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A B O U T  T H I S  R E P O R T

The fastest economic transformation in
history

Within a single human lifetime, the six states of the Gulf Cooperation Council travelled a distance no other economies have

covered so quickly: from pearl-diving villages and mud-brick ports — among the poorest places on earth in the 1930s — to a

$2.4 trillion bloc whose citizens rank among the world's wealthiest, whose airlines connect the planet, and whose capital

moves markets from Wall Street to Silicon Valley. South Korea's rise took sophisticated industry; Singapore's took geography

and governance. The Gulf's took a geological accident — and, less appreciated, five decades of decisions about what to do

with it.

This report tells that story with numbers. It examines how each of the six economies grew and in what terms; who holds

what share of the region's output, growth, and wealth; precisely how large the oil dividend has been and remains; how far

each country has genuinely diversified away from it; and whether the Gulf's financial centres — Dubai and Abu Dhabi above

all — can credibly join the London–New York–Hong Kong tier of global finance.

It is written as a companion to our earlier study, The Gulf's Trillion-Dollar Stewards, which mapped the region's twelve sover‐

eign wealth funds. That report examined where the money went; this one examines where it came from — and what the

region is building with it now.

H O W  T O  R E A D  T H I S  R E P O R T

Part I  traces the arc of development from the pearl crash to the present. Part II  presents the scoreboard: GDP,

growth, and market share by country. Part III measures the oil dividend — reserves, production, revenue, and fiscal

dependence. Part IV profiles each of the six economies in depth. Part V grades the diversification effort. Part VI

assesses the financial-hub ambition against London, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Part VII concludes with outlook and

risks.

IMPORTANT NOTICE. This document is published by the Navy Capital Research Desk for general informational purposes only and does not constitute

investment advice. Macroeconomic figures are drawn from the IMF World Economic Outlook, World Bank, national statistics offices, EIA/OPEC, GFCI, and

reputable press reporting through early 2026; different sources vary and figures are rounded. Estimates and forecasts are inherently uncertain. © 2026

Navy Capital Private Wealth. All rights reserved. hello@navycapital.info · +1 (276) 258-9857.
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F R O M  T H E  R E S E A R C H  D E S K

A letter to our readers

Dear reader,

There is a photograph taken in Dubai in 1990, looking down what would become Sheikh Zayed Road: a single tower, a two-

lane strip of  asphalt,  and desert  to the horizon.  The same vantage today frames one of the densest skylines on earth.

Between those two images lies the subject of this report — the most compressed economic transformation in recorded

history, and one that most financial professionals still understand only in fragments.

The fragments are usually these:  oil  money,  tall  buildings,  sovereign funds buying football  clubs.  Each is  real,  and each

misleads more than it informs. The complete picture is stranger and more instructive. It includes a two-decade bust that

nearly broke the model before most observers noticed it existed; a city-state that got rich precisely by running out of oil

early; a gas field that made one small peninsula's citizens the wealthiest people alive; a kingdom attempting to compress

South Korea's industrialisation into fifteen years; and a parliament so effective at blocking government that a trillion-dollar

fund became the substitute for a national strategy.

Why does this matter to our clients? Three reasons. First, the Gulf is now a systemic pool of demand — for assets, managers,

technology, and expertise — and understanding who buys what, and why, is table stakes in private markets. Second, its

diversification programs constitute the largest coordinated capital-expenditure wave on the planet; the suppliers, operators,

and financiers  of  that  wave are an investable universe of  their  own.  Third,  the region's  financial  centres are re-routing

wealth-management flows our clients participate in, whether they intend to or not.

As with all Research Desk publications, we have tried to be precise about what is known, honest about what is estimated,

and direct about what we conclude. Figures are ranged where sources disagree; grades and forecasts are ours alone.

With regards,

The Navy Capital Research Desk

Companion reading: "The Gulf's Trillion-Dollar Stewards" — our 50-page study of the region's twelve sovereign wealth funds — available in the Research

Library at navycapital.info.
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Twelve findings on the Gulf's ascent

$2.37tn
C O M B I N E D  G C C  G D P

( 2 0 2 5 )

3.5%
2 0 2 5  R E A L  G R O W T H

( V S  1 . 8 %  I N  2 0 2 4 )

~28%
S H A R E  O F  G L O B A L

C R U D E  E X P O R T S

#7
D U B A I ' S  G L O B A L

F I N A N C I A L - C E N T R E  R A N K

1. The Gulf is now a top-ten economy. Combined GCC output of roughly $2.37 trillion would rank around tenth among

nations — comparable to Italy or Brazil — produced by just ~60 million residents, over half of them expatriates. Six decades

ago the same territories barely registered in world accounts.

2. Saudi Arabia is half the bloc; the UAE is the other engine. The Kingdom contributes ~53% of GCC GDP (~$1.26tn) and the

UAE ~23% (~$550bn). Together they are three-quarters of the regional economy; Qatar (~9%), Kuwait (~7%), Oman (~5%)

and Bahrain (~2%) share the rest.

3. Growth leadership has changed hands. In 2025 the UAE led the region at ~4.8–4.9% real growth, followed by Saudi Arabia

(~3.8%), Bahrain (3.5%), Oman (3.1%), Qatar (2.8%) and Kuwait (2.7%). Regional growth doubled from 1.8% (2024) to ~3.5%

as OPEC+ cuts unwound — but the durable story is the non-oil economy.

4. The non-oil economy is now the growth engine everywhere. Non-oil growth is running at 4.5%+ in the UAE (Abu Dhabi:

6.4% in H1 2025), 4.2–4.6% in Saudi Arabia, and 5%+ in Qatar. Across the bloc, non-oil sectors now produce roughly 70% of

real output.

5. But the fiscal ledger tells a harder truth. Oil and gas still fund ~55–63% of the Saudi budget, ~83% of Qatar's government

revenue, and roughly 90% of Kuwait's. Diversifying GDP has proven far easier than diversifying the treasury.

6. The oil dividend remains enormous. The GCC exports ~12.4 million barrels per day of crude — about 28% of world crude

exports — plus a fifth of global LNG from Qatar alone. Saudi net oil-export revenue was ~$179bn in 2024; Aramco's revenue

alone (~$480bn) exceeds the GDP of most nations.

7. Cumulative petrodollars built a parallel balance sheet. Five decades of surpluses seeded $5.3+ trillion of sovereign wealth

(see our companion report), $0.7tn+ of central-bank reserves, and the region's infrastructure — a triple endowment few

commodity exporters ever achieved.

8. Diversification is real, uneven, and measurable. Bahrain (~85% non-oil GDP) and the UAE (~72–75%) lead; Saudi Arabia

has pushed non-oil activity to ~56% of real GDP; Oman (~53–60%) is improving; Qatar (~60–64%) is structurally gas-tied by

choice; Kuwait (~42–45%) has barely moved in a decade.

9. Tourism and trade are the new oil for the UAE — and now Saudi Arabia. Dubai drew a record 19.59 million international

visitors in 2025 (third record year running; the world's busiest international airport), Jebel Ali's free zone posted $190bn of

trade, and Saudi Arabia logged ~122 million domestic-and-inbound visitors against a raised 2030 target of 150 million.

10. The financial-hub bid is succeeding faster than sceptics expected. Dubai reached 7th in the Global Financial Centres

Index  —  its  highest  ever,  within  sight  of  the  historic  big  four.  DIFC  now  hosts  8,800+  active  companies  and  50,000+

professionals; ADGM's licences top 11,000, with resident asset managers overseeing $28.6tn globally. Riyadh's RHQ program

has pulled in 600+ regional headquarters.
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11. The model has converged: every state now runs a "Vision." Saudi Vision 2030, UAE "We the UAE 2031"/D33, Qatar NV

2030, Oman 2040, Kuwait 2035, Bahrain EV 2030 — the same playbook of non-oil growth, FDI, tourism, logistics, finance, and

now AI, executed with very different intensity.

