
While Singapore’s system of governance has proved its efficiency 

and sustainability, there are serious concerns about whether 

successful stories such as Singapore’s can serve to stimulate 

change in other countries, including those in the Arab world. 

Unfortunately, Arab societies tend to be conservative, and 

therefore lag behind in global integration. 
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table 1: human development index

hdi rank

human 
development 
index (hdi) 

value
2005

Life 
expectancy 

at birth 
(years)
2005

Adult 
Literacy 
rate (% 
aged 15 

and older)
1995-
2005

Combined gross 
enrolment ratio 

for Primary, 
secondary and 

tertiary education 
(%)

2005

gdP 
Per 

Capita 
(PPP 
us$)
2005

Life 
expectancy 

index

education 
index

gdP 
index

gdP Per 
Capita 

(PPP us$) 
rank 

Minus hdi 
rank

high huMAN deveLoPMeNt

33 Kuwait 0.891 77.3 93.3 74.9 26,321 0.871 0.871 0.93 -8

35 Qatar 0.875 75.0 89.0 77.7 27,664 0.834 0.852 0.938 -12

39 United Arab 
Emirates

 0.868 78.3 88.7 59.9 25,514 0.889 0.791 0.925 -12

41 Bahrain  0.866 75.2 86.5 86.1 21,482 0.837 0.864 0.896 -8

56 Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya

0.818  73.4 84.2 94.1 10,335 0.806 0.875 0.774 4

58 Oman 0.814 75.0 81.4 67.1 15,602 0.833 0.766 0.843 -15

61 Saudi Arabia 0.812 72.2 82.9 76.0 15,711 0.787 0.806 0.844 -19

MediuM huMAN deveLoPMeNt

86 Jordan 0.773 71.9 91.1 78.1 5,530 0.782 0.868 0.67 11

88 Lebanon 0.772 71.5 84.6 5,584 0.775 0.871 0.671 8

91 Tunisia 0.766 73.5 74.3 76.3 8,371 0.808 0.75 0.739 -23

104 Algeria 0.733 71.7 69.9 73.7 7,062 0.778 0.711 0.711 -22

106 Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territories

0.731 72.9 92.4 82.4 0.799 0.891 0.505 33

108 Syrian Arab 
Republic

 0.724 73.6 80.8 64.8 3,808 0.811 0.755 0.607 7

112 Egypt  0.708 70.7 71.4 76.9 4,337 0.761 0.732 0.629 -1

126 Morocco  0.646 70.4 52.3 58.5 4,555 0.757 0.544 0.637 -18

134 Comoros 0.561 64.1 – 46.4 1,993 0.651 0.533 0.499 10

137 Mauritania        0.55 63.2 51.2 45.6 2,234 0.637 0.493 0.519 -5

147 Sudan  0.526 57.4 60.9 37.3 2,083 0,540 0.531 0.507 -10

149 Djibouti 0.516 53.9 25.3 2,178 0.482 0.553 0.514 -15

153 Yemen  0.508 61.5 54.1 55.2 930 0.608 0.545 0.372 16

Without hdi rANk

Iraq - 57.7 74.1 59.6 - 0.545 0.692 - -

Somalia - 47.1 - - - 0.368 - - -

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 1: 229-232

Data for Iraq and Somalia are from HDRO online database at http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data

Reproduced from Table 01, Arab Human Development Report 2009: Challenges to Human Security in the Arab Countries 
http://www.arab-hdr.org/contents/index.aspx?rid=5
All rights reserved, United Nations Development Programme, Regional Bureau for Arab States (RBAS), 2009
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History has shown that Arab culture is actually very dynamic 

and highly capable of learning and making progress. In the eighth 

century, the Abassid Khalif al Ma’mun, son of the famous Abassid 

Khalif Harun Al Rasheed, established the “Bait al-Hikma” or 

House of Wisdom in Baghdad, Iraq. Al Ma’mun gave orders for 

important books in different fields of knowledge in the Greek, 

Persian and Indian languages to be translated into Arabic.1 Arab 

scholars accumulated a great collection of knowledge about the 

world, and built on it through their own discoveries.

