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COUNTRY BRIEFING 
 

Kuwait  

Type of Government: Unitary Constitutional Monarchy  
Emir: Sabah Ahmad al-Sabah 
Capital City: Kuwait City 
Ideology: Semi-democratic, liberal 
Region: Asia-Pacific 
Neighbours: Saudi Arabia, Iraq 

DEMOGRAPHICS  
• Population: ~4 million 
• Religion: 74.56% Muslim (official), 

18.24% Christian, other 7.2% 
• Age: Median age 29.3 years, life 

expectancy 78.2 years. 
• Ethnicity: 31.3% Kuwaiti, other Arab 

27.9%, 37.8% Asian, 1.9% African, 1.1% 
other. 

• Language: Arabic (official), English. 
  

POLITICS  

Domestic politics  
• Kuwait was affected by the Arab Spring in 2011-2012. After a series of protests, originally prompted 

by the denial of rights to Kuwait’s stateless Bidun population, erupted into police-civilian violence, a 
series of government members and members of parliament were stood down. 

• Relative to its region, Kuwait’s political structures and culture are very liberal. Kuwaiti citizens enjoy 
mostly free political speech and association, within a semi-democratic system. There is an active 
civil society. That said, membership of Kuwaiti parliament is tumultuous, and parliament is 
frequently dissolved. 

• Sharia law holds only a very minor place in Kuwaiti law. Women enjoy reasonably good access to 
educational opportunities and jobs, although there are still obstacles to their advancement. 

• Some elements of Kuwait’s human rights, particularly foreign workers’ rights, have come under 
criticism. Expatriate workers account for around 70% of Kuwait’s population, but since 2016, the 
government has begun forcibly deporting a large number of these workers.  
 

Foreign policy concerns  
• Being a small neighbour of several large and at-times unstable states, Kuwait places a very strong 

emphasis on diplomacy to secure its interests. Since it was invaded by Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi 
regime in 1990, Kuwait has prioritised relations with members of the ‘Gulf War Coalition’ that 
effectively saved it from occupation. 



• Regionally, Kuwait is an active member of the Gulf Cooperation Council, and maintains healthy 
relations with all its members, as well as Egypt and Syria. Jordan and Yemen, having supported 
Iraq in the invasion, are more difficult relationships. Kuwait is a member of the Saudi Arabia led 
coalition fighting Houthi-Saleh forces in Yemen.  

• Globally, Kuwait has established defence-related relationships with the USA, France, the UK and 
Russia. It served as the launching point for the US’ efforts in the 2003 War in Iraq, and has 
supported the US in matters concerning the oil and natural gas trade, where it tends to focus most. 
Kuwait is a major ally of ASEAN, and enjoys good relations with China. 

 
ECONOMY  

• Given its size, Kuwait is quite wealthy, with one of the highest-valued currencies in the world. The 
World Bank states that Kuwait has the fourth highest per capita income in the world.  

• The economy is overwhelmingly dependent on the publicly-owned oil industry, with little progress 
made in diversification to other areas. The uncertain political climate has made diversification 
harder than initially planned. 

• Major export partners are South Korea (16.8%), China (14.4%), Japan (9.6%), India (9.2%), the 
USA (7.5%) and Singapore (5.6%). 

• Major import partners are China (14.1%), the USA (11.9%), the UAE (8.3%), Japan (6.5%), 
Germany (6.2%), India (5.4%), and Italy (5%). 
 

MILITARY  
● The Kuwait Military Forces contain 

around 58,000 active personnel. It 
is split into three branches: the 
Land Force, the Air Force, and the 
Naval Force (including the Kuwait 
Commando Marine Units). 

● The structure of the Armed Forces 
also contains several independent 
units. These include the Kuwait 
Emiri Guard and the 25th 
Commando Brigade, which have 
their own special functions. 

● The Kuwaiti military has received 
recognition as an important ally of 
the United States in the War on Terror. The US has provided a great deal of technical assistance, 
and stations considerable amounts of troops in the country. 
 

 