12. The next decade decides which Gulf you get. On current trajectories the bloc approaches $3 trillion of GDP by the early

2030s with genuinely diversified UAE-style economies at one end — and, if oil stays weak and reform stalls, strained single-

engine rentiers at the other. The dispersion between the six is widening, not narrowing.
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I
P A R T  I  ·  C H A P T E R S  1 – 2

The arc of development

Ninety years from pearl crash to AI superprojects — the shortest route any group of societies has

taken from subsistence to superabundance.
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C H A P T E R  1  ·  1 9 3 0 – 2 0 0 0

From pearls to petrodollars

1.1 · The poorest coast on earth

Before oil, the Gulf's economy was the sea. Pearling employed the majority of working men from Kuwait to the Trucial Coast;

Bahrain  and Dubai  lived on entrepôt  trade;  the interior  lived on dates,  camels,  and pilgrimage traffic to Mecca.  When

Japanese cultured pearls flooded world markets in the late 1920s — just as the Great Depression destroyed luxury demand

— the region's single export industry collapsed within a decade. The 1930s Gulf was, by most material measures, among the

poorest places on the planet: no electricity grids, no paved roads, per-capita incomes a rounding error of Europe's.

Salvation arrived through a drill bit. Standard Oil of California struck oil in Bahrain in 1932 — the first Gulf discovery, fittingly

in the state that would also be first to run out. Kuwait's colossal Burgan field and Saudi Arabia's Dammam No. 7 followed in

1938; Qatar's Dukhan in 1940; Abu Dhabi's offshore Umm Shaif in 1958; Oman's Fahud in 1962. By the 1960s the geological

verdict was in: the Arabian Peninsula and its waters held roughly a third of the world's recoverable oil, concentrated in fields

so large and so cheap to produce that nothing elsewhere compared.

1.2 · 1973: the price revolution

For the first post-war decades, Western majors set prices and took most of the rent. Two events reversed the flow: the wave

of nationalisations and participation agreements (Saudi Arabia completed its takeover of Aramco by 1980; Kuwait, Qatar and

Abu Dhabi followed similar paths), and the 1973–74 embargo, which quadrupled prices in months. Gulf government reven‐

ues rose tenfold in real terms across the decade; the 1979 Iranian revolution doubled prices again. The petrodollar era had

begun — and with it the first great construction boom: ports, airports, highways, universities, hospitals, and the welfare

states that still define the Gulf social contract. Kuwait, farsightedly, had already created the world's first sovereign wealth

fund in 1953; Abu Dhabi followed with ADIA in 1976.

1.3 · The long bust, 1982–1999

What followed is the era outsiders forget and Gulf planners never do. Oil collapsed from ~$35 in 1981 to under $10 by 1986

and stayed weak for nearly two decades, while populations doubled. Saudi per-capita income fell by more than half in real

terms between 1981 and 1999;  budgets  ran persistent  deficits;  Kuwait  endured invasion and reconstruction (1990–91),

financed by liquidating ~$85bn of its offshore fund. The lesson burned into every current Vision document was learned here:

a one-commodity economy is a hostage to a price it does not control. The exceptions proved the rule — Dubai, with little oil

left,  doubled  down  on  trade  (Jebel  Ali  port,  1979;  its  free  zone,  1985)  and  aviation  (Emirates,  1985),  building  the

diversification template the whole region now copies; Bahrain, oil fading, invented Gulf offshore banking in the 1970s as

Beirut burned.
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C H A P T E R  2  ·  2 0 0 0 – 2 0 2 6

Boom, shock & the Visions

2.1 · The superboom, 2003–2014

China's industrialisation did for the 2000s what the embargo did for the 1970s. Oil ran from ~$25 (2002) to $147 (2008), and

after the crisis plateaued above $100 for four more years. GCC GDP roughly quadrupled between 2002 and 2014; the region

banked the largest external surpluses on earth; Dubai built a skyline, an airline hub, and a global brand; Qatar monetised the

North  Field  into  LNG leadership  and won a  World  Cup;  sovereign  funds  swelled  from curiosities  to  systemic  investors,

rescuing Wall Street banks in 2008. The boom also exposed the model's limits: Dubai's 2009 debt crisis (resolved with Abu

Dhabi's $20bn support, commemorated in the renamed Burj  Khalifa) showed leverage risk; the expat-built labour model

drew scrutiny; and beneath record revenue, oil's share of employment for citizens barely moved.

2.2 · 2014–2016: the shock that changed the paradigm

When US shale broke the price — from $115 (June 2014) to $28 (January 2016) — the GCC lost several hundred billion

dollars of annual revenue almost overnight. Deficits reached 15%+ of GDP in Saudi Arabia; reserves drained; subsidies and

public wages suddenly looked unaffordable. The political response was the defining economic event of the modern Gulf:

Saudi Vision 2030 (April 2016) and its regional siblings. VAT was introduced across the bloc (a revolution in states that had

never taxed); energy prices were reformed; Aramco was part-listed (2019, the largest IPO in history); women entered the

Saudi  workforce at  scale (female participation more than doubled to ~36%);  and sovereign funds were converted from

passive savers into national-transformation engines.

2.3 · 2020–2026: pandemic, windfall, and the pivot to AI

COVID briefly delivered negative oil prices and the deepest GCC recession in decades; the 2022 energy crisis then delivered

the greatest windfall since the 1970s — a combined surplus swing of hundreds of billions, promptly recycled into sovereign-

fund  firepower.  The  2023–2026  period  set  the  current  pattern:  OPEC+  production  discipline  holding  oil  markets  (and

constraining headline GDP), non-oil sectors compounding at 4–6%, record tourism and expatriate inflows (Dubai's population

passed  3.9  million;  the  UAE  attracted  the  world's  largest  net  millionaire  migration),  Gulf  capital  anchoring  global  AI

infrastructure, and — in 2025's US–Gulf accords — the region trading investment pledges measured in trillions for access to

advanced technology. The Gulf that entered 2026 is no longer merely an oil supplier with savings; it is a capital-exporting,

hub-operating, technology-buying bloc with an explicit ambition to matter in everything.
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C H A P T E R  2  ·  C O N T I N U E D

2.4 · The long view in numbers

Two tables compress ninety years. The first is the era map of Chapter 1–2; the second shows what each era did to the size of

the six economies. Between 1980 and 2025 the bloc's nominal output grew roughly ten-fold; the UAE's more than thirty-fold;

and the composition inverted — from ~70% hydrocarbon in 1980 to ~70% non-oil (in real terms) today.

E R A D E F I N I N G  F E A T U R E L E G A C Y

1930s–40s Pearl collapse; first discoveries (Bahrain '32, Saudi/Kuwait '38) The resource map that still defines rank

1950s–60s First exports; first institutions (KIA 1953) Sovereign-savings tradition born

1970s Nationalisation + embargo; revenues ×10 Welfare state; infrastructure; ADIA

1982–99 The long bust; Kuwait invasion & rebuild The scar that motivates every Vision

2003–14 China superboom; Dubai model proven Global-hub playbook; SWF scale

2014–16 Shale shock; 15%-of-GDP deficits Vision 2030 era; VAT; Aramco IPO

2020–26 Pandemic → windfall → AI pivot Non-oil engine; hub status; tech statecraft

Nominal GDP through the eras ($bn, rounded)

C O U N T R Y 1 9 8 0 2 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 5 G R O W T H  1 9 8 0 → 2 0 2 5

Saudi Arabia 165 190 530 735 1,260 ~8×

UAE 43 104 290 349 550 ~13×

Qatar 8 18 125 144 222 ~28×

Kuwait 29 38 115 106 163 ~6×

Oman 6 19 57 76 110 ~18×

Bahrain 3 9 26 35 48 ~16×

GCC ~254 ~378 ~1,143 ~1,445 ~2,370 ~9×

IMF WEO historical series and national accounts; nominal dollars of each year, rounded. The 2000 column shows the bust's toll — twenty years of near-

stagnation in Saudi nominal terms — and the 2010 column the superboom's violence. Qatar's 28× is the century's quietest compounding story.
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II
P A R T  I I  ·  C H A P T E R S  3 – 4

The scoreboard

Who holds the Gulf economy — size, share, wealth per head, and where the growth is actually

coming from.
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~$1,260bn · 53% of GCC GDP

~$550bn · 23%

~$222bn · 9%

~$163bn · 7%

~$110bn · 4.6%

~$48bn · 2%

C H A P T E R  3  ·  S I Z E  &  S H A R E

Who holds the Gulf economy

Combined GCC output reached approximately $2.37 trillion in 2025 — enough to rank the bloc roughly tenth among world

economies, in the neighbourhood of Italy, Brazil, and Canada. Distribution within the bloc is extraordinarily lopsided:

Saudi Arabia 

United Arab Emirates 

Qatar 

Kuwait 

Oman 

Bahrain 

Nominal GDP, 2025, IMF WEO and national accounts; rounded. Shares of the ~$2.37tn GCC total.

