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I. Economic, Social and Political Background

The
_ 
kin?dom of Saudi Arabia li�s be™:'een the Red _Sea and the Persian Gulf a 

occupies eighty percent of the Arabian Peninsula. The kingdom contains approx· 
nd 

860,000 square miles of territory. It is one third the size of the continental Unit��
ately 

and the same size as the European Community but is mostly inhospitable desert w'th 
13
1
• tcs 

• • 1 llt(e 
or no rainfall. There are no lakes or nvers, but large amounts of groundwater have been
discovered.1 However, these underground aquifers are a depletable resource. 

Saudi Arabia lies at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa. The Egyptian S
canal, which links the Red Sea to the Mediterranean Sea, is only one hundred :: 
twenty-five miles from the country's northwestern border. The close proximity of ma·
shipping routes on Saudi Arabia 's east and west coasts combined with modem �
facilities has provided a significant location advantage for international trade. 

Saudi Arabia's most abundant natural resource is petroleum. Twenty-five percent of the 
world's known reserves lie under its sands, and further oil discoveries are increasing this 

percentage. Other natural resources include bauxite, gold, silver, nickel, zinc, pyrite (used 
in producing sulfur), molybdenum (an element used to strengthen steel), phosphate, and

gypsum. In the last five years, the Saudi government has begun a more concentrated 
effort to exploit its non-oil mineral assets.2 

The population of Saudi Arabia is estimated to be 12 to 14 million, including 2 to 4 
million foreign workers from Islamic and third world countries, and an estimated 200,000 
American and European workers.3 Saudi Arabia faces serious manpower shortages, but its 
high population growth of 5.0 percent may help lessen future dependence on foreigners 
employed throughout the kingdom.' 

The capital city of Riyadh is the political and business headquarters of the country. 
Riyadh's growth in population from 8,000 in 1920 to over 1.8 million in the late 1980s is 
reflective of the rural to urban migration that has occurred in most cities as oil revenues 
provide new employment opportunities.5 The Islamic capital of Mecca and the sacred city 
of Medina are also important cities. Each year almost 2.5 million religious pilgrims 
converge on these cities as they make their Haj, the holy pilgrimage of Islam. The 
pilgrims provide an important source of income for the cities' residents whose combined 
population is about 800,000.0 

An Islamic monarchy has ruled Saudi Arabia since 1932. The country was unified by 
King Abd al-Aziz al Saud who governed by the rules of the Koran. TI1e Koran is the holy 
scripture of Islam and provides the countries legal system and constitution. 7 Executive and 

legislative authority are exercised by the king who has ultimate power in almost every 
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