Such achievements enabled the rise of the Arabic-speaking 

Islamic civilisation, which later became the blueprint for 

the European Renaissance. Meanwhile, the recent rise of an 

Arab business intelligentsia that is equipped with excellent 

educational qualifications and ready to face new challenges has 

demonstrated the ability of Arabs to learn from the experiences 

of others. For instance, the six countries of the Gulf Cooperate 

Council (or GCC), Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, 

Bahrain, Kuwait and Oman, in general, and the United Arab 

Emirates in particular, offer clear examples of the readiness of 

the Gulf Arab societies to acquire new knowledge, and of how 

Arab societies can study and implement new knowledge that 

has been received from different societies.

table 2: energy sources

shares of tPes

fossil fuels renewable energy other

total Primary  
energy supply 

(Mt of oil 
equivalent)

Coal (%) oil (%) Natural gas 
(%)

hydro, solar, 
Wind and 

geothermal 
(%)

biomass and 
Waste (%)

Nuclear (%)

HDI Rank 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005

high huMAN deveLoPMeNt

33 Kuwait 8.5 28.1 0.0 0.0 40.1 66.5 59.8 33.5 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0

35 Qatar 6.3 15.8 0.0 0.0 12.1 15.7 87.8 84.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 (.) 0.0 0.0

39 United Arab 
Emirates 

22.5 46.9 0.0 0.0 39.9 27.9 60.1 72.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 (.) 0.0 0.0

41 Bahrain 4.8 8.1 0.0 0.0 26.5 23.2 73.5 76.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

56 Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya

11.5 19.0 0.0 0.0 63.8 72.2 35.1 27.0 0.0 0.0 1.1 0.8 0.0 0.0

58 Oman 4.6 14.0 0.0 0.0 46.6 33.3 53.4 66.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

61 Saudi Arabia 61.3 140.3 0.0 0.0 64.7 35.3 35.3 36.4 0.0 0.0 (.) (.) 0.0 0.0

MediuM huMAN deveLoPMeNt

86 Jordan 3.5 7.1 0.0 0.0 95.3 78.9 2.9 19.5 1.7 1.0 0.1 (.) 0.0 0.0

88 Lebanon 2.3 5.6 0.0 2.4 93.7 92.9 0.0 0.0 1.9 1.8 4.4 2.3 0.0 0.0

91 Tunisia 5.5 8.5 1.4 0.0 57.5 50.0 22.3 36.6 0.1 0.2 18.7 13.3 0.0 0.0

104 Algeria 23.9 34.8 2.6 2.0 40.6 31.7 56.7 66.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.0

106 Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territories

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

108 Syrian Arab 
Republic

11.7 17.9 0.0 (.) 65.3 11.7 11.7 33.0 2.0 1.7 (.) (.) 0.0 0.0

112 Egypt 31.9 61.3 2.4 1.5 49.2 21.1 21.1 45.3 2.7 1.9 3.3 2.3 0.0 0.0

126 Morocco 6.7 13.8 16.8 32.3 60.2 0.6 0.6 2.8 1.6 1.0 4.7 3.3 0.0 0.0

134 Comoros - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

137 Mauritania - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

147 Sudan 10.6 18.4 0.0 0.0 19.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.6 81.7 79.5 0.0 0.0

149 Djibouti - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

153 Yemen 2.6 6.7 0.0 0.0 97.0 98.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.0 1.2 0.0 0.0

Without hdi rANk

Iraq 19.1 30.8 0.0 0.0 90.2 92.3 1.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0

Somalia - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 23: 306-309

Data for Iraq and Somalia are from HDRO online database at http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data

Reproduced from Table 20, Arab Human Development Report 2009: Challenges to Human Security in the Arab Countries
http://www.arab-hdr.org/contents/index.aspx?rid=5
All rights reserved, United Nations Development Programme, Regional Bureau for Arab States (RBAS), 2009
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A regioN of CoMPLex iMAges 

Occupying a strategic location and possessing a wide array of 

natural resources, the Middle East is a region where the major 

powers have long competed to exercise their influence. Indeed, 

it has been an arena of conflict and cooperation that has helped 

shape the political, economic and security configurations of the 

world in which we live today. 2

Meddling by foreign powers in the domestic politics of 

Middle Eastern countries has resulted in two distinct outcomes. 