3.1 · Three readings of the same table

By mass: Saudi Arabia is the Gulf economy the way Germany is the euro area — every regional aggregate is mostly a Saudi

statistic wearing a GCC label.

By dynamism: the UAE,  at  less  than half  Saudi  size,  generates a  disproportionate share of  the region's  trade,  aviation,

finance, tourism, and corporate headquarters — the bloc's services capital, performing the role London plays for Europe.

By wealth per head: the ranking inverts: Qatar sits among the world's top handful, the UAE and Kuwait follow, while Saudi

Arabia reads mid-tier only because its output divides across ~34 million people.

C O U N T R Y
G D P  2 0 2 5

( $ B N )

G C C

S H A R E

P O P U L A T I O N

( M )

G D P / C A P I T A

( $ K )

E X P A T  S H A R E  O F

P O P .

Saudi

Arabia

~1,260 53% ~34 ~36 ~42%

UAE ~550 23% ~10.5 ~52 ~88%

Qatar ~222 9% ~3.0 ~74 ~88%

Kuwait ~163 7% ~4.9 ~33 ~69%

Oman ~110 4.6% ~5.2 ~21 ~43%

Bahrain ~48 2.0% ~1.6 ~30 ~53%

GCC ~2,370 100% ~59 ~40 ~55%
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Population and expatriate shares per GLMM/national statistics; per-capita figures are total-resident basis, rounded.

3.2 · The bloc against the world

E C O N O M Y N O M I N A L  G D P  2 0 2 5  ( $ T N ) N O T E

United States ~30 The destination of ~half of Gulf sovereign deployment

China ~19 The Gulf's largest oil customer

India ~4.2 Largest source of Gulf expatriate labour and remittance flows

Italy ~2.4 The GCC's nearest G7 comparator

GCC ~2.37 ≈ 10th-largest economy if counted as one

Brazil ~2.2 —

Spain ~1.8 Smaller than Saudi Arabia + UAE alone

IMF WEO, 2025 estimates, rounded. The comparison understates Gulf weight in capital: no G20 economy holds sovereign financial assets remotely

approaching the GCC's ~225% of its own GDP.
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C H A P T E R  4  ·  G R O W T H

Who is expanding — and on what

Headline GCC growth doubled to ~3.5% in 2025 from 1.8% in 2024 — but the headline is mostly an OPEC+ artefact: as

voluntary production cuts unwound, the oil line of national accounts swung from drag to boost. The signal is in the non-oil

rows.

C O U N T R Y
R E A L  G D P

2 0 2 4

R E A L  G D P

2 0 2 5

N O N - O I L

G R O W T H  2 0 2 5

W H A T  I S  D R I V I N G  T H E  N O N - O I L

E N G I N E

UAE ~4.0% ~4.8% ~4.5–5.3% Trade, tourism, finance, real estate, logistics;

Abu Dhabi H1-25 non-oil +6.4%

Saudi

Arabia

~1.3% ~3.8% ~4.2–4.6% Retail, hospitality, construction, transport; giga-

project spend

Bahrain ~2.8% ~3.5% ~3.5–4% Financial services, tourism, infrastructure

Oman ~1.7% ~3.1% ~3.5–4% Logistics, manufacturing, minerals, early green

hydrogen

Qatar ~2.4% ~2.8% ~5.3% (H1) Services and pre-LNG-expansion construction;

big step-up due 2026–27

Kuwait ~-2.8% ~2.7% ~2.5% Oil rebound; non-oil momentum weakest in bloc

IMF WEO (2025–April 2026 vintages), national statistics, World Bank Gulf Economic Update; figures rounded and subject to revision.

4.1 · The growth-share view

Weight growth rates by economic size and the decade's pattern emerges:  Saudi Arabia and the UAE together account for

roughly four-fifths of all incremental GCC output. Saudi Arabia contributes the largest absolute increment (scale × recovery);

the UAE contributes the most reliable one (the only Gulf economy that grew through the 2015–16 and 2020 shocks with

barely a stumble). Qatar's step-change arrives with the North Field expansion — LNG capacity rising ~85% toward 142 mtpa

by 2030 — which is projected to lift Qatari real growth toward the highest in the region in the late 2020s. Kuwait is the

laggard by every measure:  the only member to contract in 2024,  the weakest non-oil  engine,  and the only one whose

diversification ratio is essentially unchanged in a decade.

"The 2025 scoreboard reads: UAE for consistency, Saudi Arabia for scale, Qatar for the

future, Bahrain and Oman for effort — and Kuwait for the cautionary tale."
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C H A P T E R  4  ·  C O N T I N U E D

4.2 · The demographic engine — growth by headcount

A share of Gulf growth that GDP analysis routinely under-credits is simply people. The bloc's resident population has roughly

tripled since 1990 to ~59 million,  overwhelmingly through imported labour and,  increasingly,  imported talent.  Some 35

million foreign nationals — about 55% of all residents — operate the economy: from South Asian construction and services

workforces to the bankers, engineers and physicians of Dubai, Doha and Riyadh. In the UAE and Qatar, nationals are ~12% of

the population; the citizen population is a governing and owning class within a much larger economic society.

C O U N T R Y
P O P U L A T I O N

( M )

E X P A T R I A T E

S H A R E
M O D E L  I N  O N E  L I N E

UAE ~10.5 ~88% Full globalisation: talent-import as core strategy (golden

visas, retiree/remote visas)

Qatar ~3.0 ~88% Small citizenry atop project-driven labour inflows

Kuwait ~4.9 ~69% Rentier classic: public payroll for citizens, private economy

run by expats

Bahrain ~1.6 ~53% Mixed; the region's most integrated citizen workforce in

services

Oman ~5.2 ~43% Omanisation quotas balancing jobs and competitiveness

Saudi

Arabia

~34 ~42% The only large citizen labour market — hence Saudisation's

centrality

GLMM and national statistics, 2022–2025 vintages, rounded.

The economics cut both ways. Imported labour lets the Gulf build at speed and cost no OECD economy can match, and

imported consumers now drive retail, housing and schooling demand — Dubai's population growth (past 3.9 million, with

record net millionaire migration) is itself a growth industry. The liability is structural: remittance outflows exceeding $120bn a

year  region-wide  leak  demand;  citizen  labour  markets,  sheltered  by  public  employment,  under-develop  private  skills

(Kuwait's ~80% public-sector citizen employment is the extreme); and every Vision now contains the same hard clause —

move nationals into productive private work (Saudisation's quotas, Emiratisation's targets) without blunting the openness

that makes the model run. Saudi Arabia is the test case that matters: it alone has the citizen scale to build a conventional

labour economy, which is why its record-low citizen unemployment and doubled female participation are, quietly, among

Vision 2030's most consequential numbers.
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III
P A R T  I I I  ·  C H A P T E R S  5 – 6

The oil dividend

What the barrel actually pays — reserves, production, revenue — and the fiscal dependence the GDP

statistics politely conceal.
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C H A P T E R  5  ·  W H A T  O I L  B U I L T

Reserves, production & revenue

5.1 · The endowment

The GCC controls roughly a third of the world's proved oil reserves and about a fifth of its gas — and, critically, the cheapest

large-scale production on earth: Saudi and Emirati lifting costs run in the low single digits per barrel. The bloc produces ~17

million b/d of crude in a typical year and exports ~12.4 million b/d — about 28% of the world's traded crude — while Qatar

ships roughly 77 million tonnes of LNG annually (~20% of the global market) from a single offshore field it shares with Iran.

