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Abstract

Over the past two decades, GCC states have undergone profound
demographic transformations that have reshaped their social and economic
structures while exerting significant influence on regional security. This
study examines how rapid population growth, large-scale labor migration
and shifts in ethno cultural composition have produced security challenges
ranging from social discontent and the rise of extremist currents to the
declining role of nationals in the labor market, economic instability and
identity-based tensions and how these dynamics have redefined security
policies and institutions at both national and regional levels. The central
hypothesis is that demographic change, by heightening perceived threats,
accelerating processes of securitization, has compelled governments to
reformulate their security strategies and institutions. These reforms are
most evident in the modification of the Kafala system, the revision of visa
regulations, the implementation of nationalization programs. At one level,
such measures serve to contain domestic threats and safeguard national
stability and identity; at another, they lay the groundwork for emerging
patterns of regional security convergence. The article’s primary aim is to
analyze the causal and institutional mechanisms through which demographic
shifts shape security policies and structures, while also highlighting the
broader social, cultural and economic consequences of these
transformations. Its significance lies in addressing a critical gap in scholarship
on the nexus between demographic dynamics, security threats, institutional
reform in the Persian Gulf. Methodologically, the study employs a mixed
approach: statistical data trace macro-level trends, while field evidence and
qualitative findings capture the social and interpretive dimensions of these
developments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Over the past two decades, PGCC states have experienced major
demographic shifts driven by rapid population growth and large-scale reliance on
foreign labor. In several countries, foreign nationals make up a significant share of
residents, transforming demographic structure from a socio-economic issue into a
national security concern. This study analyzes how population growth, foreign labor
migration, and changing population composition have shaped national and regional
security policies in PGCC states from about 2000 to 2025. Using the frameworks of
regional security complexes and demographic securitization, it examines policy
responses such as visa and residency reforms, adjustments to the kafala system, and
labor nationalization programs. The study argues that demographic pressures have
acted as a structural driver of legal and policy reforms aimed primarily at reducing
perceived internal risks and, to a lesser extent, encouraging limited security
cooperation among PGCC members.

Research Question: How has rapid population growth, large-scale foreign labor
migration, and shifting ethnic composition in GCC countries contributed to social
discontent, extremism, labor market imbalances, economic instability, and identity
challenges, and how have these pressures reshaped national and regional security
policies?

Research Hypothesis: Demographic shifts in GCC countries have heightened
perceived and security risks, prompting governments to securitize migration and
revise policies and institutions. Key changes include reforms to the kafala
sponsorship system, tighter visa regulations, and labor nationalization programs.
While intended to manage internal threats, maintain stability, and protect national
identity, these measures have also encouraged similar responses across the region,
producing patterns of regional security convergence.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework: This study uses a mixed-methods
explanatory design to analyze the relationship between demographic change and
security policy in the PGCC states. The quantitative component examines
demographic trends over the past two decades using descriptive statistics, focusing
on population growth, migrant population shares, age structure changes, and labor
market participation. Data are drawn from national statistical offices, United Nations
databases, and international migration datasets.

The qualitative component involves document and policy content analysis alongside
comparative case studies of selected GCC states. It evaluates reforms such as
changes to the kafala (sponsorship) system, visa regulations, and labor localization
programs, as well as official statements and security agreements. Differences in
policy design, implementation, and outcomes across cases are examined.
Triangulation combines longitudinal demographic analysis, chronological mapping
of policy changes, and semi-structured expert interviews supported by grey literature
to assess implementation and social impacts.

Security is analyzed through three interconnected dimensions: identity, economic,
and social security. Identity security is assessed through citizenship and language
policies; economic security through native unemployment and localization
outcomes; and social security through indicators such as labor unrest and social
cohesion.

The study draws on the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory, which explains
how political actors frame issues as existential threats requiring extraordinary
measures. In the GCC context, the growth of foreign populations has increasingly
been portrayed as a risk to identity, cohesion, and economic stability, prompting
stronger regulation. Regional Security Complex Theory complements this
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perspective by highlighting interdependence among GCC states and the resulting
coordination in migration governance.

Research Findings: Between 2003 and 2023, GCC states underwent significant
demographic changes driven by declining fertility, expanding education, and shifting
social norms. Fertility rates among citizens fell steadily, in some cases approaching
or dropping below replacement levels. Increased access to higher education
especially for women alongside economic modernization and growing labor force
participation led many young adults to delay marriage and parenthood. These
changes produced smaller family sizes, gradual population aging, and slower natural
population growth, making immigration an increasingly important driver of overall
population expansion.