First, Western intervention has led to the diversion of a large 

portion of oil revenues to military expenditure, rather than 

investing these funds towards economic progress. 3 As is well 

known, the Middle East commands nearly three-fourths of the 

world’s oil reserves and has earned vast revenues from its 

oil resources. 4

The second outcome is closely tied to the first. The involvement 

of the two Cold War superpowers — the United States of America 

and the Soviet Union — brought violence and uncertainty to the 

region, including the many wars and skirmishes that took place 

during the 20th century. Cases in point are the Arab-Israeli Wars 

of 1967 and 1973, the Iran–Iraq War from 1980 to 1988, Iraq’s 

invasion of Kuwait in 1990, America’s invasions of Iraq in 2003 

and the persistent problem of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and 

the Israeli-Hizbullah conflict in Lebanon. 5

The recent escalation of tension between Iran and the 

United States over the Iranian nuclear programme has also 

led to speculation on the possibility of an imminent military 

confrontation between the two countries. If left unresolved, 

such a confrontation could lead to new military conflicts. On the 

other hand, we must not ignore the internal problems within the 

Middle Eastern countries: social and political problems, religious 

fanaticism, tribal conflicts, ideological extremism, dictatorships, 

and the denial of educational and professional opportunities to 

women in some Middle Eastern countries.

This list of problems could, perhaps, lead to a very negative 

impression of the region, a conclusion that would deny any 

hope for prosperity and peace there. But this is not the case. 

Despite political uncertainties and numerous other problems 

in the region, business opportunities are fast emerging in the 

GCC states. Some scholars and politicians have argued that the 

current changes in the Gulf States are a product of oil revenues, 

and that the oil and natural gas sectors are still predominant 

in their economies, rather than other sectors. However, this 

argument has no solid basis.  The winds of change are blowing 

across the Middle East, and the clearest indication of this shift 

is the inflow of large amounts of foreign investment. State 

monopoly over economic resources has also given way to 

privatisation and, thus, to increased manoeuvering space for 

local companies. 6

As Singapore’s Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong has rightly 

observed, the Middle East is “experiencing breathtaking 

development.” 7 Like Singapore, the Gulf States are exploring 

the viability of creating, controlling and selling their technology.  

City-states such as Dubai in the United Arab Emirates have set 

an excellent example for other countries in the Middle East. 

In light of this, it is fair to assert that, while oil is certainly an 

enabling factor, it is not the determining factor for the region’s 

economic progress. The Middle East has slowly responded to the 

changes taking place in the world, 8 but a great deal of work and 

determination are still needed.  For instance, there is a strong 

need for economic integration in order to give the region a 

major role in the global economy. 9

The 28th Singapore Lecture by HRH Prince Sultan Bin Abdul Aziz 
Al-Saud, Crown Prince, Deputy Premier, Minister of Defence and 
Aviation and Inspector General, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia HRH 
Prince Sultan Bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud (left) and Senior Minister  
Goh Chok Tong
Photo courtesy of Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Singapore 

His Highness Shaikh Salman bin Hamad Al-Khalifa, Crown Prince 
of the Kingdom of Bahrain, delivering his address at the launch 
of the SBF Middle East Business Group Knowledge Partners 
Programme, 16 September 2008, Singapore
Photo courtesy of the Singapore Business Federation



technologies. In fact, education has helped create a favourable 

framework for policymakers to disseminate their programmes. 

Indeed, no matter how brilliant the leaders are or how clear 

their strategies and planning, they cannot possibly share their 

ideas and views with an illiterate society. The success of the 

strategy depends on the general population; if the majority of 

the population is ignorant, any plan for progress will surely fail. 