C O U N T R Y
P R O V E D  O I L  R E S E R V E S

( B N  B B L )

C R U D E  C A P A C I T Y /

O U T P U T  ( M B / D )

S I G N A T U R E  H Y D R O C A R B O N

A S S E T

Saudi

Arabia

~267 ~9–10 (12+ capacity) Ghawar — the largest conventional

field ever found

UAE ~113 ~3.2 (5 capacity by 2027) ADNOC's Upper Zakum; growing gas

program

Kuwait ~102 ~2.5 Burgan — second-largest field ever

found

Qatar ~25 (+ ~24 tcm gas) ~0.6 + 77→142 mtpa LNG North Field — the world's largest gas

reservoir

Oman ~5 ~1.0 EOR-heavy fields; rising LNG and

hydrogen

Bahrain <1 (shared field) ~0.2 Abu Sa'fa (shared with Saudi Arabia)

OPEC ASB, EIA, company disclosures; reserves as commonly reported, rounded.

5.2 · What the barrel pays

Revenue scales with price, so the honest answer is a range. In the windfall year 2022, GCC hydrocarbon export earnings ran

to roughly  $600–700bn, with the oil sector contributing ~$600bn of regional GDP in 2023. In the softer 2024–25 market,

Saudi net oil-export revenue alone was ~$179bn (EIA), Aramco's total revenue ~$480bn, and OPEC-wide export revenue

~$550bn — of which the Gulf members earn the majority. Add Qatar's LNG (~$60–80bn/yr through the cycle) and the bloc's

steady-state hydrocarbon income is on the order of $400–500bn per year at $70–80 oil — roughly $7,000–8,500 per resid‐

ent, before a single non-oil dirham is earned.

The cumulative figure is the staggering one. Summing five decades of export earnings in today's dollars produces a number in

the  tens of trillions; what distinguishes the Gulf from most commodity exporters is how much of it remains visible — in

$5.3tn of sovereign-fund assets, ~$0.7tn of official reserves, world-class infrastructure, and the physical fabric of Riyadh,

Dubai, and Doha. The petrodollar was not merely spent; a remarkable fraction of it was banked.
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~$5.34tn

~$0.7tn

multi-trillion (cumulative)

the largest line of all

C H A P T E R  5  ·  C O N T I N U E D

5.3 · Where the petrodollars went

Five decades of hydrocarbon surpluses had four destinations. The proportions varied by country and era, but the stock-take

at end-2025 looks like this:

Sovereign wealth funds — the invested surplus 

Official FX reserves — the liquidity buffer 

Domestic fixed capital — infrastructure, cities, industry 

The social contract — subsidies, wages, services 

Indicative stock-take; domestic capital and social spending are cumulative flows, not marketable stocks. SWF figure per Global SWF, Dec 2025.

The recycling loop, then and now. The original "petrodollar recycling" of the 1970s–80s ran through Western banks: Gulf

deposits funded loans to the developing world (with famously mixed results). Today's loop is direct and strategic — surpluses

flow  through  the  twelve  sovereign  funds  of  our  companion  report  into  equities,  private  markets,  infrastructure  and

technology,  making  the  Gulf  a  price-setting allocator  rather  than a  passive  depositor.  The  2022 windfall  illustrated  the

modern machine: a combined GCC surplus swing of several hundred billion dollars was, within eighteen months, visible in

record sovereign-fund deployment, debt paydown (Oman), and accelerated Vision spending (Saudi Arabia).

What was consumed rather than banked still mattered: energy subsidies and public payrolls bought fifty years of social

peace through booms, busts, wars and the Arab Spring — an unpriced but very real return on the barrel. The reform era's

quiet revolution is the repricing of exactly this line: VAT at 5–15%, fuel and utility tariffs, levies on expatriate labour — the

first serious attempt to fund the Gulf state from the Gulf economy rather than from beneath it.
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C H A P T E R  6  ·  T H E  D E P E N D E N C E  L E D G E R

The fiscal reality behind the GDP

Diversification has two very different metrics, and conflating them flatters everyone.  GDP dependence asks how much of

output the hydrocarbon sector produces. Fiscal dependence asks who pays for the state. On the first, the Gulf has genuinely

transformed; on the second, the barrel still governs.

C O U N T R Y
H Y D R O C A R B O N

S H A R E  O F  G D P

N O N - O I L

S H A R E  O F

G D P

O I L  &  G A S  S H A R E

O F  G O V T  R E V E N U E

F I S C A L  B R E A K E V E N

( B R E N T ,  A P P R O X . )

Bahrain ~15–18% ~85% ~60–65% $110+

UAE ~25–28% ~72–75% ~45–55% $55–65

Saudi

Arabia

~30–37% ~56% (real,

GASTAT)

~55–63% $85–95

Qatar ~36–40% ~60–64% ~83% $45–55

Oman ~40–47% ~53–60% ~65–72% $60–70

Kuwait ~55–58% ~42–45% ~90% $65–75

Ranges reflect nominal-vs-real measures, price years, and source differences (IMF Article IV, World Bank GEU, national budgets, Gulf International Forum).

Bahrain's paradox — lowest oil GDP share, near-highest breakeven — reflects a small oil sector funding a large state.

6.1 · Reading the ledger

The Kuwait problem: ~90% fiscal dependence with a non-oil share stuck in the low 40s means the entire state apparatus —

the region's most generous public payroll included — floats on crude. Parliament-government gridlock has blocked debt laws,

taxes, and reform for a decade; the fund saves what politics cannot.

The Qatar choice: Doha's 83% revenue dependence is strategy, not failure — gas is so profitable, low-carbon-transition-

resilient, and long-contracted that Qatar has rationally chosen depth over breadth, diversifying its  portfolio (via QIA) more

than its production.

The Saudi squeeze: non-oil momentum is real (non-oil activities ~56% of real GDP; non-oil revenues more than doubled since

2017 via VAT tripling to 15%, levies and fees), yet Vision 2030's own spending keeps the breakeven near $90 — hence deficits

of ~4% of GDP in 2025 (IMF), rising debt issuance, and the recalibration of giga-projects. Riyadh is financing the escape from

oil with oil.

The UAE exit: Abu Dhabi's  surpluses at  $60 oil,  Dubai's  essentially  non-oil  economy, a  9% federal  corporate tax (2023)

building a real non-oil treasury — the Emirates are the only member for whom the fiscal question is largely solved.
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IV
P A R T  I V  ·  C H A P T E R S  7 – 1 2

Six economies in depth

The same oil, six different destinies — how each state grew, what it earns, and how far its escape

from the barrel has actually progressed.
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C H A P T E R  7  ·  S A U D I  A R A B I A

The $1.26 trillion pivot

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$1,260bn · 53% of the bloc — the Arab world's largest economy

G R O W T H 2025 real ~3.8% (from 1.3%); non-oil ~4.2–4.6%

O I L  P O S I T I O N ~267bn bbl reserves; ~9–10 mb/d output; net oil-export revenue ~$179bn (2024)

D I V E R S I F I C A T I O N Non-oil ~56% of real GDP; oil still ~55–63% of government revenue

P R O G R A M Vision 2030 (2016) — PIF-led transformation, giga-projects, tourism, industry

How it grew

Saudi development came in three great pushes. The 1970s petrodollar wave built the state itself — infrastructure, education,

and the Aramco takeover that put the world's most profitable enterprise in national hands. The 2003–2014 boom rebuilt the

balance sheet and financed early diversification experiments (KAUST, the economic cities). The third push, Vision 2030, is

different in kind: an attempt to change what the economy  is — using PIF's trillion-dollar balance sheet to conjure entire

industries (tourism, entertainment, gaming, EVs, mining, logistics, and now AI via Humain) while social reform expanded the

workforce itself; female labour-force participation more than doubled to ~36%, transforming household incomes.

The record so far

The genuine wins: non-oil activity at ~56% of real GDP with 4%+ growth for four straight years; non-oil revenues more than

doubled since 2017; 100 million visitors reached in 2023 — seven years early — with ~122 million in 2025 against a raised

150-million target; unemployment among citizens at record lows; capital markets deepened by the Aramco listing and a busy

IPO pipeline;  600+ multinationals  licensing  regional  HQs in  Riyadh.  The honest  caveats:  the  breakeven near  $90 keeps

budgets in deficit in soft markets (≈4% of GDP, 2025); giga-projects have been re-scoped as costs met reality; and oil still

writes the government's cheques. The pivot is real — and unfinished by design, with 2030 the stated halfway post, not the

finish line.

