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THE MIDDLE EAST
MOVING BEYOND CAPACITY
Resilience - The Next Priority

Beyond Capacity: Why Infrastructure Resilience Must Be the Middle East's Next
Priority

Over the past two decades, the Middle East has undertaken one of the most ambitious
infrastructure development programs in modern history. Across the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), governments have invested hundreds of billions of dollars in desalination
plants, power stations, airports, ports, industrial cities, transport networks, and digital
infrastructure to support rapidly growing populations and increasingly diversified
economies.

The results are evident. The region today boasts some of the world's largest desalination
facilities, most efficient airports, fastest-growing logistics hubs, and most advanced urban
developments. These investments have been instrumental in supporting economic growth,
improving quality of life, and advancing national transformation agendas such as Saudi
Vision 2030, UAE We the UAE 2031, Oman Vision 2040, and similar programs across the
region.



However, as the scale and complexity of infrastructure systems continue to increase, a
new challenge is emerging—one that receives far less attention than capacity expansion,
but may prove equally important in the years ahead.

That challenge is resilience.

The Hidden Risk Behind Infrastructure Success

Historically, infrastructure planning in the Middle East has focused on a relatively
straightforward objective: ensuring sufficient capacity to meet growing demand.

Governments asked critical questions such as:

¢ How much additional electricity generation will be required?

¢ How much desalinated water will cities need?

e What airport and port capacity is necessary to support economic growth?

¢ How can transportation networks accommodate expanding populations?
While these questions remain important, they are no longer sufficient.
Today, infrastructure planners must also ask:
What happens if a critical asset becomes unavailable?
The answer can be significant. In many cases, a single facility, transmission corridor,
logistics hub, or digital asset supports a substantial portion of a country's essential
services. As a result, operational disruptions can have far-reaching economic and social
consequences.
Water Security: A Strategic Vulnerability
Nowhere is this challenge more evident than in water infrastructure.
Many countries across the Gulf rely heavily on large-scale desalination plants to meet
domestic water demand. Facilities such as Ras Al Khair in Saudi Arabia, Jebel Ali in the
UAE, and Umm Al Houl in Qatar are engineering achievements that collectively supply
water to millions of residents and businesses.
This model has delivered considerable benefits. Large plants provide economies of scale,
lower production costs, and operational efficiencies that have helped secure water

supplies in some of the world's most water-scarce environments.

Yet centralization also introduces concentration risk.



A prolonged outage caused by technical failure, cyberattack, fuel supply disruption,
extreme weather event, or operational incident could have consequences extending well
beyond the plant itself. While utility operators have contingency measures in place, the
increasing reliance on a limited number of critical facilities highlights the importance of
resilience planning.

The objective is no longer simply to produce enough water. It is to ensure that water
remains available under a wide range of disruption scenarios.

Power Infrastructure: Reliability Becomes Critical
A similar trend is visible across electricity networks.

The Middle East's growing industrial base, expanding urban populations, and accelerating
digital economy are increasing demand for reliable electricity. At the same time, countries
are investing heavily in renewable energy, energy-intensive industries, data centers, and
advanced manufacturing facilities.

As power systems become more interconnected and demand continues to rise, the
consequences of service disruptions become increasingly significant.

A temporary outage today may affect not only households and businesses but also
industrial production, healthcare services, logistics operations, telecommunications
networks, and digital infrastructure.

The challenge therefore extends beyond generation capacity. It includes ensuring that
networks possess sufficient redundancy, flexibility, and recovery capabilities to maintain
service continuity during unexpected events.

Logistics Infrastructure and Economic Resilience

The Middle East's emergence as a global trade and logistics hub has elevated the
importance of ports, airports, and transport corridors.

Facilities such as Jebel Ali Port, Khalifa Port, Hamad Port, King Abdulaziz Port, and major
international airports have become critical components of regional and international
supply chains.

These assets support economic diversification, industrial development, tourism, and
international trade. However, their growing importance also increases the consequences
of disruption.

Operational incidents, cyber threats, congestion events, or infrastructure failures can
affect not only local operations but also broader supply chains and economic activity.



As countries seek to strengthen their position in global trade networks, resilience planning
must become an integral component of logistics infrastructure development.

Digital Infrastructure: The New Critical Asset Class
Perhaps the most rapidly evolving area of infrastructure is digital connectivity.

Governments and businesses across the region are investing heavily in cloud computing,
artificial intelligence, smart cities, digital government services, and advanced
telecommunications networks.

As aresult, digital infrastructure is increasingly becoming as essential as traditional
utilities.

Data centers, submarine cable landing stations, telecommunications networks, and cloud
platforms now underpin critical economic and public services. Their failure can disrupt
banking systems, government operations, healthcare services, and commercial activity.

Protecting these assets requires a broader approach to infrastructure resilience that
incorporates cybersecurity, redundancy, disaster recovery planning, and operational
continuity measures.

The Next Evolution of Infrastructure Investment

The next generation of infrastructure investment in the Middle East will likely be defined not
only by scale, but by resilience.

This does not imply abandoning large-scale infrastructure projects. Rather, it requires
complementing them with strategies designed to reduce systemic vulnerability.

Potential approaches include:

e Developing distributed and decentralized infrastructure systems.

e Increasing redundancy in critical utility networks.

e Diversifying water and power supply sources.

e Strengthening cyber resilience and digital security.

e Expanding emergency response and recovery capabilities.

e Incorporating climate adaptation measures into infrastructure planning.
e Enhancing cross-border infrastructure cooperation and resource sharing.

These measures may not always attract the same attention as landmark infrastructure
developments, but they are increasingly essential to long-term economic resilience.

Building for the Next Twenty Years



The Middle East has demonstrated an exceptional ability to deliver world-class
infrastructure at scale. The challenge now is ensuring that these systems remain reliable
and resilient in an increasingly uncertain operating environment.

As governments continue to pursue ambitious economic transformation agendas,
resilience should become a core consideration alongside capacity, efficiency, and cost
optimization.

The future of infrastructure in the region will not be defined solely by what is built, but by
how effectively critical services can withstand disruption, adapt to changing conditions,
and continue supporting economic growth when they are needed most.

In the years ahead, resilience may prove to be the most important infrastructure
investment of all.
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