Therefore, educating the people should be the foundation of any 

leader’s vision. Education can produce citizens with whom the 

leadership can communicate, and among whom can be found 

the future leaders of the country.  This is as true for the Gulf 

States as it is for Singapore.

dyNAMiC goverNANCe

This paper suggests that economic development is the yardstick 

by which the success of any state is determined.  Economic 

development promotes social and political stability. Although 

there may be no worldwide unanimous agreement on the criteria 

for achieving good governance, it is clear that good governance 

has the ability to transform societies and promote development, 

as well as social stability and peace.  In the case of Singapore, 

the good governance provided by its leadership has transformed 

this nation from a Third World country to a First World success 

story. The combination of courage, determination, commitment, 

character and ability on the part of its leaders have ensured their 

people’s willingness to follow their leadership. 13

Such values are clearly demonstrated in the behaviour of the 

government during times of conflict, as well as in times of peace. A 

dynamic approach is a vital 

factor, as this determines 

the capability of a given 

leadership to maintain its 

legitimacy. In their book 

Dynamic Governance: 

Embedding Culture, 

Capabilities and Change in 

Singapore, Neo Boon Siong 

and Geraldine Chen listed 

three characteristics for a 

dynamic government:

First, the government 

has to think ahead, so as 

to identify areas for future 

development and set goals, 

as well as devise strategies 

to achieve those goals. 14 In 

the absence of this factor, 

the government will be left to merely react to new developments 

in times of shock and fear. 15 In Singapore’s case, the civil 

servants have succeeded in accomplishing almost all the plans 

that have been made by the leadership. Minister Mentor Lee 

Kuan Yew himself acknowledged the role of this group of people, 

and attributed Singapore’s success to them. He said: “The single 

decisive factor that made for Singapore’s development was the 

ability of its ministers and the high quality of the civil servants 

siNgAPore ANd the MiddLe eAst:  

iNCreAsiNg MutuAL CooPerAtioN

Serious engagement between Singapore and the Middle East 

began in 2004, when Mr Goh made several official visits to the 

Middle East. 10 These visits were soon followed by Singapore’s 

hosting of the inaugural Asia-Middle East Dialogue (AMED) in 

June 2005, which offered an opportunity for Middle Eastern 

representatives and their counterparts from other Asian 

countries to discuss issues of mutual concern. 11 AMED enabled 

policymakers, intellectuals and businessmen to discover a wide 

range of opportunities for cooperation, and led to several bilateral 

agreements between their countries. 

As a follow-up, the Singapore Business Federation (SBF) 

launched the Middle East Business Group in March 2007, which 

set out with two primary objectives: to foster strong ties between 

business chambers and companies from both sides, and to provide 

consultations for local companies with business interests in the 

Middle East. 12 Even so, the options for economic cooperation 

between Singapore and the Middle East have been relatively few, 

regardless of the opportunities. One reason for this could be the 

Western-centric approach of Singapore’s foreign policy. Recent 

events, such as the 11 September 2001 attacks on the United 

States of America, have resulted in a shift towards the promotion 

of a more intensive Asia-Middle Eastern engagement.

kNoWLedge is PoWer

Education is the conduit that connects the leadership of a modern 

nation-state to the population, since the national leadership 

disseminates its policies to the people through this channel. 

Education is responsible for establishing lines of communication 

between the leaders and the citizens. In the case of Singapore, 

education has produced a generation of Singaporeans trained 

in modern science, and able to change and adapt to new 

26 

Mr Philip Yeo, Chairman, SPRING Singapore, signing a MOU of 
cooperation with the Qatari Businessmen Association to facilitate 
experience sharing on the development of SMEs
Looking on (left) is Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong 
Photo courtesy of the Singapore Business Federation

All rights reserved,  
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who supported them.” 16 In the 

book The Modern Prince: What 

The Leaders Need to Know 

Now, Garnes Lord explained 

that Mr Lee set down several 

criteria when selecting the 

civil service team. These 

criteria included the power of 

analysis and imagination, as 

well as a sense of reality. 17

Second, since to err 

is human and it is only 

natural to make mistakes, a 

dynamic government must 

not be reluctant to review its 

performance objectively, and 

it must be ready to revise its 

policies whenever necessary. 

One may argue that when a 

government revises its original 

position, it implies that it is 

incompetent. However, this 

argument is deeply flawed 

and disregards the fact that 

no one is infallible, including 

government leaders. A 

leadership that refuses to 

accept that it has failed 

will produce a society that 

is unable to learn from its 

own mistakes. On the other 

hand, revising one’s previous 

position is a crucial factor that 

sets a successful government 

apart from a failed regime. 