56%
N O N - O I L  S H A R E  O F

R E A L  G D P

122m
V I S I T O R S  2 0 2 5  ( 1 5 0 M

T A R G E T )

2×
N O N - O I L  R E V E N U E

S I N C E  2 0 1 7

~$90
F I S C A L  B R E A K E V E N

( B R E N T )
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C H A P T E R  8  ·  U N I T E D  A R A B  E M I R A T E S

The diversification champion

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$550bn · 23% — the region's services, trade & finance capital

G R O W T H 2025 real ~4.8–4.9% (region's fastest); non-oil ~4.5–5.3%; Abu Dhabi non-oil +6.4%

(H1)

O I L  P O S I T I O N ~113bn bbl reserves; ~3.2 mb/d (5 mb/d capacity target); ADNOC a top-tier NOC

D I V E R S I F I C A T I O N Non-oil ~72–75% of GDP — the Gulf's most diversified large economy

P R O G R A M S "We the UAE 2031" (double GDP), Dubai D33 ($8.7tn agenda), Abu Dhabi Falcon

Economy

How it grew

The UAE is really two growth models in federation. Abu Dhabi ran the classic sequence — oil wealth, ADIA's savings discip‐

line,  then Mubadala/ADQ-led industrial  strategy  now climaxing  in  AI  (G42,  MGX,  the  region's  densest  sovereign-capital

cluster). Dubai, running low on oil by the 1980s, invented the Gulf's alternative playbook: build the hub, and the world will

route through you. Jebel Ali (the port, 1979; the free zone, 1985) made it the region's warehouse; Emirates (1985) made it

the world's crossroads; free zones with 100% foreign ownership made it the regional HQ default; DIFC (2004) made it the

money centre. Each piece now compounds: DXB is the world's busiest international airport; Jafza turned over $190bn of

trade in its 40th year and hosts 11,000+ firms; Jebel Ali's ecosystem generates roughly a third of Dubai's GDP.

The record

The UAE grew through every shock that staggered its neighbours — 2015–16, 2020 included — because tourism, trade,

logistics, finance, and real estate don't all fail at once. The 2020s policy wave (golden visas, weekend realignment, personal-

law reform, 9% corporate tax with treaty credibility, full foreign ownership) converted crisis into inflow: record millionaire

migration, Dubai's population past 3.9 million, 19.59 million international visitors in 2025 with 80.7% hotel occupancy, and

the  region's  deepest  expatriate  talent  pool.  The  remaining  dependencies  are  subtler  than  oil:  real-estate  cyclicality,

geopolitical arbitrage, and the demographic model itself — 88% of residents are foreign, the citizenship covenant the UAE

has chosen and so far mastered.

19.59m
D U B A I  V I S I T O R S  2 0 2 5

( R E C O R D )

$190bn
J A F Z A  T R A D E  ( Y E A R  T O

2 0 2 5 )

~75%
N O N - O I L  S H A R E  O F

G D P

#1
W O R L D ' S  B U S I E S T  I N T ' L

A I R P O R T
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C H A P T E R  9  ·  Q A T A R

The gas superpower

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$222bn · 9% — the world's highest income per citizen

G R O W T H 2025 real ~2.8%; non-oil ~5.3% (H1); step-change due 2026–27 as LNG expansion

ships

G A S  P O S I T I O N North Field: world's largest gas reservoir; ~77 mtpa LNG rising ~85% to ~142 mtpa

by 2030

D E P E N D E N C E Hydrocarbons ~36–40% of GDP but ~83% of government revenue — depth over

breadth, by choice

P R O G R A M Qatar National Vision 2030; QIA's $580bn portfolio as the true diversification

vehicle

How it grew — and how it chooses to grow

Qatar's transformation was the region's most concentrated: one field, one fuel, one generation. The bet on LNG in the 1990s

— when gas was a nuisance by-product — created the world's premier LNG franchise and, per head, its richest citizenry. The

2022 World Cup compressed two decades of infrastructure into one (metro, port, roads, a purpose-built city), and 2022's

energy crisis re-signed Asia and Europe onto 20-year contracts. Doha's strategy since is unapologetically asymmetric: rather

than build industries to rival gas, monetise gas maximally and diversify the wealth — through QIA — while developing select‐

ive services niches (finance via QFC, education via Education City, aviation via Qatar Airways, sport and media via QSI/beIN).

The North Field expansion is the decade's central fact: when trains ship from 2026–27, Qatar's real growth is projected to

lead the GCC, and the fiscal engine — already the region's most comfortable at a ~$45–55 breakeven — grows by nearly half

again.

~20%
S H A R E  O F  G L O B A L

L N G  T R A D E

142mtpa
L N G  C A P A C I T Y  B Y

~ 2 0 3 0

~$74k
G D P  P E R  R E S I D E N T

( T O P - 5  G L O B A L )

$45–55
F I S C A L  B R E A K E V E N

( L O W E S T  I N  G C C )
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C H A P T E R  1 0  ·  K U W A I T

The unreformed rentier

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$163bn · 7%

G R O W T H 2025 real ~2.7% after a ~2.8% contraction in 2024; weakest non-oil engine (~2.5%)

O I L  P O S I T I O N ~102bn bbl reserves (Burgan); ~2.5 mb/d; ~90% of government revenue

P A R A D O X The least diversified economy — and, per citizen, among the best-protected (KIA's

$1tn+ FGF)

P R O G R A M Vision 2035 "New Kuwait" — chronically stalled by executive-parliament gridlock

The economy politics built

Kuwait was the Gulf's pioneer — first modern welfare state, first sovereign fund (1953), the region's most vibrant press and

only assertive parliament. That same parliament, locked in permanent confrontation with appointed governments, became

the reform bottleneck: debt laws blocked for years, taxes repeatedly shelved, mega-projects (Silk City, the northern islands)

perpetually deferred. The result is the bloc's purest rentier profile: ~80% of citizen employment in the public sector, oil at

~90% of revenue and a non-oil share of GDP (low 40s) essentially flat for a decade. Yet Kuwait is no fiscal basket case —

precisely because the FGF compounds abroad beyond parliamentary reach, the country enjoys a sovereign balance sheet

(assets  several  times  GDP)  that  ratings  agencies  still  prize.  The  2024–26  period  brought  constitutional  suspension  of

parliament and a push to legislate long-blocked basics (financing law, mortgage law); whether decree can substitute for

consensus is the decade's Kuwaiti question. The upside case writes itself: any durable governance fix meets a trillion-dollar

fund, an under-built economy, and pent-up demand.

~90%
O I L  S H A R E  O F  G O V T

R E V E N U E

~42%
N O N - O I L  G D P  S H A R E  ( F L A T

1 0  Y R S )

$1.0tn+
K I A  A S S E T S  ( S E V E R A L  ×

G D P )

1953
W O R L D ' S  F I R S T

S W F
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C H A P T E R  1 1  ·  O M A N

The quiet reformer

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$110bn · 4.6%

G R O W T H 2025 real ~3.1%; non-oil ~3.5–4% and broadening

O I L  P O S I T I O N ~5bn bbl (EOR-intensive); ~1 mb/d; hydrocarbons ~65–72% of revenue

T U R N A R O U N D From near-junk in 2020 to investment-grade trajectory: debt cut from ~68% to

~35% of GDP

P R O G R A M Vision 2040; OIA restructuring; green-hydrogen leadership ambition

The Gulf's best fiscal story nobody tells

Oman entered 2020 with the Gulf's ugliest numbers — oil below fiscal needs, debt approaching 70% of GDP, downgrades

deep into junk. What followed was the region's most orthodox repair job: VAT introduced, subsidies rationalised, spending

held, state enterprises consolidated under OIA and set to a published divestment calendar (the OQ family of IPOs), windfall

receipts of 2022–23 used to retire debt rather than relaunch largesse. Debt fell toward ~35% of GDP; upgrades followed;

deficits gave way to surpluses at moderate prices. The forward bet is location and sunshine: Duqm's port-refinery-industrial

complex on the Indian Ocean (outside Hormuz), logistics corridors, mining, and one of the world's most credible green-hy‐

drogen pipelines — auctioned land blocks, international consortia, and a stated aim to rank among the top exporters by the

2030s. Oman remains the bloc's most exposed member to a prolonged oil slump — reserves are modest and the cushion thin

— which is precisely why its discipline stands out.