Migration has dramatically reshaped demographic structures in the region. In Qatar
and the United Arab Emirates, migrants constitute nearly 90 percent of the total
population, making them among the most migration-dependent societies globally.
Even in Saudi Arabia and Oman, foreign workers remain essential in sectors such as
construction, domestic services, retail, and hospitality. Rapid urbanization has
reinforced these trends. Major cities like Riyadh, Dubai, and Doha have grown
rapidly, concentrating economic activity and attracting diverse migrant communities.
However, the predominance of male labor migrants has created gender imbalances
and increased pressure on housing, infrastructure, and public services.

Governments increasingly view demographic change as a matter of national security
and social stability. In response, they have implemented policies aimed at regulating
migration while increasing citizen participation in the labor market. National labor
programs such as Saudization, Emiratization, and Omanization seek to reduce
reliance on foreign workers by encouraging private-sector employment among
citizens. Some reforms to the kafala sponsorship system have also introduced limited
improvements in worker mobility and regulatory oversight.

Despite these reforms, migrant labor remains central to GCC economies. Large
infrastructure projects, service industries, and many private-sector activities continue
to rely on relatively low-cost foreign workers. This dependence creates tension
between economic development goals and political concerns about national identity
and demographic balance. Governments attempt to manage these pressures through
quotas, visa regulations, and monitoring systems.

Policy approaches vary across GCC states. The United Arab Emirates has adopted a
diversification strategy that includes flexible visa programs, long-term residency
options for investors and skilled professionals, and recruitment of high-skill talent.
Saudi Arabia has focused more heavily on labor nationalization policies and stricter
migration controls, while Bahrain’s demographic policies intersect with domestic
political considerations such as citizenship rules and sectarian balance.

Regional cooperation has also expanded. GCC states collaborate on border
monitoring, information sharing, and combating irregular migration and human
trafficking. Proposals for a unified regional visa system reflect efforts to coordinate
mobility with stronger security oversight. The GCC’s 2024 Regional Security Vision
identifies demographic transformation as a key factor shaping long-term regional
planning.

Migration governance also has social implications. Institutional divisions between
citizens and migrants contribute to segmented urban societies where migrant workers
often lack full access to services and protections. Although migration raises public
concerns about security and identity, research indicates it does not significantly
increase crime rates, suggesting many anxieties stem more from perceptions of social
change than from measurable criminal threats.
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Conclusion: Demographic change has become a key driver of security policy in the
GCC. Rapid migration-driven population growth, declining fertility among citizens,
and shifting social structures have pushed governments to treat demographics as a
security concern, leading to new policies and institutional adjustments. These shared
pressures have also encouraged some regional cooperation, gradually strengthening
a coordinated Gulf security framework. The study expands the Copenhagen School
by showing how demographic narratives influence security governance in a
non-Western region and highlights the region’s security interdependence. It argues
that governments should move beyond short-term responses and adopt long-term
strategies such as education and skills investment, labor market reform, and more
inclusive approaches to managing migrant communities.

Keywords: demographic Dynamics, Foreign Labor Migration, Persian Gulf
Cooperation Council, Internal Security, Regional Economic Policies.
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1. Connsect. Population of GCC countries reaches 57.6 million in 2023.

Connsect. https://connsect.com/news/population-of-gcc-countries-reaches-
57-6-million-in-2023/
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States: Trends, policies and challenges. Geneva: ILO.
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1. Flexible visas generally refer to new entry and residency schemes
designed to make travel and short-term stays in the (PGCC) region easier,
more versatile, and more cost-effective. A prominent example is the planned
PGCC Unified Tourist Visa, often described as a Schengen-style visa for the
Persian Gulf

2. Golden Visa is a long-term residency program introduced by several
Persian Gulf Cooperation Council (PGCC) countries to attract foreign
investors, highly skilled professionals, entrepreneurs, researchers, and
exceptional talents. It is part of broader economic diversification strategies
aimed at reducing dependence on oil and fostering innovation-driven
growth.
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1. Erosion of national identity

2. Falcon Eye is an advanced urban surveillance network in the United Arab
Emirates, primarily deployed in Abu Dhabi to enhance the monitoring and
management of public security. Operated by the Abu Dhabi Police, the
system integrates thousands of cameras and sensors strategically positioned
across the city, including at Abu Dhabi International Airport, major islands
and industrial zones such as Bani Yas and Mussafah.

3. https://www.ecdhr.org/gcc-countries-and-migrant-workers-background-
facts/
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with-iran-for-regional-security/
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1. ILO — International Labour Organization: A United Nations agency that
sets international labor standards, promotes rights at work.

2. IOM — International Organization for Migration provides services and
advice concerning migration, supporting safe, orderly.

3. UNDP — United Nations Development Programme working to eradicate
poverty, reduce inequalities.
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