D

Quality of 
scientific research 

institutions

The World Bank also tracks several indicators that are useful
for measuring innovation. These metrics cover a key input for
innovation, R&D expenditure as a percentage of gross domestic
product (GDP), as well as its outputs, such as the number of
scientific and technical journal articles and the number of
applications for trademarks and patents. They measure the
commercialization of innovation through the value of high-tech-
nology exports, defined by the World Bank as products with high
R&D intensity (such as aerospace, computers, pharmaceuticals,
scientific instruments and electrical machinery). The export of
these items indicates a country’s ability to use organic or

imported innovations to increase its national production.
Although many metrics are incomplete for MENA countries,

the available data shows that while MENA countries have made
improvements in many areas over the past decade, they still lag sig-
nificantly behind more developed nations. For example, although
total MENA exports of high-tech products were 50% more in
2016 than in 2008 (and had nearly doubled in 2014 before falling
slightly), the average MENA country’s exports were still just 1%
of the average OECD country’s exports in 2016. Similarly, the
MENA country average for trademark applications in 2016 was
just a fifth of the average for an OECD country.

The Global Competitiveness Report
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World Bank Data Indicators for Innovation in MENA Council Countries
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4.3 Innovation, Commercialization and SMEs

The mere presence of the factors of innovation in a country—
a well-educated population, for example, or research centers
and universities—is not enough on their own to ensure
that innovation will positively contribute to the economy.
In order for innovation to have economic impact, it must
be commercialized, or introduced into the market. Key to
making this happen are entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurs are the individuals who carry out the

process of innovation, from the creation of new ideas to
their commercialization. Using their knowledge of the
local market landscape, they identify new market niches
and introduce new and distinct products or services to fill
them. Entrepreneurs don’t have to be business owners or
starters themselves; instead, they might be “intrapre-
neurs,” generating new ideas within a larger organization.
Either way, entrepreneurs advance the production frontier
and teach customers to want new things. In this way, they
are essential to the increased production and competitiveness
of national economies. 
Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) founded by entre-

preneurs form the backbone of the regional economy and
comprise a force of 19-23 million companies that represent
80-90% of firms in MENA. SMEs are essential sources of
employment throughout the developing world, and the
MENA region is no exception: SMEs account for 10-40%
of all employment in MENA, according to official records
(which likely understate these employment figures by
excluding the large informal economy). The process of
innovation, therefore, sets into motion the movement of
new ideas down to entrepreneurs, whose SMEs go on to
power economies across the region.
Luckily for the MENA countries, entrepreneurship in

the region is well regarded and strong. The Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), which collects and ana-
lyzes data from around the world to understand trends in
entrepreneurship, records positive attitudes towards entre-
preneurship among people in the MENA region. In case
studies of eight MENA countries (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon,
Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and the UAE),
GEM observed that three-quarters of people surveyed saw
entrepreneurship as a good career choice, and more than a
third of working-age individuals in the region expressed
entrepreneurial intentions. Entrepreneurial activity is high-
est between ages 25-44, by which time individuals have
acquired the necessary skills, networks and financial resources
to start businesses. The majority of entrepreneurial activity—
just over half—occurs in the consumer-oriented services
sector, followed by the transforming or manufacturing sector
(27.6% of entrepreneurial activity) and the business-oriented
sector (11.0%).
Tech-based entrepreneurship in particular offers signifi-

cant opportunities for growth. The MENA region is one of
the most digitally connected in the world, with around
90% of the population online and a similar figure owning

smartphones. Critically, jobs in the information and com-
munications technology (ICT) sector require the type of
high-level skills that countries need to compete in the glob-
al economy. However, according to the GEM, only one
country, Qatar, has more than 10% of early-stage entre-
preneurs in the ICT and finance sectors. And the digital
economy’s contribution to GDP across the region is rela-
tively low; MENA’s average of 4.1% is about half that of
the United States.
A number of tech-based start-ups are looking to change

that by challenging international players for market share in
the region in areas such as e-commerce (the UAE’s Namshi
and Souq.com, which was recently acquired by Amazon),
digital music (Lebanon’s Anghami), transportation (the
UAE’s Careem) and fintech (Dubai-based Payfort, as well as
various initiatives by local companies). These initiatives
have found funding and support from a growing number of
venture capital (VC) firms and incubators. One study found
that the number of VC-like investors in MENA rose from
just nine in 2008 to 145 by 2016, resulting in an increase in
funding from USD 53 million in 2014 to USD 410 million
in 2017. With the right social dynamics and plenty of fund-
ing, tech-based entrepreneurship has the potential to be a
major driver of economic growth going forward.
Despite many successes, challenges remain for MENA’s

entrepreneurship ecosystem. One major challenge is the
unequal distribution of entrepreneurship across the region.
The UAE, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia have
been major hubs of entrepreneurial activity, with one study
finding that half of all tech funding from 2014-2017
flowed to the UAE. Other countries, however, lack the
same level of entrepreneurship, which negatively affects
their economies. Also, according to GEM, there is a signif-
icant gap between intending and active entrepreneurs in
the region, indicating that would-be entrepreneurs are fac-
ing obstacles that prevent them from fully realizing their
goals and potential. GEM identified several areas where
MENA performs at or below other regional averages for
entrepreneurship, including school-level entrepreneurship
education, R&D transfer, government policy, government
entrepreneurship programs, and market burdens. These
areas, therefore, need to become the focus of policy mak-
ers across the region in order for MENA to realize its full
entrepreneurial potential.
The MENA region has reached a transformational period.

Social and demographic trends as well as economic realities
are pushing it to rethink its current educational systems and
legal frameworks, while changing global trends are neces-
sitating the modernization of the region’s economies to
keep up with the rest of the world. Creating the right sys-
tems to encourage innovation and entrepreneurship will
allow MENA countries to harness all of these trends and
turn them into forces for good, reaping the economic and
social benefits for their populations.
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