~35%
D E B T / G D P  ( F R O M

~ 6 8 % )

30
D I V E S T M E N T S  P L A N N E D

2 0 2 5 – 2 9

#1
G C C  G R E E N - H ₂  P I P E L I N E

( A M B I T I O N )

~$60–70
F I S C A L

B R E A K E V E N
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C H A P T E R  1 2  ·  B A H R A I N

First in, first out

G D P  2 0 2 5  /  G C C  S H A R E ~$48bn · 2% — the bloc's smallest economy

G R O W T H 2025 real ~3.5%, led by financial services and tourism

O I L  P O S I T I O N Minimal own production (~0.2 mb/d incl. shared Abu Sa'fa); yet breakeven $110+

D I V E R S I F I C A T I O N ~85% non-oil GDP — the region's highest; finance ~17%+ of output

C O N S T R A I N T Debt ~120%+ of GDP; reliant on GCC support packages ($10bn, 2018) and Saudi

alignment

The prototype and the warning

Bahrain ran the whole Gulf story first. First oil (1932); first to peak; first to diversify — aluminium (Alba, 1971, still among the

world's  largest  smelters),  then finance,  when Lebanon's  civil  war handed it  Beirut's  banking role in the 1970s.  For two

decades Manama was the Gulf's financial centre, and the sector still contributes ~17% of GDP, now tilted toward its modern

niches: the region's deepest Islamic-finance cluster and an early-mover fintech regime (the GCC's first onshore sandbox, open

banking mandates). Add tourism (the causeway crowds from Saudi Arabia; the F1 race it pioneered in 2004) and Bahrain

achieved what Vision documents elsewhere still promise: an 85% non-oil economy.

The warning is fiscal. Diversifying output without commensurate revenue left a small state with big-state obligations: debt

above 120% of GDP, a $110+ breakeven despite barely producing oil,  and dependence on the 2018 $10bn GCC support

package and Saudi goodwill. Bahrain proves both halves of the Gulf thesis — that escape from oil GDP is achievable, and that

without fiscal escape it remains precarious. Dubai's rise, meanwhile, took its crown: the prototype hub became the value

option beside the premium one next door.

1932
F I R S T  G U L F  O I L

D I S C O V E R Y

~85%
N O N - O I L  G D P  S H A R E  ( G C C

# 1 )

~17%
F I N A N C E  S H A R E  O F

G D P

120%
+

D E B T  /  G D P
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V
P A R T  V  ·  C H A P T E R  1 3

Beyond oil

Grading the great diversification — which new engines are real, which are subsidised hope, and who

is actually escaping the barrel.
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C H A P T E R  1 3  ·  T H E  D I V E R S I F I C A T I O N  S C O R E C A R D

Which new engines are real

13.1 · Sector by sector

Tourism  —  proven. Dubai's  19.59m  international  visitors  (2025,  third  consecutive  record;  80.7%  occupancy)  anchor  a

genuine industry cluster:  aviation, hospitality,  retail,  events.  Saudi Arabia's 122m visitors (domestic + inbound) against a

raised 150m/2030 target represents the world's largest tourism build-out — Red Sea resorts, Diriyah, AlUla — with religious

tourism (Hajj/Umrah expansion toward 30m pilgrims) its  bankable core.  Qatar,  post-World Cup, and Bahrain's  causeway

traffic round out a sector now contributing 10%+ of regional GDP.

Trade & logistics  — proven. Jebel  Ali  (top-10 global  container  port;  $190bn free-zone trade),  DP World's  70+ terminal

network, Abu Dhabi's KEZAD, Oman's Duqm and Salalah on the ocean side of Hormuz, and Saudi ambitions (King Abdullah

Port, the 2030 logistics-hub strategy) exploit the Gulf's core geography: within eight hours' flight of two-thirds of humanity.

Aviation — proven. Emirates, Qatar Airways and Etihad carry the hub model; DXB is the world's busiest international airport;

Riyadh Air (2025 launch) is Saudi Arabia's bid to replicate it, alongside a second mega-airport (King Salman International)

sized for 120m passengers.

Finance  — proven  and  accelerating (Part  VI).  Manufacturing  & petrochemicals  — long  real:  SABIC,  EGA's  aluminium,

Ma'aden's mining push, defence localisation (SAMI; EDGE in the UAE) extend hydrocarbons downstream rather than away —

diversification of product more than of dependence.

Digital & AI — the new frontier. Data-centre buildouts (Humain with NVIDIA/AMD; G42/Microsoft's $1.5bn tie-up; MGX's

global compute bets), sovereign cloud regions from AWS/Google/Oracle across Riyadh, Jeddah, Doha and Abu Dhabi, and

genuine regulatory speed make this the sector where Gulf capital, energy, and land are a natural triple advantage. Too early

to grade as proven; impossible to dismiss.

Green energy — the hedge. Masdar's 100GW renewables pipeline,  ACWA Power's global solar/hydrogen book, NEOM's

green-H₂ plant, and Oman's auctioned hydrogen blocks position the region to export energy in whatever form the future

buys.

13.2 · The scorecard

C O U N T R Y
N O N - O I L  G D P

S H A R E
F L A G S H I P  N O N - O I L  E N G I N E S G R A D E

UAE ~72–75% Trade, aviation, tourism, finance, real

estate

A — the finished template

Bahrain ~85% Finance, aluminium, tourism B+ — output escaped; treasury

didn't

Saudi

Arabia

~56% Retail, tourism, construction, logistics,

entertainment

B — massive, genuine, mid-flight

Oman ~53–60% B− — disciplined, capital-light
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Logistics, minerals, manufacturing,

hydrogen (early)

Qatar ~60–64% Finance, aviation, events; wealth via QIA B− — diversifying money, not output,

by design

Kuwait ~42–45% Finance; little else at scale D — the fund is the plan

Grades are Navy Capital's qualitative assessment of diversification of the productive economy, considering both level and decade trend.

N A V Y  C A P I T A L  ·  R E S E A R C H
D E S K

T H E  M A K I N G  O F  T H E  G U L F  E C O N O M Y  ·
2 0 2 6 P A G E  2 9



C H A P T E R  1 3  ·  C O N T I N U E D

13.3 · The other scoreboards: FDI, capital markets, and the IPO wave

Foreign direct investment. The UAE has become the diversification era's FDI magnet — consistently ranking second only to

the United States in greenfield-project attraction in recent years, with annual inflows in the $30bn+ range, on ownership

reform (100% foreign ownership, 2021), golden visas, and hub economics. Saudi inflows are climbing from a low base toward

Vision 2030's ambitious targets (~$100bn/yr by 2030 — a stretch goal), with the RHQ mandate and mega-project supply

chains the draw. Oman and Bahrain compete on cost; Qatar and Kuwait attract least, for opposite reasons (no need; no re‐

form).

Capital  markets. The  Aramco  listing  (2019)  transformed  Tadawul  into  an  emerging-market  heavyweight;  GCC  bourses'

combined capitalisation now exceeds $4 trillion, with index inclusion (MSCI/FTSE EM) having rerouted global passive flows.

The distinctive Gulf feature is the privatisation IPO conveyor: Dubai's programmatic listings (DEWA, Salik, Parkin, Empower),

Abu Dhabi's champions (ADNOC family, Pure Health, ADES), Oman's OQ series, and a deep Saudi pipeline. For international

investors these listings are the practical  entry ticket to the diversification story — sovereign-incubated assets,  dividend-

engineered, with governments as aligned anchor shareholders.

E X C H A N G E
A P P R O X .  M A R K E T

C A P
S I G N A T U R E  L I S T I N G S C H A R A C T E R

Tadawul (Riyadh) ~$2.6–2.9tn Aramco, Al Rajhi, SNB, STC, Ma'aden EM heavyweight; region's liquidity

centre

ADX (Abu Dhabi) ~$750–800bn IHC, TAQA, FAB, ADNOC listings, Pure

Health

Fast-grown; conglomerate-anchored

DFM (Dubai) ~$250bn+ Emaar, ENBD, DEWA, Salik, Parkin Privatisation showcase; dividend tilt

QSE (Doha) ~$170bn QNB, Industries Qatar, Ooredoo Bank-and-industry blue chips

Boursa Kuwait / MSX /

BHB

~$160bn combined NBK, KFH; OQ family; NBB, Alba Deepening via inclusion and IPO

programs

Capitalisations approximate, 2025; sources: exchange disclosures, WFE, press. Aramco alone represents the majority of Tadawul's value.