It “requires leaders who are 

willing to confront the realities of current performances and 

feedback, and to challenge the status quo.” 18 

The third characteristic of a dynamic government is its 

ability to “think across” traditional orders and boundaries in 

order to learn from the experiences of others. 19 What happens 

when the set agenda does not work, and when there is an urgent 

need for a change in strategy? How can a leadership think of 

new ways to achieve its agenda, and where can the new ideas 

be found? Barriers against sharing ideas for development are 

dissolved when leaders, as well as individual citizens, become 

eager to share their success with other nations through the 

media and cooperative exchange programmes. To learn from 

its own mistakes while following the examples of others does 

not undermine the legitimacy of a country’s leadership. Instead, 

these characteristics reflect the open-minded spirit of learning 

new ideas and strategies, while also accepting the inherent 

limitations of the human condition. 

To succeed, a society must allow and encourage its people to 

innovate and think into the future, and it must also refrain from 

All rights reserved,  
Yale University Press, c2003

making harsh judgments against those who have failed. A society 

that opens its people’s minds to learn from the experiences of 

others is a dynamic society that is able to differentiate between 

pride and pragmatism. Refusal to do so will only result in isolation 

in an increasingly globalised world. 

Singapore enjoys an outstanding reputation in the eyes of 

its neighbours and the international community as a whole. Its 

sophisticated infrastructure and strategic location, combined 

with the business-friendly environment of this island city-state, 

are just a few of the many factors that have made Singapore 

the ideal country to take the lead in reconnecting the Middle 

East with the rest of Asia. To highlight one example: Singapore 

enjoys excellent bilateral relations with China. The value of 

trade between the two countries reached US$20 billion in 2003. 

It further increased to more than US$30 billion in 2005 before 

hitting nearly US$40 billion for the first 10 months of 2006, 

and accounting for more than 10% of Singapore’s total foreign 

trade. 20 Singapore was China’s seventh largest international 

trade partner and China’s top 

trading partner among the 

ASEAN nations. 21 

Singapore is therefore 

highly qualified to take the 

lead in increasing economic 

ties between Asia and the 

Middle East. Indeed, its 

sophisticated infrastructure, 

strategic location and 

excellent relations with the 

Middle East are just a few of 

the driving factors that have 

put Singapore forward as an 

ideal trading partner for the 

Gulf States and the rest of the 

countries of the Middle East.

Although wars, conflicts 

and uncertainty are still 

shaping the Middle East, the 

region nevertheless preserves 

its uniqueness and appeal. 

However, if the political and 

security outlooks paint a 

pessimistic picture of the area, 

business opportunities and 

trade would appear to be far 

more promising. The winds of 

change are heading towards 

the region. Privatisation 

and foreign investments are 

just two of the signs of the 

changing trends that are 

permeating several aspects of 

life in the region. 

According to the World 

Bank report Middle East 
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and North Africa Region 2007: Economic Developments 

and Prospects, the region “has turned in strong economic 

performances, driven, to a large degree, by high oil prices 

and a favourable global environment, but also by reform 

policies that, though gradual, are generally on the right 

track. Growth in the region continues to be robust for the 

fourth year in a row.” 22  Unfortunately, although there have 

been tremendous achievements recently in the GCC states, 

some other areas of the Arab world have not yet responded 

positively to international developments, especially those in 

the field of non-oil-related businesses.  Hopefully, the GCC 

states can provide examples of success to be emulated by 

their neighbours.

CoNCLusioN 

Recent political, economic and social developments all forecast 

a revival of the Silk Road.  History was always present in the 

establishment of connections between the different regions of 

Asia, as demonstrated by the trading links between the Middle 

East and Southeast Asia via Arab traders. 23 These established 

networks wield the power to enable Singapore and the Middle 

East to enhance their patterns of cooperation and exchange, and 

to move towards a more vital and dynamic relationship. To be 

sure, Singapore can play a pivotal role in reconnecting the Middle 

East with the rest of Asia.

Singapore’s experience is also attracting the attention of other 

Asian states, including China and Taiwan, as well as many countries 

in Eastern Europe.  It is unjust to narrow Singapore’s success to 

just a few factors. What has made Singapore what it is today is 

a system of policies, taking into consideration all aspects of life 

in this country, including the economy, education, research and 

development, and good governance. These policies have created 

an efficient government, effective leaders, successful citizens, an 

excellent educational system and a thriving economy.  