Debt  markets complete  the  picture:  the  GCC has  become one  of  the  world's  largest  EM bond/sukuk  complexes,  with

sovereigns and GREs issuing $100bn+ in many recent years. Investment-grade ratings across four of six members (Oman

rejoining; Bahrain below) make the region a core EM-credit overweight for global allocators — and give the Visions a funding

channel their 1980s predecessors never had.
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VI
P A R T  V I  ·  C H A P T E R  1 4

The financial-hub ambition

Dubai at #7 and climbing, Abu Dhabi managing $28 trillion by proxy, Riyadh compelling headquarters

north — can the Gulf join London and Hong Kong at the top table?
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C H A P T E R  1 4  ·  T H E  N E X T  L O N D O N ?

Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Riyadh

14.1 · The rankings, honestly read

The Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI 38, September 2025) placed the eternal quartet — New York, London, Hong Kong,

Singapore — within a single rating point of each other. Dubai ranked 11th and has since advanced to 7th (GFCI, 2026) — its

highest ever, ahead of most European centres and within announced striking distance of its "global top-4" ambition under

D33. Abu Dhabi holds the regional #2 slot inside the global top 30s; Doha, Riyadh, and Manama populate the next tier. No

Gulf centre yet rivals the big four on the deep criteria — legal precedent (English courts'  centuries vs DIFC courts'  two

decades), talent depth, market liquidity — but the direction and speed have no current parallel among challengers.

C E N T R E V E H I C L E S C A L E  ( L A T E S T ) D I S T I N C T I V E  E D G E

Dubai DIFC (2004) —

common-law zone, own

courts

8,844 active companies (+28% in 2025);

50,000+ professionals; 500+ wealth/AM firms;

102 hedge funds; revenues AED 2.13bn (+20%)

Lifestyle + tax + timezone; the emerging

global hub for hedge funds and family

offices (1,000+ FOs)

Abu

Dhabi

ADGM (2015) — direct

application of English

common law

11,128 active licences; 300+ financial firms

whose global AUM tops $28.6tn; AUM booked

in centre +36% (2025)

Proximity to $1.7tn of sovereign capital;

"capital of capital" pull on BlackRock, PGIM,

Apollo, Carlyle, Brevan Howard

Riyadh KAFD + RHQ program 600+ multinational regional HQs licensed;

Tadawul the region's dominant exchange

(Aramco et al.)

Compulsion + market size: no state

contracts without RHQ; the region's largest

domestic economy

Doha QFC (2005) Thousands of registered firms; growing asset-

management niche

Gas-surplus stability; targeted niches over

scale

Manama CBB onshore regime Legacy regional HQ base; leading Islamic-

finance and fintech-sandbox cluster

The incumbent's experience, at value

pricing

DIFC 2025 annual results; ADGM 2025 disclosures and 10-year review; GFCI 38 and subsequent editions; press reporting.
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C H A P T E R  1 4  ·  C O N T I N U E D

14.2 · What London and Hong Kong have that the Gulf must build

Three assets took the incumbents a century each.  Law and precedent: global finance runs on English and New York law

because a thousand years of case history prices every clause; DIFC and ADGM shrewdly imported the common law (ADGM

applies it directly) and built credible courts, but jurisprudential depth only compounds with time and hard cases. Liquidity:

London trades trillions in FX daily and Hong Kong intermediates China's capital  account; Gulf exchanges, Tadawul aside,

remain listing venues more than trading oceans — hence the push for dual listings, market-making programs, and index in‐

clusion. Talent ecosystems: the incumbents mint professionals through universities, professions, and dense alumni networks;

the Gulf still imports its bench — though the import flow (post-Brexit London bankers, Hong Kong's pandemic-era exits,

Russian and Asian family offices) has lately run strongly in its favour.

14.3 · What the Gulf has that they don't

Capital residency: the world's largest concentration of sovereign investable wealth within an hour's drive of ADGM's towers.

Timezone truth: the only credible hub bridging Asian close and New York open. Fiscal headroom: zero personal income tax

against London's 45% and Hong Kong's political overhang. Speed: regulatory regimes (VARA for digital assets, ADGM's funds

framework) iterate in months, not parliaments. And demand at home: the projects, IPO pipelines, and sovereign mandates of

Part IV generate fee pools that no longer require a Heathrow connection.

14.4 · Navy Capital view

The right frame is not "the next London" but the next tier-one specialist. On current trajectory, by 2030 Dubai consolidates

as the world's hub for hedge funds, family offices, and private wealth serving the Asia–Africa–Europe triangle; Abu Dhabi

becomes  the  sovereign-capital  and  asset-management  node  —  the  place  $30tn  managers  keep  their  capital-raising

embassies; Riyadh leverages compulsion and scale into the region's corporate-banking and capital-markets centre. Together

that is not London replaced; it is London's — and Hong Kong's, and Singapore's — margin shared with a fourth pole. The GFCI

top five within a decade is a live possibility for Dubai; parity on legal depth and liquidity is a generation's work.

#7
D U B A I  G F C I  R A N K

( R E C O R D )

$28.6tn
G L O B A L  A U M  O F  A D G M

F I R M S

600+
R I Y A D H  R E G I O N A L

H Q S

1,000+
F A M I L Y  O F F I C E S  I N

D I F C
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C H A P T E R  1 4  ·  C O N T I N U E D

14.5 · The regulatory frontier: digital assets, fintech, and the speed
advantage

If law-and-precedent is where the Gulf trails the incumbents by a century, regulatory agility is where it leads by a cycle. Dubai

created the world's first standalone virtual-asset regulator (VARA, 2022) and licensed the major global exchanges while New

York litigated and London consulted; ADGM's DLT and funds frameworks made Abu Dhabi the region's institutional-crypto

and, latterly, AI-fund domicile; Bahrain's CBB ran the Gulf's first regulatory sandbox and open-banking mandate; Qatar and

Saudi Arabia are building digital-asset frameworks atop deep sovereign fintech investment (mBridge CBDC pilots included).

The strategy is consistent: use rule-making speed as a competitive product, attract the industry's builders early, and let scale

follow.

Fintech itself has become a measurable sector: the UAE hosts the region's densest startup and VC ecosystem (a majority of

MENA venture funding in most years), Saudi Arabia's fintech count has grown from dozens to hundreds under a dedicated

national  strategy,  and  cross-border  remittances  —  the  Gulf's  native  payments  problem  —  supply  built-in  demand  no

incubator must subsidise. None of this yet rivals London's or Singapore's fintech depth; all of it compounds the same way

DIFC did from 2004: license by license, relocation by relocation.

2022
V A R A  —  W O R L D ' S

F I R S T  V A

R E G U L A T O R

#1 MENA
U A E  S H A R E  O F

R E G I O N A L  V C

F U N D I N G

1st
G C C  S A N D B O X  &

O P E N  B A N K I N G

( B A H R A I N )

$120bn+
A N N U A L  R E M I T T A N C E  F L O W S

( N A T I V E  F I N T E C H  D E M A N D )

Navy Capital view. Regulatory speed is a real moat only while incumbents stay slow; MiCA in Europe and eventual US clarity

will compress the arbitrage. The durable wins are the institutions that speed attracted — market infrastructure, custody,

funds, talent — which do not re-domicile when rulebooks equalise. On that measure the UAE has already banked gains that

will outlast the frontier phase.
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VII
P A R T  V I I  ·  C H A P T E R S  1 5 – 1 6

Outlook & risks

The road to a $3 trillion Gulf — and the four ways the story stalls.
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C H A P T E R  1 5  ·  O U T L O O K  2 0 2 6 – 2 0 3 5

The $3 trillion Gulf

Compound the IMF's medium-term paths — non-oil growth of 3.5–4.5% across the majors, oil output normalising, Qatar's

LNG step-change from 2026–27 — and GCC nominal GDP plausibly crosses $3 trillion in the early 2030s, with the bloc's sov‐

ereign wealth heading toward $18tn on industry projections. Within that aggregate, five calls:

Chapter 16 · The four risks

Price: a structural sub-$60 decade would stress every budget except Qatar's and Abu Dhabi's, slow the Visions, and test the

new taxes' political ceiling. Execution: giga-project economics — NEOM's re-scoping was the honest early warning — and the

gap between construction spend and eventual cash yield.  Geopolitics: the neighbourhood premium never fully prices out

(2026's regional flare-ups briefly spiked shipping and insurance costs; Hormuz remains the world's most consequential 34

kilometres). The demographic covenant: economies where expatriates are 55–88% of residents must perpetually re-win the

world's talent — a competition of liveability, rights, and cost in which complacency compounds as surely as success.

"The Gulf's first transformation turned geology into money. The second — turning money

into an economy that no longer needs the geology — is more than half done in Dubai, half

done in Riyadh, and barely begun in Kuwait City. The dispersion is the story."

The UAE compounds its lead in everything but size. Hub economics are increasing-returns economics: each firm, flight,

and fund makes the next more likely. Expect ~5% non-oil growth as the norm and Dubai in the GFCI top five.

—

Saudi Arabia's decade splits in two. To ~2027: fiscal consolidation, re-scoped giga-projects, Expo 2030/World Cup 2034

build-out discipline. After: the payoff phase, as tourism, logistics, mining and entertainment revenues mature. Non-oil

share crosses 60% of real GDP before 2030.

—

Qatar re-rates. LNG cash flows rising ~50% meet the bloc's lowest breakeven; expect the region's strongest surpluses, a

larger QIA, and leadership of GCC per-capita growth in the late 2020s.

—

Oman graduates; Bahrain muddles. Oman's discipline plus hydrogen optionality earns it mid-cycle investment-grade

stability; Bahrain's arithmetic still requires GCC solidarity.

—

Kuwait remains the option, not the trend. Reform-by-decree may finally pass financing and mortgage laws; the re-rating

case is enormous and perennially postponed.

—
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C H A P T E R  1 6  ·  C O N T I N U E D

Five implications for investors

1 · Treat the GCC as a developed-market credit with emerging-market growth. Investment-grade sovereigns (four of six),

pegged currencies, and 3–5% real growth is a combination available almost nowhere else; the bond and sukuk complex is the

low-drama way to own it.

2 · Buy the build-out, not the barrel. The diversification decade's cash flows land with contractors, utilities, ports, airlines,

banks, and the privatisation IPO conveyor — sectors listed and accessible — more reliably than with oil prices.

3 · The UAE is the quality compounder; Saudi Arabia is the operating-leverage trade. Dubai/Abu Dhabi offer proven hub

economics at full valuations; Riyadh offers scale and torque on execution — with the fiscal caveats of Chapter 6 attached.

4 ·  Qatar's  2026–27 LNG step-change is  the region's most datable catalyst. Rising cash flows against  the bloc's  lowest

breakeven ripple through the riyal complex: banks, QIA's deployment pace, and Doha's market development program.

5 · Watch the fiscal line, not the skyline. Towers are marketing; non-oil revenue share is truth. Re-rate any Gulf exposure on

evidence that treasuries — not just GDP tables — are escaping the barrel.

"The first Gulf century monetised geology. The second is attempting something harder and

more interesting: making the geology optional. Position for the attempt — price for the

possibility it takes longer than the brochures say."
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A P P E N D I X  A  ·  M A S T E R  D A T A  T A B L E

The GCC at a glance, 2025

I N D I C A T O R K S A U A E Q A T K W T O M N B H R G C C

Nominal GDP, $bn 1,260 550 222 163 110 48 2,370

Share of GCC GDP 53% 23% 9% 7% 4.6% 2% 100%

Real growth 2025 3.8% 4.8% 2.8% 2.7% 3.1% 3.5% ~3.5%

Non-oil growth 2025 4.2–4.6% 4.5–5.3% ~5.3% ~2.5% 3.5–4% 3.5–4% ~4.3%

Non-oil share of GDP ~56% 72–75% 60–64% 42–45% 53–60% ~85% ~70% (real)

Oil/gas share of govt revenue 55–63% 45–55% ~83% ~90% 65–72% 60–65% —

Fiscal breakeven, $/bbl 85–95 55–65 45–55 65–75 60–70 110+ —

Population, m 34 10.5 3.0 4.9 5.2 1.6 59

Expatriate share ~42% ~88% ~88% ~69% ~43% ~53% ~55%

SWF assets, $bn (Dec 25) 1,266 2,421 580 1,002 53 18 5,340

Vision program 2030 2031/D33 2030 2035 2040 2030 —

Compiled from IMF WEO, World Bank Gulf Economic Update, national statistics offices, EIA/OPEC, GLMM, Global SWF, GFCI, DIFC/ADGM disclosures, and

press reporting through early 2026. Ranges reflect source variance; all figures rounded and indicative.

Appendix B · Methodology & principal sources

GDP and growth:  IMF World Economic Outlook (2025 and April  2026 vintages)  cross-checked against  national  accounts

(GASTAT, FCSC, PSA Qatar, CSB Kuwait, NCSI Oman, iGA Bahrain) and the World Bank's Gulf Economic Update (December

2025).  Hydrocarbon  data:  EIA  OPEC  revenue  fact  sheets,  OPEC  ASB,  company  reports  (Aramco,  QatarEnergy,  ADNOC).

Dependence ratios: IMF Article IV reports and Gulf International Forum analysis. Financial centres: GFCI 37/38 and later

editions, DIFC 2025 annual results, ADGM decade review and 2025 releases. Tourism/trade: DET Dubai, Saudi Ministry of

Tourism, DP World/Jafza. Sovereign wealth: Global SWF (December 2025), as used in our companion report. Where sources

conflict, ranges are shown; nothing herein should be treated as investment advice.

Research Desk subscribers receive quarterly refreshes of Appendix A. Questions to hello@navycapital.info — we answer every message. General market

commentary; not personalised investment advice. © 2026 Navy Capital Private Wealth.
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A P P E N D I X  C  ·  G L O S S A R Y  &  R E A D E R  F A Q

Glossary

Fiscal breakeven The oil price at which a government's budget balances; the single most quoted Gulf statistic, and

rightly so.

Non-oil GDP Output excluding hydrocarbon extraction; the diversification yardstick. Real (inflation-adjusted) and

nominal shares differ — beware mixed citations.

Rentier state A state funded by resource rents rather than domestic taxation, with the political economy that

follows.

Giga-project Saudi term for the largest Vision 2030 developments (NEOM, Qiddiya, Red Sea, Diriyah, ROSHN).

RHQ program Saudi rule (2024) conditioning government contracts on locating a regional headquarters in the

Kingdom.

GFCI Global Financial Centres Index — the twice-yearly ranking of financial-centre competitiveness.

mtpa / mb/d Million tonnes per annum (LNG) / million barrels per day (oil).

GRE Government-related entity — the state-linked companies that dominate Gulf debt and equity

markets.

Reader FAQ

Is the diversification real, or an oil-funded illusion?

Both, sequentially — and that's the design. Oil money is deliberately buying non-oil engines; the fair test is whether the

engines run when the subsidy stops. Dubai's do (they were stress-tested in 2009, 2015 and 2020). Saudi Arabia's are mid-

build: tourism, logistics and entertainment revenues are real and growing, but the construction bill still arrives in Riyadh's oil-

funded budget. Kuwait shows what no-build looks like.

Which single number should I watch?

Non-oil  revenue as  a share of  each government's  budget.  GDP shares flatter;  the treasury doesn't.  When Saudi  non-oil

revenue sustainably covers, say, half of spending (from ~a third today), the transformation is bankable.

Does a weak-oil decade break the story?

It slows the spenders and flatters the savers. Qatar (breakeven $45–55) and Abu Dhabi barely notice; Saudi Arabia stretches

timelines and borrows — as it is already doing at ~$65–70 oil; Bahrain and (absent reform) Kuwait face genuine strain. The

UAE's non-oil economy has repeatedly grown straight through oil busts — the strongest single proof the model works.

How do I get exposure without buying barrels?

The privatisation IPO conveyor (13.3), GCC index funds post-EM-inclusion, the hub infrastructure complex (ports, airports,

utilities),  regional  banks levered to the non-oil  credit  cycle,  and — indirectly — the global  managers and operators the

sovereign funds anchor. Research Desk members: our quarterly updates track all five channels.
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